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COLVILLE — The key 
to surviving in a time when 
so many saw mills in the 
Northwest have closed 
their 
doors 
boils 
down to 
two con-
cepts — 
collabora-
tion and 
innovation 
— says 
Duane 
Vaagen, president of Vaagen 
Brothers Lumber.

He said decades ago, 
his family recognized the 
need to evolve because the 
environmental movement 
changed forever how pub-
lic, and even private forest 
lands, are managed.

It became imperative, 
Vaagen said, to help envi-
ronmentalists and officials 
from natural resource 
agencies understand that 
managed harvests contrib-
ute to a healthy ecosystem.

“The forest is bipartisan, 
it doesn't have a party af-
filiation — it's for society,” 
he said. 

Overstocked and dis-
eased or bug-infested 
stands of trees on public 
lands have fueled cata-
strophic wildfires that have 
harmed animal habitat and 
led to large-scale pollution, 

Vaagen said. 
He said, although en-

vironmentalists initially 
believed disease and fire 
were naturally recurring 
parts of the forest, the high 
level of damage from fires 
has changed some minds. 

He said every tree pro-
duces thousands of seeds 
that can take root and 
create so much density that 
plants below the canopy 
are crowded out and animal 
habitat is adversely affect-
ed. Heavy fuel loads set the 
stage for fire disaster, he 
said.

“It's really about thin-
ning the forest,” Vaagen 
said. “You have to take 
care of the forests or the 
forests can't take care of the 
people.”

During the nearly 40-year 
period when every timber 
sale was being challenge 
in court, Vaagen said it be-
came necessary to stream-
line operations are much as 
possible at the family mills 
in Colville and Ute to keep 
operations up and running. 

The streamlining process 
has been ongoing, Vaagen 
said, and is now headed by 
daughter, Emily. Sons Kur-
tis and Russ are also part 
of the operation that was 
founded by brothers Bud 
and Bert Vaagen in 1952.

“There's a lot going on 
here but we're trying to 
look into the future so we 
can do a lot more,” said 
Duane.

The family has studied 
successful mills in  
Scandanavian countries 
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COLVILLE — The local 
man accused of holding up 
the Chevron gas station in 
early May has been trans-
ported back to Stevens 
County to face charges.

Jonathan Johnston, 23, 
made his first Stevens 
Coun-
ty court 
appearance 
Friday 
after being 
brought 
back from 
Califonia.

He is 
charged 
with the 
armed robbery of Whitty 's 
Chevron at 11 p.m. on 

May 7. Johnston fled town 
after being identified as a 
suspect in the crime, but 
turned himself in police 
at  Bishop, Calif., without 
incident. 

He waived his right to 
an expeditionary hearing, 
records show.

Spokane attorney Timo-
thy Trageser was appointed 
to represent Johnston, who 
will be arraigned on mul-
tiple charges at 8:30 a.m. 
Monday, June 3. 

Mayor Louis Janke said 
two officers were sent to 
California to escort John-
ston back to Colville.

The costs of overtime 
and travel have not yet been 
tabulated, he said.

While on the road, he 
said Johnston was housed 
overnight in jails that 
agreed to accept him. 

“These costs were some-
thing we hadn't planned 
on but were part of the 
process,” Janke said.

Police Chief Robert 
Meshishnek said, two days 
after the robbery, Johnston 
became the prime suspect 
based on information de-
veloping during the investi-
gation, which continues.

He s asking people with 
any information about the 
incident to call the Police 
Department at 509-684-
2525 or Stevens County 
Dispatch at 509-684-2555.

The robbery reportedly 
occurred while a single 

clerk was on duty. 
According to Jennifer 

Moore, manager of the 
Chevron at 370 W. Fifth 
Ave., the male clerk was 
held at gunpoint, then 
ordered by the robber to 
walk outside the store and 
lay on his stomach in the 
dirt behind a shed about 50 
feet away.

“He thought he was go-
ing to be shot,” she said.

StatesmanExaminer
Wednesday, May 29, 2019Vol. 78 No.22 

(USPS 520-680)

Inside: Graduation 2019     |     Sports: Boys, girls compete at state, Page B1

$1.25

— Editor’s Note: This is the 
fourth in a seasonal series exploring 
interesting places to visit along the 
highways and byways of Stevens, 
Ferry and Pend Orielle counties. 
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COLVILLE — A visit to 
the Keller Heritage Center 
can reveal interesting facts 
about the rich heritage of 

the area and the lifestyles of 
early settlers and American 
Indian tribes.

For example, Colville 
became the county seat 
only after John Hofstetter 
moved the county records 

in 1883 from Pinkney City, 
located about three miles to 
the northeast.

Hofstetter, a Swiss 
immigrant who had been 
a soldier at Fort Colville, 
established a brewery on 
land that became part of 
Colville. He made sure 
downtown streets were 
built wide enough to 
accommodate brewery wag-
ons, which helped provide 
adequate parking once cars 
emerged on the scene. 

The city of Colville in-
corporated in 1890 and was

Keller Heritage Center is 
a story waiting to be told

Johston returned 
from California to 
face varied charges
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Johnston

Robbery suspect makes first appearance

History brought 
to life in colorful 
exhibits, narratives 

Vaagen
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Vaagen stays 
ahead of times
Chief says key to 
survival is looking 
ahead to innovate
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City’s new grouch 
is ‘Huff-y’
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Kettle Falls:

Grouch1,660 friendly people and one
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KETTLE FALLS — 
Being the town grouch and 
doing it right is a lot of 
pressure, but Adam Huff 
feels he's the right man 
for the job — after all, he 
is the father of 3-year-old 
twins.

A lot of sleepless nights 
have honed his crabby 
skills, said Huff, although 
he admits it can be difficult 
not to smile a lot at Patrick 
and Declan's antics.

“That's maddening — 
I'm going to have to work 
on that,” he said. “I feel 
this title just validates my 
inherent grouchiness, gives 
it a purpose.” 

Huff sees it as a big 
responsibility to be the 
town's ambassador for the 
year, but feels a sense of 
pride every time he drives 
by the welcome sign to 
Kettle Falls and sees the 
strip across the bottom 
that reads: “Home to 1660 
friendly people and one 
grouch.”

“That's me,” said Huff, 

Continued on Page A2
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Adam Huff is taking the responsibility of being town grouch seriously enough to give up smiles.

Lest we forget...
Incoming Cmdr. Mark Smith, left, of Veterans of Foreign Wars Post No. 6963 in Colville, joins member 
Joe Hunt, in a flag-folding ceremony at Highland Cemetery on Memorial Day. Speaker Rob Brown, 
an Army, Navy and Marine veteran, urged the audience to educate others on the true meaning of the 
“holiday,” which is to remember the nation’s war dead and honor families of the fallen.
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CHEWELAH — The 
long-term care unit at St. 
Joseph Hospital will be 
shut down as soon as the 25 
residents can be placed in 
other facilities.

Chief Administrative Of-
ficer Ronald Rehn said the 
decision was made follow-

ing a mission-led discern-
ment process that factored 
in costs and best delivery of 
services.

“I was really a prayerful 
decision made by a diverse 
group of people,” he said. 

Although the decision 
was not based entirely on 
financial concerns, Rehn 
said that was part of it. 

He said  Medicare and 
Medicaid reimbursements 
are not keeping up with 
costs to run the facility. 

In addition, he said the 
shortage of health care 
workers in the area has 

made it difficult to keep 
staff positions filled. At 
times, he said 70 percent of 
the workforce in that unit 
has been contract.

Rehn said caregivers 
from long-term care will 
be able to apply for other 
positions within the two 
hospitals, four clinics and 
the home care agency op-
erated by parent company 
Providence Health Care. 

He said the health care is 
the largest private employer 
in the area with about 600 
staffers. 

“This is going to be hard 

on both of them because 
our caregivers do build 
bonds,” he said. “The long-
term care unit has benefited 
by the hard work they've 
done.”

Work is already underway 
to find new homes for the 
resident, which he esti-
mates will be done within 
the next few months, he 
said. Some will move into 
other local facilities and 
some might end up in other 
locations, depending on 
health-care needs. 

“We're doing to be 
working hard to make those 

arrangements because ev-
eryone is in limbo until we 
do,” he said. 

Rehn said closing the 
long-term unit will allow 
Providence to focus more 
on hospital, emergency, di-
agnostics and primary care. 
He said the health care 
team will also be evaluating 
different and additional 
health care services that are 
needed.

“Even though we made 
this decision in the best 
interest of the community 
as a whole, we realize this is 
difficult news,” he said.

who is wondering if he can 
hold the title for a lifetime.

People have much lower 
expectations 
for a certi-
fied grouch, 
he said.

As far 
as being a 
questionable 
role mod-
el for his 
children as a 
grouch, Huff is pragmatic.

“This is a case of do as I 
say, not as I do,” he said. 

Huff, 37, will repre-
sent the city at Town and 
Country Days, coming this 
weekend, and other events.

“I will use every and all 
opportunities to promote 
grouchiness,” he said. 

He is unsure how wife, 
Katie, is going to put up 
with him, and feels that 
some strategic consider-
ations will need to applied 

in the marital arena.
“I’ll pick and choose my 

battles,” Huff said.
He was chosen May 18 

for the vaunted position 
during One Grouchy Night. 
Proceeds from the contest 
where people voted with 
dollars went to Better 
World Day and Town and 
Country.

In reality, Huff was 
nominated for his years of 
charitable service to the 
community.  He donated 
a kidney last year to Justin 
Carstens, a Kettle Falls 
youth coach who needed a 
transplant. 

Huff has also volun-
teered four years on the 
city Planning Commission 
and is president of the 
parish council for Immac-
ulate Conception Catholic 
Church in Colville, a board 
he has served on for eight 
years.

On the lighter side, Huff 
is an actor with Woodland 
Theatre and plays bass gui-

tar for Spokane-based band, 
“Christylee and the Broken 
Rosary Whiskey Thieves.”

His day job at Rural Re-
sources Community Action 
is to help crime victims, 
which can be sobering, he 
said. 

He is proud of that work 
and humbled by the oppor-
tunity to help people get 
through tough times. 

“To tell the truth, I’m not 
that grouchy,” admits Huff, 
who said that is something 
he has to work on.

Doing an interview about 
himself is a good start, he 
said, since it put him in an 
uncomfortable place.

“I don’t like talking about 
myself,” he said.

Having a town grouch 
is a good, albeit slightly 
perverse way, of promoting 
community spirit in Kettle 
Falls, he said.

There are plenty of 
grouches to choose from, 
Huff said, so he is pleased 
to have risen so far so fast. 

After all, he was raised in 
Colville and has only lived 
in Kettle Falls for about 
eight years. 

He graduated from West-
ern Washington University 

in Bellingham with an 
English literature degree, 
which he said was useless 
enough to start him on the 
road to grouchiness. 

And the rest is history.
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She said the robber fled 
the scene with an undis-
closed amount of money 
and the clerk returned to 
the store to call police and 
owner Ankur Sood.

Although the clerk 
managed to finish his shift, 
Moore said he was trauma-
tized by the experience.

She said surveillance 
footage showed the serious 
intent of the robber, who 
stopped before entering the 
rear door to cock his gun.

Everyone at the station 
was nervous until they 
learned that Johnston had 

been arrested. Added secu-
rity measures were taken. 

Johnston makes first appearance in court
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Whitty’s Chevron on Fifth Avenue was the scene of an armed 
robbery at 11 p.m. on May 7.

Huff

Huff selected to represent city of Kettle Falls as its newest ‘grouch’

St. Joseph to shut down long-term care unit

and incorporated their 
technology into the lum-
ber-making processes. Most 
systems at the mill are fully 
automated.

Today, Vaagen has about 
170 people working at the 
Colville mill, which runs 
on two shifts weekdays, and 
another 200 in the woods. 

Duane said log trucks 
deliver up to 150 loads a 
day of smaller diameter logs 
— 4 to 14 inches — to the 
plant. In addition to smaller 
trees being more readily 
available, he said they make 
better lumber because their 
density adds strength. Larg-
er logs go to Boise Cascade 
or Columbia Cedar. 

Every quality log that 
comes into the plant is 
worth $2,000 in raw form 
and, if all goes well in the 
market, the value rises 
steeply when it is a finished 
unit of lumber. 

“It's an auction every day, 
you have to sell every truck 
load that comes in,” said 
Vaagen. “When the mar-
ket's bad you keep selling 
and you lower your costs.” 

Once timber arrives, the 
30-ton portal crane that 
towers over the log yard is 
used to unload trucks and 
get trees along the outside 
line that sorts them by 
species and size. 

Everything on trees 
moving through the mill is 
utilized for some purpose: 
50 loads of woody debris 
is sent to Avista's biomass 
plant in Kettle Falls a day; 
bark is chopped up and 
bagged and sold for garden 
mulch; trees that don't 
pass the test to become 
lumber are either turned 
into shavings for horse beds 
and other uses or ground 

into pulp for paper. Ash 
out of the boiler is used as 
fertilizer. 

“We utilize everything 
down to a 2-inch top,” said 
Vaagen. “The only things 
left are a few limbs and 
some needles.”

Green lumber cut into 
2x4, 2x6 or 2x8 planks that 
are 50 percent moisture. 
They spend about 48 hours 
in one of six kilns heated to 
220 degrees, which reduces 
moisture to 12-14 percent 
for stabilization. The raw 
planks are then planed into 
a finished product and 
packaged for shipment.

Seven hundred and fifty 
thousand board feet of lum-
ber is produced each day 
at Vaagen's mill in Colville, 

and a combined 1.5 million 
board feet at all operations. 

Thirty percent of pro-
duction costs are tied to 
transportation, getting logs 
to the site and delivering 
product to retailers, said 
Vaagen.

He took the helm of 
the company at the age of 
21 and never forgets that 
jobs and, to some degree, 
the economic health of 
the community depend 
upon his ability to foresee 
challenges down the road 
and adapt to keep the logs 
rolling in.

Vaagen, now 67, admits 
that never-ending change 
has gotten him a little 
frayed around the edges. 

He is pleased to have his 

children relieving some of 
the pressure by taking key 
roles to move the company 
forward. 

For example, Russ is in 
charge of Vaagen Timbers, 
an arm of the company that 
is building a plant that will 
produce cross-laminated 
and glued-laminated timber 
components that can be 
used in place of steel and 
concrete in construction. 

Russ said in an interview 
with the Statesman-Examin-
er earlier this year that the 
product would boost the 
affordable housing market 
by giving contractors the 
ability to keep pace with a 
fluctuating demand. 

He explained that, while 
concrete and steel are 

complex and labor inten-
sive, wooden components 
simplify construction. 

He anticipates the new 
product being marketed 
around the globe. 

Duane admits that he 
has not yet toured the new 
40,000 square foot build-
ing being erected by Russ 
to accommodate produc-
tion of the new timber 
components. He said the 
facility will be finished this 
summer and he may visit it 
before then, or wait for the 
grand opening.

“You can't change fast 
enough,” he said. “We are 
always tweaking things and 
looking for ways to ramp up 
production.”

Vaagen weathers storms by embracing change
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Duane Vaagen answers questions about the diameter of trees processed by Vaagen Brothers Lumber from Sherry Copeland, a U.S. Forest 
Service employee from Olympia, during a recent tour of officials from 15 western states at the mill. The family-owned and operated 
company stays on the cutting edge of the times, says Vaagen, by continually looking at ways to increase efficiencies and utilize new 
technologies. 


