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The Pony Express Riders of Iowa – which include 
members of Hardin County’s Pine Lake Saddle 
Club – trotted through Iowa Falls on Friday. The 

group crosses the state on horseback every year to 
raise money for Camp Sunnyside in Des Moines, which 

serves disabled children. Last Friday evening, the 
riders arrived in Iowa Falls, paraded around Estes Park 
and up Washington Avenue, and were on their way the 
next morning. Find more photos of Friday’s parade at 
www.timescitizen.com

Visits resume as 
care centers ease 
COVID restrictions
BY COREY MEINTS
cmeint s@iafal ls .com

P
erhaps no population 
has been more affected 
by coronavirus restric-
tions than the residents 

of Iowa’s long term care facili-
ties. When the virus was detect-
ed in the state last March, nurs-
ing home and assisted living 
facilities closed their doors. Res-
idents and their families were 
left to communicate in video 
chats and by waving to each 
other through windows. But last 
month, amid expanded distri-
bution of COVID-19 vaccines, 
the Iowa Department of Public 
Health eased some of those re-
strictions, opening the door to 
in-person visits. It’s been a wel-
come change for residents and 
families alike, who are reflecting 
on how the past year of isolation 
affected them.

Everything was great for 
Suzanne Murphy’s brother, 
71-year-old Steve Tjarks, when 
he moved to Grand JiVanté in 
Ackley two years ago. Tjarks was 
still free to visit with friends 
and family and he could leave 
to go out to eat at restaurants. 
Most importantly, he could see 
his dad and his brother.

But that changed last year. 
Tjarks, who has a Parkin-
son’s-like disease, suddenly 
wasn’t able to see anyone. Mur-
phy said that worsened his ex-
isting depression and anxiety.

“It really has been a rough 
year,” said Murphy, of Iowa Falls. 
“Steve still doesn’t understand 
why he can’t come out with us 
and go have a steak somewhere. 
He says, ‘I’ve had my vaccines so 
I’m good to go.’ I have taken him 
pizzas, Las Floras, DQ and lots 
of Diet Dew over this last year. 
When I would come and wave 
at him through the window he 
would just light up. It was defi-
nitely the year of the littlest 
things meaning so very much.”

Murphy said people told her 
she shouldn’t be going to see 
him so much, in whatever ca-
pacity she was allowed.

State reports 23 percent of 
Hardin residents vaccinated
BY SARA KONRAD BARANOWSKI  |  skonrad@iafal ls .com

In the last week, 14 Hardin County residents 
tested positive for COVID-19, and more than 700 
local people became fully vaccinated, demon-

strating that even as vaccination rates increase, the 
disease is still active in the community.

According to data published by the Iowa De-
partment of Public Health, as of Monday morning, 
1,767 Hardin County residents had tested positive 
for the novel coronavirus since testing began in 
March 2020. That’s 14 more positive tests than 
there were one week earlier. The previous week, 
13 Hardin County residents had tested positive. 
Of the 1,767 total positive cases, 1,668 people are 
listed as having recovered and 40 Hardin County 
residents have died of the disease. That leaves 59 
people currently infected with the virus. To date, 
10.4 percent of Hardin County’s population has 
tested positive for COVID-19 in the last year.

Vaccinations continued last week, and were 
boosted by Clinic Pharmacy’s allotment of 900 dos-
es of the Johnson & Johnson vaccine, which requires 
only one shot for a person to be fully vaccinated. 
The Moderna and Pfizer vaccines require second 
booster doses at 28 and 21 days, respectively.

According to the Iowa Department of Pub-
lic Health, as of Monday morning, 3,889 Hardin 
County residents – about 23.1 percent of the pop-
ulation – had been fully vaccinated. Another 1,849 
local residents – 10.9 percent of the population – 
have received a first dose of vaccine.

In the week between March 29 and April 5, 711 
Hardin County residents became fully vaccinated. 
During the previous week, 492 Hardin County res-
idents became fully vaccinated.

Each week since early February, Hardin County 
Public Health has received 300 doses of Moderna 
vaccine. On Friday, Hardin County Public Health 
Coordinator Rocky Reents announced that the state 
would be allocating 100 doses of Johnson & John-
son vaccine to the county. Almost all of the coun-
ty’s vaccine doses have been administered by the 
agency’s partner, Medicap Pharmacy in Eldora.  

The hardest 
part was 

feeling like I was 
being punished by 
the rules. But the 
visits again are the 
greatest thing in  
the world. I miss  
my children and 
grandchildren.”

 RUBE O’NEAL
Heritage Care Center resident
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COVID cases 
steady, vaccination 

rate climbs

The soldiers in Charlie Company of the Iowa National 
Guard’s 1st Battalion, 133rd Infantry are scheduled to arrive 
home on Wednesday afternoon. The soldiers left town in a 

parade of buses in May last year. In total, the Ironman Battalion, 
as it is known, deployed approximately 550 soldiers from armor-
ies in seven Iowa communities to join Operation Spartan Shield 
in the U.S. Central Command area of operation to provide security 
and force protection there. A series of homecoming ceremonies 
will be held in the coming days to welcome home each company. 
Charlie Company, which is based in Iowa Falls, will be welcomed 
with a brief ceremony at the Waterloo airport today before sol-
diers are released to their families. The ceremony will be closed 
to the public because of COVID-19, but it will be broadcast live on 
Facebook. Look for coverage of the homecoming on timescitizen.
com, and in the Saturday edition of the Times Citizen.  n TIMES CITIZEN FILE PHOTO

ALMOST HOME

A Happy Reunion

brother a pizza, or a burrito from 
Las Flores, or candy, or whatever 
helped him, I took it to him.”

It was a similar story for 
Shawn O’Neal. He describes 
his family as tight-knit, and 
that comes from the top – his 
mother Rube O’Neal. Last July, 
Rube moved into Heritage Care 
Center in Iowa Falls. Shawn 
said the months since then have 
been a trial for her and for her 
family. Phone calls, video chats, 
and staged visits through her 
room window at Heritage Care 
Center in Iowa Falls helped, but 
they weren’t enough.
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When Steve Tjarks (middle) moved into 
Grand JiVanté two years ago, he could come 
and go almost at-will. COVID-19 changed 
that, and until recently, he hadn’t been 
face-to-face with his father, Don Tjarks 
(left), in over a year, and only sporadically 
visited with sister Suzanne Murphy (right).

Jo and Willie Hartkopp have lived the last year close to each other, but 
not nearly as close as they would have liked. While both are Scenic Living 
Communities residents - Jo at Cedar Ridge Independent Living and Willie at 
Scenic Manor - COVID-19 visitation restrictions have kept them apart. Now 
that rules have eased a bit, they can share the moments they have done 
without since the pandemic began. 

“I was like, ‘Dammit people, how would 
you like to be locked up in your room 24-
7?’ Because I’ll tell you, they lived in their 
rooms,” she said. “They didn’t get to come 
out and eat together in the dining room. 
They sat in their rooms and ate. If taking my 


