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   My Alpine Lockdown, Month by Month 

                          by Inna Alden 

My trip to Swiss Alps was meant to be for two weeks, I was going to return to London on the 8th of 

March.  Then my flight was cancelled, I rebooked it for a week later, but the new flight was 

cancelled, too, and I was offered an open ticket to be used by the year end.  The prospect of staying 

in the Alps for a long time became real.  But how long?  A month?  A year?  Around this time, local 

papers began to report Coronavirus cases in the area, originated in local hotels and private parties; it 

was a ski resort, and people loved their apres ski gatherings in packed bars and clubs.  Then the 

news came of people, that I myself knew and met, also getting ill with the virus.  A couple of them 

were put in a hospital on a ventilator, one person eventually died, after around a two-month effort 

by a regional hospital to save him.  On March 16, Switzerland declared a Lockdown, any non-

essential travel was banned.  The U.K. Lockdown followed.  I was now stuck in Swiss Alps, in a 

local virus hotspot bordering Northern Italy. 

The first feeling was that of fear that I might have been infected by the people I met in the end of 

February, though I was careful already then and stopped kissing and shaking hands.  Still, I was in 

the same enclosed areas as these people, talking to them and having drinks with them.  No one told 

me to self-isolate, but I stopped meeting anyone anyway, even before the official lockdown.  I 

fortunately got no symptoms in the end, but was now afraid of being too close to people.  I began to 

wear a mask in the local supermarket and on the bus or train.  I felt completely isolated, despite 

local friends in the area, we would not want to meet each other now anyway, it could become a 

matter of life or death.  And what about my friends back in London?  Will I ever see them?  Will we 

be the same if we ever meet again?  Will I ever return to my flat? 

1. March: The month of snow, skiing, walks in the forest and little birds. 

The one thing that gave me strength and acquiescence in my isolation was the amazing nature with 

endless spaces that surrounded my little Alpine village.  Ski lifts and downhill skiing stopped on the 

day of Lockdown on March 16, restaurants and shops were closed simultaneously.  Local villages, 
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always bustling with life and celebrations this time of the year, completely shut down in one stroke, 

only pharmacies and supermarkets remained open.  Walks and cross-country skiing on your own, 

alone, were however allowed.  I did cross-country skiing every day, till the snow began to melt and 

the tracks disintegrated.  First it was mainly to keep physical strength, so that the virus had a hard 

time to catch me.   Then it was also to keep sane in isolation.   “The nature is around you, at your 

door steps, go there, take long walks, but do it alone,” was the local advice.  As I could not meet any 

people, I began to make friends with nature.  There was so much space around me, just for me, a 

social distancing in perfection.   If there were other skiers, they were a hundred meters away, far 

beyond the required two meter distance.  This endless space became my refuge, it was beautiful and 

felt safe. 

I also went for walks in the local forest where I made friends with all kinds of little birds.  There 

was a winter bird feeder that they liked a lot, and I would stand there in the snow, watch them, and 

wait for the right moment to take their photographs.  They were very fast, flying away if I moved 

even slightly, I had to stand very still so that they could get used to me.  
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A small wooden house near the feeder had little packs of special bird grains and a box with a slot, 

for voluntary donations towards the bird food.  No one ever dreamt about giving  

birds any bread.  I wished so much that our London parks had the same system. 

2.  April:  The month of melting snow and thawing ice. 

The snow began to melt quite early in April, encouraged by the bright sun.  The lakes were freeing 

themselves of ice, and one could see mirror reflections in their still waters.  Early Alpine flowers 

began to appear, making one think that things could only get better. 

 

Local Easter events in April were cancelled, but many people came to the area anyway, to celebrate 

privately.  Snow tracks melted, people walked in groups on narrow paths along local lakes and  

rivers, ignoring the distance and the large “two meter” signs.  They apparently thought that there 

was no place for a virus in this beautiful mountain landscape with all its bright sunshine.  Many of 

them spoke Italian, they must have been also Swiss residents with local holiday homes, and 

therefore allowed to cross the border.  It was difficult to avoid them as this meant stepping into a 

deep wet snow next to the path, but I tried my best to keep at least some distance. 

The daily news of new infections and deaths in the UK was frightening, even Boris Johnson was in 

a hospital with Covid 19, but Switzerland seemed to keep the virus more or less under control and 

continued with its programme of relaxing its Lockdown.  In the end of April, hospitals resumed 

non-urgent procedures, and hairdressers, massage and beauty studios were allowed to reopen under 

strict conditions, with masks, gloves and disinfectants.  By that time, I became pretty good at 
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cutting my own hair.  Masks remained optional for the general population, but I always used mine 

on public transport and in supermarkets.   

3.  May:  The month of Steinbocks 

May turned out to be the most exciting month, as the Alpine Ibex (locally called Steinbock) 

descended to low hills just above a local village, to eat new grass after a sparse diet in the winter.  

There were 40-50 of them almost every day, crossing the path right in front of people.  They 

attracted rather large groups of spectators who would usually go to Italy in May but this time stayed 

at home in Switzerland.  The local authorities assigned Steinbock rangers to make sure that people 

kept two meter distance.  The rangers were assisted by the local police who also visited the area 

daily and were just as happy to watch Steinbocks as to make people obey the rules.  It was amazing 

to see these handsome animals with their huge backwards-curved horns coming so close to people.  

They were eating grass, dancing, standing on hind legs and hitting each other with their powerful 

horns, competing for supremacy, but never actually hurting each other.  I went to watch them 

virtually daily, taking as many photographs as possible, to get that one best shot of them looking at 

me with their eyes sharp in focus and reflecting the light. 
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A couple of friends asked me to show them Steinbocks, I would take them one by one to a place 

where I thought Steinbocks would show up.  They never disappointed, coming down in groups of 

fifty.  I met the local Steinbock ranger who always knew where they were, she always made sure 

that people observed a two meter distance from each other.  “Zwei Meter, due metri!  Die Polizei 

kommt!” (Two meters!  The police will come!) she kept reminding both in German and Italian, 

when the audience got too carried away.  I developed quite a good understanding of Steinbocks and 

their behaviour,  I knew, for example, when they wanted to cross the path but were worried about 

people standing too close.  I would tell the ranger, and she would ask people to move away (though 

she often noticed this herself).  Once, I even found a Steinbock who injured his foot and was sitting 

quietly high up the mountain, unable to join his friends.  I showed him to the ranger, and she told 

me the following day that he fortunately recovered. 

On the way to Steinbocks, I saw more and more alpine flowers, they were such gentle little 

beauties.  I already knew gentians before (Enzian in German), but Spring Pasqueflowers were a new 

discovery. 

Swiss infections continued to be very low, with virtually no deaths, and the restaurants and schools 

reopened on May 11, again under strict conditions of distance.  Many local restaurants though 

waited with opening until mid-June.  Watching the daily news on the BBC and Sky News, with 

reports of continuing high rates of infections and deaths in the UK, was always traumatic.   I kept in 

daily contact with my friends in the UK via FaceTime and texts, trying to support them from my 

distant Lockdown in the Alps.  I wished they were with me, and I am sure they did the same. 
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4.  June:  Fields, sheep, and alpine roses. 

On the last day of May, Steinbocks returned to their home on the rocks, over 3,000 meters above the 

sea.  It was difficult to adjust to the life without my new friends with amazing horns, visits to them 

were now replaced by long walks among fields of flowers, though it did not feel the same.   Sheep 

were grazing on lower mountains, they seemed to be almost as good at climbing as Steinbocks, and 

even would reply to me when I tried to communicate with them in their language.   Forest clearings 

and rocks were now decorated by endless bushes of Alpine roses, I could see them everywhere on 

my walks to a glacier or along a lake.  A bright-orange Fire Lilly was a new discovery, an early 

summer present to me by the nature. 

 

 

On June 8, the British government introduced a quarantine for everyone arriving to the UK.  

Switzerland still kept its infections low and deaths were close to zero.  I was in constant touch with 

my friends in the U.K. thanks to modern technology and by now got quite used to my Lockdown in 

the Alps.  On June 15, Switzerland opened its borders with the European Union and the UK, but the 

UK still had its quarantine requirement in place.  On June 19, Switzerland ended its extraordinary 

situation.  On June 22, it reduced social distancing to 1.5 meters.  The infections at that time were 

still low, and there were no deaths.  
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5.  July:  Cows, marmots, beautiful horses and a lot of people 

As the borders reopened, people began to travel abroad, and some were returning with the virus.  

Nightclubs reopened and became a home to occasional super-spreader events, with each infection 

case resulting in all the people who were in the club being put into a quarantine.   Masks became 

obligatory on public transport, as infection numbers were creeping up.  A lot of people came in July 

to my Alpine refuge from all over Switzerland for a domestic holiday.  It seemed that they forgot 

that the virus was still around and behaved like in good old times, except for being on a bus, where 

they diligently had their masks on.  Buses became crowded.  I missed the time when I often had the 

whole bus for myself. 

I continued my daily hiking along the rivers, by the lakes and high in the mountains.  On a difficult 

hike with a guide, I saw Steinbocks from a long distance, in their home on the top of a mountain, 

over 3,000 meters high, playing there like they did in May, standing on hind legs, hitting each other 

with their horns, otherwise dancing, and crossing patches of snow.  They looked very tiny from that 

far away.  I also met a marmots family, a protective mother and her two young children, and loved 

my encounter with Scottish Highlands cows who distinguished themselves from usual Swiss cows 

by their long woollen hair and bright orange colour.   
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There was really no time to worry about the virus, there was so much to see and to do.  But I 

diligently kept my distance and had my mask on when shopping for food or on a bus. 

Good news was coming from the UK in the mean-time, the quarantine for the arrivals from 

Switzerland was cancelled, I began to think about coming back, but by that time I got so used to my 

Lockdown, and the infection numbers in the UK looked so high compared to Switzerland.  I knew 

that I needed to go back, the announced requirement of masks in the UK shops was encouraging,  

finally the UK was taking steps similar to those taken by most of Europe at the beginning of the 

pandemic.   I took a plunge and tried to contact the Swiss Airlines to book my flight.  It was not 

easy, I called more than 10 times a day and spent half an hour each time listening to music while on 

hold, but after three days of trying I eventually got through. 

My last memory in July before leaving was an unforgettable summer polo event on a large grass 

field, with social distancing and contact tracing, of course.  It is usually an international event but 

this time it was carried out mainly with local teams, except for one team from the neighbouring 

Italy.  I spent two days at the Polo, photographing the players on their amazing horses, trying to 

capture the movement. 

The fairy tale had to end, I am now back to London, but it’ll remain an unforgettable experience.  I 

will miss the birds and the animals I met, especially my Steinbocks, but I will definitely do my best 

to see them again.  The main lesson I have learned was that of the healing power of nature and of 

the close encounters with wildlife.  There is no better medicine in my mind to put aside fears and 

worries than to be outside in nature, as much and as long as possible. 


