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DEDICATION

 


This book is a tribute to all the mask makers
of the 2020 pandemic.

I would like to extend a special thanks to
the mask makers who submitted their stories as selflessly as they
pledged their labor and materials to supply masks in a time of
desperate need. Their stories often put a lump in my throat.

I would also like to thank my editors: Sandra
Garrett, Helen Sienerth and Anita Goolsby. All have donated hours
of editing, accepting only the opportunity to read my books as
payment.

The world is full of selfless people who are
rarely celebrated.

 


Linda L. Rigsbee

 



INTRODUCTION

 


No doubt, the year 2020 will go down in
history as the year of the Covid-19 Pandemic. Officially, the first
confirmed case of SARS-CoV02 was documented in Wuhan City, China in
December of 2019. The first confirmed case of Covid-19 in the USA
was documented in the state of Washington on January 20, 2020. That
person had been a passenger on a flight from Wuhan, China.

While The World Health Organization (WHO)
declared a public health emergency due to Covid-19 on January 31st,
it wasn't until March 11 that they declared it a Pandemic.

Between March 19 and April 7, beginning with
California, states began lockdowns. By April 3rd, the CDC began
recommending the wearing of face Masks as a method of controlling
the spread. Between April 8 and May 15, governors of 15 states were
making mask mandates.

The USA went into a lockdown, closing schools
and business in an attempt to slow the spread and thereby assure
hospitals were not swamped with patients all at once. Hospitals
needed time to obtain necessary equipment, such as respirators,
masks, gloves and other supplies required to treat patients. Since
most of these supplies were being reserved for front-line workers,
a shortage was created for the general public.

Global and local statistics on new cases and
deaths dominated the news, while strange items became scarce. A
shortage of toilet paper may have been the first indication that
all was not well with commerce. Store shelves emptied as
non-essential businesses closed their doors for an undetermined
period of time. Hundreds of thousands of people were laid off work
and the economy staggered. Wall Street responded with plunging
stock prices. Those whose jobs were determined to be essential
worked harder to fill the shoes of those who were not.

The extent of lockdown was determined by
state government, but rules made for conditions in the larger
cities extended to the rural areas where they were considered
unnecessary disruptions of everyday life. Some people panicked and
conspiracy theories ran rampant. As weeks ran into months and the
possibility of a great depression loomed, protestors took to the
streets. They wanted to go back to work. Store shelves became bare
and their hours of operation shrank. Government responded with
provisions so people would not be evicted because they couldn't pay
rent. The issuance of unemployment checks on such a mass level took
time to initiate, as did a massive stimulus package. New phrases
came into existence – "The new normal" and "Social distancing."

Amid the sickness, death and panic, many
people remained calm and did what they could to help others. The
country quickly depleted their stockpile of masks. With industries
failing to meet the need, private citizens dusted off their sewing
machines and began making washable cloth masks. Most people had
neither the skill nor the equipment to sew, so the responsibility
fell to those who could.

Many mask makers worked long hours at their
sewing machines without thought of monetary compensation. They dug
into their supplies of remnant thread and fabric. People donated
material. Elastic became so difficult to find that substitutes like
T-shirt material were used to keep masks on faces. In the
beginning, hospitals dictated mask design, but as the need for
masks shifted to the general public, different patterns were
developed to meet more specific needs.

In hospitals, masks were most often used to
protect both medical personnel and patients. Requirements for the
general public were primarily to protect other people.

In the following pages, mask makers tell
their story of what inspired them and what kept them going. Their
sacrifices and labors are documented for future generations. These
are some of the people who quietly made a difference during the
2020 pandemic.


Linda L. Rigsbee, Author

Fayetteville, Arkansas

 


I worked in an office most of my life – 30
years with one company. When I lost my job due to downsizing, I
worked several jobs before finding a job I loved. I became a
professional caregiver. As it turned out, it was good training. I
retired at 62 to be a caregiver for my husband, who had been
paralyzed during a heart catheterization. (I wrote a book about
that; "Another Mountain.") Fate deals us some mountainous
challenges and we have no choice but to work our way through them.
I am now an active 71-year-old who sees the world from a different
perspective. Perhaps that is part of what inspired me to become a
mask maker during the 2020 pandemic.

As a published writer, I saw a story about
mask makers that I thought needed to be told. Who better to write
it than a writer who had actually participated in making masks? I
contacted other mask makers to get their input and then started
this book.

When I was about eight years old, my mother
gave me a needle, some thread and some material to make clothes for
my doll. I've been sewing ever since. Under Mom's tutelage, I
learned more than I would have in home economics. My mother made
all our clothes, and like so many other things, she did it with
proficiency. I have made clothes for my husband, my children and
me, as well as sewing for many other projects.

When the 2020 Pandemic started, masks were in
short supply. Available masks were, understandably, being
prioritized for front line workers. I had fabric scraps, equipment
and sewing skills that many people didn't. I felt a civic
obligation to help. Many people were making masks for the
hospitals, but I decided to concentrate on the general public where
masks were unavailable. I was a member of the Elkins Farmer's
Market, where I normally sold my books. Marketers were restricted
to essential items only, and books were not considered essential -
masks were.

While many people were making masks and
giving them to hospitals free, I was charging the public. I never
completely forgave myself for that. I did give many masks away
free, but my logic at the time was that if I gave out free masks,
some people might be reselling them. I couldn't control the price
someone else charged, but I could control the price I charged, so I
tried to keep it as low as possible. I thought about the cost of
the material, my labor, wear and tear on the equipment and the cost
of marketing them (bags to put them in, gas to go to the market, as
well as the time taken from my family.

I printed the free Aries 2.0 Face Mask
pattern from an internet site. It had a pocket for the N95 filter
and different ways to attach it to the face. It was comfortable, so
I stuck with that throughout the months of mask making. At first,
it took me about a half hour to make each mask. I've been accused
of being a perfectionist, but I think maybe I'm just slow. I sold
my masks for $4, which was cheaper than washable masks could be
purchased elsewhere. Later, when I had to start buying fabric, I
discovered that fabric was a little like toilet paper – difficult
to find and expensive when I did. I raised my price to $5 – still
cheaper than they could be purchased anywhere else at the time. I
wasn't making much profit on each mask, but I was selling them
faster than I could make them. I would open my booth and sell
almost all the masks inside of an hour. I had people standing in
line – often waiting in their cars when I got there. I often got up
at six in the morning and began making masks. I would stop long
enough to rest my aching back and cook meals – then back at it
until ten or eleven at night. I was exhausted and wanted to quit,
but there was such a need that I didn't feel I could. I thought
about all the people making masks free, and shamed myself into
continuing.

I did make enough money to get my old Singer
sewing machine repaired. I had purchased that machine in 1970 to
make baby clothes for our first son. It now sits in a sewing
cabinet my father made for me in my office – beside the desk where
I am writing this book. I gave the newer sewing machine to my
younger sister.

Finally, my older sister made sixty masks and
sent them to me so I could take a day or so off. She had been
making them for hospitals – for free. I insisted on sharing the
profits with her because she didn't want to take the money. This is
so typical of many mask makers; dedicated, selfless and, for the
most part, unrecognized. This is why I decided to write this book
and dedicate it to the Mask Makers of the 2020 Pandemic.

Eventually, we got another Mask Maker at the
market and I had some time for other projects that had been set
aside. At publication of this book, I have made about 500 masks and
mask mates for men, women and children.

The demand in my area for my masks has dried
up, as there are affordable masks available at all the stores now.
In my search for contributors to this book, I discovered a Facebook
group where these masks are still needed, so I am boxing up the
rest of my masks and donating them to this group. I made a dozen
Christmas masks for my family and to give away, but I probably
won't be making any more unless by special request. I have made
special requests before and will continue to do so as long as there
is a need.

My home state, Arkansas, received its first
shipment of Covid-19 vaccine on December 14th, so I hope this
pandemic will soon be over.

The wearing of masks became a political hot
issue for some, and there has been some belittling. Hopefully, we
have grown accustomed to seeing them by now. I have been wearing
masks for years in the spring, due to allergies. I hope the
availability and familiarity of wearing masks continues in future
flu seasons and we can whip out a mask without people staring at us
as though we might contaminate them.
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