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Introduction  
by Rabbi Chapper
I am delighted to present 
Maggid - My Story for our 
Times.

As we know, Maggid is the main 
section of the Pesach Haggadah.  
It tells our national story of slavery 
in Egypt and miraculous freedom to 
become G-d’s people.  For over three thousand years, even 
in very difficult times, we remember our liberation and it 
provides us with a beacon of hope that we will survive no 
matter what the odds.

Every year, we begin Maggid by saying:  “Now we are here, 
next year we will be in the land of Israel; this year we are 
slaves, next year we will be free people.”  This theme of hope 
runs all the way through the Haggadah and we end our 
Seder by expressing the great hope with a prayer:  L’shana 
haba b’Yerushalayim - Next year in Jerusalem! 

When we said those words last year, no-one could 
have predicted that this year, once again, we would be 
celebrating Pesach in the shadow of Coronavirus restrictions 
with all the difficulties it presents.  That is why I felt it was so 
important for us as a community to have the opportunity 
to share our own personal stories of life during a year of the 
pandemic.

It was the late Rabbi Lord Sacks z’l who pointed out that 
storytelling has always been central to the Jewish tradition 
and the institution of storytelling is a fundamental religious 
duty, recalling and re-enacting the events of the Exodus 
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every year.

On Pesach, we do not simply retell a story. We see ourselves 
as being the ones redeemed at this very moment.  We tell 
the story because it is our story.

In this booklet, we have recorded the remarkable stories of 
a range of people, each with their own unique ‘Covid story’.  
We will read, in their own unedited words, what life was like 
for them in the past year.  From the joy of the birth of a child 
to the tragedy of losing a loved one.  We will gain an insight 
into life as a nurse, teacher and pilot and share the pain of 
someone separated from their family and be uplifted by an 
unforgettable wedding.

My sincerest thanks go to all our contributors who shared 
such personal reflections and allowed us to gain a new 
perspective about the pandemic.  By recounting their 
experiences they are continuing the great tradition of 
storytelling in our times. This is your story!

Huge thanks also to Philippa Ford for her great ideas and 
all the work she did to encourage people to write and in 
collating their stories.  To Josh Moont for designing the 
layout of this book and making it look great and such a 
worthy addition to BES publications.

I also gratefully acknowledge a generous grant from the 
Centre for Community Excellence to defray the cost of this 
publication.

Eva and I take this opportunity to wish you, your family and 
the whole community chag kasher v’sameach - a very 
happy, healthy and kosher Pesach.

L’shana haba b’Yerushalayim - Next year in Jerusalem!
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Dvar Torah by Rabbi Taylor
In the Torah when Hashem 
speaks to Moshe in Ki Tisa, He 
first discusses the Mishkan, the 
Sanctuary which was built in 
the desert, and then mentions 
Shabbat. However when Moshe 
addresses the people at the 
beginning of Vayakel, first Shabbat is 
talked about followed the Sanctuary. Why is 
the order switched? 

The Kli Yakar explains that the Mishkan alludes to the 
glory of the Jewish People, because its existence was 
symbolic of the fact that they were forgiven for the sin of 
the golden calf and their connection with Hashem has 
been restored. On the other hand the sanctity of Shabbat 
focuses on the glory of G-d because we remind ourselves 
on this special day each week that it was He who created 
the world and continues to sustain it. With this is mind we 
can now understand why the order of the Mishkan and 
Shabbat are switched in the Torah. When Hashem speaks, 
He first mentions the Mishkan because He focuses on the 
uniqueness of the Jewish People because he mentions 
Shabbat which is about Himself. Whereas Moshe, who 
represents the Jewish People, changes the order because 
he put the glory of G-d before special nature of the Nation.

We see a very similar idea with regards to Pesach. In the 
Torah, Hashem refers to Pesach as Chag HaMatzot whereas 
the Jews call it Passover. Chag HaMatzot highlights what the 

Jews did which was baking matza and Passover focuses on 
what Hashem did which was that he famously passed over 
the Jews homes on the night of the final plague. So we see 
another example of Hashem focusing on the Jewish People 
and the Jewish People focusing on Hashem. 

The truth is, that this attitude of focusing on the other is what 
has sustained our unique relationship with Hashem. We 
have always looked to Him first and he has always done the 
same to us. This is a significant reason why our connection 
with the Almighty has endured and overcome hurdles 
along the way. But from this model we can also learn how 
to strengthen our relationships with other human beings 
such as with various family members and friends. These 
relationships only succeed when we focus on the other – on 
their needs, on their concerns and on their sensitives, and 
not our own. 

This I believe is a great lesson that we learn from the 
Mishkan and Shabbat, and from Pesach but we have also 
appreciated it over the Covid 19 pandemic. We have spent 
many months at home with our family members and had 
time where we have been able to focus on them without 
other distractions of life. May this be a positive legacy of the 
pandemic which will result in us having more positive and 
healthy relationships in the long term with those that matter 
to us most.
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Dvar Torah by Rabbi Finn
There is a short Jewish Law that 
is so important we actually 
read it aloud as part of the 
Seder ceremony as we head 
towards the end of Maggid, just 
before we recite the first half of 
Hallel 

“In every generation, an individual is 
required to see themselves as if they have left Egypt”.

For many years I have struggled with this law. How?! How is 
it possible to feel like a slave experiencing freedom for the 
first time?  Human imagination is not that powerful.  This 
year, in light of Coronavirus, I think I have an answer. On 
Pesach we are not supposed to imagine that we have been 
freed, rather we are supposed to act as if we have just been 
freed. How? By appreciating everything.  Think about it, to 
the newly emancipated slave, everything is amazing, every 
new freedom is valued, every blessing is counted. 

Before Covid, how many of us appreciated the ability to 
go outside whenever we wanted? How many of us were 
thankful for the ability to go to the park and play? How 
many of us treasured the ability to meet up with friends?  
To hug members of our family? To eat out?  We took these 
activities for granted. This was normal everyday (boring) 
life.  It’s only now that we are locked down, isolated, no 
longer allowed to do any of these things, that we realise how 
lucky we were. As the song goes, “don’t it always seem to go, 
you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone”. 

In our normal, busy lives, we rarely have a chance to stop, 
reflect and appreciate. And this causes us to miss so 
many important things.  We neglect friends and family 
and we can fail to notice how much the people around 
us have changed. Pesach is a time to right this wrong. By 
remembering a time in our history when we had nothing, we 
are supposed to realise how much we have. This year, we 
have an added insight into what slavery must have been 
like, so let’s use that to help us appreciate what we do have 
in our lives. Let’s learn to count our blessings. 
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Dvar Torah  
by Rebbetzen Taylor
As we are about to embark 
on the journey of freedom, we 
pause the Seder and invite 
all who are hungry to join us. 
“Ha lach ma’anya - this is the 
bread of our affliction…let all 
who are hungry come and eat.” The 
placement of this paragraph is perplexing. 
Surely we would have invited guests before the Seder 
begins? And concerning Pesach this year and last, we 
were not able to invite anyone at all so why even have this 
paragraph included in our Sedarim?! Furthermore, no one 
can hear us! We are sitting at our tables inside our home 
so if we were truly sincere about our invitation wouldn’t we 
open our doors and shout our offer for those outside our 
homes to hear?

Rav Soloveitchik, the twentieth-century American Rabbi 
and philosopher, explains that this paragraph is not 
meant to be said literally. We should not feel under any 
obligation to invite extra guests at this stage of the meal 
in a ‘normal’ year and we should most certainly not be 
asking additional people into our homes while we are in 
lockdown. The inclusion of this paragraph is to teach us an 
important lesson about freedom, the central theme of the 
Pesach Seder. The Jewish people had been slaves for so 
many years. For generations, they had been oppressed and 
unable to decide for themselves how to spend their time, 
who to invite into their homes and even the types of food 

to serve at the meal. The Rav explains therefore that this 
declaration is an indication of the freedom of the Jewish 
people at this moment, that we can invite anyone we wish 
to our homes. Furthermore, the mentality of a slave is starkly 
different from that of a free person. When someone is 
incarcerated it is normal for their mind to be consumed with 
thoughts of their plight alone without taking much notice 
of other people’s suffering around them. Yet as free people 
we can look beyond ourselves and provide food and shelter 
to others who may be downfallen. Freedom is the ability to 
take note of other’s pain and choose to help in whatever 
way we can. Freedom is when we choose to pause at the 
height of our own personal Sedarim and think about another 
who may be going through a difficult time. 

Over the last year, we have learned a lot about ourselves 
and our communities. We have pivoted and adapted our 
relationships to fit in with the new normal. Yet despite the 
change in circumstances the message of “Ha L’achma 
anya” still remains. We still have the freedom to choose how 
we interact with others. Do we use our newfound freedom to 
‘invite’ others into our realm? Do we include people and look 
out for those that may be in need?

 I hope and pray that this time next year the pandemic 
will be a nightmare from the past and we will be back 
celebrating together, shouting to all who can hear-‘please 
come into our homes and enjoy a meal with me!’
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The Mikvah  
by Rebbetzen  
Eva Chapper
The Chofetz Chaim said that 
building a mikvah “enjoys 
priority over building a 
synagogue, purchasing a Torah 
scroll, or any other mitzvah.”

As the world closed down last year, 
the mikvahs stayed open. Doctors, rabbis and scientists, 
experts around the world in the fields of immunology and 
senior virologists lead by the Ministry of Health in Israel, 
were consulted and a list of guidelines was put together for 
attendants and those attending.   

Furlough meant bringing together a team who were 
prepared to volunteer under challenging circumstances to 
keep the mikvah up and running. Without these volunteers, 
we would have had to close. Closing would have meant that 
approximately seventy women each month having to go 
elsewhere. My previous ‘Friday night team’ grew from two 
to four to enable us to serve the women in Borehamwood, 
and beyond, so they could continue to attend the mikvah 
on time.  We bought masks and gloves, hospital-grade 
cleaning spray and bromine for the pool. We spaced out 
appointments to have one visitor at a time.  We had to 
clean the bathrooms, floors and the rail around the pool 
thoroughly between each visit. 

Months into the pandemic, I received the occasional 
message inquiring if the mikvah was open. These women 

had waited to fulfil the mitzvah of the mikvah, out of fear or 
lack of knowledge, undergoing IVF or having a baby, some 
had been ill with Covid or had to self-isolate, whatever the 
reason, I calmly explained all the measures in place and 
that our mikvah, as well as others in London and around the 
world, continued to operate. The Shul was closed, but the 
mikvah is open. 

The quote from the Chofetz Chaim took on a new meaning 
for me. This is the foundation of our families, for Jewish 
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couples to continue to appreciate each other in all ways 
of communication – intellectually, spiritually, emotionally 
and physically. This has been a very trying time for couples, 
spending unnatural amounts of time together cooped up in 
the house. And this is the strength of the mitzvah of mikveh 
- take time out, explore your relationship, step into the water 
and refresh your connection while the world around is in 
chaos. 

The new ‘Pandemic’ Mikvah experience received mixed 
reactions. Some women welcomed the changes – 15 
minutes done! Others miss their relaxing ‘spa time’. But I 
received many warm words and texts expressing sincere 
thanks for being open in these trying times, for coming out 
late at night, or dropping everything at suppertime, to try to 
accommodate those who work different hours or for other 
reasons.

I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude 
to the team of volunteers. Not only did they commit to 
coming out late at night in the summer and the snow in 
the winter but also adjusting the temperature as necessary 
when the thermostat was broken (which was a much bigger 
job than it sounds!). Thank you, Yael, Michelle, Caroline and 
Michal. Also thank you to the regular attendants, Naomi, 
Aliza and Sara. 

Covid gave new insights into many things this past year and 
keeping the mikvah up and running was definitely a big part 
of my pandemic experience.

Having a Baby  
by Shoshana Bacall 
I remember clearly the 16 March 2020 when I was sat in 
a room with my colleagues at work watching the new 
daily briefings as Boris Johnson announced that pregnant 
women would have to stay home for the next few weeks (at 
least)! I was around 30 weeks pregnant with my third child. 
Until then I had been continuing my usual commute on the 
tube and Thameslink trains. At that point, my perspective on 
Covid changed. I was now classified as “at increased risk of 
severe illness from Covid-19”, and my reaction was simple, 
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if the Government are saying this then it must be serious. I 
quickly started receiving messages from family asking if I 
had seen the news and to go home.

In a dazed hurry, I packed up my desk, said my quick 
goodbyes to my work colleagues half-joking that I may not 
see them again before my baby was born. I had no idea 
that, nearly a year later, I still wouldn’t have seen them (and 
so many others) and don’t know when I will. On the journey 
home I remember pulling my scarf up over my mouth and 
nose feeling the enormity of the fragility of the life of the 
baby I was carrying. As I overheard the conversation of the 
other people in the carriage talking about people they knew 
with coronavirus I suddenly found myself in the middle of 
an anxiety attack, desperate to get home and safely away 
from people just in case I was putting the baby at risk. It was 
then that my perspective on Covid shifted drastically. My 
maternal instinct to protect the baby from this new, deadly 
and invisible virus, now became my focus.

From that day my mantra has been “prevention is better 
than cure”. I have done all that I can to keep Covid away 
from my family, just in case we are one of the unlucky ones 
who become seriously unwell or we pass it on to someone 
who does. Even now, nearly a year later, I have struggled to 
adapt. My threat level and fear of people has remained at a 
paralysing high level. It’s been hugely isolating and the effect 
on my wellbeing has at times left me mute.

In the weeks that followed, home-schooling for my other 
kids got into full flow, I didn’t leave the house other than to 
sit outside or walk along my road, antenatal appointments 
took place mainly virtually or on the doorstep and I bought a 

home blood pressure kit to do the regular pregnancy checks 
myself at home.

We started to make plans for how we would manage the 
day of the birth given the limitations on entering hospitals 
and without accessible childcare for our older children. In 
consultation with our medical professionals, it was decided 
that I would need to give birth without my husband, Dan.

A few people quickly became critical: amongst them, 
the perinatal psychologist who helped me cope with my 
longstanding hospital/medical phobia combined with 
the prospect of giving birth alone in a pandemic and my 
incredible midwife who assumed the role of birthing partner, 
hypnobirthing coach, midwife and friend. I had my last 
work meeting on 19 May 2020 and the following day I went 
into labour. I stayed home as long as I could.  Dan and the 
kids drove me, donned in full PPE to Barnet hospital. I had 
3 contractions during the ten-minute journey. The Midwife 
greeted me outside, took my bags, I said goodbye to the 
kids and Dan in the car park, pausing for contractions and 
then I walked up the stairs (too scared to share a lift with 
the midwife). In just over an hour baby girl Levana splashed 
into the birthing pool.

Dan and the kids had their first glance at her over FaceTime. 
I was discharged a few hours later and Dan held his new 
daughter in the reception lobby of the birthing centre: 
he was not allowed into the birthing room. The kids’ first 
encounter with her was as we strapped her into the car seat 
beside them. I had done it, I had given birth “alone” without 
Dan amid a pandemic, and we had all survived, seemingly 
covid-free. A sense of unparalleled achievement and elation 
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that can’t be adequately articulated.

Soon after, the next unforgettable highlight was celebrating 
Levana’s “Zoomchat Bat” attended by over 140 friends and 
family. Somehow we felt palpable warmth, hope and love 
that evening and it set us on a real high. People joined us 
from around the world who would never have been able to if 
it had been held in person and we will cherish the recording 
of the occasion.

Levana’s safe arrival was a happy relief to our family and 
friends but the extended period over which she has been 
out of their reach for a simple hug or a hold has felt sad and 
hugely unnatural.  These longed for interactions have left a 
whopping big hole and its moments and times that we will 
never get back. 

The day to day reality of having a baby who has spent her 
life in various forms of lockdown, never having attended 
a baby group, a play date, or been hugged by family and 
friends outside her bubble, is far from a normal experience. 
I’m waiting for Lockdown Levana’s life to really begin in full 
colour.  I thank G-D every day that I am one of the lucky 
ones to have a healthy baby and I hug and kiss her all the 
more because of this. Whilst Covid doesn’t detract from the 
abundance of blessing we have been given with her I have 
found this period of separation from the community, family 
& friends hugely difficult. Often I feel like we are invisible to 
the outside world because we don’t have regular external 
connections. I know others have suffered far worse and I 
think of them often. For me, the combination of the usual 
post-natal emotions coupled with a pandemic has been 
hard-hitting. 

It has shown me just how much joy we derive from seeing 
our children interact with others who we care about and 
just how much, as humans, we need shared and varied 
experiences. 

The days, weeks and months lack any definition or 
distinction. Time has moved on but I haven’t.  I am still 
waiting for Levana to enjoy all that life has to offer because 
there is so much more to life without lockdown. 

On the plus side, Levana has begun her Yavneh Primary 
education early as she spends most days listening to 
her older brother’s live lessons at homeschool! Lockdown 
has also created a support system of close friends and 
neighbours who depend upon each other to get through the 
difficult times and for whom we are so grateful. 

At this time of year, we are usually readying ourselves for 
noisy gatherings of family and friends around the Seder 
table. I pray that in the future we are all blessed with good 
physical and mental health so that once again we can 
share in experiences together and bring back the joy.
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Being a Pilot  
by Jake Sekenofsky
Life is tough for many at the 
moment, bars and restaurants 
are empty, shops are shut, 
schools are not open for the 
majority of children, theatres are 
closed and the skies are quiet. 

The aviation industry is one of the 
hardest hit in the pandemic and with travel restrictions 
further strangling the airlines, Covid has brutally closed the 
throttle overnight.  

As a pilot it has been a year of uncertainty with aircraft 
parked in long term storage, flight crews waiting in the 
wings, essential skills fading and some unsure when or if 
they will fly again. 

The main worry for many during the pandemic, regardless 
of job, obviously finances. However, within the first few weeks 
of the pandemic, many pilots lost their jobs. Those lucky 
enough to stay in employment suffered severe pay cuts. 
Within aviation a lot of pilots are contractors. I work as a 
contractor for a large European carrier - if we don’t fly we 
don’t earn. 

For myself - alongside continuing my professional 
development, maintaining my currency and technical 
knowledge, I have to attend many training and safety days 
as well as simulator training. No one yet knows the future of 
aviation, but in doing this we are ensuring that the industry 
is ready and safe for when the skies reopen and for when 

some form of normality returns.

Being a pilot isn’t just a job or a career. It’s a lifestyle and a 
passion. With the amount of training, high cost and debt 
involved it’s not a decision made lightly. It isn’t just a job that 
has come to an abrupt halt; it is a way of life. 

Pre Covid, I was studying as well as working hard to increase 
my flying hours to achieve promotion. First to become a 
flight simulator instructor (teaching cadets how to fly the 
Boeing 737) and then moving up to become a Captain. I am 
determined to continue with this once the industry re-opens.

The last year hasn’t been all bad though. It has been a time 
where I have learnt new skills and regained old skills, keeping 
me sane and busy. It has also been a year of quality time 
spent with my family, something that is difficult working in 
the travel industry. Untold games of Monopoly, card games, 
park walks, bike rides, baking and homeschooling. I have 
loved every minute of it! 



22  |  Maggid: My Story for our Times 23

A Wedding by Debbie & James Buckman
We’ve been extremely fortunate to have experienced and 
celebrate some positive milestones during the pandemic for 
which we are truly grateful and appreciate is unusual. 

In May, after a family zoom quiz, we got engaged. James 
had planned the traditional romantic proposal in an idyllic 
setting. But with the lockdown in force, his plans were 
hampered. Instead, we experienced an intimate proposal 
at home. It was perfect for us, even better than James had 
planned. Our friends and family were of course delighted 
and our good news galvanized them during an uncertain 
time. 

Even though we couldn’t celebrate with our friends and 
family, we were inundated with well-wishers.  They later 
surprised us with a lovely engagement video with friends 
and family far and wide sending us further messages of 
congratulations. With James being a keen football fan, our 
friends even managed to get some “mazels” from Razor 

Ruddock himself (despite 
James being an avid 
Arsenal fan). It was an 
uplifting time. 

With so much uncertainty 
we started making 
wedding plans potentially 
for August 2021 thinking 
surely the pandemic would 
be over by then. But when 
it became clear this was 
unlikely, we spoke to our 
families and we decided 
to plan a ceremony for 20 
December 2020. You could 
say the pandemic gave 
us sobering clarity that 
what was important to us 
was to be a family and be 
married and that wasn’t 
something we wanted to 
delay. 

We spoke to different synagogues but in the end, due to the 
friendly and welcoming experience, we chose to be married 
at Borehamwood and Elstree Synagogue (BES). We had 3 
months to arrange the day with a guest list of 13 people. 

A week before the wedding, Hertsmere entered Tier 3. Gone 
were our plans of celebrating together as a married couple 
in a wonderful hotel and capturing beautiful photos and 
videos to cherish. We had to adapt our plans and worked 
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with our wonderful suppliers to come up with alternatives. 

The day before the wedding, Boris Johnson announced 
further restrictions that were due to come in at midnight. 
Hertsmere was put into tier 4. When Shabbat had ended, 
we contacted Rabbi Chapper who was marrying us to find 
out what this meant for our wedding day. When it became 
clear that tier 4 meant that weddings couldn’t take place, 
we looked to get married that evening. This was an unusual 
request, marrying on a Saturday night, so Rabbi Chapper 
spoke with the Chairman of BES and the United Synagogue. 
We waited on tenterhooks to see what the answer would 
be. At 6:30 pm we were told it was a go! - we were getting 
married at 9:30 pm. 

We had 3 hours to make this happen. We contacted our 
family, friends and our suppliers to see if they could make it. 
Everyone sprung into action and went above and beyond. 
The ceremony was magical, warm and the atmosphere 
was intimate and full of energy. This was partly down to the 
simplicity of the evening with our friends holding a makeshift 
Chuppah of wooden poles a friends Talit and the rush. We 
had the most amazing experience and we both feel it was 
even better than our original plans. After the ceremony, we 
celebrated at home alone with a massive piece of wedding 
cake!  

We want to thank everyone at made this happen for us, 
especially BES. 

Making a Bar Mitzvah  
by Jo Nightingale
We started planning Benjamin’s 
Bar Mitzvah a few months after 
Adam celebrated his in June 
2019 and by the end of the year, 
he had started his lessons with 
Michael Cohen. We assumed this 
Bar Mitzvah would follow the same 
format as Adam’s - Shul, Kiddish, lunch for 
family and friends. 

In January 2020 the scientific community were starting 
to show concern about the Coronavirus outbreak and by 
February we could see what was likely to happen. Still, we 
reasoned, it was almost a year until Benjamin’s big day, 
hopefully, it would be alright by then! 

In March, Plan A was obliterated. We were not overly 
concerned (home-schooling took priority!) and previous 
experience had shown us that you can organise big events 
at short notice. BES changed to Zoom Bar Mitzvahs and we 
got used to enjoying remote celebrations -  with slippers on!

During the summer, the lockdown was eased, and BES 
reopened. We started planning again. There was a new 
plan: Shul, takeaway Kiddish, timed visits in the garden 
(weather permitting) and a call up with breakfast during 
the preceding week for family members and friends who live 
out of the area. A Zoom event was scheduled by Josh and 
Louise Moont who told us that, whatever happened, this was 
guaranteed. I did not find that very comforting. How could 
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Benjamin’s big day be reduced to this?  Benjamin went 
through a stage of wondering why he was bothering with all 
the learning for a half-hour session online.

The autumn term saw the kids return to school. We began 
to put more planning into place. However, Coronavirus 
cases were rising again. We started making alternative 
plans based on the ever-changing guidelines and worse 
case scenarios. At this point, we still hoped for Benjamin to 
leyen in Shul. We went in and out of lockdown and various 
tiers, and then, in December, all our plans were in tatters as 
Hertsmere went into tier 4 and BES shut again. I vented my 
frustration and anger by cleaning anything and everything 
I could find in my house, along with a lot of shouting. I 
promised myself one day, and one day only, to feel sorry for 
myself, before meeting the next plan head-on.

I had already been in contact with Kisharon about making a 
Bar Mitzvah pack. I had decided on a Shabbat travel kit and 
I spent the next 2 weeks sewing 60 challah cloths. Kisharon 
assembled the pack and realising there was a race against 
time we started delivering them asap.  We managed all, bar 
two before the country went back into lockdown and home-
schooling restarted.

During the drop-offs, a parent of one of Benjamin’s friends 
asked me if I was excited about the upcoming Zoom.   In 
truth, I was not.   I was resigned.  The latest of many 
challenges was figuring out where to hold the Zoom so we 
could all fit in the camera shot. 

However, as the week progressed, people started dropping 
by with gifts and good wishes and as the day got closer, 

I started to feel uplifted. An online event allowed people 
who would not have been able to join us, to be part of our 
celebration and seeing all of the faces at the event (with 
some mild heckling by my father!) we knew all our family 
and friends were there with us. The actual event was over in 
a flash and soon our house returned to normal. 

With the fabulous support of the community, including many 
people not mentioned here, it all came good in the end. Plus, 
I got to wear my slippers!
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Loss of my Father z”l  
by Emma Duke
At Pesach, we ask, Why Is This 
Night Different?

During the last year, there 
has been a huge amount of 
debate about how people are 
dealing with illness and grief in 
these very different times. One of 
the points raised is that people like to cling on to familiar 
ritual when a loved one passes away and that due to the 
lockdown restrictions people who practice different faiths or 
none have been denied the right to have these familiar and 
expected practices.

Obviously being Jewish I have known from a young age that 
there is a set way of doing things when someone dies. Two 
and a half years ago my Dad’s Mum passed away and so 
I was reminded again of our rituals and practices. As each 
night a large crowd gathered I did think when it is my turn 
which will hopefully not be for many years I am not sure that 
I would want this but then thought, that this is just the way 
it is and many have said that the shiva process is a great 
comfort.

However, everything I had known, been taught and had 
expected to occur when one loses a parent was turned 
on its head when I lost my Dad to Covid on the day the 
first lockdown was declared in March 2020. I then entered 
unchartered territory. The established pattern of events no 
longer existed. Not only did I have no framework but neither 

did my friends and family.

As someone who likes to know how things will be, I always 
thought that the advantage of being Jewish was that you 
knew what to do in these times. The phrase ‘I wish you Long 
Life’ is so useful when it is hard to find the right words of 
comfort. You don’t need to deliberate whether a visit would 
be appropriate as you know that there is a shiva at a certain 
place and that is where the mourners will be. 

Not only had the bereavement structure been removed 
but Daddy had been ill for less than two weeks. Other 
things were also very different for us as when my Dad had 
previously been ill he always liked the family to be with him 
while he was in hospital especially my Mum. We had all 
taken turns over the years and that even included our son 
Adam who just over a year earlier had gone to drop off a 
phone charger so Dad could be in touch with us but ended 
up staying several hours until my Dad went into surgery 
something my Dad appreciated. It was therefore so unheard 
of that he would be in a hospital with none of us there. I am 
comforted in the knowledge that he was there for such a 
short time and was not conscious for most of it so was not 
missing us and wishing we were there. For the staff, it was 
also new, different and so hard to have to speak to us over 
the phone and tell us how gravely ill he was and then make 
the call no one wants to make to my Mum when she was 
alone at home.

I realised that something new was needed and whilst 
many things had changed the Jewish imperative to have 
a burial as quickly as possible still existed so time was not 
on my side. Many say that they wished they had asked 
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their parents what they would have wanted. However, I was 
in no doubt about what my Father’s wishes would be. Just 
eighteen months earlier he had asked my brother James 
who is a Rabbi to speak at my Grandma’s Levoyah so I knew 
that is what he would want. The hitch was that he was in LA 
and unlike then when he flew in, we were now in a global 
pandemic. It was through the wonders of technology and 
the expertise of Josh Moont that my brother could speak live 
from LA whilst just six of us plus, Rabbonim and members of 
the Chevra Kaddisha were standing in Bushey.

In normal times there would have been a large crowd due 
to the fact we all belong to different communities and have 
different circles of friends. In the end, even more, than we 
would have expected were with us albeit virtually as many 
from abroad logged on as well as friends who would have 
been at work.

I have the comfort of knowing so many were with us but 
also could personally benefit from the fact that it was so 
quiet, tranquil and peaceful (not even planes were flying 
overhead!). All I could hear as we walked to the grave was 
the birdsong. I also probably would never have noticed the 
pretty blossom tree near Daddy’s grave.

We would no doubt have had many visitors during the shiva 
week but it is unlikely that I would have been able to speak 
to many of them properly. However, we have all received an 
unbelievable amount of emails, messages and voice notes. 
People have shared amazing things about Daddy which 
have been a great comfort. We may not have heard these 
things with such a large crowd and we certainly would not 
all have heard them. Now we can share these emails and 

messages and read them many times.

In conclusion, I hope that some of the differences that have 
been needed due to this terrible pandemic get absorbed 
into what is ‘normal’ so that friends and family who can’t 
attend a levoyah can join virtually. Whist visiting those sitting 
shiva brings a great deal of comfort, writing messages and 
stories about the deceased also brings great solace and 
often can’t always be absorbed in the immediate aftermath 
of a loss but is of huge benefit over the following months.    

In memory of my Father David Proops z’l
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Missing Simchas  
by John & Gillian Blank
For someone living in Elstree, 
with three children and ten 
grandchildren living in Israel, 
you could say that 2020 
turned out to be something of a 
disappointment.

As 2020 began, we were looking 
forward to travelling to Israel to spend Pesach with the 
family, followed by a grandson’s bar mitzvah a week later, to 
attend our granddaughter’s bat mitzvah in June and attend 
another grandson’s bar mitzvah in December.

We were keenly anticipating celebrating a year containing 
three Simchas for each of these children’s entire lives.  
Instead, we had to content ourselves with viewing very 
abbreviated versions on a computer screen from our living 
room.

Add to that another family, including two more 
grandchildren, in Manchester.  Apart from one meeting, 
halfway between our homes, the distance of 200 miles was 

as effective in keeping us apart as the 2,200 miles between 
the UK and Israel.

There are so many others, in our own and the wider 
community, who have similarly been deprived not only of 
celebrations and other life events, both happy and sad but 
also of the routine and regular contact we had with our 
loved ones before Covid struck.

How have we all coped with a whole year of separation 
from family and friends?  A year of no hugging, no touching, 
no travelling at all.  We could not have managed without 
technology.  We sat with our computers, phones and tablets, 
dressed up for family Simchas.  None of them could be 
celebrated as intended.  They were memorable, though not 
as we had anticipated.  It was upsetting not to be present.  
Nevertheless, everyone did their best to make them special, 
despite the restrictions.  

Sadly, most of us have also been forced to take part in 
funerals and shivas remotely.  We think every day of how 
difficult it must be to deal with the loss of a loved one in 
these times.

Has this unprecedented and difficult state of affairs brought 
any advantages?  Are any of the techniques we have 
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evolved over this period going to continue after lockdown 
has ended and we can board a plane again?

Events such as the annual Limmud festival, and shiurim 
and lectures from the LSJS, for example, have been able 
to draw huge numbers of participants from across the 
world.  Ironically, the global pandemic, while separating 
us physically, is bringing together more people from more 
distant places than ever before.  This will surely continue in 
the future.

Through the efforts we have made to keep in close contact 
with our distant grandchildren, we were, of course, not 
surprised by the skill and confidence with which even the 
youngest children handle technology.  This frequently 
exceeds that of their parents and grandparents.  Our three-
year-old granddaughter will take her father’s iPad and call 
us on FaceTime, of her own accord.  Phone in hand, the 
seven-year-old takes us on to her trampoline where we 
were tossed and turned in her hands.  We share supper 
times with kids and grownups.  Older children share their 
quiet times in their bedrooms, revealing their innermost 
thoughts.  We have been at home and available to chat 
more often than before.  The other irony of the situation is 
that, while we have been kept away from landmark events, 
we gained an intimacy that drew us closer in other ways.  

We hope and expect that some of these benefits can be 
retained even after social and travel restrictions have been 
lifted.  But right now, what we need most is a huge hug from 
a small child.

Not seeing Family  
by Judy Minsky
New Year’s Eve 2019 and we 
were babysitting for our kids 
and grandsons in West Orange, 
New Jersey. There was nothing 
particularly significant about 
the evening, the grandchildren 
had gone to bed; Godfrey and I were 
watching TV having already seen the New 
Year Fireworks from London a few hours earlier.

We were looking forward to 2020 - the diary was FULL of 
exciting events: a new grandchild due mid-February, Pesach 
all together at an American “retreat” in Pennsylvania to 
celebrate Godfrey’s “special” birthday that was coming up in 
August, and a cruise at the end of August.....just the two of us 
for a second Birthday treat!

Who was to know what was around the corner?

By early February there was some talk of the Coronavirus 
in China.....but that was MILES away from the UK and even 
further away from the USA. We had travelled back to New 
Jersey to help out before baby Sara Cowan arrived on 
February 20th and settled into 6 weeks of childcare as 
planned. By Purim, (March 10th), there was more talk about 
the virus, and there were already several cases dotted 
around the USA, probably as a result of the recent Chinese 
New Year celebrations. 

The advice was to avoid “gatherings” and people were 
already changing their Purim Seuda plans and scaling down 
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the number of guests they invited. Hannah and I did go to a 
women’s  Megilla reading, but left very hurriedly and had a  
Purim Seuda for 2! All very odd and extremely quiet...

By the following week, there was talk of stopping all flights 
across the Atlantic, and we heard that our original return 
flight had indeed been cancelled! Were we going to stay 
until Pesach? Would the Pesach programme still go ahead? 
We didn’t know and no-one was making any decisions! 
After a very fraught week and 2 cancelled flights, we did 
manage to get onto one of the last flights from JFK to 
Heathrow on March 16th and got back to the UK in time for 
the first lockdown.

How strange was that? No cars on the road, no shops 
open apart from Foods stores and Pharmacies......we had 
to learn how to do on-line food shopping!  And Godfrey 
started working from home!  Anti-bacterial spray, wipes, 
gloves were ordered, plus masks, etc......there was a 
feeling of panic in the air. The diary was empty.....we were 
NOT seeing anyone.....or socialising..... It was just the 2 of 
us!   We were allowed out to “exercise” once a day and 
we discovered loads of new footpaths, fields and lovely 
countryside around Borehamwood and Elstree. How lucky 
we are to live in Hertfordshire.

Shuls were shut down and Shabbat became a very strange 
experience!  We were preparing for a very unfamiliar 
Pesach.......NEVER in our nearly 45 years together had we 
spent Pesach a deux!  

I think we were both dreading it as we usually had a full 
house, a table bursting with family, kids and friends and 

general chaos for 12 days......instead it was the 2 of us, but 
it was very meaningful and as Hannah had said before we 
left New Jersey “It will be the easiest Pesach you have EVER 
made” and she was right! I just wasn’t expecting to be doing 
it AGAIN this year!  

We quickly got used to on-line “everything”.....Davening, 
meetings, catch-ups with friends and family. I even started 
doing Zumba on Zoom which is a great way of exercising 
during a pandemic! We hoped the lockdown would be 
short-lived.....BUT it wasn’t.......it lasted until mid-June. There 
have been two more lockdowns since then. Thankfully, the 
weather was gorgeous, a really warm and sunny summer 
for a change!

Shavuot had come and gone.....sadly, Godfrey’s elderly 
mother passed away and we had to cope with a Zoom 
Levaya; Just the immediate family at Bushey and everyone 
else on Zoom; Shiva in the garden with a maximum of 6 
people and Zoom prayers in the evenings. It turned out 
to be strangely comforting for Godfrey who was able to 
spend “quality time” with the friends and family who came 
to see him and the weather was kind to us that week. 
Unfortunately, the lack of Shul services at that time was 
upsetting for him as he was not able to say Kaddish. 

Around that time I was offered the huge honour of Eishet 
Chayil, something that took me completely by surprise. 
We were hoping to be in the States over the Chagim, but 
it wasn’t likely, and it seemed that any celebrations were 
probably going to be on Zoom and that was exactly what 
happened. The Shul put on a wonderful evening for all the 
Honorees, and my American family were able to join the 
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evening which turned out to be a real bonus! It was certainly 
a Simchat Torah to remember. 

Shuls had opened again in August under strict Covid 19 
rules. Once again there was a small semblance of normality 
to our weekly schedules until they were forced to shut again 
in late December.

As l write this, there have been amazing developments 
in the distribution of vaccines. This started in the UK in 
December and to date, nearly 18 million people have been 
vaccinated. We can only hope and pray that this contributes 
to the ending of this pandemic and the returning to some 
kind of “normal” lifestyle for us all.

When thinking back over this unprecedented year; l must 
say we have been so blessed to have remained healthy, 
long may this continue for all our family and friends.

Please G-d we all look forward to better times ahead.

Being a Teacher by Richard Felsenstein
As someone who finds using new technology challenging, 
often finds computers have a mind of their own and 
wonders what to do if computers do not do what is 
expected of them, lockdown school was somewhat 
challenging when it started last year, but has become 
easier as I have become more comfortable in the “virtual” 
classroom. I grew up in a generation when pen and paper 
were the key tools in school, and so setting up a school from 
home was interesting, to say the least.

During the first lockdown, there was much to learn. I needed 
to become familiar with using Google Classroom as a 
platform to present my lessons, to learn to write my Plans 
of Action for each lesson, to be able to set and mark work, 
including exams, and to send messages to my students. 
I also needed to learn how to use “Teams” to teach 
“live” lessons, to take assemblies, and to use PowerPoint 
presentations. For those unfamiliar, this involves timetabling 
the “live” session, ensuring the students are informed, and 
then being able to use all the technology associated with 
giving the lesson, and of course, hoping that it all works, 
and equally important, what to do if it doesn’t! I have been 
very lucky and grateful for the amazing support I have had 
with this from colleagues at school. Fortunately, someone is 
always at the end of an ordinary phone, or a “Teams” call.

I have learnt that it is possible to adapt to school at home. 
I have learnt so much about how to deliver what I hope 
are good lessons, what works and what doesn’t, and about 
being able to use a range of teaching methods to deliver 
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the curriculum. As I reflect during the February half-term 
2021 on teaching during the lockdown, I ask myself if I am up 
to date with the curriculum in the range of classes I teach, 
and I would say definitely “yes,” and the new ideas, skills and 
knowledge I have developed during the lockdown, will be 
useful once we are back in the “real” classroom when we 
return to school.

At the centre of my education philosophy (acquired from 
my father), is that education involves many participants, 
including pupils, teachers, parents and governors. But 
the most important component is the child. It has been 
crucial during lockdown to have this in mind the whole 
time. Keeping in touch with the students outside the virtual 
classroom regularly, by phone or on Teams has been so 
important. Being cognizant of the stresses and strains of 
being a pupil at home is vital. But so is being aware of how 
difficult it is to be a parent with a son/daughter at home 
during the school day, and above all, doing one’s best to 
help each student deal with the challenges of working 

from home. This includes encouraging them to take breaks 
between lessons, spend time outdoors, and move away 
from screens. This is crucial to them being as happy as 
possible with the virtual classroom.

I have learnt that “virtual” parents’ evenings can work well, 
with benefits including no travelling during rush hour, 
appointments running to time, and no queues or long 
waiting times. This of course is very useful to parents, pupils 
and teachers.

However, despite the challenges and successes of a virtual 
school, as a teacher, it is not the same as being in the 
classroom and seeing the pupils and colleagues face to 
face. Also, we have missed out on the informal times with 
the students, e.g., chatting with them at break or lunchtime, 
and being involved in the many co-curricular clubs and 
events that take place in normal times. I am very much 
looking forward to returning to school once it is safe to do so, 
and I sincerely hope that the students are looking forward to 
returning too!
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Teaching Bar Mitzvah Boys  
by Marc Duke
Teaching a Bar Mitzvah boy is 
a real privilege and I always 
try to establish a bond with 
each boy and build on their 
unique talents and abilities. The 
pandemic has presented both 
challenges and opportunities.

When lockdown started, I had no idea if teaching would 
work over video and if it would be as effective as meeting 
face-to-face. Given that I had already been working with 
some pupils for several months the move to Zoom was not 
too difficult and in fact, I almost forgot that we were online 
as once we started going over leining the connection was 
still there.

During the year as new pupils were due to start, I was 
concerned as I had never met them in person. Normally I 
meet every pupil and their parents several months before 
we start working together, so for my new pupils, we had to 
do this over Zoom too.   

Teaching over video is very different than in-person its 
harder to gauge reactions but sharing details on the screen 
means you are both (literally) are on the same page. I 
quickly learnt that singing together on Zoom does not work 
and that poor internet reception can test your patience 
much more than any pupil can. 

But the real challenge of teaching during the pandemic has 
been to provide emotional support. Dealing with a boy who 

had worked for almost a year preparing for his chance to 
shine on his big day in Shul only to find that weeks before he 
would have to settle for a Zoom mitzvah was hard, all I could 
do was listen and ensure that he was as well prepared 
as he could be. The mental challenge for a 12-year-old to 
prepare for a Bar Mitzvah that might be on Zoom or might 
be in Shul or both can’t be underestimated. For some of my 
pupils, the realisation that the big party they (as well as 
Mum and Dad) had dreamed of was not going to happen 
was really hard to take and some questioned what the point 
of having a Bar Mitzvah was but I reassured them that their 
efforts were not in vain and they were having a unique Bar 
Mitzvah that neither I nor their Dad had so that made them 
even more special.

Some of my pupils had to isolate when their classmates had 
tested positive, so they found it frustrating that they were 
missing out on seeing friends at school as well as everything 
else they couldn’t do but having a lesson even online 
provided a bit of routine and some else who could listen and 
sympathise with them.  

The biggest challenge of Zoom teaching is giving a Tefillin 
lesson. In non-Covid times I teach boys and their Dad’s 
about the importance of Tefilin and we all put them on 
together so the boys are properly prepared. In-person you 
can easily show close up how to wrap Tefilin around your 
hand or where exactly on your arm to put the box, over 
Zoom however it’s really hard but we had lots of fun trying.

The hardest thing has been the actual Bar Mitzvah itself. As 
a teacher, I feel I have a crucial role to play on the day in 
Shul. I help with putting my pupil’s talis on and put it back 
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message as part of the Simcha. Over the year I build a really 
strong bond with each of my pupils and being able to share 
a personal message which they will have forever has been 
something I am grateful for.

Throughout the pandemic, I have tried to emphasise to 
the boys that even during terrible times a boy reaches Bar 
Mitzvah regardless of whether they are in shul on Zoom or 
have nothing at all. As a community, we will always find a 
way to try and mark this special milestone and Zoom has 
just been the means during this crisis.

Whilst normality or the new normal is, please G-d, on the 
way and I look forward to teaching in person when it is safe 
to do so. I am grateful for the experience of teaching over 
Zoom and am incredibly proud of all of my pupils who I 
have taught during the pandemic and especially those that 
have had Covid Bar Mitzvahs.

in place if it slips (it does a lot, even with clips!), ensure 
they have a drink and if necessary try and keep them calm, 
but Covid changed everything. Social distancing made 
providing that sort of reassurance impossible, wearing a 
mask and singing is a huge new challenge. I have chosen 
not to go to shul during the pandemic so not being there on 
the day I found incredibly difficult. However, even if I was in 
Shul I would have been far away from them. I did also find 
that even when a pupil of mine leined over Zoom I was as 
nervous as if I was there in person.   

But there are lots of positives from teaching online in a 
pandemic. Often Mums and Dad’s don’t get to hear their 
boys practising but with Zoom, every note and verse can be 
heard. 

The biggest bonus of teaching online was that with a Zoom 
Bar Mitzvah parents kindly allowed me to give a video 

ְבָּכל־ּדֹור וָדֹור
“In every generation, 

we’re obligated to 
see ourselves as if 

we left Egypt”
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At the start of COVID, we were the only centre undertaking 
COVID diagnostic tests; the PCR tests we hear about in 
the news were developed by my colleagues who then 
distributed the technique around the country.

When COVID testing was ramped up, a call to arms was 
sent to all PHE scientists, so I volunteered my time by 
transferring my skills to performing COVID-19 PCR testing. I 
work directly with those who developed and fine-tuned the 
current tests and are developing better ones.

I have been testing samples for national surveillance studies 
which track how the virus is moving around the country, 
including a major effort involving tens of thousands of 
school children and staff, where results showed negligible 
transmission in education settings.  I have also been 
testing care home residents and staff, prisons, pre-
operative hospital patients and many more. This often 

A Scientist on the Front Line  
by Sammy Rose
Scientist working for the 
National Infection Service at 
Public Health England (PHE)

For the past 3 years, I have been 
working in the national reference 
laboratory for vaccine-preventable 
bacterial infections such as whooping 
cough, diphtheria and bacterial pneumonia. This involves 
specialised identification and monitoring of diseases that 
were common in the past, but now, thanks to large scale 
vaccination programmes are so rare that my laboratory is 
the only place in the country able to carry out these tests. 
Therefore, my colleagues and I are classified as Category 1 
key workers.

 ָכל ַהַמְּרֶבּה לְַסֵפּר ִבּיִציַאת
ִמְצַריִם ֲהֵרי ֶזה ְמֻשָׁבּח

“It’s praiseworthy to 
relate the Exodus 

from Egypt at length”
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involves working until 10 pm, as well as Sundays and Bank 
Holidays.  One Sunday I tested members of the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) delegation, allowing them to travel to 
China to investigate the origins of SARS-CoV-2.

I am a participant in a study looking at the development 
and changes in COVID-19 antibodies in the blood of 
hundreds of key workers which informs PHEs understanding 
of the virus, including how quickly it spreads. This involves 
monthly blood donations, so far, I have donated 11 times.

I do COVID-19 testing alongside my normal work, which 
has been drastically affected by the pandemic. All the 
respiratory bacterial infections I normally deal with have 
dramatically reduced, most likely due to the lockdown 
measures preventing their normal routes of transmission. 
Reduced social mixing not only restricts the spread of 
COVID-19 but also cuts the infection rate of other bugs that 
depend on human contact.

The reduction in non-COVID routine testing has freed up 
time for developing and researching improved testing for 
many other infections as well as allowing staff to focus 
on COVID work.  Where once the work of scientists was 
restricted to the dark worlds of medicine and academia, 
our work has now been brought to light on a global scale. 
Suddenly, everyone is interested in scientific data!

Microbiology has been a passion of mine for many years 
now and being able to use my knowledge and experience 
to play my part, however small, in tackling this historic 
pandemic, benefiting so many others, is something that will 
certainly live with me for the rest of my life.

Shielding by Marilyn Millan
When my daughter told me she was pregnant I was 
overjoyed. My grandchildren are all in their teens now so a 
new baby in the family was so exciting. Never did I imagine 
that for 4 months I would only get to see this baby on 
FaceTime and through the window. Thankfully I was able 
to hold Skye when she was first born but a few weeks later 
COVID was all over the news and, thinking that it would 
only be for a few weeks, my family felt that the risk of me 
travelling on the train and interacting with other people was 
too great. Two weeks after that, I received a letter from the 
NHS, telling me that I would have to shield.

Watching Skye change and grow over video and not being 
able to support my daughter in person was hard. I longed 
to hold Skye, to hug and rock her to sleep in my arms. 
We spoke every day, but it’s just not the same. When my 
daughter came to visit it was wonderful to see her and Skye 
through the window, but equally it saddened me not to 
reach out and touch the baby.

In July, we formed a bubble. I was finally going to hug 
Skye and my daughter again after 16 weeks of no physical 
contact. To hold Skye was amazing, it felt so wonderful. 
It was an emotional day for me to see my daughter’s 
family and having the three of them in my home. However, 
as special as that was, I have three children and five 
grandchildren and me long to hug and have all of them in 
my home as well.

The hardest time for me has been Shabbat and all the 
Yomtovim.  In the past, this is when I socialise, whether it’s 
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entertaining or being invited to friends and family. Now every 
Shabbat and Yomtov has been on my own,  which can feel 
lonely. I have wonderful friends who knock on my door to say 
“hello” every Shabbat and whilst it’s not the same as sharing 
a meal together, it really does mean the world to me, it gives 
me something to look forward to and it breaks up what can 
sometimes feel like a long day.

I initiated a Tehillim group 10 years ago which has now 
moved to Zoom. My daily Tehillim certainly helps me get 
through the days and Shabbat. I found activities to keep me 
busy; lots of cooking and baking for my family, FaceTime 
conversations, Zoom shiurim, quizzes and birthday parties. I 
have even learnt how to use my iPhone and Netflix!

Whilst I hope and pray that we are nearing the end of 
this pandemic and that I will never have to shield again, 
I came to learn that there were many positives and 
there are amazing friends I will be forever grateful to. The 
thoughtfulness of people who make me feel like I haven’t 
been forgotten means so much to me and it’s the kindness 
of others who help me get through.

Loss of my Sister z”l by Barry Rose
My little sister Debra was one of the first to be taken into 
Northwick Park with COVID. At that stage little was known 
about it or how to treat it. She had been sent home but 
went back later in the week. At this stage, people were 
still claiming that the seriousness was being blown out 
of proportion and that they were more concerned about 
getting their Matza!

We were called on the Sunday before lockdown to be told 
that unless she agreed to wear the C-PAP mask, there was 
nothing more that could be done other than making her 
comfortable. They would not force her. Debra has special 
needs and did not fully comprehend the situation and 
simply did not want to wear the tight, uncomfortable and 
noisy mask. I said I would speak with her and was wrapped 
from head to toe in layers of plastic, comprising not only 
gloves, glasses and mask but also black plastic bin bags 
taped around my legs, as PPE was beginning to run out, and 
entered HDU.

With Pesach fast approaching and knowing how much 
Debra loved it, I told her that she would not be able to come 
to leave the hospital and join us for Seder if she did not wear 
the mask. After some discussion, I promised that if she wore 
the mask she could stay with us for the whole of Pesach. 
What Debra did not know was that I had been told that if 
she did not respond positively in the next 2 hours they would 
cease treatment. She agreed and I returned to my parents 
for the longest 2 hours.

When the time was up the consultant called to say that 
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Debra was responding and that they would keep treating 
her, but that the situation was very serious.

Our older sister Rochelle and brother in law Mark flew in from 
Israel and on Tuesday afternoon I took the call that no one 
ever wants to receive. We were told that the mask was not 
working and that we should come to the hospital to be with 
her. We went to my parents for a conversation that no one 
should have to have, and then on to Northwick Park. 

Rochelle and I were with Debra for quite a few hours, talking 
and reminiscing, incredible given how ill she was, and not 
once did she complain. As the end was drawing near she 
asked for the mask to be loosened, which it was, and after 
saying Shema and Adon Olam, we started to sing the Seder 
songs to her, knowing that she would not be with us. Tuneful 
singing is not a skill we were blessed with, but from across 
the ward, a voice called out from behind a curtain and a 
man we never saw or knew, in a similar situation but without 
his family, joined in and gained some comfort as well. 

As we started Dayenu (translation: Enough!), something 
happened and Debra peacefully passed away, just before 
midnight. It was March 24 2020, the day after the first 
National Lockdown was announced. Debra was one of the 
first 500 Victims of COVID, aged 47.

No one had a normal Pesach or Seder last year, and this 
year may be similar. Instead of our table and house bursting 
with family and friends, it was just us. Of necessity, much of 
our Jewish life and rituals have been pared back or adapted 
for the duration, but Am Yisroel Chai. We remain positive 
and hopeful for the future as the vaccination gathers pace 

and new life springs forth to take up the mantle. Debra may 
not sing Ma Nish tana with us again but hopefully, our new 
grandchildren will willingly take over that role and we all will 
sing as loudly, and as out of tune, as we did before. COVID 
has taken much from us, some of it permanently, but we will 
not give in to it. Pesach, Ma Nishtana and especially Dayenu 
will never be quite the same for us, but we will prevail and 
will continue to enjoy Pesach and will celebrate at every 
opportunity we can.

Wishing everyone Good Yom Tov and a Kosher Pesach and I 
sincerely hope that once again our biggest worry should be 
about getting our Matza, rather than anything else.
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Being a Warden  
by Phil Cohen
One of the biggest challenges 
a Warden faces is setting 
the right tone for the service. 
On the one hand, the shul is 
described in the Talmud as a 
“mikdash me’at” – a microcosm 
of the Temple (Megillah 29a quoting 
Ezekiel 11:16), and as such is a place imbued 
with sanctity, dignity and awe. But on the other hand, it is 
also a “beit knesset” – a house of meeting, where Jews 
come together to pray, yes, but also to celebrate and give 
thanks. It is where we dance on Simchat Torah, where we 
dress up and hear the megillah on Purim and where we sing 
Hallel on festivals. It is also where we celebrate personal 
life-cycle events. The Warden is responsible for delivering 
an experience that accommodates the smörgåsbord of 
emotions that congregants bring with them to shul within 
the parameters laid down by Halachah.

COVID-19 brought with it a new set of rules and 
restrictions, which, if broken, could potentially have serious 
consequences. When shuls and other places of worship 
were allowed to re-open last year, the responsibility for 
implementing these restrictions was felt by myself and my 
fellow Honorary Officers and Rabbonim. It was planned with 
intricate care, with Stewards, social distancing protocols and 
an online booking system. This all combined to make the 
shul seem more like an operating theatre than a house of 
prayer; getting the balance right between the spectrum of 

emotions we all felt when coming together as a community 
and adherence to the relevant guidelines became that bit 
more difficult.

When I first accepted the honour of being warden at BES, 
I wanted shul to be seen as a sanctuary, a safe-haven 
for people to come to and connect with G-d; a place we 
could find the headspace for what matters: the wellbeing 
of ourselves and our loved ones and giving thanks and 
praise to the Almighty. Over the last 12 months, this “safety” 
has taken on a whole new meaning. I was truly heartened 
to hear during our online meetings with local Public Health 
England representatives that the measures we had taken, as 
guided by the United Synagogue Head Office, have made 
shul one of the safest venues under their purview.

Being a Warden during lockdown has mostly felt like a 
bystander, watching as many of our communal activities 
migrate online. But Pesach is usually a relatively quiet time 
for a Warden. The service is much like a regular Shabbat, 
without the various ‘flourishes’ we have on other festivals. 
The focus of Pesach - on seder night, in particular, is the 
other “mikdash me’at”, that other mini-sanctuary, the Jewish 
home. On that fateful night when the Children of Israel were 
about to leave Egypt and were commanded to slaughter 
the Pascal lamb and daub its blood on their doorposts, they 
used their homes to re-enact what would later be done in 
the Tabernacle and then the Temple.

I hope that both of these centres of Jewish life, our shuls and 
our homes, come out of this pandemic the stronger for it, 
having their roles in our lives reinvigorated, and perhaps re-
invented, to meet the challenges of our post-COVID world.
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Family  
by Rebecca  
& Michael Livingston 
It happened one night that 
the Livingston family were 
reclining in Borehamwood, 
discussing the year that had 
just passed…

Michael (36): It’s been a challenging 
year… Since late March 2020, I’ve been working in the 
Government’s COVID-19 Taskforce, directly advising the 
Prime Minister on the response to Coronavirus. I’ve played 
a key role in locking the country down three times and 
working out how to unlock it safely. I’ve conceived and 
implemented support bubbles, helping millions escape 
isolation, but also contributed to that ‘scotch egg’ policy. I’ve 
brought in the Rule of 6 on Erev Rosh Hashanah but fought 
to keep communal worship open as the country re-entered 
lockdown. And I’ve advised on countless niche issues, most 
of which are too sensitive to put into publication.

None of this has been easy – no-one has all the answers. 
Every policy we implement has ruined lives – but they’ve 
also helped to save them. Ultimately, advisers advise but 
Ministers make decisions. And I don’t envy them in doing so.

There were times it felt like we missed out on the ‘full 
lockdown experience’ – we didn’t do projects around the 
house, engage in the joys of remote learning, or partake in 
daily exercise. And, as work took over, it’s been hard to stay 
in touch with friends and family and to engage with our 

community. But I know we’ve been fortunate to have some 
sense of normality. And I feel privileged to have played 
a small – if surreal – part in the national response to the 
pandemic.

Rebecca (35): In March last year, as a respiratory 
physiotherapist, I was assigned to help establish a CPAP 
(Continuous Positive Airway Pressure) unit at UCLH. Until 
then, friends and family hadn’t understood my work – 
always asking about their sore joints. But now my profession 
was on the very front-line, developing and delivering 
innovative treatments for Covid.

It was incredibly daunting leading a large team of 
redeployed staff, across the whole hospital, all discovering 
how to treat a new virus. We had good days and bad days 
- days where we saved people and days when we couldn’t. 
We got people up and walking again, and many, home to 
their families. 

In May, the focus shifted and I was the lead physio setting 
up England’s first post-Covid clinic. We began to discover 
the full impact of this virus, treating endless numbers of 
people suffering with ‘Long Covid’. We were visited by 
Ministers, the media and the head of the NHS. And, as 
the world tried to move on, the true cost of the pandemic 
became increasingly clear. We gradually picked up the 
services and patients we worked with pre-pandemic, 
making up for the lost time in their treatment, but the 
waiting lists have yet to recover. 

And then, in December, we did it all again as the second 
surge came. Where we go next is hard to even start thinking 
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about.

I have worked longer hours, been tired and irritable, and 
cried at work more times than I can remember. But there 
are many incredible memories – achievements we have 
shared as large multi-disciplinary teams of healthcare 
workers, things we have learnt about treating this disease, 
and lives to which we have made a difference. As a family, 
I feel lucky we had some constants - with work, and school, 
and nursery. Mostly, I am grateful for our family, friends and 
local community who have been a light throughout this 
time.

Isla (5): When the virus came, it was okay because I got 
to keep going to the nursery with my friend Ellie, and Ava 
started too when her childminder closed. There were lots of 
new “key worker children” but some of the normal teachers 
weren’t there. We had a nice time, and I spoke to my other 
friends on FaceTime. Then they started coming back to the 
nursery, except we couldn’t play with them because of the 
virus, and I had to wave to my best friends from behind a 
line. 

It was so exciting to start school at Yavneh Primary and 
everything felt like normal. It was fun. We cleaned our hands 
with gel on the way in and we saw the other children in the 
lunch hall but didn’t do things with them as a whole school.

In the holidays, I was really excited that my Grandma and 
Grandpa were coming from Glasgow, but then they couldn’t 
come because of the virus and I was sad. Then my friends 
didn’t come back to school after New Year. I miss them.

I always tell my Mummy and Daddy that I’m proud of them 

– my Daddy told Boris to keep the playgrounds open so 
people with no gardens can play in them. And my Mummy 
helps people breath with the NHS.

I wish the virus would go away so I can see my friends 
again.

Ava (2): One day I got to go to big girl nursery with Isla. 
It was so much fun and there were lots of teachers and 
I played with the big kids all the time. Then Isla’s friends 
started at nursery and I got put in a different group, which I 
didn’t like. Now it is more fun again, but sometimes some of 
the teachers wear masks.

For a long time, I wasn’t allowed to hug Grandma Sandra, 
but now I can because she’s in my bubble, but I don’t cuddle 
other people because of the virus.

My Mummy doesn’t pick me up every day anymore because 
she is at the hospital, and Daddy is always working in the 
front room. Sometimes nursery closes because someone 
gets the virus and Mummy tries to tickle my nose with a 
swab, which I don’t like.

I miss children’s service at Shul, but I love Havdalah on the 
computer. We dance and wave our flashy sticks at Rabbi 
Finn. It’s one of my favourites.

Wishing everyone a “chag kasher v’sameach”, and a happier 
and healthier year ahead,
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Making a Brit by Rivka & Zach Broza
Our son Sammy was born at the end of November, during 
the second national lockdown. As well as having the whole 
pregnancy during the global pandemic we knew once the 
baby arrived there would be lots of things done differently. 
We were not sure what this would look like as having a 
brit milah in shul, much less a seudah afterwards was not 
possible and the number of guests we could have would 
be severely limited. We were also unable to have a Shalom 
Zachor due to strict tiers being in place. 

We had lots of questions on how to make the most out of 
our Simcha and the Mohel was excellent at answering them 
whilst following government guidelines. Due to the situation, 
he used the midwife’s assessment of Sammy to indicate 
when the brit should be. It was delayed by a few days due 
to the baby being jaundice which would normally warrant 
quite a few extra visits from the mohel but to minimise 
journeys and contact he made an informed decision based 
on the midwife. 

Fortunately, we were able to have both sets of parents come 
to our flat for the brit but that was it for guests. This was 
disappointing but not surprising, after all, we had already 
had nine months of zoom events. Given the tough times 
the world had seen recently, as well as it being our firstborn 
son, it was incredibly important to us both that we share our 
Simcha with as many people as possible so we streamed 
the brit live on zoom and were able to see friends and family 
from around the corner together with people from overseas 
in America and Israel. Despite not having them all in the 

room with us we could feel 
their warmth and know they 
were celebrating with us 
from afar. Luckily, we live on 
the ground floor so a couple 
of family members were 
able to stand outside (in 
the freezing cold and rain) 
and watch from there. They 
even managed to wangle 
a rugelach and a l’chaim! 
Throughout the whole 
ceremony, we were all in 
masks with each household 
staying at a distance which 
was a strange occurrence 
for a Simcha. 

It is at times of happiness 
when we reflect on our lives 
and realise how lucky we 
are. Despite having to make 
quite a few adjustments to 
the regular brit milah ceremony and jump through some 
hoops we feel privileged to have been able to perform this 
amazing mitzvah and to share our Simcha with our friends 
and family. We hope we can all share many more soon. 

Chag Sameach
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Recovering  
by Richard Kafton 

I didn’t pay that much attention 
to the coughing that I started to 
experience during the second 
week of November 2020, but 
this came to a head during 
the early morning of Tuesday 
17th November when I awoke feeling 
dizzy and unwell. I went back to sleep but 
woke up the next morning with flu-like symptoms and 
immediately dialled NHS 111 who sent me for a Covid test to 
the Borehamwood Civic Centre. I received a positive Covid 
test result 36 hours later. 

During the next few days, I deteriorated. My flu-like 
symptoms became more acute, my chest and limbs ached, 
I was sweating profusely, and my breathing worsened. My 
coughing became constant.

By Sunday 29th November my blood oxygen level was below 
90%, and despite my worst fears about being hospitalised, I 
went to Barnet Hospital A&E where I was admitted.

I was taken to a section specifically for Covid and was given 
nasal oxygen and assessed by a nurse, after which I was 
moved to an Adult Assessment Unit (AAU) for further tests. 
I had a chest X-ray which revealed that my lungs were in a 
pretty bad way.  I was then given my first dose of the steroid 
dexamethasone which I was to take for a further 8 days and 
antibiotics for a chest infection. 

At 10.15 pm that night I was moved to Rainbow Ward, 

dedicated to Covid patients. Unfortunately, my breathing 
continued to worsen, and I felt that I was going to have 
to survive in the hospital without much sleep because of 
my deteriorating mental state, the uncertainty about my 
longevity, and the general commotion that was going on all 
around me because of the multitude of Covid patients.

After a further 48 hours, I was moved to another Covid ward, 
Palm Ward, and into a 6-man hub where I was the youngest 
amongst 5 other Covid infected geriatrics. By the following 
morning, there was one less patient as the poor chap next 
to me expired during the night, and mercifully I was moved 
from that unit later that day into a 4 patient hub of Palm 
Ward. This was where I was going to spend my last 6 days 
in the hospital. 

By now, I had got to know many of the staff on the ward. The 
lead clinician  Dr Cliff Lisk, Consultant Physician,  had himself 
suffered from Covid and was thus able to empathise with 
his patients. Dr Lisk has also written extensively on Covid, 
and during his daily ward rounds was a source of very good 
advice and encouragement. He was ably assisted by two 
young female doctors Holly and Bethany who were learning 
on the job. They were extremely forthright with their advice 
and honesty and encouraging about my treatment and 
chances of recovery. 

I also got to know the nursing and auxiliary staff in the ward. 
These people work 12-hour shifts for paltry wages, and their 
dedication and attitude to work is incredible. These people 
are truly saintly. 

The nights were very difficult, lying there on my own in 
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isolation with illness and death all around me. Two of 
my co-patients remained comatose and close to death 
throughout my whole stay, as the doctors could do no more 
for them. 

Fortunately, I was never required to have ventilation like 
many of the other poor people in the hospital and was 
fortunate to only require nasal oxygen, and at worst, a 48-
hour oxygen mask when my breathing deteriorated at one 
stage. 

During the week commencing 7th December, things started 
to improve and my reaction to the treatment started to 
work. My blood oxygen levels improved and my coughing 
eased.  By the evening of 8th December, I was taken off 
oxygen and was able to breathe alone with my blood 
oxygen level being  96%, which was an acceptable level for 
being discharged. 

On Wednesday 9th December I had an MRI scan on my 
chest, some more blood tests, and a further Covid swab test 
which was negative!  I was told that I would be discharged 
on 10th December.

Back at home, I was relieved to sink into my trusted 
armchair. I felt physically weak and emotionally exhausted, 
and was determined to carefully follow the doctors’ advice 
not to “overdo” things as it would take between 6-8 weeks 
for me to fully recover, on the proviso that I would not suffer 
from “long Covid”. 

I started to reflect on the previous three weeks as well as me 
on my varying levels of Emunah. Some of the time I felt very 
close to Hashem, but on other occasions, I completely lost 

faith.  I did call in some favours from God Himself, as well as 
a variety of deceased relatives, all of whom I asked to spare 
me from Covid so that I could go home to see my family, 
and especially to witness my grandchildren growing up! 

I was still very lethargic, and physically, mentally, and 
emotionally weak, and found it difficult to walk any 
considerable distance or climb stairs without gasping 
for breath. My coughing, although much better, was still 
annoying. 

However, I am happy to report that I finally turned the corner 
on the road to recovery 4 weeks after being discharged 
from the hospital and have now fully recovered. My post-
Covid review visits to Barnet Hospital have shown that my 
recovery is 100% with no long-Covid implications.

With the advent of the various vaccines and the miraculous 
improvements with anti-Covid medication and treatments, 
let us hope and pray that we can rid ourselves of this 
scourge, enjoy the end of the lockdown, and rectify the 
nightmare that we have experienced from this nasty, 
horrible and insipid pandemic.
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Gap Year by Gabriella Ziff
2020 was chaos, for everyone, but as a student in my last 
year of secondary school, the impact of the pandemic was 
especially hard to deal with. In March, school was moved 
to Zoom for the foreseeable future. I certainly didn’t picture 
my last year of school being spent in my bedroom, sitting 
at my desk, staring blankly at the faces of my frankly bored 

classmates: friends who were once cheerful and outgoing 
pupils became dull faces on a screen. Then, only a couple of 
weeks later, exams were cancelled and with it, school. And 
although I would be lying to say I was disappointed when 
Zoom school was cancelled, I couldn’t help but feel that I 
had been cheated out of my last year of school. Not only 
did I not get a graduation ceremony, but I didn’t even get 
a chance to sit my A-level exams, that I had spent 2 years 
working towards. 

But in the midst of the summer, there was a glimmer of 
hope, when i booked my flight to Israel after the gap year 
programme (Kivun) I chose to go on was confirmed. Finally, 
something to look forward to! And then my world came 
crashing down when my papa was suddenly rushed into 
hospital and less than one month later passed away, just 
two days before I was meant to be leaving for Israel. It was 
his dream to see me go to Israel and he had even managed 
to convince my grandma that they should stay out there for 
the year to be around for me. But, choosing to participate 
in the Kivun programme despite my sorrow and heartbreak 
was the best decision I made, because now I live every day 
to make him proud. 

Kivun is an experiential gap year programme that is located 
in Jerusalem. Our apartments in Katamon act as our base 
throughout the year whilst we spend time travelling, touring 
and learning. Choosing to go on Kivun was the best decision 
I made in 2020 because almost a year later and despite the 
ongoing worldwide pandemic, the programme has been 
minimally affected. I have done all the things I thought I 
would: I spent six weeks working on Kibbutz Ein Hanatsziv; 
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participated in a variety of volunteering opportunities; 
have heard shiurim from inspirational speakers and as you 
are reading this I will be taking part in a three week army 
experience.

The one thing that I have struggled with this year is not 
being able to see my family. Although when I left in 
September I was told there was a strong possibility that 
I wouldn’t be able to see my family, I was so reluctant to 
believe it. But, six months later, that possibility has become 
a reality. It’s bittersweet though, because as much as I miss 
them, I am also glad that I haven’t seen them. This year has 
encouraged me to become incredibly independent and 
really taken me out of my comfort zone; this growth in my 
character has only been amplified by the distance I have 
had from my family. 

Looking back on the year so far, I would struggle to find 
anything I have been disappointed by. Despite experiencing 
the usual difficulties involved with leaving home, for such 
a long period of time, and for the first time, I am confident 
that I will thrive when I return home; my programme has 
provided me with the best framework to grow as both 
a leader in the Jewish community but also as a human, 
who is finding their way in the world. I’m reluctant for the 
programme to end, and am even considering staying next 
year, but I know that if I do choose to go back home, I will 
be so happy because I’ll be reunited with my family after 
almost twelve months apart.

Being a Parent by Elissa Ziff
 I find it hard to believe that it 
has been six months since our 
daughter Gabriella left for her 
gap year to Israel on the Bnei 
Akiva Kivun programme.   

The months leading up to her 
departure were fraught to say 
the least.  School came to an abrupt 
halt in March; followed by cancelled A-Level exams in May; 
and an inter-railing trip across Europe that never left the 
station as the world adjusted to the effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic.  Throughout the spring and summer of 2020 
there was uncertainty about whether the programme 
would even go ahead as planned: - would they need to 
quarantine on arrival; would they even secure an entry 
permit; and, of course, how would they travel to Israel given 
so many cancelled flights?

Our lives were changed forever when my dear father was 
taken into hospital on Tisha B’Av and four weeks later 
passed away after a short illness.  He had instilled a love 
for Israel in all his grandchildren and it was one of his last 
wishes that she continued with her planned year there.

On Monday 8th September 2020, we waved her off at 
Heathrow to embark on an experience of a lifetime.  Many 
mixed emotions, especially as her departure came only 
days after the shiva had ended.  As we stood at the airport, 
with tears rolling down our faces, we each knew there 
was no certainty that we would be able to see each other 
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physically during her trip there.  

When Gabriella first spoke about taking a gap year back 
in 2019 we had discussed how my parents would visit 
at Succot, Stephen and I would visit in December along 
with her brothers and the whole family would be there for 
Pesach.  Little did we realise that none of this would be 
possible.  We had spoken about this scenario, albeit very 
loosely, to be sure she was “ok” if this was to be the case. 

I think everyone had dismissed it, thinking this nightmare 
we were all living in would be over soon enough and our 
planned trip in December would come round soon enough.  
Who would’ve thought that a year on it is as if time has 
stood still for so many?  The skies to Israel in particular have 
been closed to so many for so many months and this still 
continues.

Has the impact been positive?

Whilst neither of us would have planned it this way, we 
have made the best of the situation.  Today’s modern-day 

technology - Facetime, WhatsApp, Instagram - has kept us 
in contact and in some ways closer for her, there has been 
no queuing up for the payphone to reverse the charges or 
expectantly waiting for an aerogram as I had to do almost 
thirty years ago.

And the circumstances have also enabled Gabriella to 
become increasingly independent and mature.  My ‘big’ little 
girl, who never liked sleeping out at a friends’ houses has 
moved from flat to kibbutz to friend’s houses and back to 
the flat becoming even more self-confident and organised!

Although I can’t be there in person, I have sent her the little 
mementos from home - the Yorkshire tea and the Cadbury’s 
chocolate - and I am sure that every time she sits down 
with them in front of her, she has a big smile on her face.  I 
know I do and that’s also because I’m counting down the 
days to see her again and, who knows, perhaps even take a 
trip to Ben Gurion in the not too distant future.
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Being a Nurse  
by Rachel Turek 
My name is Rachel Turek and I 
am a neonatal intensive care 
nurse who has been working 
on the NHS frontline for the past 
year. 

The last year has been an 
extremely challenging time for 
everyone but working on the frontline has at times pushed 
me to my absolute limit, whilst also totally uplifting me with 
some of the things that I have witnessed.  The strength and 
courage of staff, patients and families have been awe-
inspiring.

During the first coronavirus peak, and first national lockdown, 
I spent two months redeployed in the largest adult intensive 
care unit in London.  For me, those two months were filled 
with ups and downs. Being a neonatal and paediatric 
trained nurse, I felt completely out of my element caring 
for adults and the work was more physically demanding 
also.  Working in intensive care we usually have 1 to 1 nursing 
or at worst 1:2 but during my time in adult ITU, I had up 
to 5 patients.  Whilst I was of course supported by some 
amazing nurses, doctors and other healthcare workers, 
being the only intensive care trained staff for 5 patients was 
absolutely terrifying. 

Luckily I got through the two months without being put off 
nursing forever!  Although there were some shifts which 
will stay in my mind forever.  During some of my final shifts 

spent at the adult ICU unit, I had the sad duty of having 
to care for a former colleague of mine.  Up until that point 
I had not personally known anyone in my family or circle 
of friends seriously unwell from COVID and I had therefore 
managed to disconnect from it slightly.  However, now I was 
faced with someone whom I had known and respected.  
During that last night, I stayed with her and held her hand 
as she passed away.  Her family were unable to see her 
and be with her so I felt a deep responsibility to ensure she 
wasn’t alone in her last moments. That was the most difficult 
shift of my entire career as a nurse and one which I will 
remember for the rest of my life. 

The constant feeling of helplessness, of watching patients 
and not being able to make them better.  Losing patient 
after patient day after day, night after night, was absolutely 
heart-wrenching.  The only consolation is that I know that I 
was with them all until the end, to provide comfort, prayer 
and ease their passing.

After two months in adult ITU, I was so glad to return to my 
usual job.  For a few months, I was lucky and got back to the 
neonatal patients who I love caring for.  Our NICU was busy 
but it is a busy we know and understand, and I was grateful 
for something familiar after being in the COVID environment 
and feeling so lost. 

Unfortunately, we then started to hear about an increase 
in COVID cases - and the talk of redeployment started 
again. I was lucky this time to not be redeployed to adult 
ICU, but another group of my colleagues were sent to help 
with the latest wave.  I was glad to stay in my hospital but 
even in our paediatric hospital, the last few months have 
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been crazy. We have changed our nursing ratios, squeezed 
patients into non-existent bed spaces (easy when they’re 
tiny babies in incubators), and opened our own paediatric 
COVID units. 

Whilst working in the COVID units I decided to find temporary 
accommodation to try and limit the risk of infection to my 
family.  Over the last year, I have had 4 different addresses 
and countless lengthy stays in a hotel. I spent 5 months 
living completely on my own, with my only social contact 
being at work. It was extremely difficult, but the thought of 
keeping my family safe kept me going.  

However challenging this year has been, it has taught me to 
be grateful for everything I have been blessed with. So many 
people have lost so much over the last year so I try and 
remember instead everything that I have gained. Experience, 
confidence, closer relationships with friends, compassion 
and empathy, and most importantly a greater appreciation 
for life, friends and family. 

Being a Teacher  
by Philippa Ford
When Boris Johnson 
announced the total lockdown 
on 16th March 2020, it seemed 
impossible to image everything 
coming to a standstill.  I had 
recently returned from a trip to 
Poland with the Y12 Yavneh College 
students, after a week of frantically marking 
GCSE papers for the mock exams.  We had gone almost 
straight into Purim and had our usual large family seudah 
at which we had raised slight concern about the news, but 
imagined that, like SARS and bird flu, there was no way it 
would be hunting us down in the streets of Borehamwood, 
and surely, it wasn’t going to reach this far across the world?

After Purim, at school, we had put contingency plans into 
place for providing work for our pupils, should the school 
be shut, but it was certainly a fast change of gear when 
suddenly, we were all faced with “online teaching” and a 
fierce determination to keep everything going as normal.

I think that, in the future, the catchphrase of 2020 will 
definitely be “can you hear me?”, because I don’t recall 
one online meeting that hasn’t started with those famous 
words! It was certainly a learning curve for all teachers and 
particularly challenging for us when pupils appeared very 
reluctant to put their cameras on!  I can honestly say that 
I now recognise most of my pupils by their voices!  Getting 
used to “zoom”, “loom”, Teams, Google Classroom etc. 
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some, or even all of them to stay and the house has been 
very empty and lonely without them.  How blessed are we to 
have one child still living at home and Facetime, Zoom and 
WhatsApp to be able to see each other.

So, as another Pesach is drawing near, many of us will be 
sitting down, once again, to very small Sedarim, missing 
our families and wishing we were together, but we have 
to remember all the very great blessings Hashem shown 
us.  Even if we can’t be together with our children, we know 
where they are; we know they are safe and have food, 
roofs over their heads, heating, clothes and each other for 
company.  We also know that, just as this awful magaifah 
descended on the world, Hashem is already helping us over 
it by sending us the vaccine –  and we look forward to being 
reunited with our family and friends very soon IY”H.  

L’shana hab’aah b’yirushalayim – may we all be reunited 
together in Yerushalayim.

was a big adjustment, and at times, I felt the equivalent of 
having been thrown a set of car keys and told to drive to the 
centre of town without even having had a lesson  – there 
just hadn’t been the time to learn everything, because it all 
happened so fast!

However, I have to say how much I admire the wonderful 
pupils and students I have been teaching during this 
lockdown period.  I am so proud of how they turn up on 
time to lessons (despite the huge amount of traffic one 
can encounter on the stairs at home) and how they have 
worked so hard to keep their lessons going.  I would also like 
to give a huge “shout out” to all the parents out there who 
have had to juggle supervising lessons with their careers 
and other commitments.

The biggest personal challenge for me is that, like so many 
others, I have been unable to spend time with my children 
and grandchildren – all of whom I miss terribly.  I can’t 
remember a Shabbat or Yomtov when we have not had 
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Being a Vaccinator by Mandy Kent 
“I’m jabbing!  the fight against SARS-CoV-2” by Mandy Kent 
BDS  

Since the vaccination programme rolled out in January 2021, 
Herts Covax centre sprang into action at the Allum Manor 
Hall in Allum Lane, Elstree. Clinical leads and Admin leads 
devoted their time and energy to set up an efficient system 
for getting patients in, identified and vaccinated, then out 
again, in one (reasonably) smooth operation. 

The atmosphere at the centre is fantastic; patients are 
grateful, volunteers are stoic and hardworking, there is a 
feeling of ‘We are all in this together and we are going to 
BEAT this virus’, I can only compare it to what I have read of 
the War spirit during the Second World War. We are fighting 
an invisible yet potentially deadly foe Novel SARS-CoV-2 
which causes the disease known as COVID-19. 

I am by profession a dentist. I have been on the giving end 
of many needles but have never jabbed before. My role as 
a vaccinator started with over 20 hours of online training 
to make sure I fully comprehended the virus, the different 
vaccines, possible side effects, who could or couldn’t have 
the vaccine (most can and should) ...plus safeguarding, de-
radicalisation training and how to lift heavy loads...well the 
syringe must weigh at least 5 grammes!!? 

My practical training started on my first shift. A local GP 
showed me how to vaccinate into the upper arm. Tell, 
show, do...5 minutes later he was watching me vaccinate 
and 10 minutes later I was good to go, fully-fledged and in 
a team with an administrator who inputted all the patient 

information while I jabbed. That first afternoon, Thurs 7th 
Jan, our clients were very elderly and it was a bitterly cold 
winter’s afternoon. As each patient peeled off at least 5 
layers of woollies and were helped to answer our mask-
muffled questions...with many an ‘eh? What’s that you said!’  
we slowly started the programme. 

We are now an efficient and experienced bunch, 
including doctors, pharmacists, dentists, and other health 
professionals. The admin team and volunteers include 
many synagogues and church members, and many others 
from all backgrounds and faiths...helping with the car park, 
the meet and greet and the patient observation team. 

So in the words (almost) of Bob Marley’s famous song...I’m 
jabbing, I’m jabbing... in the name of the Lord...
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Community  
by Sue Hantman
Well, neither of us are teachers 
or medics, we don’t have 
young children who need 
home-schooling, we’re ordinary, 
involved, community members. 

At the start of the pandemic, my 
work petered out, as the key project 
I had been involved in, ground to a halt and the client 
decided to not do anything, while they figured out what 
would happen to their industry and their business. I didn’t 
start a new project until mid-October. It’s all online and a 
really great piece of work, which is fantastic and begins to 
make up for the previous 6 months - not working and not 
earning for the best part of 6 months was really hard and 
I wasn’t eligible for any of the grant schemes. Henry’s work 
dropped off completely and he was at home all the time. 
Slowly, fairly reluctantly, he got into online learning and 
communal prayers on Zoom. Although not working, he was 
eligible for one of the grant schemes, which took some of 
the financial pressure off. 

I knitted and crocheted and got involved in a local initiative 
to make ear protectors for NHS staff. I also made some 
tapestries as gifts and donations. We joined some online 
events and had a few video calls with friends we’d normally 
chat to on the phone, if not in person.

We cooked. I baked. We ate …. Too much. We also got into 
the habit of walking most days, and discovering footpaths 

and woodlands we didn’t know existed. We knocked on 
friends’ doors when we walked, occasionally arranging to 
meet in the park or on a footpath and frequently, especially 
on a Shabbat, pausing at street corners for conversations 
with friends and neighbours. 

In March, as the lockdown hit, the call went out from the 
kosher bakeries – they’d deliver Shabbat Challah orders if 
there was a minimum order. With the power of WhatsApp, 
I messaged a few people locally and we had a group, well 
over the minimum order and so it began. At the start, it 
was just challahs. Slowly, having switched to the bakery/
supermarket, a few people added a few things and my 
online order grew. After a few initial glitches, we got into a 
routine. Early each week, I’d send out a message to several 
other households and they’d send me back their orders. I 
put it together and ordered online and picked it up on Friday 
– we later switched to Thursday evenings. I shuffled the 
stuff in the bags, drove around and delivered the orders. I 
paid online. They paid me back. As more people are happy 
to do their own shopping and have worked out their own 
routines, it’s gone from a group of 10 to a group of 5. It still all 
works amazingly well. Although someone else in the group 
is now doing the orders, I’m still messaging early in the week, 
collating for a few households, collecting on a Thursday 
evening, sorting the bags and delivering. It’s been every 
Shabbat, and now a full year of Yom Tovim as Pesach is 
approaching ….. again. 

By the end of May, optometrists had finally been given the 
go-ahead to work, for urgent appointments. This slowly 
opened up to almost routine appointments with a few 



83

distancing and a curtailed service was so much a part of 
us and the community. To those who didn’t go and will be 
reluctant when it reopens, it isn’t the same. Yet, for us, it’s 
better than davening at home, or not at all. 

I was also privileged to take part in two weddings, as the 
Assistant Secretary, one in a garden and one in the Shul. 
They were such special events and what is truly amazing is 
the warmth and joy which was generated by such a Simcha, 
even with a small crowd of 30, then 15, epitomised by Rabbi 
Chapper and his selfie, under the Chuppah with a beaming 
couple standing behind him.

As the vaccine roll-out continues at a pace and there 
seems to be hope and light, I am reflecting on those who’ve 
passed away, those who’ve been ill, those are still ill; those 
who will never be the same again, and continue, each week, 
to pray for those who are physically or mentally unwell.

differences. To be Covid-safe, all the staff have to wear full 
PPE and clean the consulting room and equipment between 
each appointment. This adds time to each appointment, 
meaning they can see fewer patients. The days are busier 
in some ways, with Henry now cleaning equipment between 
each patient, changing gloves and aprons each time, 
changing his mask at lunchtimes. His kit bag now includes 
spare PPE, just in case the store doesn’t have a new visor or 
the right size gloves. On the advice of his medical son, he 
and many colleagues have switched from shirts to polo-
shirts, as they’re more comfortable under the plastic apron. 
Less ironing though.

In between lockdowns, there were times when we had my 
parents over for tea in the garden or dinner at a second 
table, so we weren’t too close together. We had a small 
number of small Shabbat meals with friends at theirs and 
ours. And we miss that. Being in Shul, even with masks, 

ָ וְִהגְַּדָתּ לְִבנְך
“You shall  

tell your children”



84  |  Maggid: My Story for our Times 85

Deciding which category individuals fell into became my 
role and, for me, this responsibility has been one of the 
most professionally challenging parts of the coronavirus 
pandemic, and one that stayed with me at the end of 
each day.  Every single patient being admitted needed 
a consultant decision about whether they were to be 
resuscitated if their heart were to stop, and what level 
of treatment we were to offer if required. The legal 
responsibility for this decision is entirely medical.

Resuscitation, the attempt to re-start the heart, has a 
poor success rate at the best of times.  The need to put 
on PPE upon arrival has further compounded the situation. 
Treatment escalation involves us discussing whether 
dialysis, invasive medication to assist the heart pump and 
a tube down the throat are the right things to do for that 
individual.

Sometimes it is clear what is the right thing to do. When I 
broach the discussion, and the patient tells me “I have had 
a good life doctor” or that they value the quality of their life 
over longevity, we may decide that ITU or re-starting their 
heart is not right for them. Medical treatment continues, just 
located on a general ward. Where the medical treatment is 
unsuccessful, we have the opportunity to call a member of 
the family in to be with them, which I think we, as staff, get 
as much benefit from as the patient.  

Although we always want to involve a patient and their 
family in the decision as to the level of treatment offered, 
ultimately the final decision rests with the doctor, based 
upon their knowledge of whether the treatment would likely 
be successful. We need to discuss with the patient and their 

Being a Doctor in A&E by Sarah Clarke
I set about writing this story with a certain sense of 
trepidation.  This is so, not only because doctors have 
notoriously bad handwriting, and are more accustomed to 
writing in note form than composing extended reflections 
on their work.  But also: the subject matter is potentially 
uncomfortable for many, in that most people would not 
realise the scope of decision making that happens as to 
what level of treatment a loved one might receive.  On 
balance, however, discussing such matters is positive if, 
as a result, a conversation is generated between family 
members.

This part of my coronavirus experience came about due 
to finally finishing my junior doctor journey and starting 
work as a consultant physician. In November, I received a 
phone call from the doctor coordinating the planning for the 
upcoming coronavirus wave, offering me a consultant post 
at that hospital. This was to be a new role of an Emergency 
Department physician, designed to manage the inevitable 
backlog of patients in A&E awaiting a bed. The would-be 
under the care of physicians such as myself, rather than the 
A&E, and we needed to provide a level of care akin to what 
was being delivered on the ward.

To put this into context, those individuals that we were 
caring for varied immensely. It was a mixture of those with 
and without coronavirus. Perhaps, more pertinently to me, 
were those who were either not unwell enough to require ITU 
at that moment in time; or unwell enough, but considered 
too frail to benefit from the level of care ITU provides.
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So what was my aim in writing this piece? To encourage 
discussion with each other, just as we encourage discussion 
about organ donation. Medical teams will try their best to 
cure every patient, but time and again over the past year, 
we know that there are limits to what can be done. As 
medics, we want to do the right thing for the patient if they 
take a turn for the worse, and this is greatly eased where 
discussions within families have already taken place.

As for me, December and January were a baptism of fire 
as a new consultant. Every decision I made was considered 
but the burden of having to make those decisions, with such 
regularity and rapidity, was not something I would want to 
continue doing. Fortunately, I now have another job within 
my specialist area in which I provide more chronic care. I 
am still making decisions with regards to resuscitation and 
escalation of treatment, but what I have realised now, is 
the luxury of time to do so. A luxury of that coronavirus took 
away.

family whether treatment resulting in a decreased quality of 
life would be acceptable to the patient. I like to understand 
more about the patient as a person, beyond this acute 
illness, and any previously expressed wishes. More so than 
ever, during coronavirus, I have had to make my decision 
about whether to resuscitate acutely aware of the limits 
in capacity in ITU and the threshold of how we could send 
someone to ITU for more intensive medical care when we 
knew it was unlikely to be successful, had increased. Using 
this ITU bed would potentially prevent another individual 
from being able to go to ITU who may have benefited from 
the service.   I am acutely aware of how hard it must be to 
be on the receiving end of such a phone call and how it 
must give the impression that the medical team do not feel 
that your relative will survive and have given up on them. 
Never however am I aware of any blanket decisions that 
have been dictated about resuscitation status, and I can 
honestly say that every decision I have made has been 
considered.

Most decisions that I have taken responsibility for have 
thankfully been redundant, with patients going home 
without requiring ITU level care. Yet it is still the case that 
every patient needs a decision made, as unexpected turns 
do happen in hospital. Having been the junior doctor running 
the resuscitation attempt not so long ago, I know how 
traumatic resuscitations are and the importance of avoiding 
futile attempts to do so. To avoid discussing resuscitation, 
would be to duck responsibility as a consultant and leave 
patients, nursing and the medical team potentially exposed 
to the consequences.
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