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BY JULE HUBBARD

WILKES JOURNAL-PATRIOT

The COVID-19 pandem-
ic, which forever changed 
how Americans work, learn 
and interact with others, offi-
cially began a year ago this 
month.

By Monday, 6,154 Wilkes 
County residents had tested 
positive for COVID-19.

Wilkes had 104 confirmed 
COVID-19-related deaths by 
Monday, with 72 repor ted 
in 2020 and 32 reported so 
far this year. The last such 
death was repor ted March 
3. About 43% of the county’s 
COVID-19-related deaths 
occurred in long-term care 
facilities.

There were 594 deaths in 

Wilkes from all causes in 
2019 and 759 in 2020, a 28% 
increase.

On Monday,  the  N.C. 
Depar tment of Health and 
Human Ser vices website 
listed Wilkes with 12,317 
people having at least the 
first dose of the Moderna 
or Pfizer vaccine, or the one 
dose of the Johnson & John-
son vaccine needed. Those 
eligible for vaccination was 
expanded today to include 
Group 4.

A year of unprecedented loss and change
Massive closures, cancellations 

enacted to prevent spread of virus 

Staff Photo — Marty McGee

COVID-19 screening became a common experience for most Wil-
kes County residents during the pandemic, including people 
arriving on the campus of Wilkes Community College.SEE YEAR/PAGE A2

BY RACHEL WILLARD

WILKES COUNTY HEALTH  
DEPARTMENT DIRECTOR

Editor’s Note: Rachel Willard 
had been Wilkes County Health 
Department director barely a year 
when the pandemic hit in March 
2020� She had a baby that same 
month� At the request of the Wilkes 
Journal-Patriot, Willard shared 
some of her thoughts as she 

looked back on the last 12 months�

It’s hard to believe that it has 
already been a year since the 
COVID-19 pandemic started. 
We have made huge advance-
ments since the World Health 
Organization declared the 
COVID-19 outbreak a pandem-
ic on March 11.

Local leaders in Wilkes start-
ed meeting to discuss plans 
and procedures for responding 
to the virus back in January 
2020. We knew that we were 
going to need to be prepared. 
Those plans quickly changed 
in the beginning, and it hap-
pened rapidly.

I will always remember Wil-
kes Sheriff Chris Shew saying 
at a Wilkes County commis-
sioners meeting in mid-March 
2020, “We know a lot about a 
virus we know nothing about.” 
At the time, this was very true. 
I think we’ve come a long way 
since that comment.

Health director: Nothing with the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been easy

Photo courtesy of Wilkes County Health Department

Wilkes Health Director Rachel Willard, in front, and staff show off newly arrived Moderna 
vaccine in late December 2020. With Willard are, from left, Chrissy Dismond, family nurse 
practitioner; Savannah Strom, physican’s assistant; Holly Williams, family nurse practioner; 
and Kristain Miller, physician’s assistant.
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WILKES JOURNAL-PATRIOT

The Wilkes Board of Education 
will discuss a possible return to 
full-time in-person learning in Wil-
kes middle and high schools in a 
special called meeting that starts 
at 5 p.m. Thursday in the Stone 
Center on Cherry Street, North 
Wilkesboro

Wilkes School Superintendent 
Mark Byrd said the school board 
will discuss transitioning the four 
middle schools and four high 
schools to Plan A, which is full-
time in-person learning in class-
rooms, as a result of a bill Gov. 
Roy Cooper signed into law on 
Sept. 11. The meeting is open to 
the public.

The new law requires that all 
traditional public elementary 
schools in the state operate under 
Plan A, but it gives school districts 
the option of having traditional 
middle and high schools operate 
under Plan B or Plan A.

All Wilkes middle and high 
schools currently operate under 
Plan B, which is a combination of 
in-person and remote learning to 
be at no more than 50% of student 
capacity in each school.

Under the Wilkes County 
Schools’ version of Plan B, stu-
dents in each school who didn’t 
opt for full-time remote learning 
were split into two groups. Both 
groups alternate between remote 
learning and in-person learning 
each day but never the same on 
the same day.

The effective date for the leg-
islation is 21 days after Cooper 
signs the bill and it’s ratified, 
which means the Wilkes school 
board could approve having Wil-
kes middle and high schools 
return to full-time, in-person learn-
ing in about two weeks.

Under the new law, all students 
in the public schools still have the 
option of full-time remote learning 
for the remainder of this academic 
year. This is true even if the ele-
mentary, middle or high school a 
student attends uses Plan A.

Switching  
6th- to 

12th-graders 
to Plan A on 

board’s agenda

BY STAFF REPORT

The Town o f  Nor th 
Wilkesboro has broken 
ties with Nor th Wilkes-
boro-based Mastin Aquatic 
Recreation LLC, contrac-
tor for the stalled Smoot 
Park splash pad project, 
over breach of contract 
after i ts  owner,  James 
“Buster” Mastin, failed 
to meet his commitment 

to have the project com-
pleted by the fall of 2019, 
accor d ing  to  a  p r ess 
release issued by the town 
Monday.

The move was made 
at the direction of North 
Wilkesboro Mayor Robert 
Johnson and the town’s 
boar d  o f  commiss ion -
ers. The town has sent a 
demand letter to Mastin 

Aquatics direct ing the 
company to turn over all 
equipment intended for 
the project that’s in its 
possession, the release 
stated.

The  town wi l l  com-
plete the project with a 
third-party contractor and 
seek restitution from Mas-
tin upon completion. If 
Mastin does not pay, the 
town will seek legal relief 
from the courts, according 
to the release.

“We had grounds to take 
this action since late 2019, 
but we held off hoping that 
Mastin would eventually 
complete the project. We 
knew if we sued at that time 
the company would have 
walked away and we would 
have had to start over,” said 
Johnson in the release. “It 
was a risky decision, but we 
didn’t want to throw good 
money after bad.”

Splash pad to be finished by another contractor
Town breaks ties with Mastin Aquatics 
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