
 

 

 

Season’s Greetings from the Soldans 
 

December, 2009 

 

 

Winter snow lies deep in our fields and forests, and across the frozen ponds.  Christmas letters and cards 

are starting to come in from friends and family, spurring us into action to get our letter out.  It has been 

another busy year. 

 

I’ve mentioned before that one of my retirement activities was to join the local volunteer fire department.  

At the beginning of this year I completed the coursework for Firefighter I, and passed the written and 

practical tests, took the First Responder course through the Bay Ambulance people in Baraga, and also 

passed those tests.  I’ve begun to go on First Responder calls and get a lot of satisfaction from the work I 

do.  It feels good to make a difference.  After all, that was the reason to volunteer in the first place. 

 

Spring semester at MTU, Alice again worked on the committee to choose a new department chair.  This 

process had been going on for 2 years.  The candidates chosen the past two times declined for various 

reasons, forcing the department to try once again.  This time the top candidate accepted, and it was worth 

the wait.  This man will do a fine job for the department and the university. 

 

Steve attended MTU spring semester, and took classes that might benefit him in his search for a graduate 

program.  It was fun to have him nearby. One of his courses was the same one I took in graduate school, 

and was taught by the same professor.  I don’t know if it made him feel old, but it sure did me. 

 

Our new dog Franco grew from a puppy to an adolescent.  

While playing with him, we allowed him to chew our hands 

with his sharp puppy teeth, but as he got older and could 

handle the criticism, we added “don’t bite” to his 

vocabulary.  We have probably said this to him hundreds of 

times, and he is finally learning this important lesson.  He 

never bites hard, but as he got to be a bigger dog, we felt 

that play biting had to “go”.  We’re also working on  sit, lie 

down, and heel.  Progress is slow but steady, and we’re 

very happy to have him as a member of the family.  There 

is still no peace between him and our cat Henne, though.  

She stays upstairs, and every encounter the two of them 

have at the foot of the stairs ends with Henne hissing and 

swatting Franco, and then walking away with her dignity 

intact.  We have hopes the two of them will someday 

become friends. 

 



This spring we made maple syrup for the 2nd season.  The 

process was better organized this time, and the trees 

cooperated too.  I worked at it while doing my first responder 

training, and when the smoke cleared we had canned about 10 

gallons of syrup.  This year’s lesson was that running the 

syrup too thick in the evaporator makes it darker.  Hopefully 

I’ve learned, and this coming spring’s syrup will be lighter. 

 

Steve and I planned to do a Grand Canyon hike in May, just 

after spring semester ended.  We had filed permits, 

conditioned, and upgraded gear in anticipation.  A short time 

before we were to leave, Steve got a call from his employer 

who needed him in Maine just as our hike was to begin.  We 

talked it over and decided the work was more important than 

the hike.  So I decided to do it solo.  Two days into the trek in 

unseasonably hot (100+ degree) weather I decided to hike out 

rather than complete the 

off-trail portion.  I walked 

16 miles from the 

Cottonwood campground 

to the top of the South Rim in one day.  More details of this hike, 

including pictures, will be available soon at my web page 

(http://www.fa.mtu.edu/~tjsold) 

 

I returned early from the hike and Alice and I got to work on the 

garden.  Tomatoes had been planted inside from seed again, and were 

ready to go in early May.  This is 

early for the UP climate, but we 

decided to put the greenhouse 

cover up early, roto-till, and 

chance it with a few plants, 

adding seeded rows of the other 

veggies as warmer weather came 

along.  I did the heavy tilling and watering, and Alice did the 

weeding and tending. The gamble paid off and we had early 

tomatoes this summer, and lots of other produce besides.   

 

In mid-May it was time to reassemble backpacking gear for another 

trip to Isle Royale.  I was again scheduled to lead a group of 

volunteers on the island on a mission to gather data for the long-term 

wolf/moose study.  We hiked off-trail for a week and hauled back our 

finds, mostly moose bones, for cataloging by the research leaders.   It 

was another great hike with good scientific results, and exceptional 

people.  Once home from the Island, it was time to get to work on a 

major project in the Estivant Pines in Copper Harbor.   

 

An ongoing project at The Pines has been to replace the aging 

boardwalks that traverse the wet and sensitive areas of the nature 

sanctuary.  Alice and I have been volunteer caretakers of The Pines for 

10 years or so, and have taken on many tasks during that time.  Using 

some cedar logs left over from another project, I milled a lot of 2” and 

http://www.fa.mtu.edu/~tjsold


1 ½” lumber for the boardwalks.  We concentrated on two sections, one about 90’ long, and the other 

about 330’ long.  Last year we completed about 50’ of the long section, and the goal this summer was to 

finish both.  Working with Michigan Nature Association Western UP Steward Coordinator Charlie 

Eshbach and some wonderful volunteers, we completed the job.  The results were fabulous.  The 90’ 

section was in a nondescript low area.  Pruned, and with the new boardwalk installed, it now looks like a 

Zen Garden.  The longer trail snakes up and over a hill like a winding wilderness river of cedar planks.  

Next summer’s plans for The Pines are already in progress. 

 

Back at home, I turned my attention to the bulldozer, 

which has been having nagging transmission issues for 

many years.  I decided to finally tackle the problem 

due to a lucky purchase made earlier in the summer.  

Since the dozer is over 50 years old, I’ve been looking 

around for a second machine for parts, and finally 

found one.  A 1973 International Scout II with a good 

body (more later about this), and numerous additional 

parts for both machines were part of the deal.  One of 

the parts was a transmission for the dozer.  I loaded it 

on the back of my pickup and took it to the local Allis 

Chalmers expert who looked it over and suggested that 

while this one was slightly better than the old one, with 

a trade-in and some more money, I could buy a very 

good one from him.  I thought it over and took him up 

on it.  That was the easy part. 

 

Allis Chalmers dozers are made to be fixed; and in 

addition, I had purchased a shop manual for mine 25 

years ago when I bought it.  The section that listed the 

steps (with illustrations) for swapping transmissions 

took up less than 2 pages.  “How hard can it be?” I 

wondered.  For the record, it was very hard. It took me 

nearly 3 weeks of working on it almost every day part 

time to get the job done.  I learned a great deal, and now have a dozer with a happy transmission to boot.  

Meanwhile, the summer was slipping away...and Alice was gardening, safely away from the bulldozer 

grease. 

 

I made another good buy of new parts 

from longtime friend and sailing buddy, 

Doug Stuart.  He had planned to build a 

dock some years ago, and had purchased 

top quality parts from a company called 

Follansbee.  With Doug’s help, I designed 

a 20’ long dock 4’ wide in two sections, 

with a third 8’ x 6’ section on the end.  

The whole thing would attach together 

with galvanized steel pins.  Using some of 

the cedar lumber left over from The Pines 

project, plus some milled years earlier, I 

began to lay out and cut the individual 

components. Once again weeks went by, 

but when it was finally cut, bolted, 



screwed, and stained, late in the summer we launched it, pinned it together, and spent many happy 

evenings sitting out there on our deck chairs tossing sticks for Franco and watching the beautiful world 

float by. It was a nice way for Alice to wind down after work and gave us time to talk over the day. 

 

Another big project was the construction of a farm trail through the woods to the maple sugar shack.  The 

old road  crossed two wet areas that were getting worse with use, so  I rerouted the road through a swamp. 

Doesn’t sound smart, does it; but wait. Using the dozer, I dug out the swamp muck during a dry spell, 

moved some nearby good dirt into the resulting trench, installed a culvert when the dirt was back up to 

ground level, and then covered the whole thing with another couple of feet of dirt.  There were numerous 

trees in the way that had to be cut and hauled away, and the stumps to be removed; but using my dozer 

and a dump truck I own with two other guys, I was able to rough in a reasonable road.  It isn’t perfect, but 

not bad considering it was my first attempt at such a thing.   

 

Meanwhile, Alice was gardening…and working on getting a new professional certification. The two 

traditional credentialing agencies for clinical laboratory personnel are in the process of merging and 

creating a new credential called Medical Laboratory Scientist. Earning and maintaining this certification 

requires completing, documenting and declaring specific continuing education activities. She finished all 

the requirements this fall and should get her certification verification in a few weeks, making her an 

MLS(ASCP) 
CM

.
  
  The CM is for certification maintenance and recognizes that she’s chosen to pursue 

continuing education, keeping her up to date professionally. 

 

Steve spent the summer and fall about 100 miles west of Austin, Texas gathering data for a potential wind 

farm site.  He made regular trips to Austin on the weekends, and on one of them met John.  He and Steve 

really hit it off and have been a couple ever since.  They made a trip to visit us in late summer to attend a 

local wedding, so we could meet John, and so that Steve could introduce him to the U.P.   We had a great 

time getting to know him.  At the end of the field season, Steve moved back to Maine briefly to do some 

data analysis and other office chores while John stayed behind in Austin.  Steve flew back to Texas mid-

December to spend pre-Christmas with John’s family; and as I write this, the two of them are taking the 

train from Austin to Chicago and will drive home to the U.P. for Christmas with us. After New Year’s 

both of them will move to Chicago for several months. 

 

Summer was definitely waning, and the firewood for 

next year still wasn’t done, so that was the next project.  

Fortunately some firewood had been generated during 

the farm road project, as well as from clearing a spot 

for a parking lot at The Pines the previous summer.  So 

after a couple of weeks of chainsaw, Scout, and dozer 

work, the firewood racks were full for another season.  

I always heave a sigh of relief when this is done and I 

know we’ll be warm for the upcoming winter. 

 

On to the 

Scout 

project…  

Our 1977 International Scout II was purchased, used, in 1984, 

and has been our plow vehicle in the winter, and farm vehicle 

the rest of the year ever since.  Even though it had been rust 

proofed and well cared for over the years, major parts of the 

body were sagging and even falling off the poor old thing.  A 

1973 Scout II pickup with a good body came with the dozer 

purchase earlier in the summer (remember?)  Basically, the 



engine, transmission, transfer case, drive shafts, gas tank, front and rear bumpers, trailer hitch, and plow 

needed to be moved from the old orange Scout with the bad body to the older yellow Scout with the way 

better body.  I figured 2 weeks tops for the project.  The smartest thing I did was to hire my neighbor and 

master mechanic to work with me on the project.  Ryan kept things on track and saw to it that I had work 

within my ability to accomplish before the next time he came.  What I thought would take 2 weeks is still 

going on 5 weeks later as of this writing.  We are close, though, and the results are pretty spectacular.  I 

hope to include some pictures of the finished project in next year’s letter.   

 

Fall harvests were rewarding.  We got lots of potatoes, 

onions, and garlic for storage, and froze enough 

tomatoes, beans and squash to keep us supplied for 

most of the year.   And apples…in the last 30 years, 

we’ve noticed that a good year for the wild apples on 

our property comes every 3 years or so.  This year we 

had an apple crop the likes of which even the old timers 

(that’s us) can’t remember. They were so good that I 

picked and picked.  I filled wheelbarrows.  Then I filled 

bags.  I got our cider press down and pressed gallons 

and gallons.  I bought 3 cases of empty 2 quart mason 

jars and used them to can juice.  I froze cider in 1 

gallon zip lock bags until the freezer was full.   I made 

fruit leather in the dehydrator, and apple butter in the 

woodstove.  I don’t use alcohol, but Alice likes a glass 

or two with weekend dinners, so I bought equipment 

for making wine and got about 9 gallons fermenting.  

Alice said, “what will we do with 9 gallons?”  I said, 

“hush”, and kept on brewing. I couldn’t stop myself 

from using as many apples as I could, and almost wore 

myself out in the process.  Alice eventually said, 

“enough, 

already.”  (I 

think she was afraid I’d start yet another batch of wine.) I 

have to say that I was glad when the frosts finally came this 

year and the apple season was over. 

 

For the last two years, I’ve sold fir boughs to a local business 

that makes Christmas wreaths, so I knew the holidays were on 

their way when I got a call requesting a delivery.  Franco and 

I made a habit of going out to the woods after breakfast to 

work 2-3 hours felling, branching, pruning, and bundling the 

boughs.  Once a week I’d load up what we’d accumulated and 

take it to the store.  They keep track of how many wreaths 

they make, and pay me per wreath.  This is a good project for 

me because the fir trees are growing like weeds among the 

maple trees I tap for syrup.  They are not only robbing the 

maple trees of vitality, but they are also in the way as I move 

from tree to tree with collection buckets.  As the years go by, 

more and more of the sugar bush area is cleared and things are 

really opening up.  As a bonus, the bare tree trunks are used 

for firewood during the maple syrup boiling season. 

 



We’ve had a very warm fall, and were wondering if a white Christmas was in store for us this year.  Early 

in December, the sky opened up and we got snow that finally stuck.  It seems like it has been snowing 

since, and we are loving it.  Of all the seasons we have, I think winter is the prettiest.  With snow clinging 

to the conifers, and the wood stoves crackling, we wish you a happy holiday season.   

 

Ted, Alice, and Steve 
 
 

 


