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Waste Wood is no Longer
Wasted

As someone who grew up in Presto (not Preston), Idaho, Pres-to-logs
caught my attention early. I remember seeing them in grocery stores in
the 1950s and 1960s.

Bob Bowling, the chief engineer for Potlach Forests in Lewiston, was
looking for a way to use sawdust and wood shavings waste from
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sawmills and turn that byproduct into a revenue stream. Invented in
1929, just as the Great Depression began, the logs became a low-cost
fuel source for many people who couldn’t afford coal.

Bowling designed machines that used high pressure to bind sawdust
and shavings into uniform, dense briquettes without any added binders
or glue.

The uniform size and relative cleanness of the product made Pres-to-
logs easy to ship and store. They became common in railroad dining
cars, army kitchens, and CCC camps.
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The patent for the logs expired in 1960. Potlatch continued to produce
them until 1980, when they dissolved that part of the company. Today,
Pres-to-logs or their equivalent are manufactured by several
companies. The idea has morphed a bit, with those log-size logs
becoming pellets, using similar technology to manufacture wood stove
pellets.

The idea of pressing sawdust and chips into a valuable product led
Potlatch to develop paperboard and improve that staple of
construction, plywood. Today, most engineered wood products are
made to provide strength, not heat.

Another Idaho company, Trus Joist, founded in Boise, developed
products that enabled longer, stronger floor and roof spans with
engineered joists and beams. The Trus Joist brand is owned by
Weyerhaeuser today. (See Nugget below)
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Jazzy Idaho

When you hear the word Idaho, the first thing you think of is jazz, right?
Right?

Okay, maybe not. But there is a pretty great song called “Idaho,” a well-
known jazz piece. It was written by Jesse Stone, who, as far as I know,
had no connection to Idaho.

“Idaho” was originally recorded by Alvino Rey and his orchestra in 1941.
The next year, Benny Goodman had a version that hit number 4 on the
pop charts. Here’s a link to that one. You’ll probably have to endure a
few seconds of commercials before you get to it. Oh, and don’t expect
the singing to start right away. Guy Lombardo sold 4 million copies of
his version.

The song is a snappy little number. Even so, I was surprised to learn
that Stone was also the writer behind the decidedly rock, “Shake,
Rattle, and Roll.”

But, back to that original question about Idaho and jazz: If you’re a fan,
you can take in the annual Lionel Hampton Jazz Festival at the University
of Idaho.
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The cover for the sheet music of “Idaho.” Potatoes aren’t mentioned in
the song, but they made the cover!
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All Faces West

Thanks to Tom Trusky, who was the top sleuth of Idaho movies, I’ve had
an interest in them for several years. I recently ran across an oblique
mention of one I’d never heard of called All Faces West.

The mention of the movie included a note of regret that it was never
shown because it had been filmed as a silent movie just when talkies
were coming out. I decided to see what I could find out about it.

First, it was a movie with at least four titles. That’s not especially
unusual because a movie often goes into production with a working
title that changes before release. This one had two working titles,

The Exodus and The Exodus of the New World. It was meant to tell the
struggle of the Mormons as they moved West to Utah. It premiered in
Salt Lake City in 1929 under the title All Faces West to good local
reviews.

When it was put out for general release as Call of the Rockies in 1931,
there had been some changes. The movie had lost the original tie to
the story of the Mormons, and sound had been added. Sort of. There
was some narrative at the beginning of the film and at the end;
otherwise, the familiar dialogue cards were inserted to move the story
along. Oh, and they dubbed in some additional sounds, such as barking
dogs and whinnying horses, to thrill moviegoers.
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Those changes were probably the result of someone trying to cobble
together a flick that would make some money. The production
company had gone bankrupt after spending about $250,000 on the
project. Someone bought the rights to the film for $10,000.

Most of the movie was shot in Utah, but several scenes were filmed
near Heise Hot Springs and along the Snake River near Twin Falls.

So, not purely an Idaho movie but certainly one that should be included
in the history of Idaho filmmaking.
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Marie Prevost, one of the stars of All Faces West, later released as Call
of the Rockies. She appeared in 121 silent and sound films during her
20-year career. Sadly, Alcoholism took her life at the age of 40 in 1937.
Her death was one of the catalysts for the creation of the Motion

Picture & Television Country House and Hospital.
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The original Bruneau Dunes Observatory, constructed in 1998, used
engineered wood from Trus Joist. Though clad in metal, the circular
wall of the building sits on a 30-foot-diameter track, allowing the entire
building to rotate to position it for night-sky viewing. Trus Joist
donated the engineering and the product to the project, designing
one-off panels of engineered wood to fit the metal wheel to a ¼ inch
tolerance.

In 2023, the Idaho Department of Parks and Recreation constructed a
new observatory to house the remotely controlled 700 mm telescope,
the largest telescope available to the public in the Northwest.

It’s well worth a trip to the park to observe the stars. Check their
website for information. The original observatory is also still in use.
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Speaking of Idaho

rickjust@rickjust.com
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