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The Covid pandemic – the impact on Wheathampstead 
 

Background 

A new virus, Covid-19, emerged in China in 2019 and quickly spread all over the world. The first 

positive test for the disease in the UK was made on 29 January 2020. The World Health 

Organisation declared a “global pandemic” on 11 March. A considerable amount of “behind the 

scenes” government activity took place between late 2019 and 23 March when the first national 

lockdown was announced, to be enforced from 26 March. 

 

On that day, 26 March 2020, life in Wheathampstead, like everywhere in the United Kingdom, was 

transformed as the first “lockdown” came into force. National regulations made it illegal to leave your 

home without an essential reason such as shopping for food or medicines, exercising once a day, 

and going to work if it was impossible to work from home. Participating in a gathering of more than 

two people was prohibited except where the gathering “is essential for work purposes”. 
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All the pubs and restaurants and most of the shops in the village closed overnight.  

              

 

        

Notices like these appeared in almost every shop and office doorway 

     

Essential shops were 

allowed to stay open, 

including Tesco, the 

post office, Manor 

Pharmacy and the 

Wheathampstead 

Fryer (fish-and-chip 

shop), albeit with 

restrictions. 
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In the first few days the bakery, Loafing, stayed open for 
delivery only and organised volunteers to deliver bread to 
vulnerable residents. Later, it re-opened to serve 
customers on the basis of “Two-at-a-time in the shop” 
and continued to deliver to residents who couldn’t or 
didn’t want to go to the shop. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Businesses relating to transport also qualified as 

essential so the Electric Bike Vault stayed open while 

Jessamine Garage, though closed for the first six 

weeks, reopened fully in mid-May.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The churches, schools, doctors’ and dentists’ surgeries, the library and all the playgrounds closed. 

All the voluntary groups in the village had to cancel face-to-face meetings, and many soon turned 

their attention to Zoom. Elderly and vulnerable people were required to “shield” themselves by 

staying indoors. Manor Pharmacy organised volunteers to deliver prescriptions to those who were 

shielding. 

The problems this posed, especially for the elderly and isolated, were obvious and 

Wheathampstead had already swung into action. The rector of St Helen’s Church, Richard Banham, 

had held a meeting at the church on 16 March to consider how village organisations might respond 

to the emerging crisis.  Representatives of the churches, the schools, the doctors’ surgery, the 

Parish Council, the County Council, local voluntary groups and the police met and set up a core 

team. Within days this leaflet was distributed by volunteers to every household. 
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The Parish Council arranged a separate emergency telephone line and a logging and call-handling 

system was put in place. The Wheathampstead Community Group made funds available 

immediately so that shopping could be bought for residents with no cash physically changing hands; 

recipients were asked to pay back the cost of their shopping at a later date. Some large donations 

were received from residents – one for £1000 and one for £500.  

All this was achieved in the ten days between the meeting on 16 March and lockdown on 26 March. 

After the first meeting, the Support for All core team met on Zoom. 

                        

Two of the leaflets distributed by the churches 



 

5 
 

Many residents responded to the appeal for volunteers and, while their help was invaluable, it was 

soon apparent that friends and neighbours throughout the village were already making sure that 

nobody who needed support was left without it. The parish magazine, The Pump, reported in 

Autumn 2020: 

“Many of the crises we have faced throughout history have shown us that, no matter what 

the odds, people come together to support and protect each other…. Our residents are no 

different: 191 volunteers joined Support for All, the organisation set up to help the village; 

people have helped their neighbours; children have written cheerful letters to those living 

alone; bags of shopping have been left on doorsteps without a request for repayment.” 

 

                                  

    

 

Some of the public information leaflets distributed in 2020 
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“Although St Helen’s church closed its doors and we were not physically able to worship 

together, the ministry of the church didn’t miss a beat. We quickly established a YouTube 

channel and recorded and broadcast services each Sunday. Teams of volunteers made 

telephone contact with the vulnerable and prayers, resources and newsletters were regularly 

distributed. We worked with schools to provide online resources in place of Assemblies and 

our Easter worship was especially creative. All of this would have been impossible without 

such a fantastic team of dedicated volunteers.”  

Rev. Richard Banham 

As many people started working from home and commercial activity ground to a near-halt, road 

traffic fell to the lowest level for many years though it picked up as online shopping, and particularly 

the ordering of food from the major supermarkets, led to increasing numbers of delivery vans.  

“I enjoyed the quiet that resulted from the lack of traffic and I was even happier at the silence 

in the skies after Luton and Stansted airports closed.”  

Groups of walkers disappeared to be replaced by individuals or pairs.  

“I remember the number of children being trained to ride their bikes, even down the (then 
traffic-free) Lower Luton Road. Also the vast numbers of people walking and cycling out on 
the lanes and field paths.” 

Rod Adams 

People began to get used to wearing face coverings.  

  

      

Despite the doom and gloom, people kept a sense of humour 
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Home testing kits became available, free of charge, in the same month. 

 

                                  

 

On 13 May 2020, some of the regulations were relaxed and some pupils (Reception, Year 1 and 

Year 6) were able to go back to school on 1 June. St Helen’s and Beech Hyde schools, like schools 

everywhere, turned their attention to online learning but, also like schools everywhere, had 

difficulties with the often-changing rules about contacts and “bubbles”, with pupil absenteeism and 

with teacher absence through illness. The lives of parents of school-age children were especially 

disrupted throughout the pandemic.  

People became accustomed to observing “social distancing” – the notorious “2-metre rule”.  

Non-essential retail shops reopened on 15 June and pubs, restaurants and hairdressers on 4 July if 

they were “Covid-19 secure”.  
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Gatherings of more than 30 people were still prohibited, though up to six people could meet 

outdoors. With the increase in the number of people and groups taking outdoor exercise, the Meads 

had never been so popular and the number of dogs in the village increased rapidly.  

. 

 

 

The Mid Herts Golf Club on Gustard Wood Common 

was prompted to send a leaflet to all the households in 

the village reminding residents that, while the golf 

course is on common land, there are Rules of the 

Common that should be observed, including that dogs 

must be kept on a lead, dog waste and litter must be 

picked up and there can be no lighting of fires. In 

addition, the Club requested that people walk round 

(not over) the greens and bunkers and not damage 

any trees or shrubs.  

 

 

 

 

 

The NHS Test and Trace system was launched on 28 May 2020 in the hope that anyone who 

developed symptoms of COVID-19 could quickly be tested. If it was confirmed that they had the 

virus, the idea was that anyone with whom they had been in contact could be traced and advised to 

isolate. It was felt not to be a success. 

On 14 September a restriction on gatherings of more than six people both indoors and outdoors (the 

“rule of six”) was introduced subject to exceptions including “where the gathering is reasonably 

necessary … for work purposes”. 
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Rates of infection in Wheathampstead varied over time, more or less in line with the national figures, 

though with occasional localised peaks and troughs. Overall, the village was proportionally less 

affected than were the major urban settlements such as Luton.    

However, as the Alpha variant of Covid-19 and a “second wave” drove up the number of infections, 

a national “tiering” system was introduced in October 2020. This placed each area in one of four 

tiers (Tier 1 being the lowest) with increasingly strict restrictions according to local infection rates. In 

the following months, Wheathampstead moved up and down between zero infections and Tier 3. 

Plans made by families, shops, the church and the schools had to change, often at very short 

notice, every time we moved between tiers.  

Despite all the restrictions, a second national lockdown (a “circuit-breaker”) was introduced for one 

month from 5 November 2020. This required people to stay at home and prohibited gatherings with 

people from other households except for work purposes. St Helen’s Church marked Remembrance 

Day on 8 November with a “Doorstep Act of Remembrance”. This leaflet was distributed to every 

house in the village and villagers were invited to gather on their doorstep or at the end of their drive 

to share in prayers and observe the Two-minute Silence.  

 

"I'm a keen cook. In lockdown, I tried to cook three new dishes a week that I hadn’t tried 

before. Some were more successful than others!" 

Pat Walker 

 

   

 

 

The circuit-breaker was followed by a revised tiering system on 2 December. Wheathampstead 

reached the highest level, Tier 4, on 19 December when the whole of Hertfordshire was raised to 
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this level. This meant the reintroduction of what amounted to total lockdown. Christmas was a very 

low-key affair. By 30 December, 80% of the country was in Tier 4.  

 

 

The High Street at 3.24 pm on Christmas Day 2020 

 

“I was really saddened that we had to cancel so many much-loved village events such as 

Village Weekend, Lights Up, and the Christmas Carol Service. It’s lovely to see them all 

coming back.”  

The first Covid vaccination had been administered in Coventry on 8 December 2020. Residents of 

Wheathampstead who qualified for vaccination (for example, the medically vulnerable and the over-

75s) began to receive their first “jab” in January 2021, most at either Batchwood Hall in St Albans or 

the Harpenden Public Halls, followed by a second jab from April onwards.  

 

The queue for vaccination at Harpenden Public Halls 
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From April 2021, it was possible to have a Covid jab at a number of local walk-in centres. 

 

 

Market Place, St Albans 

The first cases of the highly-infectious Kent variant had been diagnosed on 27 November 2020 and 

it spread rapidly. A third national lockdown came into force on 6 January 2021 with restrictions 

similar to those in the first lockdown, including schools being closed again.  

As before, restrictions were eased in stages in the following months in line with the government’s 

“road map” out of the pandemic, announced on 22 February. Schools reopened on 8 March, though 

some of the rules about “bubbles”, contacts and isolation continued to change. On 12 April non-

essential retail businesses and many outdoor venues reopened but restrictions on social mixing 

indoors and outdoors remained.  

All five of our pubs (Bull, Cross Keys, Elephant and Castle, Reading Room, Swan) found ways of re-

opening their businesses when the rules allowed people to meet outdoors. They all survived the 

pandemic. 

 

 

A VE Day celebration street party on 6 June 2021 

“One of my happy memories of the pandemic is how neighbours regularly sat outside on 

their driveways (while maintaining social distancing) and, over coffee or a drink, caught up 

with everyone, checking on their well-being and helping out where needed. A legacy of this 

is that neighbours continue to meet up and offer help to each other.” 

Sandra Wood 
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Most people who wished to had by now received their second jab.  

19 July 2021 had been hailed as “Freedom Day” when all restrictions would be lifted though face 

masks were still encouraged in shops and on public transport. In the event, the arrival and rapid 

spread of the Delta variant and with it a “third wave” meant that many restrictions remained in place. 

On 8 December 2021, the government’s Plan B was put into effect with associated restrictions, 

including making face coverings mandatory again.  

Hearts sank with the arrival of the Omicron variant but happily, and largely due to the success of the 

vaccination programme, its impact was less than feared.  

On 24 February 2022 all the restrictions were finally lifted in England.  

All the shops, restaurants and hairdressers in the High Street have survived the pandemic and life 

has returned to the village. We have learned to live in a “New Normal” which is not, at the time of 

writing, very different from the old.  

Patrick McNeill 

September 2023  

Photographs by Sandra Wood 

 

Please send us your personal memories and stories about how Covid-19 affected you and 

Wheathampstead. Please send your contribution to whs@wheathampsteadheritage.org.uk    

 

  

mailto:whs@wheathampsteadheritage.org.uk

