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STAY HEALTHY

» FOLLOW PRECAUTIONS

By Adam Geller
Associated Press

For weeks after Cindy 
Pollock began planting tiny 
flags across her yard — one 
for each of the more than 
1,800 Idahoans killed by 
COVID-19 — the toll was 
mostly a number. Until two 
women she had never met 
rang her doorbell in tears, 
seeking a place to mourn the 
husband and father they had 
just lost.

Then Pollock knew her 
tribute, however heartfelt, 
would never begin to convey 
the grief of a pandemic that 
has now claimed nearly 
500,000 lives in the U.S. and 
counting.

“I just wanted to hug 
them,” she said. “Because 
that was all I could do.”

After a year that has 
darkened doorways across 
the U.S., the pandemic is 
poised to surpass a mile-
stone that once seemed 
unimaginable, a reminder 
of the virus’s reach into all 
corners of the country and 
communities of every size 
and makeup.

“It’s very hard for me to 
imagine an American who 
doesn’t know someone who 
has died or have a family 
member who has died,” 
said Ali Mokdad, a profes-
sor of health metrics at the 
University of Washington in 
Seattle. 

U.S. 
deaths 
near 
500K

By Jerry Poling
Special to the Leader-Telegram

In late February 
2020, a couple 
of weeks before 

the pandemic hit, the 
American Birkebeiner 
ski marathon was held 
as usual. Thousands 
of vocal, 
maskless 
spectators 
packed 
shoulder to 
shoulder on 
Hayward’s 
Main Street 
as thousands more 
skiers pushed to the 
finish line on a sunny, 
30-degree day, most of 
them unaware of how 
their lives soon would 
be upended.

One very long year later, 
the Birkie is back and not just 
virtually, a small sign that 
life is beginning to return to 
normal.

The 47th annual event, 
serving as a pandemic book-
end of sorts, won’t be like 
any that preceded it, howev-
er. Already underway, it’s a 
weeklong hybrid of in-person 
and virtual skiing.

The fact that it’s back 
in some form reflects the 
unbowed spirit of determi-
nation in the race organizers 

and the skiers. The national 
and international cross-coun-
try skiing celebration will be 
subdued and scattered, but 
there will be celebrating.

“We’re going to be ski rac-
ing in the northwoods,” said 
Ben Popp, executive director. 
“The easy hand would have 
been to fold the cards and do 
(just) virtual, but we’ve done 

everything we can to put on 
an event. We said, ‘Dang, we 
can do this.’”

Doing it has required 
taking on the additional big 
responsibility of helping keep 
skiers and the Hayward-Ca-
ble area safe.

“At the end of the day, we 
feel very confident it’s going 
to be safe for the skiers, the 

community, the staff and the 
volunteers. The people who 
come will be safe if they heed 
the protocols,” Popp said.

Fewer than 4,900 skiers 
— less than half of normal — 
will be in the Hayward-Cable 
area. Instead of skiing mostly 
over two days in two big 
Birkie and Kortelopet events, 
they will be spread out over 
five days, from Wednesday 
through Sunday, for an aver-
age of fewer than 1,000 skiers 
each day.

There will be no down-
town finish, in fact no specta-
tors allowed. 

CHASE IS ON
Northern Wisconsin ski marathon turned into 
weeklong mix of in-person and virtual skiing 

Photo by Terrell Boettcher/ 
Sawyer County Record

At left: American Birkebeiner 
Event Director Kristy Maki 
(front) and Executive Direc-
tor Ben Popp (background) 
adjust banner holders at the 
Birkebeiner start line in the 
town of Cable Sunday, Feb. 
21. Approximately 5,000 
skiers are scheduled to do 
their Birkebeiner, Kortelopet 
or Prince Haakon events in 
person on the Birkie Trail Feb. 
24-28. Other skiers, about 30 
percent of the total, will ski 
their “Virtual Birkie” on one of 
32 partner venues between 
Feb. 20-28.

Photo by 2020 American  
Birkebeiner Ski Fundation

Top: Skiers leave the starting 
line in 2020 during the 55-ki-
lometer American Birkebein-
er cross-country ski race.

By Eric Lindquist

Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — Gov. Tony 
Evers seeks to spend $2.4 bil-
lion on building projects across 
31 counties in Wisconsin over 
the next two years, with nearly 
half of that going toward UW 
System projects.

However, Evers’ 2021-23 cap-
ital budget proposal, released 
Monday, did not include the 
second half of funding for the 
planned new science building 
at UW-Eau Claire.

“The capital budget is an 
investment in the up-keep of 
our infrastructure for longev-
ity and public safety and in 
the future we want to build 
for our state,” Evers said in a 

statement. “This capital bud-
get will have a far-reaching 
impact on our communities 
and our state for generations 

to come.”
Of the nearly $2.4 billion 

proposed, $1 billion would 
be for UW System projects, 

including $116.7 million to build 
a new Science and Technology 
Innovation Center at UW-River 
Falls and $3.3 million for art and 
design studio renovations at 
UW-Eau Claire’s Haas Fine Arts 
Center.

Evers said the budget would 
leverage historically low bond 
rates and also prioritize funding 
for corrections and health ser-
vices facilities; state parks and 
forests; upgrades at veterans 
homes and improvements at 
veterans cemeteries; creation of 
a new $163 million state office 
building and parking garage in 
Milwaukee; and redevelopment 
of a block near the Capitol in 
Madison for a new state office 
building and home for the 
Wisconsin Historical Society 
Museum.

The Democratic governor’s 
proposal must pass both the 
State Building Commission, 
which meets March 17, and the 
Legislature’s budget-writing 
committee, which is controlled 
by Republicans.

evers calls for funding local building projects
UW-EC science 
building, UW-

Stout project don’t 
make capital 

budget proposal 

Staff file photo

Gov. Tony Evers’ proposed capital budget, released Monday, in-
cludes $14.1 million to build a new health services unit at Stanley 
Correctional Institution.

Popp
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