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SPORTS • Even

with sports hiatus, there were still plenty of intriguing stories in 2020/1B
YOUR REGION • Eau Claire, Chippewa Falls list decorated homes to see on holiday drives/3A

Pandemic
pivot
School leaders
add contact
tracing to their
agenda

HOLIDAY MEMORY CONTEST

Remembering the
Christmas tree swamp
By Susan Marcott

By Sarah Seifert

Eau Claire
Adult winner

Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — As cases
of COVID-19 surged in Eau
Claire County this fall and
the Eau Claire City-County
Health Department’s contact tracing staff was overwhelmed, the Eau Claire
school district began doing
their own contact tracing, as
well as helping families find
tests for their students.
The district has created
two temporary positions —
dubbed COVID navigators
— to help local families and
students arrange coronavirus tests and answer questions about the virus.
See TRACING Page 2A

Getting a Christmas tree was always a
special time. But we didn’t go to a Christmas tree farm where there were rows
upon rows of perfectly groomed Christmas trees, steaming hot chocolate to keep
one warm, ample chotskies to purchase,
or perfect family photo opportunities.
Instead, we donned snow shoes, suited
up in layers of clothing, grabbed the sled,
and went deep into the woods of my
parents’ 400-acre farm, where we headed
toward “Christmas tree swamp,” as my
Dad referred to it.
What was special for me as a farm kid
in the 1960s wasn’t finding the perfect
tree, but rather the journey of getting
there.
It was a time that I would have alone
with my Dad, walking the mile-long trek
through a sometimes dense forest back to
the swamp, trudging on ill-fitting wooden
snow shoes past every coniferous and
deciduous tree that Wisconsin offers.
See MEMORY Page 5A

» More holiday

memories

Contributed photo

Area children, adults share
recollections of time spent with
their families. Page 7B

» Pilfering hemp
leads to jail
Eau Claire man sentenced for
taking $12,000 worth of product from business. Page 3A

Susan Marcott of Eau Claire is the winner
in the adult category for the Leader-Telegram’s 2020 Holiday Memories contest.
Marcott wrote of her fond memories of
bonding with her father on their annual
trek to the Christmas tree swamp.
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STAY HEALTHY

conjuring a christmas ghost
O

n a Christmas morning much like
this, 117 years ago, the children of
Eau Claire ran wide-eyed and full of
wonder to their Christmas trees, anxious to
see Santa’s gifts. For most children, Santa
had outdone himself, leaving in his merry
wake a smorgasbord of candy and nuts
and oranges. And the toys!
Oh, the toys! From the
rocking horses festooned with silver
bows, to the dollies
fast asleep in their
cribs.
Yet the greatest
gift was confirmation of Santa’s
existence, which had
recently been called
into question by a pair of
local boys, John Doves
and Eugene
Cheney, both
of whom had
penned
letters to
the local
newspaper

claiming that a recent Santa sighting was
none other than Frank Skinner of Whipple
Street.
The accusation sent shockwaves
throughout Eau Claire.
Or maybe not. I suppose we’ll never
know.
But maybe more so than usual, Santa was
on the mind of every child that year, as
well as the city’s newspaper editor.
Who can know the editor’s true motive for what happened next? Boredom,
perhaps? Or a chance to sell a few more
papers? In my preferred version, the editor was trying to counteract the damage
wrought by Frank Skinner’s unsanctioned
Santa impersonation. The children of Eau
Claire were in need of a little extra cheer
that year, and the newspaper was the thing
that might give it to them.
Taking matters into his own hands,
on December 22, 1903, the editor of the
Eau Claire Daily Telegram published an
above-the-fold article titled, “Santa Talked: Telegram Reporter Sends Word.” The
first-person account — allegedly written by
one “William Christmasville” — recounts
the Eau Claire journalist’s journey to the
North Pole for a sit down with Santa.

Reaching for his press pass, Christmasville began his journey north, eventually
arriving at Santa’s private office, where
the reporter glanced 200 letters from Eau
Claire’s children piled high atop the desk.
Upon questioning Santa on the quality
of those letters, Santa replied that he was
quite pleased.
“In fact,” Santa added, “(Eau Claire children) can write better than those of any
other city in the world. They must have
good teachers.”
Next, Christmasville pressed Santa on
a range of issues. When will you arrive in
Eau Claire? (Christmas Eve). Yes, but what
time? (No comment). How will you distinguish the children?
Santa paused, considered it, and then —
much to the editor’s enthusiasm back home
— put in a plug for the paper, assuring the
Telegram’s readers that he was a regular
subscriber and had “saved the Telegram’s
art section containing the pictures of pupils in the different schools.”
Christmasville’s interview ended on a
somber note, with Santa conceding that not
every Eau Claire child would receive a visit
from him.
See HOLLARS Page 2A

B.J. Hollars
Hollars is the author of several books, most recently ‘Midwestern Strange: Hunting Monsters, Martians, and the Weird’’ and ‘The Road South: Personal Stories of the Freedom Riders.’ He is a professor, arts advocate, husband, father, son and dog walker. Follow him on Instagram, Twitter or Facebook @bjhollars
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