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In March every year I spend a month in the UK. This year I left Cape Town on the evening of 5 March on a British Airways Boeing 
747 bound for London, expecting to be away from home for a month. The intention was for me to initially work in London and the 
Isle of Man before enjoying a skiing holiday in Canada with family and friends. My wife, Sue, accompanied me with the idea of 
spending some time with our children, who all live in Europe, during the period I was working. Little did we know as we took off that 
evening how quickly life would change – not only as regards our holiday, but also in some respects for the rest of 2020 and in other 
respects probably for life!

I thought it might be interesting to record some of the events that have unfolded over the past weeks, some of the experiences we have 
had and some resultant thoughts. 

Since childhood I have had an irrational love for the ‘747 Jumbo 
Jet’. Whilst they are older now, and far less comfortable than 
the newer aircraft that are replacing them, they still conjure up 
for me the romance of a bygone era of travel and exploration. 
The sense of global freedom that these three digits conjure up for 
me is encapsulated by Albert Hammond as he “Got on-board a 
westbound seven forty-seven” to Southern California in the song 
he penned in 1972.  

Whenever I see a 747 my mind is transported back to October 
1971, when the first South African Airways 747 arrived on 
delivery from Seattle and did a slow, low pass over the City 
of Johannesburg  to announce its arrival in our country. I was 
a primary schoolboy at the time and I vividly recall the look of 
surprise on my teacher’s face as his entire class of 25 pupils 
clambered out of the classroom windows to stare up, with awe, 
at the giant winged wonder above us. We didn’t know it at the 
time, but we were seeing the airliner that was going to change 
the world as we knew it in only a few short years. I come from 
a seafaring family and it was only six years later, in September 

1977, that I sat on Signal Hill with my retired grandfather, who 
had served as  Marine Engineer Officer on the Union Castle 
mailboats, sadly watching the final departure to Southampton of 
the mailboat ‘SA Vaal’. The world, as he and his generation had 
known it, had changed forever over six short years and the 747 
had been the primary cause. Just like my grandfather before me, 
little did I know as I disembarked the aircraft at Heathrow on that 
crisp March morning, after a completely uneventful flight,  that the 
world was about to change again − only this time not in six years 
but in a matter of weeks. Once again the 747 and South African 
Airways would be a part of this story too, as I would discover in 
the weeks to come. 

The first week or so of our stay in London was reasonably 
uneventful, with a combination of work meetings during the day 
and family engagements over the first weekend and in the evenings. 
The talk of Coronavirus slowly started to infiltrate its way into 
conversations with most people having differing views on it and 
of how seriously it should be taken. The UK government itself was 
initially reluctant to impose a lockdown. They had a number of 
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reasons that seemed plausible. Foremost amongst 
them was that, given that there was no vaccine and 
no antiviral medication available, there would be 
no way to stop the spread of the virus and therefore 
the only solution would be for the population to 
develop so-called ‘herd immunity’ by being exposed 
to the epidemic.

On 12 March, together with my colleagues Keith 
Andrews and John Bester, I attended a meeting at 
Sarasin & Partners in the City of London. We met 
with Guy Monson, the company’s Senior Partner 
and Chief Investment Officer, someone we have 
known for many years and whose views we greatly 
respect. Guy told us how Sarasin were preparing for 
the oncoming pandemic by, inter alia, breaking their 
work force into three teams, that never physically 
interact, and how the teams would take turns to work 
in the office, whilst the others self-isolated at home. 
He told us how his mother, who was about to turn 
100, told him that she was having the same feelings 
that she had had in the early days of the Second 
World War.  With Italy already under Coronavirus 
(CV) - led lockdown, she was reminded of the days 
in late 1939 and early 1940 when the war was on 
in Europe and the population of London knew it was coming to 
them − they just didn’t know when. This was a sobering comment 
and I decided I should relay the information we had gleaned 
back to the office in Cape Town for them to use to prepare as 
they deemed fit.  

The following weekend mass events in the UK, notable amongst 
them the Cheltenham festival, went ahead as planned. Cheltenham 
is a four day horse racing festival which this year attracted a crowd 
of over 60,000 people each day between 10 and 13 March. On 
14 and 15 March 15,000 people packed into the Cardiff Arena 
to listen to the pop group ‘Stereophonics’. Life was going on as 
normal in the UK but elsewhere things were starting to change. On 
15 March we heard that the Canadian ski resort we were heading 
to for our long- anticipated holiday was closing, and clearly that 
part of our trip was now cancelled. 

Nevertheless, it was business as usual in the UK and, with a full 
day of meetings scheduled on the Isle of Man, we caught the 
early morning flight to the island on Monday 16 March. It was a 
beautiful day and, on landing on the island, things appeared to 
be running quite normally. We shared the plane with the island’s 
Schoolboy Rugby team who were returning after a weekend fixture 
in London. Their excited banter, so familiar to Keith, John and me, 
having all travelled regularly with rugby teams,  provided soothing 
comfort from the real world and made things feel relatively normal 
even though they were clearly increasingly not so. 

That evening, having completed our day of meetings, we caught 
a taxi to an Italian restaurant in the capital, Douglas. The news 
from the taxi driver was chilling −apparently the island’s  Chief 
Minister had just announced the lockdown of the island with effect 
from midnight the following day 17 March. Coupled with that, 
he had cancelled the Isle of Man TT for 2020. (This is the famous 
round the island motorcycle race that is synonymous with the 
island and is one of its major revenue sources – particularly for 
the hospitality industry.)  Our driver was angry: “I have children to 
feed and my taxi to pay off – how do they expect me to do that?” 
he lamented. Arriving at the restaurant, we found that the Italian 
immigrant staff were equally distraught and white- faced as they 
informed us that, until 30 minutes previously,  they had had a full 
restaurant of 16 tables booked but that everyone, apart from us, 
had now cancelled. With their experience from relatives back 
home in Italy they knew exactly what this decision would mean 
for them, and their income, and were understandably frightened. 
Little did we realise then that these sentiments, which we were 
hearing for the first time, were going to become part of our new 
normal in the weeks and months ahead. 

Weather can often play havoc with flights to and from the Isle of 
Man but fortunately 17 March dawned fair and we were 
able to board the daily flight bound for London 
Gatwick. Apparently 143 people had 
been booked on the flight 
but only 30 odd turned 
up, with most residents 
of the island choosing 
to remain behind to 
avoid not being able 
to get home after 
the lockdown. 
Our flight was 
the last one to 
leave the island 
and there was 
still no clarity 
as to when 
flights might 
resume as 
the island 
isolated 
i t s e l f . 
When 
w e Approaching Isle of Man
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left the island it had no known cases of Coronavirus, but as I 
write this article on 22 April there are 307 confirmed cases with 
15 deaths – indicating just how difficult it is to contain the virus 
and how lockdowns can certainly help slow the spread of the virus 
but will not eradicate it. 

When we arrived at Gatwick, the airport was even more deserted 
than it had been just a day earlier. We noticed an increased 
police presence across the airport and, amongst the few fellow 
travellers, differing emotions were on display – some people 
were clearly upset and emotional as they found their travel plans 
disrupted whilst others reacted with anger directed at the airline 
staff. People in authority ought to have stepped in to resolve some 
of these situations, which made us understand the increased police 
presence. 

As the following days rolled on I began to better understand the 
sentiment expressed by Mrs Monson. There was a very distinct 
air of expectation permeating the society wherever we went. The 
message emanating from government was slowly changing from 
one of “Life must go on as normal!” to one where it started advising 
that there would eventually be a lockdown, but not quite yet. It was 
felt that people would not be able to lockdown indefinitely due to 
lockdown fatigue.  Thus, it would be wrong to lockdown too early. 

Realising a lockdown was now definitely coming we busied 
ourselves with making sure we had whatever supplies we felt we 
might need. In particular we needed to make sure that we had 
proper internet connectivity, in order to work and communicate, 
as well as television to keep abreast of the news and to have 
some entertainment. As we travelled back and forth to the shops 
on public transport, acquiring our supplies, we noticed a growing 
sense of fear amongst the populace and the rapid decline in 
passenger numbers. The tubes and buses, which are normally 
packed, eventually emptied out to the point where one would 
have an entire top deck of a bus or an entire tube train carriage 
to oneself. Stations were deserted in the middle of the day.

Shops, other than food retailers and sellers of essential 
products, began taking their own decisions to shut. We noticed 
that initially it was the American brands – Apple, Timberland, 
Nike etc − that were shut, with the British stores displaying the 
typical British determination to ”carry on regardless”. Ultimately, 

they too began closing, with John Lewis the big UK department 
store amongst the last to do so. Chatting to the John Lewis store 
workers on their last day of operations on Saturday 21 March, 
one was struck again by the fear and the uncertainty people were 
feeling. They had been advised that John Lewis was closing for 12 
weeks to the end of June and at that stage they didn’t know who, 
if anyone, would cover their wages during the shutdown period.

During that entire weekend of 21/22 March panic set in amongst 
the population. People could see lockdown coming but didn’t know 
in what form. Panic buying of dry foods, frozen foods and non-
perishables was evident wherever we went. Supermarkets couldn’t 
keep up and shelves were emptying. As the news spread of the 
shops running out of stock, the volume of people buying increased 
and it was hard not to get caught up in it all −  nonsensical as 
it was. 

Eventually on the evening of Monday 23 March, Prime Minster Boris 
Johnson addressed the nation and announced that Britain would 
start a lockdown to take effect from midnight that night. In reality, 
he had now formalised what the people had to a large degree 
already determined. Importantly, though, a massive government 
support scheme was also announced around that time. The aim was 
to ensure that corporates, who might have had no or very reduced 
income, could keep alive during the lockdown period. Part of the 
package was a “furlough” programme where companies who 
could not afford to keep paying employees were to be assisted in 
not retrenching them; the government would take over the salary 

A deserted LondonGatwick 17 March

Barons Court tube station at evening peak hour 19 March

Panic buying of food stuffs weekend of 21/22 March.

Panic buying of food stuffs weekend of 21/22 March.
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payments, paying up to 80% of the salary with a maximum payment 
per person of GBP 2,500 per month. This direct support was 
estimated to inject GBP 57 billion into the economy with a further 
GBP 330 billion in loan guarantees. It was hoped that this would 
prevent mass corporate failures during the lockdown period.

Soon after the country went into lockdown, a number of high 
profile and key members of society announced that they had 
tested positive for the virus. Amongst them were Prince Charles, 
Boris Johnson and the Health Secretary, Matthew Hancock. This 
focused the minds of people around the non-discriminatory nature 
of the virus. Positive cases began rising along with hospitalisation 
numbers and deaths. Massive new temporary hospitals, known as 
Nightingale hospitals, were rapidly built using converted convention 
centres and stadiums. One in East London contained 4,000 new 
critical care beds. This was in anticipation of a peak in required 
hospital beds expected in mid-April. Fortunately, as I write, the 
early signs are that the country has passed through, or is very 
close to, the peak and these additional beds have proved to be 
more than sufficient for the needs.

The lockdown in the UK has a few key differences to that which 
was imposed in South Africa a few days later. Key among them are:

· Public transport across the City has kept running to accommodate 
essential service workers and those needing to travel for 
essential reasons;

· People are encouraged to exercise once a day;

· Hot food and alcohol continue to be sold as normal;

· The airspace is not locked and airlines can operate as they 
deem appropriate. 

Obviously the environment in the UK is a very different one to 
that of South Africa and at no time can one judge one set of 
decisions against another. Each country needs to determine what 
is most appropriate for its own circumstances. What turns out to 
be right or wrong will only be judged by history. Going into the 
crisis, the UK has the advantage of a lower population density, 
a more advanced health care system, generally better educated 
people and a stronger economy, with less debt, than South Africa 
does. Some of South Africa’s relative disadvantage is historic, 
as a result of apartheid spacial planning and other offensive 
apartheid regulations. However, there is also no doubt that the 
mismanagement of the economy, coupled with rampant corruption 
over the last 25 years of ANC rule, has had a big impact on 
the position in which the country finds itself.  Hopefully, as we 
come out of this crisis, President Cyril Ramaphosa will have the 
increased political capital to move the economy back onto a growth 
footing and to ensure that the National Prosecuting Authority (NPA) 
prosecutes the corrupt. If there can be any silver lining for South 
Africa from the pandemic, this will be it.

Finding ourselves locked down in London for an indeterminate 
amount of time, we have had to adjust to the circumstances and 
to structure our lives accordingly. Living and working in the same 
space means that it is very easy to allow work to take over your 
entire life, which is not healthy for body and mind and not good 
for personal relationships. Consequently, Sue and I have planned 
our days into very compartmentalised work, exercise, meal 
and entertainment time slots. We have also decided to operate 
differently over weekends, compared to weekdays, to ensure we 
do not burn out and become lockdown fatigued. 

On the work front fortunately our last minute mad scramble to 
organise a reliable internet connection is paying dividends. 
Connectivity with the office, with our fund managers, and with 
our clients as required is easily possible. As a department, under 
the leadership of Khaya Sontsele, we continue to meet weekly as 
we would do if in the office. This is conducted via video link with 

everyone dialing in and it works remarkably well. I do sense, 
though, that as the meetings end, and it is time to sign off, we 
are slow to disconnect as we enjoy each other’s company being 
both friends as well as work colleagues. As is normal with human 
nature, we probably take each other for granted day to day 
and this forced physical absence probably has the effect of our 
appreciating each other a lot more than we may ordinarily do. 

It was also interesting that on Easter Sunday Sue and I could use 
this same video technology to ‘attend’ virtual mass at St Michael’s 
Church in Rondebosch, just as we would normally have done. 
“Necessity is the mother of invention,” as Plato is quoted as saying. 

Holding a department meeting

Easter Sunday mass at St Michaels
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As mentioned earlier, over weekends Sue and I make sure we do different things to ensure clear minds and to avoid burn out. One of 
the tips shared by Astronaut Scott Kelly, who lived for a record 12 months on the International Space Station in 2015/16, is to make 
sure that you have hobbies – whether that is reading for pleasure, playing a musical instrument or completing some sort of art or craft. 
Fortuitously, I received a 2,500 piece model Land Rover from my family in London for my birthday shortly after our arrival. The timing 
couldn’t have been better. It has already occupied hours of our time and we are only about half way through it!

Another activity we have enjoyed each weekend is to use the so called “Boris Bikes” to ride to various parts of London and explore. 
It is wonderful because there are virtually no cars on the road and the weather has been absolutely amazing for the whole month of 
April. I may be imagining it but I have never seen the London sky so blue. My experience is that normally what starts out as a clear day 
slowly hazes over, as the myriad jet trails that cross the sky slowly expand as they are spread by the high level winds and eventually 
morph into each other forming a cloud ceiling. With few planes flying now this is just not happening, leaving us with beautiful picture 
perfect sunny days into which the spring flowers and blossoms have added their rainbow of colours. 

Keeping a work life balance! 

Beautiful weather brings the spring flowers out

A “social distancing” walk with Charles de Lame of Sarasin
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The household cavalry Trafalgar Square

Piccadilly Circus Chinatown

Leicester Square Covent Garden tube station

Deserted streets Deserted streets
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Over the Easter weekend we took the Boris Bikes into the centre of London – the heart of the thriving metropolis with which I imagine 
many people reading this will be familiar. We visited the major shopping streets, Piccadilly Circus, Trafalgar Square,  Buckingham  
Palace,  Horse  Guards Parade,  Covent Garden and all the other popular sites that are usually teeming with tourists and shoppers. 
The scenes we found were absolutely apocalyptic and completely surreal. The workers and shoppers who usually throng the streets 
by their thousands, as they go about their business, are now all working from home or have been furloughed by their employers. The 
city is devoid of the tourists who usually pack the sidewalks so densely that it makes it difficult for anyone to walk on them. There is 
an eerie silence surrounding some of the earth’s greatest landmarks. The contrast with normality could not be more stark. There is a 
beauty in this isolation that masks the tragedy  of the millions of people and countless companies that are negatively impacted by what 
we observed  - the scars of which I believe will be borne for many a year to come.

The UK remains in lockdown until 7 May. The current expectation 
is that no decision will be announced until sometime after 30 April 
when Boris Johnson is expected back in office. In the interim there 
is much speculation as to what might be announced. 

The most authoritative commentary I have seen on a possible post-
lockdown scenario for the UK comes from McKinsey consultants. I 
have quoted the main points that they make in their report dated 
14 April below: 

· Our best guess (and it’s a political decision so hard to forecast) 
is that the lockdown in the UK will be partially lifted in early 
May, in time for the VE celebration on 8 May.

· However, the end of this lockdown is more “the end of the 
beginning” than the “beginning of the end” as we are likely 
to need extreme constraints until the end of the year at least, 
and maybe even a reimposed lockdown or selective “circuit 
breakers”. Simplistically, we can lift around a third of the 
lockdown constraints to ensure that we will be infecting no 
more than 4 million people a month, the level that does not 
swamp the NHS.

· These constraints are likely to include a continued bias to 
working at home where possible; no social gatherings of more 
than say 25 people; institutionalised safe distances, including 
some higher contact businesses remaining shut; airlines, other 
public transport, theatres, sports, etc set up with one empty 
seat between groups; restaurants and bars limited to table 
service only, and tables spaced out more; retailers limiting the 
number of customers in the store, one way flows and closed 
fitting rooms.

· We will also need ubiquitously (and maybe mandated) available 
testing for anyone feeling unwell; Asian airport-style temperature 
sensors at entrances to public transport, offices, etc.; Enforced 
app-based monitoring and individual isolation for those who 
have been in contact with anyone infected; Immunity certificates 
or Contagion style bracelets for those who have had the 
illness and shown to have antibodies; Face masks, and other 
protection in wider use (North East Asian style).

· Those at increased risk will need to continue to remain in 
extreme self-isolation for most of the year. In addition, citizens 
that have been exposed to those infected will also need to go 
into self-isolation. At any one point, we might expect around 
25% of the population to be in self-isolation in these two groups.

· Post lockdown during the “controlled march to immunity”, all of 
the constraints listed above will be quite a drag on the economy. 
We think that there could be a short uptick in GDP after the 
end of the lockdown as some of the expenditure that has been 
delayed is released. But growth will flag as the impact of the 
constraints bite. Overall global GDP could be around 5-10% 
down over the year – more pessimistic than many consensus 
forecasts.

· If we consider the impact of the above, we might expect 
companies will, on average, lose around 20% of their value 
– equivalent to a year’s earnings and a 15% reduction of 
earnings in perpetuity. This would not be out of line with current 
market valuations. But we also know that the stock market has 
a tendency to overshoot and overreact. We could argue that 
this has already happened, but it seems likely further lows 
could occur (e.g. with the re-imposition of some lockdowns).

It is clear that during the ongoing pandemic there are going to be 
winners and losers amongst industries and companies. Industries 
such as airlines, tourism, entertainment and any industry that 
requires the mass gathering of people will suffer a complete or large 
drop in revenue, until such time as there is a solution to contain 
the virus. Other industries such as the food industry (food sales are 
up 10% in the UK during the lockdown) and the digital industry, 
which includes things like online shopping, distance learning, video 
conferencing, streaming entertainment, online gaming, Internet 
data, online communication etc, should be big beneficiaries of 
the situation. Our fund managers will certainly be taking these 
trends into account in positioning portfolios and managed funds 
as they look ahead. Once there is a long-term solution for the virus 
some of these trends will reverse but I imagine in some respects 
the world as we know it, and the way things are done, will have 
changed after this and some changes will be more permanent. 

Throughout the lockdown I have been struck by the way in which the British have remained stoic and pulled together to deal with the 
hardships being experienced, with their unique British brand of humour. We know that during the 20th century Britain experienced 

Covent Garden marketplaceCovent Garden marketplace
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more than its fair share of traumatic events and, as a result, it seems to me that the nation’s resilience is well developed.  Apart from 
their humour, we notice the gratitude that is publicly expressed for essential workers, particularly the NHS. For the past five weeks at 
8pm each Thursday the nation has collectively come out of their homes for one minute with pots and pans to clap and “bang” their 
public thanks to the NHS.  Virtually every home displays a rainbow in the window, signifying unity during these times. A particularly 

moving event of this past week has been the well-documented fund-raising exploits of World War II veteran, Captain Tom Moore. 
Captain Tom, as he has become known to the nation, turns 100 on 30 April. He set out to walk one hundred 25 metre lengths of his 
Bedfordshire garden with the help of his walking frame. He had hoped to raise GBP 1,000 for the NHS. At last count he has raised 
GBP 29 million with funds still pouring in. 

The industry that has arguably been hit harder than many any others globally is the airline industry. All four of the major UK carriers – 
Virgin, Easyjet, Ryanair and British Airways have been significantly affected. The two regional carriers are now completely grounded 
whilst Virgin and BA only fly limited flights – predominantly cargo and repatriation flights. None of the airlines is taking bookings until 
June at the earliest and even that is uncertain. British Airways has a fleet of 277 planes, of which less than 30 are now reported to be 
operational. Of their 45,000 staff approximately 36,000 of their ground and cabin staff have been furloughed for two months. The 
airline’s 4,000 pilots have agreed to take half pay for the months of April and May. 
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Reports from South Africa inform me that the coronavirus pandemic 
has also had a major effect on our once proud national carrier, 
South African Airways.  SAA was founded in 1934 as a successor 
to then five year old Union Airways, which was merged into 
it, making the airline over 90 years old. Poor and corrupt 
leadership, over the last decade, had already brought SAA to its 
knees and it now appears as though the coronavirus pandemic 
has provided the death knell. 

Sadly the pandemic has had an effect on the venerable and stately 
Boeing 747 too. The aircraft that has done so much during its 
lifetime to revolutionise the economics of air travel, and in so doing 
changed our relationship with distant people and places, is being 
retired. Most of British Airways 747 fleet has been repositioned 
in the last month to aircraft scrapyards in Spain and the UK and 
the 747 is probably destined never to fly again. 

As I sat on the aircraft that early March evening just a few short 
weeks ago, in what was then a very different world, and I buckled 
my seatbelt over my blanket to be borne aloft over the African 
continent, the words that should have been in my head, as the 
soothing sounds of the jet engines lulled me to sleep, are from a 
song by John Denver:

‘Cause I’m leavin’ on a jet plane 
Don’t know when I’ll be back again 
Oh babe, I hate to go
I know that must have been how the iconic Queen of the Skies 
was feeling!

To hear more from Philip during his time in Lockdown, please 
advise bdanks@ptrust.co.za and we will send further updates to 
you as they come in.
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