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It’s one thing to build a life. But it’s another to experience it. My dad strapped himself to that philosophy and held 

on for the ride.     I’ve been told my dad has always been a creative guy and one who works relentlessly to “get 

it right.” If he came across a problem, he’d tinker with it until he figured it out. Then he’d build it with exceptional 

craftsmanship. So when people started asking him to build vans to treat patients or go on cross-country vacations, 

he realized he could use his hands to craft people’s dreams into a reality.     Working together at Waldoch Crafts, 

I see his dedication in motion every day. His creativity and craftsmanship fuels the business as a staple in the 

industry. But when the road gets bumpy and the wheels fall off, he never gets off the ride. He tinkers until he 

figures it out and keeps going.      This book isn’t just about trucks and vans, though that would still be pretty cool. 

My dad’s story takes you off roading on the twists and turns of building a business, a family, and a community 

of movers and shakers. I hope as you read through these pages, you get a glimpse of my dad’s dedication to 50 

years of customizing your dream and taking you there. 
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Don Waldoch has always loved to work with hands. The ability to 

create and develop solutions from a simple idea or vision has been 

at the foundation of his personal success and that of the Waldoch 

Company which he founded. From working in the sod fields near his 

childhood home in Forest Lake, Minnesota, to tinkering on cars and 

trucks in his parent’s driveway, the tangible rewards and satisfaction 

of physical labor have always been something Don has loved.
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With a passion for woodworking, and upon 
being accepted to a Minneapolis vocation-
al school at the age of 18, Don continually 
honed his woodworking skills. He could often 
be found after class working in his parent’s 
garage smoothing and shaping wood, turn-
ing raw lumber into a cabinet or table. While 
most of the projects were personal, Don’s first 
“order” would soon come courtesy of an in-
structor at the school who was instrumental in 
teaching Don a critical business lesson.
 People often would come to the school 
looking to have items made by the students. 
Having to only pay for the materials, it was 
a great value for them, and a great learning 
opportunity for the students. Having already 
proven himself as a good fabricator, Don was 
given an opportunity by Mr. Hans Garnes, an 
instructor at the school, to build cabinets for 
a gentleman named Bruce Johnson from Edi-
na, MN. However, unlike most requests, this 
time Don would be paid for the work and thus 
would have to create the cabinets at home, 
after school.
      With the opportunity, Mr. Garnes also of-
fered Don something else ... advice that would 
turn out to be far more valuable than the $300 
he would make every two weeks when six 
cabinets were completed. According to Don, 
Hans was incredibly meticulous, and when he 
asked Don to take on the task of building the 
cabinets, he did so with the following words 
of wisdom - “If you do a good job, people will 
always come back.”



      Those words rang true every time another 
set of cabinets were ordered. Soon Don was 
making more than double of what he was at the 
sod farm, and it was the first time he realized 
that creating something with his hands could 
become something more than just $300.
      The cabinets were good, and clearly Mr. 
Garnes had confidence in Waldoch’s capa-
bilities when he asked him to take on a more 
challenging project. A project for a doctor 

who would be taking a van 
to South America to treat 
patients. The ask ... create 
custom cabinets for the van 
in just two short weeks.
      Don built the cabi-
nets. They fit perfectly. And 
it was at that moment, the 
impetus for a new industry 

was born in a small garage, by a young man, 
in rural Minnesota.

“If you do a good 
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al school at the age of 18, Don continually 
honed his woodworking skills. He could often 
be found after class working in his parent’s 
garage smoothing and shaping wood, turn-
ing raw lumber into a cabinet or table. While 
most of the projects were personal, Don’s first 
“order” would soon come courtesy of an in-
structor at the school who was instrumental in 
teaching Don a critical business lesson.
 People often would come to the school 
looking to have items made by the students. 
Having to only pay for the materials, it was 
a great value for them, and a great learning 
opportunity for the students. Having already 
proven himself as a good fabricator, Don was 
given an opportunity by Mr. Hans Garnes, an 
instructor at the school, to build cabinets for 
a gentleman named Bruce Johnson from Edi-
na, MN. However, unlike most requests, this 
time Don would be paid for the work and thus 
would have to create the cabinets at home, 
after school.
      With the opportunity, Mr. Garnes also of-
fered Don something else ... advice that would 
turn out to be far more valuable than the $300 
he would make every two weeks when six 
cabinets were completed. According to Don, 
Hans was incredibly meticulous, and when he 
asked Don to take on the task of building the 
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In the early 1970s, far from Minnesota, on the coast of California,  

a new van fad was growing in popularity. While the style didn’t have  

a name, it caught the attention of a good friend of Don who had 

 recently purchased a flat nose Ford van. Don and his friend Tony 

would pour over the auto magazines of the time and were influenced 

by the highly customized vans often featured inside. Inspired by  

this West Coast scene, they converted Tony’s van into their own  

interpretation of a conversion van. 
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Proud of their creation, Don and Tony visit-
ed several area dealers, showing off the van 
in hopes of attracting more work, while also 
looking at other vans for ideas for future de-
signs.
      Don’s hustle and creativity led to a work-
ing relationship with two area Dodge dealers. 
The newfound business also prompted Don to 
convince his father to “add-on” to the family 
garage - creating a dedicated workspace for 
his small, but growing conversion company.
      While most of those early vans were built 
to spec for area dealers, one special request 
would dramatically change the trajectory of 
Don’s business. A custom van for MLB Hall 
of Famer and batting champion Rod Carew, 
who at the time was playing for the Minnesota 
Twins.
      “Rod and his wife would come out to my 
little shop and check on the progress of the 
van,” Don recalled. “I just remember, they were 
nicest people. Rod had just signed a contract 
with the Twins for something like $100,000, 
and I was like holy cow! I couldn’t believe I was 
building a van for someone who was making 
that kind of money.”
      Carew was a sports hero in Minnesota, and 
upon completion of the van, a local newspa-
per did a story on Rod and his newly acquired 
“Waldoch conversion van”. Word of mouth 
spread, and soon Don was receiving orders 
from “movers and shakers” throughout the 
metro area.
      It was that van, those relationships, and 



that exposure which ultimately catapulted the 
business to a new level. A level that would 
soon have Don building 100 conversion trucks 
for Midwest Ford dealers (an upfit eventually 
known as the Northlander package), and also 
showcasing a Ford conversion to those same 
dealers leading to a period of rapid growth 
and more valuable lessons.

ROD CAREW
MLB Hall of Famer 
for the Minnesota Twins“Rod had just signed a   
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  Twins for something  
    like $100,000, and 
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who at the time was playing for the Minnesota 
Twins.
      “Rod and his wife would come out to my 
little shop and check on the progress of the 
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Not long after those Ford conversion trucks were delivered to  

dealers in what was known at the time as a “drive-away event”, the 

phone started to ring. There was a problem...wheels were literally 

falling off the trucks.

      According to Don, there was a mix up of wheels and the types  

of lugs needed to hold them in place. “We ended up replacing all  

of them...400 wheels. We didn’t know it at the time, but that kind of 

service was never really experienced before.
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We stood behind our product, and the deal-
ers noticed and stuck with us. In fact, there are 
dealers today we work with that still remember.”
      That kind of service and quality has re-
mained a pillar of the company ever since. Don 
has always believed integrity is best exempli-
fied through actions, not words. It’s why the 
company remains adamant that if something 
goes wrong, you make it right. At Waldoch ev-
ery part of every vehicle, from the smallest to 
the biggest, is of the highest quality, installed 
by the best people, and backed by a level of 
service that always answers the call...even 
when the wheels fall completely off.



“We ended up 
        replacing all of 
   them...400 wheels.”
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Early on, when Don was building cabinets in his parents garage, or 

working late in the basement where he kept his very first Unisaw, 

his mother would ask him when he was going to get a “real job”. 

Fast-forward to 1978, after the company had acquired enough  

capital to build a 7,500 sq ft. fabrication and manufacturing facility, 

Don finally felt confident enough to declare this was his real job.
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The conversion market for vans and trucks 
had exploded, and along with help from his 
brother Larry, Waldoch gained access to the 
factory “pools”, a fleet of factory vehicles 
which Waldoch would convert and then deliv-
er directly to dealers.
      With the volume of conversion vehicles in-
creasing dramatically, so too did the number 
of employees. Yet, Waldoch remained true to 
the lessons learned from those early days.
      “I remember looking at other conversion 
vans, and frankly, they weren’t very good. I 
knew we could do better. It would bug me to 
see something not done to perfection...so I’d 
make sure we corrected it before the vehicle 
left our facility.”
      That perfectionist approach and the re-
wards that come with it were instilled in Don 
well before he ever built his first cabinet.
      “My brother and I used to shovel my grand-
mother’s driveway for a dollar when we were 
kids,” Don recalled. “One time after finishing 
her driveway, she gave me a two-dollar tip, 
which was a lot of money back then. She said 
my brother always left a ridge of snow, but 
when I shoveled...it was perfect. I never told 
my brother,” Don said with a chuckle, “but that 
idea of doing things the right way, even when 
no one is watching, really stuck with me.”
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By the early 1980s, the conversion van and truck industry exploded 

in popularity, and so too did Waldoch. The company had gained ac-

cess to the manufacturer “pools” of  vehicles from the “big three” – 

Dodge, Ford, and Chevrolet and the company earned and maintained 

the 10 “Best Sales and Quality” position with both Ford and General 

Motors. In addition, Waldoch was working directly with big volume 

dealers across the nation.
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However, they were not alone; with the boom 
of the conversion industry several other play-
ers entered the market all looking to grab a 
piece of the pie.
      Trouble in the late 90’s to early 2000’s, how-
ever, was on the horizon. The market changed, 
consumer appetite shifted, and the conversion 
vehicle industry nearly collapsed. Many of Wal-
doch’s competitors left the market.
      “We went from a high of 220 employees 
to 7,” remarked Don. “The conversion indus-
try dried up...many of our competitors quit, 
and many of the suppliers in the market were 
owed money. We were on the ropes.”
      As Don puts it, Waldoch was hemorrhag-
ing cash, most of those who remained worked 
for no paycheck in order to keep the company 
going. The company attempted to branch out 
into other markets, even building fish houses, 
but Don’s heart remained in the conversion 
vehicle market.
      “I was too proud to quit. I needed to take 
care of my family and the employees that re-
mained. In my heart, I just knew it would come 
back so we never quit doing what we loved 
to do. We kept building the best conversion 
vehicles possible.”
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There are three parts to every storm, a beginning, an end, and an  

opportunity. When the storm clouds of the collapse of the conversion 

vehicle industry finally cleared, only a handful of brands remained … 

amongst them was Waldoch. Don’s perseverance helped Waldoch 

weather the storm, and new opportunities emerged.
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“The world changed,” said Don. “We had to 
reestablish ourselves, and we had to educate 
a new generation of buyers what a conversion 
vehicle was and what it could do for them.”
      Fortunately, many things central to the 
Waldoch company never changed – a mission 
to lead through innovation; a steadfast com-
mitment to quality; the value of hiring and re-
taining the highest caliber and most talented 
employees; and a promise of customer ser-
vice to always make things right.
      Don’s vision and enthusiasm to “stick with 
it” led to Waldoch experiencing growth and 
success once again. “I just believe that not 
everyone wants to drive a truck or SUV that 
looks like their neighbors,” Don said. “As long 
as they keep building cars, we’re gonna keep 
offering ways to customize them.”



“The world changed, 
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In 2024, Waldoch celebrated 50 years of business and is stronger 

and better than ever. The brand’s legacy, experience, and knowledge 

give Waldoch a distinct advantage as it looks to expand within the 

market and explore new ones.
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“Nobody has done this as long as we have,” 
said Don. “That 50-years of knowledge is 
powerful, and I know nobody can build a prod-
uct better than we can. But you also can’t be 
afraid to try new things.”
      Confidence has never been in short sup-
ply at Waldoch, it’s something that can be felt 
throughout the organization and the Waldoch 
family, especially within Don’s son Billy, who 
will help guide the company forward for the 
next 50-years.
      “I’ve poured everything into this company,” 
said Don, “and I’m so proud of what we’ve ac-
complished. I’m especially proud of how Billy 
has put his stamp on things. He’s got great 
ideas and a tremendous vision of where the 
future of Waldoch is headed. That’s the thing, 
you have to keep moving ... keep moving the 
company ahead, and that’s what we’re always 
going to do.”
 “I would like to acknowledge all the great 
people that have and still work for this compa-
ny in order to get where we are today. Espe-
cially my family — Sheila busted her tail while 
raising 6 kids. All the kids ended up worked for 
Waldoch at some point through their careers 
— all contributed immensely — more than 
they will ever know! They really helped keep 
me motivated not to quit. Also, my son-in-law 
Tom has been a tremendous asset!”
 To Don, it’s always been family.
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