
Chronicles of an Island Parish no.64 – back on the Island and in confinement. 
16th June 2020 

Written while in quarantine…more dramatic: Detention Camp Covid-19! 
Sounds like a harrowing Aleksandri Solzhenitsyn’s narrative: Gulag Helenica. 

Hope you don’t get too bored as I write as I think or vice versa, and obviously 
some details are repetitive; skip! 

In after-thought as I conclude this episode I thought of combining Chronicles 
Nos 61 to 64 as opening chapters of a book entitled : Going Nowhere, Fast! 

Dear Friends, 

It is just around 5 months since I flew out of St Helena and about 2 months 
returned to South Africa from what was presumed to be a few days stopover 
before flying back to St Helena…what actually did occurred is now well 
known and an occurrence in which we all had our lives severely altered and 
challenged. 

Right now it is 9 in the morning 16th June, and I am sitting on the edge of the 
bed typing. I am in quarantine for (a further) 14 days (does it ever end?) 
having disembarked from the ship late yesterday afternoon. The place of 
quarantine is a work camp for the labourers who helped build the airport, 
known as Bradley’s. At very short notice and with equally limited resources 
and material, several Island builders aided by numerous practical gifts from 
Saints (like toilet seals, hand-basins, cutlery, bed-linen, even shower units, 
etc) have endeavoured to make the numerous simple army-type huts or 
cabins comfortable.  

My unit has the foreboding name of Lot’s wife. I leave your own imagination 
to further indulge however, among the Emmslanders who live in the adjoining 
NW of Germany and The Netherlands have a poínte saying: You only 
become friends when you chew through a bag of salt together’…so stick it 
out! 

I am in what I call a ‘cabin’ with a view across the security fence looking 
directly at the full-length of runway stretching left to right. According to reports 
the next regular flight to use this runway will be in about 4 months time. I 
wonder what the airport staff do all day? I mean there are only so man times 
one can dust the office shelves….though just now I saw one of the fire-trucks 
drive the length of the runway to ensure all is in order; I’m told this is a daily 
ritual exactly at 10 every morning. Nonetheless, what an opportunity to 
‘catch-up’ on all sort of secondary issues and leave early for home without 
any qualms. 

I gather I am the only one occupying the whole camp …so solitude 
completely, further re-enforced by the frequently heavy showers of long 



durations that began overnight. This, actually pleases me as it means no 
water restrictions later in the year and our flora, fauna, gardens, farmlands 
and so on will flourish; prior to my departure the parish garden seemed to 
have given-up on its potential and will to live when I left in January. Here’s 
hoping my kikuha grass lawn has recovered to ‘reward’ me for the hours 
spent planting and coaching to grow! 

I am snug, comfortable and 3 meals (actually only I following my decision) are 
prepared and brought ‘to’ me (remember: Social-distancing) on a daily basis. 
Matt Joshua who was the Mantis Hotel’s first General Manager here is now 
the overall very hands-on administrator. Matt was trained for his managerial 
position in South Africa. He tells me among other issues that sadly the often 
controversial and criticised 4-star Mantis Hotel in Jamestown is to be 
‘mothballed’ from the end of June. This is much due to the dearth of tourists 
over years after opening and now none at all. 

Though there are no cases of the pandemic or have been on the Island, yet 
despite this St Helena will not escape the Damage Control and eventual Fall-
out. St Helena is shielded by her insular position but severe financial 
restraints of Britain will eventually follow. Both the pandemic and Brexit will 
adversely bite; the inconsequential current unavailability of Windhoek beers 
will cease to be a lively public concern. But like all falls and rises, ebbs and 
flows of humanity, it is also a golden opportunity for Saints and others who 
hold this Island to be Home to once again take on self-responsibility, reliance 
and with resolve work together for the Common Good: a driving force of 
being pro-active rather than retro is a clarion call to all generations.  

I rather like the statement of the actor Matt Damon in character in the film as 
The Martian whose’s left behind on the planet Mars and who grows a crop of 
potatoes to survive under harrowing circumstances. He quotes some 
university: They say once you’ve grown your own crops somewhere you have 
officially colonized it”. Consequently he proclaims himself the first Martian! 
This makes me wonder just how many of our younger generation have grown 
a single seasonal crop, which they were able to eat? How many of us at all? 
Who are Saints? Are there any younger residents? 

One of the most surprising things I saw in upmarket Constantia, Cape Town 
and heard of in other less affluent suburbs is that of home-owners turning 
their often extensive front-of-house kerb-areas into general vegetable 
gardens for passers-by to help themselves when the crops are ready for use. 
I kid you not! And despite the numerous vagrants they are not ravaged and 
others do help themselves for legitimate use. 

Our schools while endeavouring to teach a vast variety of subjects akin to 
world standards, put little emphasis on the Island Heritage, other than the 
protection, maintenance and hopeful balancing of marine and flora & fauna 
life. But do ‘we’ love the land? 



Patriotism is seen as being old-fashioned, almost ‘colonial’ and far too often 
aligned with ‘Nationalism’ – which it is not! The proverbial elephant in the 
room is simply: do I love St Helena and all this encapsules and embraces? 
Patriotism is not the sole task nor responsibility of any governmental structure 
even NGOs to instil or engender in the Island psyche, families, parents and 
schooling have this noble responsibility.  

Perhaps a Thought for consideration: was the outcome of the Brexit 
referendum driven by ‘nationalism’ or ‘patriotism’…no doubt clarifying the 
distinct differences and a good point for discussion. 

Friday 19th June – the Solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and patronal 
feast of the church and Island parish. 

Unfortunately neither today or if transferred, will we be able to celebrate with 
Holy Mass…but certainly in a few weeks time to celebrate at the parish with 
those who have stayed the course without the celebration of the Eucharist. 

Skip the following paragraph as it is rather boring & pedantic, but I wrote it 
and it should stay in the original Chronicles: 

Today is also my 4th day of detention – another 10 to go. The concept 
‘quarantine’ is somewhat incorrectly ‘banded’ around; actually it means you 
are placed ‘under quarantine’ as you might have the illness or suspected of 
having it, so as to prevent the possibility of infection of those who seem to be 
free of the symptoms. In others words ‘preventative’ to safeguard others. If 
you are actually sick you receive treatment and are no longer ‘under’ 
quarantine but in isolation. I guess I fall between ‘two stools’ or ‘The devil and 
the deep blue sea’…better safe than sorry...an ‘if’, ‘could’, ‘perhaps’, ‘you 
never know’, scenario. Though if truth be known I guess I am less likely to 
become sick or carry the virus than very many others ‘out there’. But be what 
it may: All for the Common Good. 

The Monday that I was transferred from the ship was Day Zero. 

As I wrote before: walking around my very limited area I am much impressed 
of what the Islanders were able to put in place at Bradley’s at such short 
notice and very limited resources and finances compared to the massive 
emergency hospitals erected elsewhere. Granted the various  barrack-type 
buildings existed but have not been used for several years and at the time 
most workmen used a communal ablution block with only a few being on 
suite, while the cabin or room is a basic 4 m x 3 m room for a bed and 
cupboard. This once again highlights for me: Give credit where credit is due. 
Fat too often, Outsiders and even Saints themselves are disparaging of 
genuine efforts, care and concern. 



Saturday 20th – 9 days to go! At least no mozzies last night, as the two 
previous nights I was ‘fair game’ to their stealthy bloodsucking attacks, 
kamikazi style.  

As if by chance (is there such as ‘thing’ as ‘chance’?) I am reading my third 
successive book on maritime fortunes, misfortunes and tragedy. First two 
Shackleton’s ‘Endurance’ & Michael Palin’s ‘Erebus’. I have to start believing 
the Stella Maris might be ‘saying’ something to me, happily for us all though I 
will not be available to fulfil a possible film sequel to Ernest Hemingway’s The 
Old Man and the Sea …but the true and tragic story of the Russian nuclear 
sub ‘Kursk’ makes enthralling reading….I’m attempting to pace myself. 

As Chinese Whispers are very much part of our Island culture, heard today, 
that the wife of an elderly Canadian couple who are yachties caught-up here 
and moored in the Jamestown bay in Corona Virus quarantine, has acute 
leukaemia. She has been hospitalized at our local hospital and a MediVac 
team aboard an air-ambulance is due to fly to St Helena to take here 
elsewhere for improved treatment. I gather the medics and crew will stay 
here.  

Captain Adam of the MV Helena said to me while at sea: What is rumoured in 
the mess is heard on the bridge’ or perhaps it was vice versa: What is spoken 
of on the bridge is known in the mess’. 

It will be interesting to see what actually unfolds. 

Solitude & silence, whether for a shorter are longer time, most definitely are 
conducive – beneficial, to our wellbeing. Yes, initially we become 
introspective with the ‘I’ being the centre of reflection but gradually also 
sensitize and sensitive to what is outside of our own existence. It also affords 
us to recognize the ordinary and habitual as being unique and perhaps even 
precious. How many of us consider saying ‘Thank You’ to what is too often 
seen as ‘usual’. Consider just how many very ordinary daily meals have been 
prepared for us but  how infrequently we express genuine gratitude or a child 
tries to please and we see only the failures, the wage-earner who endures a 
clock-driven routine to fulfil a low-income job that is unstimulating? 

Which brings me to say THANK YOU to my next-door neighbours, neither 
Catholic, living in the flat next door to the church; Jeffrey a taxi-driver and his 
partner Louise a grocery shop manager and clerk. They agreed to feed my 
cat Wit-poodjie and stray Black Nelson for a few weeks while I was off the 
Island…this become 5 months and they are still regularly feeding them and 
have grown to relate to them as the cats to them. Or Earl Henry who came  
onto the footplate to pay our overdue Catholic Church accounts as a loan 
from the Anglican funds. (He had been the person who prior to my arrival in 
September 2017 had looked after the Church Books for several years.) If you 



are wondering Why? for the simple reason that I am the sole signatory of 
Parish accounts and have been unable to make payments. 

Monday 22nd: Hump Day I am told: the halfway mark has been reached, 
though from the exquisite meals I am receiving, marking-time might be a 
better option. 

Last night starting watching an old British comedy series called: Rising Damp 
with Morecambe & Wise & The Two Ronnies in the offering. Mark you I only 
lasted til 9…must be the fresh air and solitude. 

24th Wednesday – feast-day of the Birth of John the Baptist. 

It is a common-held belief among Biblical scholars not only were Jesus & 
John cousins, are similar ages, may have known each other growing-up and 
most definitely came to share several of the earlier disciples. I personally like 
this continuity, which may reveal more about these two pivot personalities to 
salvation than is often recorded or realized. Similarly Joseph to Our Lady, 
almost ‘written-out’ of the salvation narrative. Consider our Lord’s affectionate 
feelings and utterance about The father of whom as Man he could only relate 
to what he had experienced as a child and adolescent of an affectionate 
parent Joseph. 

Following my prayer-time this morning while meditating on my ongoing 
situation the final 2 stanzas of John Milton’s 19 sonnet came to mind:...And 
o’oer post Land and Ocean without rest, They also serve who only stand and 
wait.” He was reflecting on his encroaching blindness, I on my immobility and 
lack of priestly inter-action. 

My 3 plus months of ‘inactivity’ actual is a very fruitful time…in fact I have far 
outpaced, overhauled or -taken the famous Thirty-day Ignatian Retreats. 

These months with the pandemic have both allowed me, enticed and 
encouraged me to consider the long-term effect on the Church and our Faith 
as a whole. What is an interest dimension of what much of the world has or is 
still experience is that the strict regulations effecting society need not have 
been applied here – though they were briefly – because there has not been 
one single positive cases reported or diagnosed. This means the Church here 
hasn’t had the same experiences of any long-term closures, incursions and 
interference in society or general Church life. Here one can hardly referred to 
‘of getting back to normal’. ‘Normal’ has been basically the daily norm; there 
is ‘No getting back to normal’. 

Nonetheless the challenge remains, as much of the world has to deal with the 
massive impacts of the aftermath of the pandemic, St Helena has little to deal 
with. The world in general is experiencing a seismographic shift, we have not! 
A comparison could be made to the disastrous effect of both World Wars. 
Even when the German Third Reich pocket battle-ship ‘Graf Spee’ sailed by 



within shelling range en-route to the Falklands waters and Uruguay, there 
was no involved mutual aggressive response – which was rightly judged 
would have been devastating for Jamestown if an exchange of shells had 
taken place. Other than young men leaving to join the Armed Services and 
casualties sadly and the deprivation rationing took on living here, the actual 
aggressive devastating conflict barely touched the normal lives of people at 
the time. 

I’ve already written about the wild rabbits who (should this be ‘that’ as they 
are not human?) appear to take advantage of the almost total presence of 
human aggressors. The past several days several smaller ones have 
squeezed under the fence adjoining my ‘hermitage’ on the hillside and made 
hesitant fleeting hops across my front porch area. Yesterday even a feral cat 
made a brief appearance. The local arid hills devoid of any normal active 
human presence must be a network of rabbit burrows and many whelps. 

Should we be critical of that retiring lady of leisure and literary skills of 
Cumbria / Cumberland county in Britain and her friend Peter for the reason 
for rabbits on the Island? 

Was it part of the subtle British Age of Expansion? 

But again I must stress ‘taking’ to the rabbits is therapeutic…start worrying if I 
report what they are saying. 

Thursday 15th June 

Last night watched a 1982 film with Peter Ustinov as private sleuth from a 
UBS stick lent to me. 

The Medivac flight has now been postponed again. Apparently Namibian air 
traffic control had as yet not given clearance, as the aircraft on her outward 
flight has to re-fuel for safe reasons either in Windhoek or Walvisbaai. Safety 
reasons: in case the plane ultimately cannot land on St Helena it can turn 
back; weather conditions can rapidly change here within an hour or so. 

Apparently under-lying the ‘Permission’ is the fact that when the original 
tender was put out for a flight to St Helena among several applicants was the 
Namibian national carrier, Air Namibia, and they didn’t get it. One can only 
hope this ‘sticking to the rules’ is not ‘sour grapes’… 

A strikingly black feral cat moved onto the scene this morning; this now being 
the second one. 

The MV Helena is back in port from the extended quarterly voyage to 
Ascension. She’ll be loading for the next few days empty containers to return 
to Cape Town’s Table Bay harbour. Several of the containers will contain 
used aluminium cans for re-cycling; hopefully in time for waste as in glass, tin 



cans, plastic could also be taken back for re-cycling in South Africa or 
elsewhere. 

Friday 26th June 

Today as sole inmate, we rather ‘I’ await, with much anticipation the arrival of 
a Medivac team flying from Joburg and back via West Africa to carry the 
elderly Canadian wife of the yachtie couple who became Covid-19 stranded 
here in James Bay due to quarantine restrictions.  

My ‘excitement’ is that the crew of four (captain, navigator and medics) will be 
accommodated overnight in the cabins near to mine. I imagine we will hold 
some sort of conversation ‘From a distance’ – (echoes of Bette Midler). 

Rather financially devastating though looking out upon the long deserted 
runway of our airport that it is now nearly six weeks since a single aircraft has 
used it. But, to be admired that every day staff arrive at the airport to work 
and every day of the week the Emergency fire trucks and other auxiliaries 
parade the fill length of the runway at high speed with klaxton blaring and the 
occasion display of far-reaching ‘water-power’. I wonder though long term if 
this could be demoralizing for a good percentage of highly trained employees 
non-émployed.  

Sun shining today after nearly a week of squalls of rain, windy etc. As you 
see from above following a final nasal swab procedure and the pathologist's 
diagnosis, as on midnight Monday I shall be liberated. 
 
Though right now somewhat in trepidation about re-engaging with Life 
beyond the fence, society and Church life in general it has been 16 weeks. 
 
This Saturday past finally I was joined as sole occupant for the past 2 weeks 
by the long anticipated Overnight Medivac flight & crew or team from Joburg. 
This was their umpteenth attempt to get here to fly the Canadian patient back 
to Canada. The crew had attempted since Wednesday to fly here however 
NOT because of any weather conditions but because the Namibian air-space 
being closed as well at the airport in Walvisbaai and their air-traffic control 
being very uncooperative. I wrote about this earlier. 
 
The patient in question is the wife of an elderly couple who are yachties. They 
arrived here got quarantined meanwhile the wife was diagnosed with 
leukemia and needed urgent extensive treatment which is not available here. 
 
The Medivac crew were a good mix of 4 South Africans, a very competent 
youngish Tswana-speaking woman doctor; an English-speaking pilot with 
vast flying experience in Afghanistan, Peru, Spain, etc and two young 
Afrikaners, one being the navigator the other the assistant medic. From the 
rooms next door they sounded a happy team; maintaining strict social 



distancing the captain knocked on my door to share a G n’T with a slice of 
lemon and ice provided and good chat together but by 8 it was Lights Out as 
they had to be up by 4.30. Sunday morning. They took off for Ascension to 
refuel then onto Pointe Noire in Congo Brazzaville onto Tenerife where the 
Canadian Medivac group take over and the team from SA return back to 
Joburg. I appreciated the brief company of the captain a good Catholic 
educated at CBC Catholic high school in Klerksdorp, married for 30 odd 
years and two teenage children.  
 
In case it is thought the restrictions pertaining to the pandemic were being 
flouted; the crew has been in almost continuous quarantine in Joburg. 
 
Monday 29th Solemnity of the great apostles Ss Peter & Paul and for me D-
Day – 1 if all goes according to my expectations. The day began promising 
after nearly a week of blustery cold wind and frequent squalls – the sun 
shone and a glorious sunrise over the sea looking east and if one could see 
so far, the south Angolan coast. 
 
Just before 10 the medic was here from hospital, took the simple nasal swab 
and at just before I p.m. to be exact 12.54 Dr Kumar the Hospital 
Superintendent called and reported I have tested Negative…liberation as of 
midnight. Now comes the re-engaging after 16 weeks but in total 5 months 
absent off the Island and absent from the Parish.  
 
Dear exhausted and intrepid Readers, it has now become 6th July and a 
week since the All Clear. 
 
Without further ado, you get what I wrote for good, indifference or… 
 
Prayerfully yours,  Father David 
 

 


