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» Courts look to 2022
Area DAs talk felony case 
counts for the year. Page 3A

» Shooting in Denver
Suspect wrote books preview-
ing the attacks. Page 12A
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STAY HEALTHY

By Leader-Telegram staff

E
AU CLAIRE — It’s very 
unusual for a single, ongo-
ing event to top the list of 

major stories for two consecutive 

years. But the COVID pandemic’s 

continuing effects in virtually 

every aspect of life in 2021 made it 

the year’s top story.

The year began with signs of hope. 
In mid-December 2020, federal reg-
ulators authorized the first vaccine 
for use against the virus. Two more 
followed, and there were hopes wide-
spread vaccinations would bring the 
pandemic to heel by mid-year.

When the Leader-Telegram spoke 
with people on New Year’s Day about 
what they wanted to see in 2021, an 
end to the pandemic was a common 
response. Colton Kupskey, then 6, 

said he hoped COVID “could be 
over.”

And, for a while, it looked like it 
could be. A minor surge of cases in 
Wisconsin peaked in January, but 
never threatened to hit the highs the 
state experienced two months earlier. 
And the number of new cases fell 
consistently, bottoming out at fewer 
than 50 cases per day statewide in 
June.
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COVID pandemic 
repeats as top story

Marshfield Clinic Health System photo

Nurse Deanna North, supervisor of ICU nurses at Marshfield Medical Center-Eau Claire, puts on a personal respirator in 
November before caring for a COVID-19 patient. A fall surge in cases and arrival of the omicron variant late in 2021 sapped the 
optimism brought earlier in the year by vaccinations and low case numbers.

Nickolas Butler
Butler is the internationally best-selling and prize-winning author of “Shotgun Lovesongs,” “Beneath the Bonfire,” “The Hearts of Men” and “Little 

Faith.” His books have been translated in more than nine languages and optioned by Hollywood for film and TV. His fifth book, “Godspeed” will be 

published by Putnam in 2021. Follow him on Instagram and Twitter at @wiscobutler or  

on Facebook or Goodreads.

My son and I traveled companionably on Highway 29 
east towards Wausau. He under the impression we were 
off to perform yardwork for his grandma’s friend. But I 
knew we were en route to Lambeau Field to take in the 
Dec. 12 tilt against the hated Chicago Bears.

I’d known for a few months, sharing the secret with 
a scant few people. We woke that Sunday morning 
and I instructed him to dress warm and in his Packers 
gear (wearing Packers’ clothing on a Sunday is nothing 
novel around our house where Henry and I tend to be 
very superstitious about our gameday rites.) We were 

going to stack firewood, I explained, for some lady in 
grandma’s book club. I could see that Henry was 

dismayed by this plan, but he didn’t put up too 
much of stink. The Packers game was at 

night, after all. Even if we frittered away 
the afternoon, he’d surely have the eve-

ning to watch the game. My wife and I 
packed extra warm clothing, blankets 
and some seat cushions, but Henry 
took little heed of these supplies. 

When the appointed time came, we loaded into the 
vehicle together, tuned the radio to a game, and lit out to 
the east.

Outside Thorp, he turned to me and asked, “Where are 
we going, exactly?”

Now I smiled. I pointed at my LeRoy Butler jersey 
(#36) and again to his Packers knit cap. “You haven’t 
figured it out yet?”

“No,” he replied.
“We’re going to Lambeau,” I smiled.
He broke into an impossible grin, began squealing with 

delight, bounced up and down in his chair, and hugged 
me fiercely. For a parent, it doesn’t get much better. Sur-
prises are few and far between in this life, almost as rare 
as firsts — those moments when we encounter some-
thing for the very first time. This day would be both. A 
surprise trip to Lambeau Field combined with his first 
time seeing an NFL game.

It had been more than 15 years since the last time I’d 
visited Lambeau. 

SAWDUST STORIES

A green-and-gold surprise

See BUTLER  Page 2A

YEAR IN REVIEW

See PANDEMIC  Page 2A

By Aamer Madhani

Associated Press

WILMINGTON, Del. — 
Presidents Joe Biden and 
Vladimir Putin spoke by 
phone on Thursday about 
the Russian troop buildup 
near Ukraine, a new round 
of leader-to-leader talks 
that come as the Kremlin 
has stepped up its calls for 
security guarantees and test 
fired hypersonic missiles to 
underscore its demands.

Putin requested the call, 
the second between the 
leaders this month, ahead 
of scheduled talks between 
senior U.S. and Russian 
officials set for Jan. 10 in 
Geneva.

Russia has made clear 
it wants a written com-
mitment that Ukraine will 
never be allowed to join 
NATO and that the alliance’s 
military equipment will 
not be positioned in former 
Soviet states, demands that 
the Biden administration has 
made clear are non-starters.

Biden 
presses 
Putin on 
Ukraine

See UKRAINE  Page 8A
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