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Hello, I'm Jeff Roberts interviewing long time Alaskan aviator
Emitt Soldin. Emitt has had chapter dedicated to his life in
recently written, “Heroes of the Horizon” by Gerry Bruder.

1. When and where were you born?
I ' was born in Skagway, Alaska on October 14, 1924 just 70 years

ago.
2. What brought your family to Alaska?

It was the building of the White Pass and Yukon Railroad
from Skagway to White Horse. My grandfather brought a team
a workers from Seattle in 1888 or 1889 to work on the railroad, I
guess the railroad asked them to do that. Actually I don’t know
how they contracted him because he was from the east and just
like all the gold seekers (just looking for work). He wasn’t
looking for gold he was just a plain ol’ contractor and he moved
there and started a family, the first born on 1900, an uncle who
just died last year. Then there was six total in the family, three
girls and three boys and my mom was the second oldest. She was
born in 1901 and I was born in ‘24 my kid in ‘55, grandkids were

‘70’s, four generations anyway of them.

3. Did your family have any encounters with Skagway'’s

outlaw Soapy Smith?
No not actually my mom wasn’t born until after he was
supposedly shot by the marshall. No, that was before the family
arrived. I guess grandma and grandpa were there but never

really talked to Gram about it.




ﬁ 4. What was life like in Skagway growing up and how did the
Depression affect that part of Alaska?

Actually the Depression didn’t really hit Alaska like nowadays. It
hit America and Alaska survives then later Alaska gets it and the
states survive. It is typical of the times we had electricity and
water, a lot of people thought we didn’t have those sorts of things.
Cold homes in the winter times because they weren’t designed or
built for cold. Often wind, Skagway is known for its wind, blows
from the south in the summer and the north in the winter. In the
Depression actually we were living in Tacoma for a year "28 and
‘29. 1 wasn’t very old but I do remember coming back to Alaska
after the crash in October- we came back to Skagway in December.
Dad couldn’t find work in Seattle or Tacoma so he came back to
Skagway and went to work for the railroad where he worked
before. He remained with the railroad until he retired. He was
section foreman and later B and B foreman and he retired as a B
and B foreman-built all the bridges and houses and everything on
the railroad. The railroad was a real steep grade, 4% is a number I
remember in one section, they had to get up there quick. The first

N twenty miles it goes up nearly 2,000 feet-and up and down canyons

to get there-a real feat in engineering.
So the Depression really didn’t affect Alaska like it did other parts
of the country?

No we didn’t have the problem with food that we did in

Tacoma. Mom would go pickin’ berries, we get to keep half of
them. We didn’t have much meat on the table- we were pretty
hungry and we got back up to Alaska and it was easier to survive.
I mean, really we had lots of food especially when mom worked for
the railroad, they always had good food because we lived on the
railroad in the summer. Nothing fresh, like vegetables, but the
basics, and money to buy it. And that was a big thing, during the
Depression the food was there but nobody could buy it.

5. Now your family worked closely with the railroad so how did
you get involved with aviation rather than the railroad?
Well that was because I watched those two pieces of iron going
over the hill and I said, “Hey I want to do something else”, and I
saw an airplane and I said, “That is for me”.




N 6. How old were you when you remember any contact with
airplanes?

Probably about eight years old. It was a Savoy Macci owned
by Tony Schwam and it stayed on the beach north of Juneau and
then he left it on the beach rotting away. It really wasn’t much of
an airplane anyway as far as being commercially useful- it didn’t
carry much of a load. It had quite a history, the airplane was
flown from Italy in an armada of them back in the 1930’s to a
convention of them in New York. And they sold them all in
America-I don’t know how they got them across the ocean but they
did! But they did scatter them around America and one ended up in
Juneau. That is my first airplane experience. After that I read
magazines and built models and the airplane finally came to town
probably about 1935. Slim Menathy flew tourists hops and up into
Whitehorse. Of course I hung around as close as I could but an 8 or

10 old kid they don’t allow them to close to airplanes!

So this sparked a curiosity or fascination with flying?
Yes, it’s like railroads were with the west in the 1800’s. Kids look
for the most exciting thing in their lives and airplanes became my

&) fife.

7. When you were 15 years old Hitler began overtaking
neighboring European countries. What was your reaction to this
aggression and did you believe at that time that the U.S. would
ever become involved?

Yes, I've got memories of a couple of Germans, young fellas
that came up on the railroad in the late ‘30’s. And I knew, ‘cause
we had a heck of a good school and the teacher was really strong
in history-Mrs Lotty Gaffy who taught fifth and sixth grade. And
we were kept abreast of all the activity over there. Ya, we were
aware of the German invasions and oppressions. These two young
fellas years later I got thinking about it-were they sent up there to
spy or what were they doin” there? Were they escaping Germany-
they were definitely German young fellas. My natural dad was in
World War I which was a war to shut down the Germans but it
didn’t work. They came back! My natural dad died when I was
two so I never had an opportunity to hear his side of the war side

'S of it. He was gassed in the trenches, pneumonia caused his lungs



gave out on him. I think it was about 1926, but I don’t really know.
My mom married my stepdad which was really my dad-I grew up
with him. A Swede from the old country.

Did you ever believe the U.S. would get involved over seas?
That is hard to say. I was pretty young and there was so much
newspaper boloney about we are going to stay out of this war, we
don’t belong in this war. And there was so many Germans in this
country that we didn’t want to have too much of an opinion in the
paper and in the government. It took the Japanese to get us really
involved we were mentally involved before that but we couldn’t get
physically involved because in America we had people for the
British and people against the British. And there was so many
feelings it was just hard to get as into it. We entered because we
built all kinds of stuff for the British but it was the same old story
of them speaking out of two sides of their mouth. But when the
Japanese attacked it was very simple. Germany declared war on
us, which a lot of people don’t realize. We didn’t declare war on
them. We declared war on Japan then Germany declared war on
us. That’s the thing that turned the tide and it made good sense
and everything went the right way. It was a popular war, we
were real hard to convince that we’ve got to go one way-with the
Germans or the British. And when the Japanese attacked and the
Germans declared war it was no problem.

8. Where were you at and what were you doing when you first

heard about the Japanese invading Pearl Harbor?
Oh ya, I sure do. It was Sunday and we heard it got bombed and
we had a meeting at school and the whole town was there because
it was the biggest place we had then. I was in high school then-
senior high. The military had sent a message for a guard by the
communications building, it was only one little shack about 30 foot
square. It had radios, an antennae and it was the only
communication out there. So they asked the town to set up a home
guard around 24 hours a day. Until they could get the military up
there to take over the guard duty. I wound up 4:00 to 8:00 in the
morning with a guy named Lee Gualt. They put one kid and one
adult and put them together. And we stood guard-colder than all
hell. It was very interesting, people don’t realize what little we




knew about the Japanese. Now they they got their feelings so they
are whitewashing the Japs and blackballing the Americans and
where were all these people, they weren’t there at the time. We
didn’t know whether the Japanese were coming up the canal
because Skagway was a key point in Alaska and heck they knew
more about Alaska than we did, we found out later. They had
pictures but we didn’t know, we guarded that radio shack and I
remember watching over that hill where if there would have been
airplanes they would have come from. And of course we watched
the water-it was right down on the waterfront. If there would
have been anything unusual all we would have done is to get that
radio man to send a message out. One week later the military
sent a contingency up from Haines that did all the guarding from
then on. And of course they came in later with a group of
waterfront guards because there was a lot of shipping going on
even before the Japs bombed we had a lot of shipping going
through Skagway. It was the only was to get stuff to the interior.

9. After high school did you go into the military?

No, I was 17 and mom wouldn’t sign the papers for me so I
couldn’t get in until they drafted me at 18 and I didn’t get in until
‘44. And I went into the air force because I had a little knowledge
of aviation but by then they had more pilots than they could handle.
So there was no way of getting pilot training in the airforce so I
became a mechanic. Which was good, I had some real good
training. Couldn’t have afforded it in the outside world and I
always wanted to go to school but the schools were so expensive

and I really didn’t have an agreement or anything.
So you got a free education in the service?
Yes I sure did!

10. At what age did you get married, who was your wife, and did
you have any children?
I got married September 1, 1948 to Margaret. That only lasted 10
years. I married Charolette December 1959 and then was divorced
on April 5, 1970. My son was born in 1955.

Where you working in Alaska at the time?
No at the time I had just gotten out of the service and I was



n getting my mechanic’s license in San Francisco and working in
e Chico for an old buddy. Just trying to make a living, it was kind of

exciting after the war. in aviation down there taking surplus
airplanes that you couldn’t dream of getting a chance to fly and buy
them for nothin’. Guys were buying BT-13 and buying them for
$600 to $800. That’s all the money they had and didn’t have money
to put gas in them, beautiful airplanes. My brother bought a P-51
in 1955 for $800. A real nice one, I got licenced and flew it around a
little bit in ‘55.

In Gerry Bruder’s book it mentions you flying bees from
Callifornia to Canada, is this during this time?

This was quite a bit later. I was flying copilot in a P-46 and
we had a few passengers perhaps a million or so. The plane was
totally stocked with bees, boxes of honeybees. There was an aisle
down the center and there was honeybees all over, we had about

as many on the outside as we did on the inside.

11. “Heroes of the Horizon” by Gerry Bruder mentions an
incident of a forced landing of a Seabee in 1949 due to a cut oil
n line could you expound on this?

It was just by accident that I noticed. You don’t realize how much
you watch for things. I had just taken off from Juneau and was
heading somewhere down towards Petersburg and just got out
over rough water and the gauge started flickering and I
immediately turned around for a place to land and landed behind
Marmot Island. And what it was is that the mechanic the night
before for some reason got playing with the prop took it off and
there was some oil rings that where delicate. When it was put back
on there was a hunk taken out of it so the oil pressure went right
on by. The prop was out back so I didn’t know it. By then it was
all covered with oil. When I called in and told them it was the prop
the mechanic guy knew what had happened brought out a new
seal. It took about ten miles to totally lose all oil pressure. Actually
this is quite common with Seebee. In fact later they put a mirror on
the strut so you can see the o0il. The prop was a problem and the
diaphragm on the fuel pump would leak and suck engine oil
overboard.
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12. At what point did you begin working for Fish and Wildlife and
what did your job entitle?

February 1953 and I always wanted to work for them. I was a
mechanic the first six months and worked into a pilot. In those
days all pilots were pilots/mechanics with the Fish and Wildlife.
The first years of being checked out in a Widgeon, I was looking in
my log book and was checked out in a Goose in March in ‘55.

I was more like a taxi driver, a bus driver, doing survey work,
taking guys with me-I always had guys with me. A surveyor or
game wardens, interesting trips taking people down checking
restaurants for selling wild game illegally. We would catch goats
in Homer put them on PMA and keep them in cages and fly them
down to Prince Wales Island or Baranof Island rather. And I guess
there is quite a population of them now but it was pretty sad, we
would lose about two-thirds of them. They would just die. One
died right in my arms. I picked him up from the airplane and
packed him up in the woods. He gave a couple of baas and he was
dead. It was just the trauma of people dealing with them. They
were tranquilized and that might have been a problem too. I
worked on a sea otter transplant too and it was with the state in
'65. And we would take ten sea otters on a trap, and each one was
in a pen. The first trip we took was down to Pelican, we lost about
3/4 of them. We would tranquilize them, put them in a box, and
about two hours later we would drop them off. It was a lot of loss,
it was pretty sad. I didn’t take long to figure out what we were
doing wrong-we weren’t putting water on them. What they were
saying at that time is that they were afraid to get their fur wet
because you might mat it. It’s not true and we developed the first
successful transplant of sea otter. You get really involved with
some of these projects. Catching fisherman on Bristol Bay is kind
of an interesting one. Some real bandits, we would play a cat and
mouse game with them. Those guys knew, they had been at it
longer than I had by far. One fourth of July I caught forty of them
out there. The fog started lifting and they were all above the line,
in illegal water. We flew low enough and caught forty of them.
We got convictions on all but two of them and a year later they
went to court with their fee lawyer and we had a typical dimwitted
district attorneys who just came out of law school who didn’t know
their fronts from their backs and we lost that one. We won most of
them. It wasn’t a case of trying to persecute anybody, they were in



























