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NONFICTION

About the Cover: “Moose, A Look Back”

by Mikel B. Classen
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At one time, moose, wolves and cougar roamed the Upper Peninsula in abundance. By 1900, they were all gone—logging, agriculture and hunting had taken its toll. Many of the great species of the forest were now extinct in the region. The moose was missed most of all. So much so, that attempts were made to reestablish them to once again thrive in their former home. The only place in Michigan the moose could be found was Isle Royale.

In 1935, an attempt was made to restore the moose to the mainland. It was decided that sixty-nine moose would be relocated to the U.P. They were loaded up on boats and brought across Lake Superior. The journey was hard for the moose, and they were in physically bad shape when they arrived. They were released, but the radio tracking collars had not been invented by that time, so the animals couldn’t be monitored and they eventually all died from poaching and disease. White-tailed deer carry brainworm which is passed through their feces into water and then the moose consumed it. Brain-worm is always fatal to moose.

Forty years ago, a new project began. In January of 1985, the Moose Relocation Project began, also known as the Moose Lift. It was the brainchild of State of Michigan biologist, Ralph Bailey. He was determined not to repeat the mistakes of the 1935 attempt. Bailey and project members searched hard for an area that would be a solid food source for the moose but have minimal contact with white-tailed deer. The area chosen was near Michigamme, north towards the McCormick Wilderness Tract. Tougher poaching laws were enacted and a large publicity campaign surrounding the transplant began.

With the cooperation of the Canadian Government, who were glad to move a few moose, twenty-nine moose were located by helicopter, netted, sedated, and then flown out of the deep Canadian wilderness to a staging area where they were loaded into transport boxes and put aboard a convoy of trucks. They were expedited through customs on both sides of the border at Sault Ste. Marie and then made their way across the U.P. to Michigamme.

I was there. I was working as a journalist at the time. There was a crowd assembled to watch, and the twenty-nine moose were released with a lot of ceremony. They weren’t all freed at once, it was done one at a time. I think I was as excited to see this as anyone. There would be applause and cheers as each one was individually freed from their boxes and they would run down a fire lane that was opened as a runway for them to return to the wild.

We hung on every word about the status of the moose and two years later, it was decided to do it a second time, Moose Lift II. The original moose had been collared with radio transmitters, and they would set off a signal when one died. Then it could be autopsied and cause of death determined. Four bulls died of brainworm, but thirty-one calves had been born, losing only five to the winter. It was decided that to ensure success, losses were within what had been predicted, another transplant should be done.

This brought in twenty-eight more. Again, they were released in the Michigamme area like before with another crowd gathered and lots of publicity. I met then Governor Blanchard there. He wanted everyone to know that he was involved with the success of the project, a true politician.
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Now on the 40th anniversary of the Moose Lifts there have been few projects with as much success as this one. Though the moose have branched out across the Upper Peninsula, between Marquette and L’anse going north and south, is where the population is the heaviest. Some places in the U.P. are claiming to be the “moose capitol,” but where I’ve stated above, is where your best chances of seeing one is. Also where your best chances are of seeing one in the road and hitting it. There are estimated to be just under 500 moose in Marquette, Baraga and Iron Counties whereas there are only about 100 in Chippewa, Luce and Alger Counties.

The cover picture shows the results of the Moose Lift success. Frequent sightings are becoming more prevalent and the one in the picture was standing along the roadside between Michigamme and L’Anse. He posed for me for a few minutes and moved on.

Once again, the moose roam the forests of the Upper Peninsula. Thanks to a few dedicated individuals, those that dared to dream can see them realized in the ever-growing herd of U.P. moose.





FICTION

The Little Things

by J. L. Hagen
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I stood in the checkout line at the South Haven, Michigan, Meijer store, waiting my turn. A short, dark-haired, copper-faced young woman was ringing up the shopper in front of me.

I placed my items on the conveyor, starting with six 1.5-liter bottles of wine. You get a discount if you buy four or more. Since my wife and I are on Social Security, we try to save a few dollars. As the bottles stopped at the scanner, the cashier glanced in my direction.

She giggled. “You ready to have party!”

I couldn’t place her accent. “You wanna come?” I winked and offered a seductive smile. Admittedly, it had faded a bit since I turned seventy, three years earlier.

She laughed again. “I just return from camp.” Then she called out, “Al-co-hol!”

A bearded employee at the next checkout lane glanced over his shoulder. “Okay, we’ll switch.”

She was underage and couldn’t ring up “adult beverages.”

I tried another peek at her face, but her back was turned. What camp had she referenced—church camp? Band camp? Had I actually flirted with a high school student? As I hustled out the exit door, I felt my face flush.

“Thank you for shopping at Meijer,” the greeter singsonged.

As I navigated the two-lane back to my house on Lake Michigan, the grocery store girl flashed into mind, and my neck prickled again. Then, another image replaced it—Hortencia Rosas. And Benny Jones.

“You’re still such a damn fool,” I mumbled.
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A chain of free associations conjured up the little store Mrs. Beatrice Jones ran from the front of her house in Loyale, where I grew up. Despite its size, in the mid-fifties, when I first rode my bike over for a five-cent soda pop, it was a bustling business. It sat at the head of Gateway Lane. This mile-long street led from the main highway to the passenger ferry service between Michigan’s Upper and Lower Peninsulas. In that asphalt desert, especially in tourist season when the wait to board could take five hours, the store must have appeared like an oasis.

The Bridge from Loyale to “Down Below” had changed all that, but somehow the store survived. Mrs. Jones was kind to a fault and always willing to give a few bucks from the till to support causes. Her husband Alex, who packed around 300 pounds on his five-and-a-half-foot frame, shared not only her physical stature but her disposition as well. They were polite, cheerful, patriotic, and, no doubt, steadfast Catholics.

As was their son, Benny. He looked and spoke like his dad. Soft voice, round face and sandy blond, short-cropped hair. But Benny stood four inches shorter and weighed-in 150 pounds less. And on a football field, he ran a hundred times faster, eluding tackles on the way to his next touchdown. Anyone who tried to take him down regretted it for weeks after nursing painful sprains and bruises. I know. In 1965, when I was a sophomore and Benny a freshman, I faced him in a junior varsity practice scrimmage.

After we collided in a tackling drill, my brain swooned and my hand felt wobbly, almost numb. I held it up. My ring finger at the first joint made a sharp L-turn to the left over my pinky.

“Coach … coach!” I squawked. I extended my arm so he could see the terrifying injury.

He popped it into place. “You’re all right. Get back in line and go again.”

I shuffled my position so some other lineman could enjoy the dubious pleasure of hearing his ears ring for the next three days.

Benny’s center of gravity was so low, he was impossible to knock down, like trying to topple a one-hundred-fifty-pound tombstone. Two years later, he was the reason the Warriors went 8-0. He won the U.P.’s Most Valuable Player award.

That should have earned him a scholarship to play college football. And he should have had his pick of any girl at Loyale High School. But his classroom performance didn’t match his talent on the gridiron, and his height placed him at an apparent disadvantage when it came to opportunities for romance. That is until Hortencia Rosas enrolled after Christmas break.
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“Did you see the new girl?” Maki exclaimed during lunch on the first day back.

“She’s in my Home Room,” Red said.

I turned to Maki. “What new girl? Is she—?”

“Wait ‘til you see her.”

“Yeah, she looks Indian,” Red added. “Must be boarding, over from the Island.”

“Nah, that’s not right,” Maki said. “Jeanie Marchant told me she’s staying with them.”

“She’s tiny,” Red said. “Can’t be over four-and-a-half feet—”

“She’s sixteen,” Maki butted in. “And get this, she’s Mexican—from Acapulco.”

“Acapulco?” I said, “What the heck is she doing in Loyale in the dead of winter?”

“Our new ‘foreign exchange student,’” he announced.
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After lunch, I started for my history class. As I passed the principal’s office, Mr. Walton jumped up and motioned me in. He was a former marine—athletic build, short dark hair, serious as a double heart attack.

“Have a seat.” He directed me to the chair in front of his desk. “Mr. Nguyen tells me you’re his top student. He reminded me you won the French award last year.”

“Yeah.” I looked for some clue where this was going. “He’s a good teacher.”

“Yes, he is. That’s why we agree you’re the perfect candidate to help our new student.”

“New student?” I glanced at him, instantly on guard.

“Hortencia Rosas. She’s Mexican. Her English is limited. I want you to help her.”

“But I don’t speak Spanish.”

“No one does. It’s an opportunity. You’ll learn some Spanish and enhance your language skills. And you’ll help Hortencia and make her feel welcome. A perfect opportunity to demonstrate ‘The Warrior Way.’”

The Warrior Way. Day-in and day-out, every teacher, coach, and administrator drilled it into students’ heads. I had my own ideas about where they could stick The Warrior Way.

“So, when am I supposed to do this? I have classes.”

“You eat lunch, right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“No ‘yeah buts.’ Twice a week you sit with her and help her learn English. We’ll pay for your meal. You can start tomorrow—oh, and every Friday, I’ll need a report.”

I glanced up to see his jaw pulsing as he clenched and unclenched his teeth. I tried to think of an objection.

The bell rang.

“Okay, you need a late slip?”

“No, I’ll tell the teacher you wanted to see me.”

“Good. That’s settled, then.” He reached over and gave me a bone-crushing Marine handshake.
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I cornered Jeanie in my U. S. History class. She gave me the lowdown.

LHS had never had an exchange program and, technically, still didn’t. What it did have was Victoria Marchant Trimble, the eldest daughter of the late Senator Daniel Marchant and the wife of Francis Trimble. Francis was the general manager of the Island ferry service. The Marchant family owned the company. And almost everything else in town with any value.

In the off-season, Vicky and Francis wintered in Acapulco. They stayed at their vacation residence in a complex managed by Xavier Rosas, Hortencia’s father. Vicky had talked him into sending her to Loyale for a semester and arranged for her to stay with Jeanie’s family.

“Being thrown in with five girls and three boys,” Jeanie said, “has to be a shock for an only child—and her English is pretty spotty.”

“So, what’s she like?”

“She seems real nice, but she’s very reserved. We’re hoping as she learns more English, she’ll open up.”

“Mr. Walton roped me into helping her,” I said.

She threw me an odd glance. “You speak Spanish?”

“No, but I’ve wanted to learn,” I fibbed. “It’s an opportunity for both of us. So, maybe tomorrow at lunch …”

She pursed her lips and stared down her nose at me. “Okay, look for us.”

Most of the girls at Loyale High didn’t interest me. Jeanie might have been the exception, but Maki had dibs on her. So, a good-looking girl from a foreign country sparked my imagination.

But I wasn’t the only one who had apparently noticed her.

The next day, I searched the cafeteria. Jeanie and Hortencia sat at the rear of the lunchroom at an empty table. As I headed their way, my usual schoolmates started a chorus of cat calls. I ignored them, hoping it would fade. Finally, I turned and shot them a warning glare—Knock it off, or there would be hell to pay.

“Your pals seem unhappy you ignored them to sit with us,” Jeanie said, smirking.

I cast a timid glance at Hortencia. “Don’t pay attention to them. They think they are making a funny joke. ‘Ha ha.’”

She leaned toward Jeanie. “Que es ‘joke?’”
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Over the next couple of months, Hortencia and I met every few days in the lunchroom. As she learned some conversational English, she spoke more, but she was shy. She had attended private girls’ schools; schools supervised by humorless nuns, not unlike most of my Catholic classmates.

She radiated beauty, a young goddess. Thick, black hair framing a tiny, burnished face with high cheekbones and deep brown lips. Eyes as dark and rich as Columbian coffee, teeth as bright as Michigan snow, and a figure as shapely as an image chiseled 3,000 years ago on the temple wall of an Aztec pyramid.

I grappled with how to overcome her hesitation. Several times, I considered whether to give up on her. But I had agreed to help her learn English, so I pressed forward, hoping something might change.
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One Monday in early March, Jeanie pulled me aside. “Hey, are you going to ask Hortencia to the prom?”

I put on a mask. “Hadn’t thought about it,” I said. “Did she say something?”

“No, but my sisters and I are going, and she’ll be left out, sitting at home, alone with my parents.”

“I don’t know. Isn’t there anyone else interested in her?”

“You tell me,” she said. “You’re always sitting with her at lunch. Everybody thinks you have a big crush on each other.”

“Well, she’s cute and all, but she’s so reserved.” I looked away to bury my real feelings. “We don’t seem to have much in common.”

“It’s the ‘language.’ Last weekend, she got on the phone with her mother, and you should have heard her—‘Miss Motormouth.’”

“Okay, let me think about it.”

She stared at me with her piercing blue eyes.

I sighed. “All right. All right. But don’t say anything. I have to figure it out.”

For the rest of the day and the next morning, my anxiety doubled, then tripled. I did have a crush on her, a big one. She was exotic—captivating. I didn’t want to exploit her vulnerability, especially if she didn’t feel the same way I did. Well, perhaps it didn’t matter, but I struggled. The prom would be my best opportunity to connect with her on an intimate physical level, but it might also cause an international train wreck.
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A couple of days later, Benny Jones cornered me as we waited for our buses, a cloud of worry on his face. “Are you planning to take Hortencia to the prom?”

His expression confused me. Had he heard something? “Why are you asking?”

“I was going to invite her,” he said.

His “puppy dog” look got to me. Then I recalled his body slam at football practice and my mangled finger. It still ached. “I already did,” I lied.

His lips quivered. “And she accepted?”

“Yeah, of course. Hey, there’s other girls.”

He peered up at me. His eyes glistened. “She’s the only cute girl who’s Catholic—and shorter than me.”

My bus arrived. I stepped onboard, leaving him on the curb staring at his feet. He appeared so vulnerable. All the way home, a feeling of guilt consumed me. Plus, what would I do if Hortencia didn’t accept? I would look like an idiot.

The next day, I slipped into line behind her at the cafeteria. We walked toward an empty table and sat down. “Hola, Hortencia, que tal?” From our interactions, I had picked up a few words of Spanish.

“Muy bien, gracias.”

“No, speak in English.”

“Okay. I do good.”

“I would like to ask something,” I said.

“Si, okay.”

I leaned forward to capture her full attention. “Do you have a prom date?”

She scrunched her face in the way I had witnessed many times before. “What mean, ‘prom date?’”

I peered into her eyes. “I want to take you— wait, wait—would you,” I pointed, “go with me, dancing?” I made a swaying motion with my arms. “To the high school dance … the prom?”

She left me hanging, then finally smiled. “Si, I go.”
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A few weeks later, in April, I pulled into the Marchants’ driveway in my dad’s turquoise 1962 Ford Galaxie. I had spent the day washing, waxing, and vacuuming it. As I waited in their foyer, my blue sharkskin suit, narrow burgundy tie, white socks, and tan Hush Puppy shoes made a powerful impression in the hall mirror. She entered the living room, dressed in an elegant pink and white formal, a coat draped across her arm. A small, Latina version of Jacqueline Kennedy. But she appeared quite anxious.

“Hola,” I said. I handed her a white box wrapped in blue ribbons.

She looked at it, then gazed up at me, puzzled.

I grinned. “Open it.”

She untied the ribbon and removed the orchid corsage. She smiled. I fastened it around her wrist, then helped drape her coat across her shoulders.

“Ready?” I motioned toward the car.

She shrugged.

A few minutes later, we exited the Galaxy and walked toward the school cafeteria. I could hear the band. The dance had already started. When we entered, I noticed they had folded all the cafeteria tables, stacked the chairs, and moved everything to one side near the kitchen entrance.

We strolled over toward our classmates.

“Hi, Hortencia,” Jeanie said. Several others echoed her greeting.

For most of the prom, we hovered near the other students. Several times I asked Hortencia to dance.

“No, I listen—to música,” she repeated.

Finally, in the last hour, I placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and ushered her toward the dance floor. Her face was blanketed with anxiety, her eyes bright with fear. Had she not ever danced? It seemed unlikely, but why else would she hold back? I stole another glance over my shoulder. Thank God. Still no Benny Jones. It couldn’t be something about him, could it?

“Follow me,” I said. I reached for her right hand and placed my right arm around her waist. We stepped gingerly along the edge of the dance floor. She was as light and graceful as a silk kite on a summer breeze. The other couples were all watching.

When the prom ended a few songs later, I offered to take her for a late-night dinner.

“No, I go home now,” she said.

“You sure?” I winked. “It’s still early. We could have a lot more fun together.”

She returned a worried look. “No—no, I go home.”

“Hortencia, what’s the matter?” I asked. As I stared into her gold-brown eyes, I could see the apprehension locked into her return gaze.

“Nada.”

“No, tell me what’s bothering you. I have been helping you learn English. You owe me that, don’t you?”

She hesitated. “They tell me you are ‘lobo.’”

“Lobo? What is lobo?”

“Wolf,” she blurted.

“I’m a wolf? What does that mean—wolf? Who told you that?”

“Jeanie. She say you are wolf, and I must be on guard.”

“On guard? From what?”

She looked away. “You know, wolf attack little lamb. Especially, lobo-hombre.”

It took me a moment to translate. “Wolf-man? You mean, a werewolf?”

She nodded, her forehead crumpled with worry.

“Werewolf? Why am I a werewolf?”

“Jeanie say—she tell me, no trust American boys.”

Jeanie’s warning not only shocked me but surged a tidal wave of anger over every inch of my body. “Hortencia, I don’t know why Jeanie would said that. I would never hurt you. I really like you.”

“Jeanie tell me you would say that.”

“But what have I ever done to hurt you? I am your champion.” I held up a fist. “No one has helped you as much as me.”

“Is true,” she said. “But locos-hombres come out at midnight. I must be home before then. Jeanie tell me this.”

I shook my head. An image filled my brain of torpedoes churning through a gray, choppy sea toward the hull of a cruise ship. I had been sabotaged.

When we arrived at the Marchants’, their large, three-story house was dark, but the porch light cast a warm glow in the entry. I escorted Hortencia to the door, then turned. Her coppery face glimmered in the pale illumination from above.

“Forget my earlier comments, Hortencia. May I ask if you had fun tonight?”

“Si.”

“Me, too. I really enjoyed being with you.” I leaned forward to wrap her in a goodnight kiss.

She reached out and shook my hand. “Gracias. Thank you. For flowers. And for dancing.” She nodded, then turned and scampered into the house.

I watched her disappear through a hallway off the living room. My desires and aspirations gyrated into a spiraling nosedive that lasted until I was halfway home.
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Next Monday, I sauntered over to my lunch gang in the cafeteria. As I sat down, the conversational buzz came to a halt.

I ate a few bites of macaroni and cheese.

Red piped up. “Hey, that Hortencia looked pretty hot Saturday night.”

They all turned in my direction.

“Yeah, she’s … she’s something,” I said.

“So, what was it like?” He quizzed me in a secretive voice.

I turned to glare at him. “What was what like?”

“You know, after the prom?” Maki chimed in.

I glanced around the table. “Oh, man, it was incredible,” I bragged. “I’d love to give you the details, but it wouldn’t make sense in English, and none of you hablas Español.”

They peered at each other, confused, waiting for someone to respond. I pointed around the group, then burst out laughing. Some of them might have thought my clever answer was funny, but, for me, it conveyed the forced laughter of humiliation.

Later that day, I cornered Jeanie coming out of our U. S. History class.

“‘Werewolf?’” I sneered. “Thanks a lot for sabotaging my prom date. Especially after you talked me into asking her.”

She shrugged. “Sorry, it wasn’t my idea.”

“Right, not your idea—don’t lie to me.” I drilled a stare through her mascara into her icy blue eyes. “Hortencia told me all about what you said.”

“No, really. Aunt Vicky got worked up that something might happen. Hortencia’s away from home for the first time. She made me promise to warn her. Think about it—”

“Yeah, a ‘little lamb?’” I snapped.

“Look, Aunt Vicky said we can’t have a family scandal.”

“And you thought I would cause a scandal? Another scandal?”

She frowned, crossed her arms, and glared at me, steely-eyed.

“Don’t ask me for any more favors.” I wheeled about and left her standing in the hallway.

As I hustled to my locker, I could feel her stare burning a hole in the back of my head. I had hit a nerve, but she deserved it. Her younger sister, Sherry, had disappeared a year ago. Supposedly, she transferred to an exclusive private girls’ school in Connecticut. But it was an open secret that the Warriors’ star forward, Andy Gilmore, had knocked her up. At the time, she was fifteen. And he was a jerk—in no way, a Benny Jones.

Apparently, the town’s most prominent matriarch couldn’t chance another round of community gossip and mortification.
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A few months later, Hortencia returned to Mexico. After Christmas break, Jeanie mentioned she had received a letter from her. I hadn’t forgotten her hatchet job on me, but my initial rage had dissipated.

“So, what did she say?” I asked.

“She said to thank you for helping her learn English.”

I shook my head. Another nosedive.

“Well, tell your aunt, ‘Thanks,’” I said, “for giving me the chance to learn some Spanish—without creating a scandal.”
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In 1968, I graduated and transitioned to college. At the end of my freshman year in Ann Arbor, I received a letter from the local draft board, ordering me to report for a physical exam. One morning in June 1969, I boarded a bus with about fifty other young men for a trip to Fort Leonard Wood in Detroit. There we spent the day standing in lines, being poked and prodded by army doctors to determine our fitness for military duty.

Late afternoon, as we milled around, waiting for the bus, Benny Jones sauntered over. He had just graduated from high school, one of the youngest guys in the group.

“Hey, Benny, time to head for home,” Red said.

“Uh … no, I’m staying.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Not going back. I joined the Marines.”

“Benny, don’t do that,” Maki said. “Why are you doing that?”

“Well … what future do I have back in Loyale?” He turned to stare at me, misty-eyed. “I can’t even get a date. Maybe, at least I can help my country.”

That hit me sledgehammer-hard. Hortencia’s image flashed so vividly into mind that she appeared to be standing there in front of us. I knew she would have been as likely to go to the prom with Benny as with me. And Jeanie probably wouldn’t have warned Hortencia about him like she had trashed me. On the football field, Benny may have been a Hercules, but in the balance of his life, he was as meek as someone’s pet gerbil.

In truth, lots of girls would have gone out with Loyale’s football gladiator, no matter what his height, but Benny couldn’t see it that way. He had grown up the victim of one snarky wisecrack after another about “the little guy,” “the midge,” and “the dwarf.” A new girl from a foreign country with no knowledge of English would not know about those stale, sarcastic put-downs. So, he had worked up his courage to take this one shot. And I had callously jammed it. The result—in four years of high school, he had never invited a girl to a prom, homecoming, or even a weekend date …

We all tried to talk him out of joining up, especially me.

“It’s too late,” he said. “I already signed the papers.”

[image: Image]

Less than two years later, Benny returned from Vietnam. According to the newspaper, he had been machine-gunned in the legs and hospitalized for months. I saw him one day hobbling around town, crippled over, and leaning on a cane. His contorted face revealed relentless pain, mental and emotional agony. Red told me later that he was eating painkillers like candy corn and drowning in the local watering holes every night.

I flashed again on our confrontation over Hortencia. The Warriors’ greatest running back would never again thrill crowds with his football prowess. He would never go dancing—not with her, not with anyone. Jeanie’s ax job, which had cut me to the quick, now seemed trivial.

Fifty years later, I realize it’s irrational—perhaps even absurd—but one thought continues to haunt me. If I had not lied about Hortencia accepting my prom invitation, Benny would not have ended up a mangled drug addict. Back then, it seemed like such a little thing. Now, in the late autumn of my life, I have come to understand it’s the little things that kill you. Every time.
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Bessemer Black River Harbor (photo credit: Mikel B. Classen)







NONFICTION

My Uncle Vic

by Pat Winton
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“Coyote in trap. Let’s move!”

Huffing and puffing, I moved as fast as a nine-year-could could in four feet of snow while using store-bought skis, the kind with little wire binders that could be adjusted to hold swampers in the toehold. (Swampers are boots with leather tops, rubber lowers, and felt inserts). While I struggled to catch up to my impatient Uncle Vic, I glanced around, but I couldn’t see any signs that a coyote had gotten caught in a trap. Still, I continued to follow him.

Uncle Vic’s homemade Finnish skis were eight feet long, very narrow at the front and back, and very flexible, so the tips were always up and pointed to the top of the deep snow. If he came to a fallen log, he would merely slide his swampers out of the leather ski strap holding them, step over the log, and catch the leather strap with his toe on the other side of the log. He barely lost momentum. Zip, zip, and he was moving on.

My journey sure wasn’t as slick, quick, or smooth. I had to undo the spring binders of my skis every time I came to an obstacle, climb over the log, then re-clamp my swampers and try in vain to catch up to my fast-moving uncle.

Finally, we arrived at the partially frozen ice-and-snow-covered Sturgeon River, about four miles from the truck.

“He’s crossed the river! We’ll have to cross. I’ll make a poling stick so we can check the ice for a safe crossing.” He pulled out his large Finnish knife, known as a puukko, and began cutting a poling stick while I studied the river, which was a combination of snow-covered ice chunks and open water.

Once Vic finished making the poling stick, he started across the river, using his pole to check for thin ice. I followed in his tracks, scared to death, and worrying about the fact we would have to ski back over the same river.

Once we were on the other side of the river, we climbed the steep bank. There sat the coyote we had been following. He was entrapped in a large blackberry bush, the trap attached to his hind leg.

The trap chain is always attached to a two-to-three-foot spruce tree trunk with the branches cut off about two inches from the trunk. When caught in the trap, the coyote can drag the log and move forward, but the log will eventually get caught in the brush. This means the coyote is able to move around but can’t free itself. Coyotes have been known to bite off a leg in desperation. This time, though, the coyote just sat there with its tail wagging and its ears pointing upward, looking straight at us.

“STOP!” Uncle Vic ordered.

We were side by side and about twenty feet away from the coyote. My uncle pulled out his trusty High Standard pistol with its .22-caliber barrel installed. The pistol had a changeable barrel, so Uncle Vic could fit it with a .38-caliber barrel when he went into bear country.

“Watch this,” my uncle ordered. He glided one step forward toward the coyote. The coyote lunged for his head. The gun fired. The coyote was shot between the eyes.

Vic had fitted me with one of his homemade birchbark barrel backpacks when we left the truck. Well, you can imagine what happened next: he placed the thirty-five-pound coyote in my barrel, and we started back to the river and onward to the truck.

Vic must have sat in the truck for almost an hour before I arrived, just before dark.

At nine years of age, I had been introduced to the art of trapping coyote in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. From that time on, I was fitted with a pair of Finnish skis, so I could keep up with Uncle Vic.
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My widowed mother suffered from severe back problems, and every time she went into the hospital, she was forced to farm out her children, my sister Trish to the closest neighbors’ home, and me to my Uncle Vic and Aunt Naima. This happened in 1949 and again in 1950.

At first, I was terrified of my uncle, but in time I learned that he was a smart, tough, opinionated man, the product of his past life and experiences in the hardscrabble world of the Upper Peninsula’s Finnish community.

Born in 1900 to Finnish immigrants who had arrived in the U.P. four years earlier, Victor Aho was raised on a farm and attended school in Painesville—though I don’t know for how long. He was large-boned and stood about five-feet-seven-inches tall. What he lacked in height, he made up for in strength. At one hundred ninety pounds, he had a solid, muscular body that indicated to everyone this was a man who shouldn’t be messed with.

He had been a champion wrestler in his youth, and he pursued his dream of becoming a professional wrestler. The local competition was not great, but his reputation rose, and he was recruited to go to St. Louis, Missouri, to train. He was successful, winning the championship of a famous event in his weight class. In later years, he proudly displayed his championship picture, taken at about eighteen years of age, when he was wearing a black singlet.

Unfortunately, soon after winning the championship, both of his thumbs were broken in a fight. This situation ended his wrestling career, since the distorted thumbs were vulnerable to an attack by an opponent. He never told me what happened, but I had the impression that someone did that to him on purpose. When his hands healed, they were huge in width, as the joints normally near the palm extended far away from the palm. Vic still had tremendous strength in his hands, though. When shaking hands, he could cause a grown man to drop to his knees.

Uncle Vic was known far and wide for his honesty and for his reputation as the best trapper in the western Upper Peninsula. He was also an outstanding fishing guide and the barber for all the men and boys in our family.

He was married to my mother’s sister, my Aunt Naima, who was less than five feet tall, about one hundred pounds, and had a pleasant, caring personality. She was known for being an excellent cook, a compulsive housekeeper, and a high-speed walker. No distance was too far for Aunt Naima, and she certainly believed that walking at a fast clip for long stretches was good for everyone’s health.

They lived in a small house just outside of the tiny village of Trout Creek in Ontonagon County, where cedar swamps and white pine forests were broken up by eighty-acre farms, about thirty miles south of Lake Superior. Their home was surrounded by a grove of tall pine trees on a twenty-acre piece of property. When the wind blew through those trees, the sound was soothing, and the smell of pine was delightful. The yard was always covered in pine needles; no grass grew near the house.

A covered porch opened directly into the kitchen. No one entered through the front door, since Vic never built a step there. The first floor of the house consisted of the kitchen, living room, one bedroom, and a pantry where Uncle Vic’s eighty-plus-year-old father slept. Mr. Aho never learned English, so we developed our own way of communicating, with hand gestures and a few words, since I never learned much Finnish. I was assigned to the attic, which was freezing in winter and roasting in summer.

My bed was set on loose boards that also provided a walkway across the ceiling beams. Small windows were set in the gable ends, and openings under the eaves permitted ventilation. Screens on all the eave openings were intended to keep the mosquitoes out, but they didn’t keep the occasional light snow from blowing into the attic.

Probably because he had no children of his own, Vic was feared by children who came in contact with him for his brash and quick words, repeatedly saying, “Kids should be seen and not heard.” If you, as a boy or young man, had the opportunity to visit the Aho home, you were most likely ushered into the living room with the men. Women and girls headed into the warm, fragrant kitchen. The boys were directed to sit on wooden chairs next to the oil stove and expected just to sit and listen to the men talking. In the meantime, we could hear the ladies and girls having a great time with Aunt Naima in the kitchen, talking and preparing the traditional dark black coffee, cookies, and Finnish cinnamon biscuits.

Vic was famous—or infamous—for his barbering skills, with his hand-operated hair clippers. Somehow, he became the barber for the boys and men of our local family—and for a few friends who were willing and able to take the abuse. My first Vic haircut, suffered in 1947, at the age of eight, was definitely my most memorable—and it will forever be remembered.
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Uncle Vic and Aunt Naima (photo credit: Pat Winton)



His huge hands clamped down on the top of my head like a vise, and my body suddenly froze. The hand-operated clippers began cutting along my neck and scalp and moved upward. As he came to the end of the row, in his impatience, he pulled the clippers away before making the final cut. The victim—me—suddenly lost additional hair as it was yanked from my scalp. All my haircuts in these first years were “high and tight and flat” across the top. And all of them carried the threat of scalping.

If I ever flinched or made any sounds during the haircut, the old standby comment would always be heard: “Kids should be seen and not heard,” interspersed with an occasional, “Sit still.” I clearly recall how rough and gruff he talked and acted. Since he and Naima didn’t have children, I believe he didn’t know how to communicate with kids.

But barbering was just an avocation. Vic worked at the sawmill when there was lumber to be cut, but he really made his living by trapping and guiding people on fishing trips. He was an expert trapper whose pelts always fetched the best prices in the U.P., when the city buyers arrived.

In those days, coyotes brought a twenty-dollar bounty for a male and a twenty-five-dollar bounty for a female, regardless of their age. Coyotes were never skinned, since their hides were usually in terrible condition. The bounty for a fox was five dollars, and the hides were worth another ten to twenty dollars. Timber wolves brought a fifty-dollar bounty—the big money.

In November, the state-authorized trapping season for mink and muskrat took place. In the spring, beaver were trapped during the state-authorized month-long season. Mink pelts brought thirty to fifty dollars, muskrats one to two dollars, and beaver between thirty and fifty dollars. Beaver hides were the largest I ever worked on, with Uncle Vic’s supervision. Some measured at least four feet or more in diameter when stretched out on the special racks that Uncle Vic made. The hardest and most difficult job I had was removing the fat from beaver hides.

Fur buyers from Chicago and St. Louis would come all the way to the Upper Peninsula to bid and purchase Uncle Vic’s furs, as he was well known for having the best pelts in the U.P. I never had the opportunity to witness the sale of furs, as I was in school when this happened, but I remember coming home from school and finding Vic and Naima celebrating their proceeds with coffee and Finnish biscuit after the buyers left.

I returned to the Aho home in 1950, when my mother and her new husband moved to Detroit for work. For another two years, I lived with Uncle Vic and Aunt Naima. In time, Uncle Vic began to accept my presence and even began taking an interest in me. More importantly, he started to invite me to participate in his trapping and fishing endeavors. I was anxious to earn money to help my struggling family, so I went along willingly. He also wanted to teach me how to do the mysterious preparations for trapping and fishing. He gradually gave me more skilled activities, including taking care of the skinned hides of mink, beaver, fox, and muskrat.

I was present when he prepared scent for trapping—a surprisingly meticulous task. He had his time-proven recipes, which he took with him when he passed. In a small shed located far from the house and humans, he kept all the components needed to make the different scents he had developed over time. He created specific scents for coyote, mink, fox, and otter. The testicles, kidneys and other parts of many different animals were dried and hung on the walls of the shed. As you can imagine, the shed was a real smelly place. I was forbidden from entering, as my human scent could be passed onto the samples.
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