Wednesday morning, January 1, 2020, the sun broke through remnant storm clouds and cast the fragment of a rainbow
across the eastern Sierra mountains…
We survived 2020, when many in the world did not. When so many struggled just to breathe, we found the renewing
breath of shin kokyu. In a year of separation and connection, of limitation and freedom, of challenges and adaptations,
we are truly grateful for our many blessings.

The first months of the year, before the magnitude of the pandemic was understood or felt, we travelled and enjoyed
activities as in previous years. In late January our little community of Minden/Gardnerville presented a concert by wellknown violinist Elizabeth Pitcairn. The venue was small, perhaps holding an audience of about 100. The highlight of this
event is that Ms. Pitcairn owns and performs on the 1720 “Red Mendelssohn” Stradivarius violin that is said to have
inspired the film “The Red Violin”. A month later we travelled to Monterey to participate in a number of Aikido-related
activities, the highlight being Danielle receiving her shihan (master teacher) certificate, awarded by the head of the art,
Moriteru Ueshiba, Doshu, and presented by Michael Friedl, Sensei, CAA Division Head. On that same trip, with dear
friends Laurin and Trisha Herr, and tickets we had obtained months earlier, we attended a “Farewell Tour” concert by
the Chieftains, guest musicians, and dancers. What a joyful experience!

We returned from Monterey and within days we were both quite sick. News of the pandemic was rapidly dominating
the news. Danielle began experiencing difficulty breathing and was given a chest x-ray, which came back negative. We
were both very much under the weather for several weeks, but neither of us ever had an elevated temperature. Was it
COVID-19? We don’t know.

Before last March, we thought ZOOM was a sound that race-cars made. It very quickly became our primary means of
staying connected with the people and activities that were most important to us. We began participating in a “Morning
Misogi” ZOOM class, 3 days a week, hosted by our dear friend, Linda Holiday, 7th Dan, chief instructor at Aikido of Santa
Cruz. The 30-minute class includes reflections on spiritual teachings, meditative breathing (shin kokyu), and simple
physical movements. On several occasions throughout the year, we both had opportunities to teach at Aikido-related
ZOOM classes/seminars. We are grateful for the opportunity to continue teaching and training in the “Art of Peace”.
These new ways of practice encourage us to explore new perspectives and new depths on what it means to truly
connect with ourselves and with others in harmony. For Michael’s birthday, Danielle setup a surprise ZOOM meeting,
and friends from around the world joined in to wish a Happy Birthday. On May 29th, we celebrated our 20th anniversary.
The annual Mt. Baldy Retreat was cancelled this year, so instead of renewing our vows where we married 20 years ago,
we were joined by members of the Aikido community, family, and friends in a Zoom ceremony, in our backyard. As we
renewed our vows, for our Emerald Anniversary, we exchanged rings that we had a local jeweler make, using emeralds
we bought in Cartagena on our Panama Canal cruise in 2003.

As the weather warmed, our au naturel backyard exploded with an abundance of beautiful, purple wildflowers. Two
weeks later they were just weeds hiding a rapidly spreading curse of goatheads (puncture vine)! Time to begin working
on landscaping our backyard. Long ago this area of Carson Valley was a river bed; thus, the soil is loaded with an
amazing quantity of rocks ranging from gravel size to football size. After clearing the weeds Michael started clearing and
sorting the surface level rocks. The photo below shows the surface rocks cleared from less than half of the backyard.
We didn’t have a specific landscape design in mind, so what is emerging is unfolding somewhat organically. Many of the
rocks collected will end up being part of the finished landscape.

Our brother-in-law Kent helped Michael install a 3-person bench swing in the back corner. When the weather is nice,
we love to sit together, swinging gently, while eating lunch and enjoying the view of the valley and mountain range to
the south. And, of course, when the grandkids are visiting, they enjoy it as well ☺
In the spring we’ll plant a lawn in the area to the right of the bridge and fill in the temple bell hill with cocoa-lava gravel.

With our Airstream travel trailer (STLLLA) serving as a mobile ‘shelter/bubble’, we were able to safely travel quite
extensively during the year. We acquired a 230-watt portable solar panel, which allows us to occasionally camp in more
remote areas. We gave them a ‘trial’ run during a June trip up to Graeagle. Our travel preparations included studying
for and receiving our Amateur Radio (HAM) operator’s licenses. Danielle’s call sign is K1DJS and Michael’s is K7MGS.
We returned to Monterey (Laguna Seca) later in June for our grandson Brennan’s 5th birthday. As a birthday present,
Michael took Brennan for a ride on the Roaring Camp railroad. With everyone wearing masks, it looked a trainload full
of (mostly young) train robbers ☺ We also made short trips to nearby campgrounds in the mountains. In August, after a
mutual two-week self-quarantine, our friend Linda Holiday joined us for 3 days at Silver Lake to celebrate her birthday.
And in September, joined by Colin and Brennan, we camped at Blue Lakes for several nights, until the governor closed all
campgrounds due to the wildfires engulfing (it seemed) the entire state of California.

We took two long trips with STLLLA. The first was in July where we took our 9-year-old grand-daughter, Aria, with us on
a two-week, 3100-mile journey to visit Michael’s cousins in Lewistown, Montana. Along the way we stopped at 3
National Parks: Craters of the Moon, Yellowstone, and Glacier. An annotated photo album from the trip is on our
Shutterfly page at https://michaelgsmith.shutterfly.com/pictures/2700. Among the trip highlights: an up-close
encounter with a bison; watching Old Faithful geyser erupt; touring Jackson Ranch with cousin Becky Jackson on an ATV;
everything we saw in Glacier National Park, including wild mountain goats and bighorn sheep, and overnight camping in
the middle of an alpaca ranch and a blueberry farm. On the return trip we decided to detour through Clark Fork, Idaho,
so that we could see the 20 undeveloped acres that her parents had recently bought as a future homesite.
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In mid-November we took our 8-year-old grand-daughter, Kara, with us on a two-week, 2800-mile trip to 8 National
Parks. We visited all the National Parks in Utah (Zion, Bryce Canyon, Capitol Reef, Arches, Canyonlands), Mesa Verde in
Colorado, and Painted Desert/Petrified Forest and Grand Canyon in Arizona. An annotated photo album from the trip is
on our Shutterfly page at https://michaelgsmith.shutterfly.com/pictures/2847. At Zion NP, we inquired about the
“Junior Ranger” program and Kara was very enthusiastic about participating. We took the workbooks and Michael
worked each day with Kara to complete the requirements. And before we left Zion NP, she had earned her first Junior
Ranger badge! By the end of our trip, Kara had earned additional badges at 5 other National Parks. So very PROUD of
her! We are also grateful to find a program that helps us appreciate our parks, even more. Other highlights of the trip:

seeing Zion Canyon with the first snowfall of the season; Kara and a Great Blue Heron; “A Journey Through Time” Scenic
Highway 12; the hoodoos of Bryce Canyon; Kara standing beneath the Double Arch in Arches NP, and Kara wearing her
Junior Ranger outfit at the Grand Canyon. By year’s end we had added 9,086 miles to our travel log with STLLLA, bringing
the cumulative total to 20,681 miles on 33 trips. Now just 4,220 miles shy…
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Although the pandemic limited our ability to meet with family and friends, we found several opportunities to meet up
with relative safety. Our friends, Alex and Nancy twice visited us from California in their beautiful, new Unity RV. We
met the grandkids for the triple birthday celebration (Jaclyn, Aria, and Kara) and a trip to Bishop’s Pumpkin Farm. Aria

and Kara stayed with us for 5 days in December, which was spent making Christmas gifts and goodies, and a day trip
snow-sledding at Kirkwood. On December 21st, Michael set up the big 13” Odyssey telescope in our backyard and we
invited Michael’s sister Sharon and her husband Kent over to observe the “Christmas Star”/Solstice conjunction of Mars
and Jupiter. We celebrated Christmas at home with a ZOOM dinner with our friend Linda Holiday. On the 4th Day of
Christmas, we met Colin and the grandkids at a park in Colfax for lunch and to exchange Christmas gifts. Spending time
with family; taking the grandchildren on trips in the Airstream – these are the dreams we had when we retired and
moved to Nevada. While Michael still works part-time as a consultant to SHOP.COM, we are grateful to be able to fulfill
our dreams to whatever degree the universe allows.
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We embrace 2020 with gratitude and look forward with faith, hope and courage. We feel the connection with you and
envision being able to embrace our families and friends. Blessings for abundant health and joy.
Love,
Michael & Danielle

