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BY JULE HUBBARD

WILKES JOURNAL-PATRIOT STAFF

Wilkes Medical Center had 28 
COVID-19 patients as of Aug. 26, 
equaling nearly 60% of the hospi-
tal’s average daily census of 42 or 43 
patients.

All but one of the 28 hadn’t been 
vaccinated. COVID-19 patients occu-

pied all of the hospital’s intensive care 
unit beds Aug. 26, with over 85% on 
ventilators. Two were in the emergen-
cy department awaiting ICU beds.

Thirteen people died from COVID-
19 in August at the North Wilkesboro 
hospital, which is more deaths there 
than in some entire years. One was 
a patient in his/her early 30s with 

young children.
These are among statistics shared 

in an Aug. 27 meeting to paint a pic-
ture of COVID-19 locally for govern-
ment, school system and other lead-
ers.

Wilkes Medical Center President 
Chad Brown said the hospital is see-
ing the end result of a surge driven by 

the delta variant of COVID-19.
“We’re seeing the chronic condi-

tions; we’re seeing the worst of the 
worst,” said Brown, adding that hospi-
tal staff and all health care providers 
in the community have gone above 
and beyond in response.

Delta variant’s impact on Wilkes told

BY STAFF REPORT

The annual Wilkes County 
Agricultural Fair began Tues-
day, Aug. 31, and runs through 
Saturday, Sept. 4.

The North Wilkesboro Rota-
r y Club sponsor the event, 
which is held at the Rotary Fair-
grounds (Tomlinson Park), just 
off U.S. 421 Business adjacent 
to West Park Medical Park in 
North Wilkesboro.

The club uses proceeds from 
the fair to fund scholarships 
and other charitable causes.

This year’s fair feature more 
than 25 rides provided by Inner 
Rides, a children’s scavenger 
hunt, Skip’s Petting Zoo and 
Mechanical Bull, 4-H exhibits, 
games and food on the midway.

New this year, the fair will 
feature Ed Bounds’ Dakota 
and Friends Interactive Dino-
saur Show and Captain Jim’s 
Magic Show. There will be 4-H 
and agricultural exhibits on dis-
play, coordinated by the Wilkes 
Cooperative Extension Service, 
in the Exhibit Hall.

This year, the fair will again 
feature a hay bale decorating 
contest.

Gates open on weekdays at 
5 p.m. and 1 p.m. on Saturday. 
Ride bands are available every 
day. Gate admission is $8, with 
children 5 and under admitted 
free. Students will be admitted 
free Tuesday through Friday.

For more information, call 
Mike Staley at 336-902-7052.

County 
fair 

continues 
through 
Saturday
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In a 3-2 vote during an 
emergency meeting Monday 
night, the Wilkes Board of 
Education made masks man-
datory for students, staff and 
visitors in the Wilkes County 
Schools.

Among 24 people who 
weighed in on the issue 
during a public comments 
portion of the meeting, 15 
indicated support for a mask 
mandate and nine spoke in 
opposition.

Prior to Monday night, Wil-
kes was one of only a handful 
of public school districts in 
North Carolina without mask 
mandates.

Several speakers against 
requiring masks in schools 
said this would infringe on 
their freedom and constitu-
tional rights. An emergency 
medical services profession-
al and others questioned the 
effectiveness of masks. Some 
said wearing them for long 
periods can cause health 
problems.

One mother said having 
to wear a mask discouraged 

her child from wanting to go 
to school and another said it 
made her child have head-
aches.

Two former Wilkes Coun-
ty school nurses and other 
health professionals spoke in 
favor of requiring masks in 
the schools. One of the two 
said it would keep students in 
their schools rather than hav-
ing to return to the remote 
learning used last year. She 
also said about 20% of stu-
dents in the Wilkes schools 
are seriously threatened by 
COVID-19 due to pre-existing 
health conditions.

A proponent of school 

mask mandates noted that 
Wilkes Health Director 
Rachel Willard, the Centers 
for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, N.C. Department of 
Health and Human Services 
and other health authorities 
endorse them. “You say that 
health of our students is your 
first priority. Actions speak 
louder than words,” she 
added.

Some speakers tied their 
opposition to a school mask 
mandate to their religious 
views while for others this 
was a reason for supporting 
the mandate.

Wilkes School Superin-

tendent Mark Byrd said in 
response to questions from 
the audience of about 50 peo-
ple after the board voted that 
masks would be provided for 
those without them and that 
the mask mandate starting 
date hadn’t been determined.

Byrd said the Wilkes 
schools had 59 active COVID-
19 cases and 349 people with 
close contacts with active 
cases at the end of the first 
week of classes on Aug. 27. 
These were all students and 
staff, but not all active cases 
were school-related. He said 
33 of the close contacts didn’t 

Mask mandate approved in 3-2 vote

Staff Photo — Jule Hubbard

About 50 people attended an emergency Wilkes Board of Education meeting Monday night, held to consider passage of a 
mask mandate in the Wilkes schools. One of 24 people who addressed the board is speaking.

Staff Photo — Jule Hubbard

Three of five Wilkes school board members listen to comments of residents during their 
meeting Monday. From left are Rudy Holbrook, chairman, and board members Hardin Ken-
nedy and Kirk Walker.
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Lack of access for reaching paddlers 
and tubers in emergency situations on 
the Yadkin River was addressed during 
the Nov. 17 Wilkes County commission-
ers meeting.

Wilkes Rescue Squad Chief Cole 
Wyatt said the squad responds to 10 
to 25 rescue calls a year on the Yadkin, 
with 90% between Ronda and Roaring 
River.

He said the squad usually uses the 
Ronda Park river access site, but added 
that vehicle congestion there due to 
the Yadkin’s increased popularity often 
makes it hard for emergency personnel 
to reach the park’s paved access ramp.

Wyatt said popularity of paddling and 
tubing on the Yadkin from Ronda to 
Elkin has exploded in the last two years, 
“so it takes us a good eight to 10 minutes 
to move enough cars out of the way to 
be able to get the boat down the ramp 

into the water, if we can get them moved 
at all.”

The problem is compounded by try-
ing to park large emergency vehicles 
amid all the congestion, he added. “It’s 
just not a feasible access point during 
the day.”

He said the Ronda Fire Department 
has been great to work with and immedi-
ately starts trying to get vehicles moved 
out of the way when a 911 call for help is 
received from that section of the Yadkin.

Wyatt said it would be wonderful to 
have a second access point with a con-
crete ramp at Ronda Town Park or near-
by for emergency use only. He said he 
talked to Ronda Fire Department and 
Town of Ronda officials about this.

Settle said Ronda officials offered to 
provide funds for an emergency river 
access site and asked county govern-
ment for help with grading. “Now I think 

Board learns about lack of emergency river access
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