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D A I LY

COVID-19 case numbers
COUNTY NEW TOTAL
 CASES CASES

Dodge 4 1,148
Fillmore 8 1,076
Goodhue 18 2,979
Houston 2 1,156
Mower 4 3,296
Olmsted 56 9,030
Wabasha 4 1,465
Winona 8 3,520
STATE TOTAL           1,087          410,138
Updated: 11:00 a.m. Tuesday
Source: Minn. Dept. of Health
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No. 1 Sports 
story:

COVID-19
Outdoors skills 
ease isolation  C7

BY PAUL JOHN SCOTT
Forum News Service

Gabriel Pastores spends the morning of  
Christmas Eve in sedated repose, watched 
over by a small forest of  sophisticated 

medical electronics.
Here in the closing hours of  this humbling 

moment that is 2020, Gabriel has become tethered 
to life by tracheotomy, extracorporeal membrane 
oxygenation, a trio of  sophisticated monitors and a 
cocktail of  intravenous drips.

They all share the same soaring view that Gabe 
cannot see behind him, bright sun and new snow 
down on Second Street as seen through a gleaming 
bank of  windows on 6B Mary Brigh, otherwise 
known as the Mayo Clinic COVID-19 ICU.

Gabe likely caught COVID-19 while working part-
time at a grocery in nearby Cannon Falls. It was a 

BY RANDY PETERSEN
rpetersen@postbulletin.com

Anticipated change 
in Rochester city 
government sparked 
early in 2020 and 
continued throughout 
the challenging year.

Throughout the 
seven months leading 
to the August primary 
election, three Rochester 
City Council members 
— Mark Bilderback, 
Annalissa Johnson 
and Randy Staver — 
announced plans to not 
seek new terms.

“For the people who 
walk around and say 
‘this is easy,’ you have no 
clue until you’ve sat on 
that side of  the table,” 
Bilderback said during 
his final scheduled 
council meeting.

Michael Wojcik’s 
name was added to the 
list of  soon-to-be-former 
council members after 
failing to secure a fourth 
term in the November 
election.

As a result, the 
city council is losing 
a combined 38 years 
of  experience, which 
City Administrator 
Steve Rymer called a 
“staggering number, 
when you look at what 
has happened during the 
time that each (member) 
has served our council.”

November’s election 
led to the three women 
— council president-
elect Brooke Carlson and 
council-members-elect 

BY JOSH VERGES
St. Paul Pioneer Press

ST. PAUL — Minnesota’s K-12 
social studies standards are 
undergoing extensive revisions 
in search of  a more inclusive 
approach that teaches about 
people previously left out of  the 
discussion.

A diverse committee’s first 
draft, now open for public 
comment, gives greater 
consideration to the Dakota and 
Anishinaabe tribes and covers 
for the first time the civil rights 
struggles of  LGBTQ people.

The draft standards, 

according to Doug Paulson, the 
state education department’s 
academic standards director, 
are “more inclusive” and 
“culturally affirming.”

Still, some committee 
members think the first draft 
doesn’t go far enough in that 
direction.

“The revised standards 
show a commitment to 
acknowledging the existence 
of  multiple narratives and 
that we as a state challenge 
the Eurocentric pedagogy 
that prevails in our education 
system,” Jose Alvillar said.

But Alvillar and others want 
a more prominent place in the 
standards for ethnic studies, 
which the committee decided 
to embed throughout the 
document.

Aaliyah Hodge said the first 

draft doesn’t reflect enough of  
the work that an ethnic studies 
subgroup has been doing. She 
hopes subsequent drafts will do 
more to bring people of  color 
into focus.

“This overwhelming 
dominance of  Euro-America 
perspectives is not only 
damaging to our children’s 
identity but also leads many 
students of  color to disengage 
as they don’t see themselves 
reflected,” she said.

WHAT ARE THE STANDARDS?
The state’s academic 

standards, which establish 
what students are expected to 
know and be able to do in a 
given subject, are updated every 
10 years. It’s still up to each 
school district to decide which 
curricula they’ll use to teach 

those standards.
During the last update, 

Paulson said, the state 
de-emphasized dates and names 
in favor of  standards that 
require students to participate 
in their learning.

“If  we can Google something, 
is it really a standard? We want 
students to be critical thinkers 
and be able to engage in the 
content,” he said.

The revision cycle before 
that, in 2003, saw a high-
profile battle between the 
state’s conservative education 
commissioner and an ad hoc 
committee of  academics. The 
Legislature ultimately merged 
competing standards into one.
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Registered Nurse Emily Jansen works with a COVID-19 patient in a Mayo Clinic Medical Intensive Care Unit on Christmas Eve at Saint 
Marys Hospital. According to Mayo Clinic, more than 400 patients with COVID-19 have been treated in the ICU in Rochester.
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job he picked up when the cases 
plummeted, back in the hopeful days 
at the end of  summer.

Back then, it seemed like a good way 
to stay busy after months of  laying 
low.

Gabe always wore a mask over the 
nose and all the way into his car at the 
end of  each shift. He kept his 6 feet 
from others, carried sanitizer in his 
pocket, cleaned his mask at night and 
always washed his hands when he got 
home.

He is 56, athletic, and was never sick 
a day in his life.

“He’s a hard worker, very strong, 
very loving, very smart,” Cindi 
Pastores will tell you. “He’s great.”

When you call Gabe’s wife for these 
details, on the night before your visit, 
his partner of  13 years needs to call 
you back. She is out shoveling in the 
darkness, something Gabe would have 
done, had he not been here on 6B since 
the start of  December.

“Yesterday I went out and finally 
did some Christmas shopping,” she 
says, holding back the tears. “That 
was a pretty hard day. I cried all the 
way home, because he loves to pick 
out presents for people, especially the 
grand kids.”

Cindi doesn’t want to be sad about 
it.

“I have hope,” she says. “He’s 
hooked up to some machines, but I 
am a firm believer that his lungs are 
going to survive this. That’s the only 
way I’m looking at it.”

QUIET CARE, AN UNKNOWN ILLNESS
It’s 8 a.m. and the ICU is peaceful. 

Intensive care specialists cluster as 
they round from room to room in 
their scrubs, data specialists following 
behind with computers on tall carts.

Although a nurse is in every room 
and five sit in the center, you’d hardly 
know it was the epicenter for such 
struggle and frustration, months of  
quiet planning followed by a surge 
that elicited get-arounds, patient 
pivots, respiratory up-staging and too 
many goodbyes.

The Mayo COVID-19 ICU isn’t 
appreciably supersealed. You might 
picture a pressurized chamber with 
card-passes, guards and workers 
dressed like astronauts, but it’s just 
a few steps off  the elevator and down 
the way.

Gowns, gloves, N-95s and shields all 
go on in wordless choreography. But 
just steps away its sweaters, scrubs 
and surgical masks.

The job is part medical, part 
informational, part spiritual.

“When you can’t catch your breath 
you’re very anxious,” says Pamela 
Maxson, ICU nurse manager who 
helped establish the unit. “Being 
intubated is another source of  anxiety, 
and you don’t have the support system 
of  your family.”

Just being in the ICU can itself  be 
a source of  delirium, Maxson says. 
COVID ICU nurses must constantly 
let patients know “where they are at, 
what time it is, what day it is.”

Gabe and Cindi moved to Minnesota 
a year ago in September, after selling 
his tile business down in Arizona to be 
closer to the grandchildren.

Gabe’s father, who lives with the 
family at 96, parachuted into the South 
Pacific to rescue downed shipmen 
during the World War II, and Gabe was 
raised in Winterhaven, Calif., home of  
the Quechan tribal nation.

There are rows of  identical rooms to 
Gabe’s right and to his left on 6B, and 
just outside of  Gabe’s room, a column 
is decorated with Christmas cards.

They keep coming, these holiday 
cards.

The Mayo Clinic COVID-19 ICU 
has received so many well wishes, 
messages of  love scrawled in crayon 
and in pen from faraway states, towns 
and places, that nurses hang them 
on the walls, bring them into patient 
rooms, and carry them over to other 
wards that need cheering up.

“Have a Holly Jolly Christmas,” 
reads one from a school boy in another 
state, complete with backwards 
lettering. “Your friend, Jack.”

Gabe hasn’t seen the cards or the 
view behind him, because he’s been 
struggling in this bed since the end of  
November.

He came down with COVID-19 on 
their anniversary, Nov. 10. He sunk 
into his chair and the symptoms hit 
within hours. “He just got worse and 
worse and worse and worse,” Cindi 
remembers. They all got tested, then 
quarantined in different parts of  the 
house when he got his results.

After eight days, when his oxygen 
hit 88, they took Gabe to the hospital 
in Cannon Falls, which sent him 
to Red Wing, which sent him home 
at his request a few days before 
Thanksgiving. Five days after that 
he could barely catch his breath, 
and a doctor in Red Wing had him 
transported to Mayo. He’s been here 
ever since.

There are currently 50 patients 
hospitalized with COVID-19 at Mayo, 
12 in the COVID ICU, and 9 in an 
overflow COVID unit. The unit has 
cared for 411 patients from 21 states 

since the start of  the pandemic, 73% 
of  them from Minnesota but also 10% 
from Wisconsin, 9% from Iowa and 
small numbers of  others from places 
across the country.

Today the ages here range from 
the 30s to 80s, but the ICU has treated 
COVID-19 patients from infancy to 99 
years of  life. The longest stay prior to 
discharge has been 85 days. Someone 
lasted 55 days on a ventilator prior 

to going home, with another patient 
spending 180 days over three different 
stays before discharge.

For 60 patients during this time, 
the ICU could not save them from the 
devastating illness.

‘IT’S STILL HERE’
“I think nurses go into every holiday 

knowing these patients aren’t with 
their family,” says Lisa Bingum, a 

nurse manager. “I think a caring nurse
just has it in their soul to understand 
and embrace the holiday while at 
work. I know I did.”

The COVID-19 ICU is a voluntary 
nursing assignment, it has been since 
August, and they think that works 
the best. Nurses are only here if  they 
asked to be part of  the mission, and 45 
raised their hands.

Emily Jansen volunteered because it 
was “a once in a lifetime opportunity 
to step up in a pandemic... I thought 
that somebody’s got to do it.” She 
watches Gabe today.

“A lot of  times with our COVID 
patients we see a lot of  progress, but 
it’s one step forward and two steps 
back,” says Jansen. “He’s definitely 
making progress. Our goal today is to 
let him breathe on his own for a little 
while. We’ll see how that goes. That’s a 
huge step.”

Jansen has not been able to talk 
with Gabe, though she has cared for 
him since the start of  December. “We 
do a lot of  lip reading,” she says. “A lot 
of  trying to write things down.”

“Before COVID we would see a lot 
of  hard situations, and since COVID 
it’s been a lot lot harder,” says Madi 
Van Horen, a nurse on the COVID ICU 
overflow unit down the hall.

“We’ve had a lot of  deaths. I worked 
last weekend and was gone for two 
days and I came back and like six 
people died.”

Allison O’Connell has a simple 
message for the world outside:

“It’s still here, and it’s still 
happening,” she says. “I feel like a 
lot of  people have kind of  moved on 
from it. Pretty much all we do is work, 
home, sleep. Work, home, sleep.”

“I’ve got three kids at home, so 
I wish I were there,” says Nicole 
Barbour, a respiratory therapist. “But 
I get to work with these patients, who 
are also missing their family, and who 
don’t get to go home at the end of  the 
day.”

She’s heard from those who don’t 
take COVID seriously.

“They don’t wear the masks, they 
don’t think it’s a big deal, and they tell 
me it’s a very survivable virus,” she 
says with a trace of  sadness. “I wish 
people could follow us around. I think 
that would open their eyes. There’s 
a lot of  times that we cry on the way 
home.”

Cindi Pastores is focusing on the 
positive.

“The staff  at Mayo has been 
wonderful,” she says. “They treat us 
like family. They call me. I can call 
them any time. Whether I call them, 
or they call me, whether it’s a person 
behind the desk, a nurse or a doctor, 
the first question they ask me is, how I 
am doing.”

She says she is doing OK.
“I have my moments. There’s crying 

every day. But I have a really strong 
faith. I trust that God is going to get 
him through this. I don’t think that 
he’s done... He is in the best place on 
the planet for health care.”

“This would be hard any time of  the 
year. Christmas is tougher...But there’s 
a lot of  people way worse off  that I 
am. There’s so much good if  you look 
for it out there. But it is hard. I want 
him to be home.”

Contact Paul John Scott at pscott@forum-
comm.com.
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Photos by Joe Ahlquist / jahlquist@postbulletin.com
From left, Registered Nurse Shannon Ziebol, R.N. Nicholas Bjergum, Respiratory Therapist Candy Vang, Dr. Cameron Long, 
Dr. Fadi Adel, Dr. Kaylie Pierce and Dr. Andrew Tucker discuss the care of a COVID-19 patient in a Mayo Clinic Medical 
Intensive Care Unit on Christmas Eve Thursday, Dec. 24, on Mayo Clinic’s St. Marys Campus in Rochester. According to Mayo 
Clinic, more than 400 patients with COVID-19 have been treated in the ICU in Rochester. 

From left, Registered Nurse Melissa Smith, Registered Nurse Emily Jansen and 
Vascular Access Technician Randy Sell work with a COVID-19 patient in a Mayo 
Clinic Medical Intensive Care Unit on Christmas Eve Thursday, Dec. 24, on Mayo 
Clinic’s St. Marys Campus in Rochester. According to Mayo Clinic, more than 400 
patients with COVID-19 have been treated in the ICU in Rochester. 

Registered Nurse Nicholas Bjergum works with a COVID-19 patient in a Mayo 
Clinic Medical Intensive Care Unit on Christmas Eve Thursday, Dec. 24, on Mayo 
Clinic’s St. Marys Campus in Rochester. According to Mayo Clinic, more than 400 
patients with COVID-19 have been treated in the ICU in Rochester.

Reminders of the holiday decorate a Mayo Clinic Medical Intensive Care Unit on 
Christmas Eve Thursday, Dec. 24, on Mayo Clinic’s St. Marys Campus in Rochester. 
According to Mayo Clinic, more than 400 patients with COVID-19 have been 
treated in the ICU in Rochester. 


