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An Post has suspended all mail 
services between Ireland and 
China as the coronavirus 
 outbreak continues.

Yesterday, An Post issued a 
 statement explaining the decision, 
saying: ‘Please note that ALL mail 
services have been suspended to 
China as a result of the coronavirus 
with immediate effect.’

A spokesperson for An Post added that 
its move ‘follows the decision by a 
number of international airlines to 
 suspend their services’ and said regular 
updates will be posted to the mail 
 service’s website.

The news follows new warnings from 
health experts that coronavirus cases 
across the world could be ten times 
higher than official figures show.

Scientists warned the rapid spread of 
the virus across borders, coupled with 
its suspected two-week incubation 
period and the unreliability of testing 
methods, made it difficult to track.

Yesterday, it was revealed that 31,211 
cases of the virus have now been 

‘It’s a mild disease 
that might be missed’
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... as scientist
warns true
scale of crisis
is not known

unusual to only capture maybe 10% 
of the cases.’

Prof. Edmunds acknowledged 
that predicting the true scale of 
the outbreak involved a degree of 
‘guesswork’, adding: ‘When there 
are very large numbers of cases it 
becomes very hard to confirm them 
all just because of manpower. Time 
will tell.’

Prof. Edmunds said the coming 
days would show whether the con-

tainment measures put in place by 
China had been effective.

Speaking on RTÉ’s Morning 
 Ireland radio programme yester-
day, the Chinese Ambassador to 
Ireland, He Xiangdong, advised 
Irish people to remain vigilant and 
to avoid non-essential travel to 
China.

While the ambassador said that 
the situation in Wuhan, the Chi-

nese city in which the outbreak 
began, remains ‘very serious’, he 
added that measures are being 
implemented by Chinese authori-
ties and that things are ‘getting 
more under control’.

His advice followed a directive 
from the HSE that people who 
have been to mainland China in 
the last 14 days and feel unwell 
should self-quarantine by staying 

indoors while avoiding contact 
with other people. 

And while no cases have yet been 

confirmed here, the Department of 
Health has said Ireland is well posi-
tioned to detect and respond to a 

case of coronavirus, should it 
arise. 

The HSE’s national Crisis 
 Management team is meeting 
 regularly on the issue of the 
 coronavirus, isolation rooms have 
been identified in hospitals, and an 
additional supply of personal 
 protective equipment will be 
 dispatched to GP out-of-hours 
services, public health facilities 

 confirmed in mainland China, while the 
death toll in the country hit 637.

There have been a further 320 cases in 
27 other countries, and one death 
reported in the Philippines. 

The HSE confirmed that 15 suspected 
cases of the coronavirus have been 
tested in Ireland’s national Virus 
 Reference Laboratory, but none has 
been confirmed as yet.

The coronavirus has been described as 
a condition resembling a severe flu, with 
symptoms including coughing, shortness 
of breath, breathing difficulties and 
fever.

Speaking on Thursday, HSE officials 
said people ‘are extremely unlikely to 
catch novel coronavirus from someone 
in Ireland’,  adding that ‘health 
 professionals will contact anyone who 
has been in close contact with the 
infected person to advise them’.

The number of reported cases has 
actually slowed over the past two days, 
but John Edmunds, a professor at the 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine, said modelling showed there 
were ‘ten times more cases than have 
been reported – or even more’.

He said: ‘It’s a mild disease that might 
be missed if somebody doesn’t seek 
healthcare. And none of the tests is 
going to be 100% sensitive so it is not 

By Ben 
Pinkerton

in quarantine in the uk

march of killer virus

B
RITISH citizens 
stranded in Wuhan 
arrived back in the 
UK on an evacua-
tion flight a week 

ago. ninety-four people 
are currently in quaran-
tine at Arrowe Park Hos-
pital on the Wirral in Eng-
land – and will remain 
there for another week.

So what is life inside the unit – 
dubbed Camp Corona – really 
like? Here, Ben Pinkerton, 23, a 
teacher from Chester who was 
working for the Education First 
language company in Wuhan, 
shares his diary of a life-chang-
ing seven days.

FrIday January 31
D-Day! After eight anxious days 
confined to the apartment wait-
ing to hear if we’d be evacuated, 
an email from the Foreign Office 
arrives saying we have to get to 
the airport right away. 

My emotions are mixed. I love 
life in Wuhan, where I teach 
English and where my [Chinese] 
partner Odile is. She’s left 
Wuhan to celebrate Chinese 
new Year in another city and 
couldn’t return after lockdown 
was introduced.

I’ve been here a year and had 
planned to renew for a second 
year. But I know staying here is 
simply too dangerous. So many 
people have died and the virus 
continues to spread. 

I wasn’t scared. Yes, I was in 
the epicentre but I knew I just 
had to get on with it. My friend 
Josh and I arrive at Wuhan air-
port just after 10pm. 

It’s freezing and we – there are 
70 or so British people – are met 
by British officials.

Eventually, I’m cleared to go. 
I feel so relieved. Then a piece 

of paper is put in front of me. It’s 
a waiver informing me that I 
agree to spend 14 days in quar-
antine. I board the plane. Like 
everyone else – including cabin 
crew – I’m masked up. I sleep 
the entire flight.

I wake and see rolling green 
hills as we approach RAF Brize 
norton in Oxfordshire. A little 
cheer goes up.

We board a coach – there’s a 
medic all gowned up in the front. 
Then I saw the driver and 
thought ‘Geez, couldn’t you 
have got him one as well?’ It 
kind of defeated the whole 
object. We’re going to Arrowe 
Park. nobody complains and 
I’m back in the north West 

My life 
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His desperate fight to get on an 
evacuation flight to UK ++ The 
scare of medics in hazmat suits  
++ The reality of life in quarantine 
++ A Wuhan ‘refugee’ reveals... 

where I grew up. Everyone is 
just relieved to be home.

Saturday FeBruary 1
After the emotion of yesterday, 
the reality of two weeks in quar-
antine has hit. I’m looking for-
ward to eating British food and 
having unrestricted access to 
the internet – something which 
wasn’t possible in China, where 
it is censored. 

My heart is with those back in 
Wuhan. It’s a weird atmosphere 
– everyone is walking around 

k e e p i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  t o 
themselves. 

Mealtimes are a chance to 
make friends. Afterwards I chat 
with others but it’s hard talking 
with masks on. But nobody is 
taking the risk of removing 
them. I hear a rumour that take-
aways can be delivered. It’s the 
first bit of good news since 
we arrived. 

Sunday FeBruary 2
The second full day in quaran-
tine and some people say they 

want to leave. I think it’s a fool-
ish idea. 

We know what we signed up 
for. It’s not going to be easy, but 
if 14 days is how long it takes to 
be sure we’re healthy, then I’m 
not arguing with that. I order a 
Pizza Hut delivery. 

The doctors say that new 
patients are arriving very late 
and they’ll be staying in a sepa-
rate part of the unit.

Monday FeBruary 3
I wake up to the news that 

quarantIne My rooMBy eva Wall, ronan Smyth 
and Mario Ledwith

Ireland is in  
‘containment phase’

A BRITISH nurse who should 
have been enjoying a luxury 
honeymoon cruise told 
 yesterday of her anguish at 
 seeing her husband taken to 
hospital after testing positive 
for coronavirus.

Wendy Steele, 51, said she was 
‘in ribbons’ after Alan, her 58-
year-old husband of just one 
month, was taken off the 
 Diamond Princess, which is 
quarantined off the  coast of 
Japan. ‘I am bereft... if he ends 
up being ill I can’t look after 
him,’ she said. ‘Not only as a 
wife... but as a nurse.’

And a married Irish couple 
are currently in quarantine in 
their cabin on the same ship 
and are facing the prospect 
of another few weeks on 
board before they are allowed 
to go home. 

The husband and wife said 
 yesterday they have been 
 provided with thermometers 
and told to regularly check 
their temperatures. The Irish 
woman said: ‘They have asked 
us to take it regularly and if it’s 
above 37.5C to ring a number.’

Passengers on the ship have 
been steadily allowed out of 
the cabins for brief periods 
 subject to strict rules. 

However, as of yesterday, the 
couple have yet to be allowed 
leave their room. 

Mr Steele was one of 41 pas-
sengers out of 3,700 on board 
the ship to test positive yester-
day, taking the total to 61. 

Yesterday, Japanese health 
minister Katsunobu Kato said 21 
of the 41 new cases were Japa-
nese and that further tests will 
be conducted if additional pas-
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Honeymoon hell: Alan 
Steele and new wife Wendy

and GP offices in case they are 
required. 

The Department of Health has 
said that Ireland is currently in a 
‘containment phase’.

Speaking to RTÉ News, Chief 
Medical Officer Dr Tony Holohan 
said: ‘We’re in a period where all of 
our efforts are trying to ensure if a 
case occurs in this country that we 
have the greatest chance possible 

of detecting that case so we can 
put in place measures to prevent 
further transmission from that 
case to other people in this 
country.’

Dr Holohan said the HSE has a 
‘significant supply’ of sanitary and 
personal protective equipment, 
but that there is a ‘constant use 
and demand’.

Meanwhile ,  Publ ic  Health 

 England announced last night it 
would be possible to test more 
than 1,000 people a day for sus-
pected coronavirus in laboratories 
across the UK, including in the 
North, from next week.

The diagnostic test currently 
used in London – where only 100 
cases can be tested per day – will 
be available at 12 centres across 
England, Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland to increase 
capacity and speed up results.

In China, the number of reported 
cases has slowed over the past two 
days. It also emerged yesterday 
that Kaletra, a combination of two 
drugs used to treat HIV, is being 
trialled on coronavirus cases in 
China – while world health chiefs 
have warned hospital staff are at 
risk from a global shortage of pro-

tective masks. Elsewhere, Chinese 
scientists said pangolins, the scaly 
mammals, may have passed the 
coronavirus to humans after con-
tracting it from bats.

There was also an outpouring of 
grief in China yesterday after Li 
Wenliang, the whistle-blowing doc-
tor who tried to sound the alarm 
about the virus, was killed by it.

ronan.smyth@dailymail.ie

Liner: The Diamond Princess is in quarantine off Japan

‘They’ve taken Alan 
away’: Anguish of 
cruise ship bride

sengers develop symptoms. 
Passengers on board have 

been told that the quarantine 
will  end on Wednesday, 
 F e b r u a r y  1 9  u n l e s s 
 circumstances change. 

Spelling out her heartache in 
a Facebook post, Mrs Steele, 
from Wolverhampton, wrote: 
‘They have just taken Alan away. 
I am in ribbons. 

‘He is healthy and not 
 displaying any symptoms. 

‘Not sure how long it will be 
until I see him again. Counting 
down the days until I can laugh 
with my husband again.’ 

Mr Steele posted: ‘I have been 
diagnosed as having the virus 
and am being shipped to 
 hospital. Would also like to say 
that at the moment I am not 
showing any symptoms so just 
possibly a carrier.’ 

someone who arrived last night 
has been put straight into isola-
tion as he feels poorly.

It’s spooked a few people – they 
fear we’re all at risk. But I remain 
confident in the doctors. They 
are amazing – all of the staff are.  
They carry out daily checks on 
us to ensure we are OK physi-
cally and mentally. 

This afternoon I speak to my 
employers, Education First, who 
say I can work remotely during 
my time in here. This gives me a 
massive boost. 

Tuesday February 4
I finally get through to my friends 
in China. I have long conversa-
tions with them all. It’s good 
to hear that they are staying 
positive despite being in the 
danger zone. 

Some ask for news of the coro-
navirus and I tell them what I’ve 
read online. I reassure them 
that the Chinese authorities 
seem to be doing all they can 
to keep them safe. Most are 
very worried.  

After dinner I speak to my par-

ents and grandparents, reassur-
ing them the NHS is treating us 
well. The call makes me long for 
home. 

Wednesday February 5
My hopes of being able to work 
have been realised. I spend most 
of the morning teaching my Chi-
nese students online.

Seeing their smiling faces 
boosts my mood. The students 
enjoy it too. They tell me how 
bored they are, cooped up and 
unable to leave their homes. 

I binge-watch Fry and Laurie 
to cheer me up. I’m missing my 
partner Odile back in China.  
Valentine’s Day is going to be a 
video call from quarantine. How 
romantic!

Doctors tell us the patient in 
isolation has been given the all-
clear. The sense of relief now is 
palpable. 

Thursday February 6
Thank God for Status Quo! After 
a lie-in, I listen to Quo’s 1970s 
albums on repeat. I’m also tack-
ling 12 Rules For Life by Jordan 
Peterson – which is a very 
enlightening read. 

Friday February 7
It’s now a week since we got back 
to the UK. 

Being in quarantine isn’t easy 
but the care is amazing. I teach 
in the morning and then spend 
the afternoon updating all 
my friends in China through 
video calls. 

They’re obviously depressed 
because China is in lockdown 
and I don’t want to sound like 
someone gloating because I man-
aged to get out. 

Thankfully, all of my friends 
are safe and well so far. They 
ask what quarantine is like and 
they love getting pictures of 
all the British food I’ve told 
them about.  

Another week to get through – 
but I’d rather be here than in 
Wuhan. I know I’m one of the 
lucky ones.

Homeward: Ben in 
mask on plane to UK.   
Inset, woman wears 

hazmat suit on coach 
to Wirral. Top left and 

right, the nurses’ block 
being used as 

quarantine, and Ben’s 
temporary bedroom

By James Tozer 
and ronan smyth


