
By Lori Russell

W  hen most people look at a 
 handful of cherry pits and 
a couple of candle stubs, 

they see trash.
Not Bryan Molesworth.
Despite being born with a rare 

metabolic disorder that left him 
legally blind and confined to a wheel-
chair for much of his life, Bryan was a 
natural entrepreneur and salesman.

When he looked at cherry pits and 
candle wax, he saw an opportunity to 
craft a simple, yet useful, product—
and to earn a buck or two.  

In the 1970s and ’80s, when 
Bryan was growing up on his family’s 
cherry orchard in Mosier, there 
were few educational programs and 
limited support for children with 
disabilities and their families.  

Despite the challenges, Bryan 
attended public school in The Dalles 
and enjoyed rafting and camping 
with his family.

After graduating from Wahtonka 
High School, he attended the 
Oregon School for the Blind in 
Salem.

It was there he learned the tech-
nique that would later spark his own 
business—how to make firestarters 
out of walnut shells and wax.   

“Bryan was very ambitious,” says 
his mother, Allene. “He wanted 
to make money and he wanted to 
work.”

When he returned to the Gorge, 
Bryan began fashioning firestarters 
of his own design, swapping cherry 
pits for walnut shells, and combining 
them with melted candle wax in a 
paper cup.  

“Bryan loved people,” Allene 
says. “If he didn’t have anything else 

Firestarters provide work, 
income for disabled

Above, Bryan Molesworth combines cherry pits and candle wax to make firestarters. Below, after Bryan died, the Columbia Gorge 
Center refined his idea and has continued to provide jobs making them. Opposite page, Bryan’s parents, Bryce and Allene, are proud 
of what Bryan accomplished.
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to talk to someone about, he’d talk 
about firestarters.”

She remembers the early days of 
her son’s endeavors when she found 
wax all over the family kitchen. She 
was a bit relieved when he moved 
his operation to the workshop at the 
Columbia Gorge Center, where he 
was a client.   

The nonprofit organization 
works to maximize the potential of 
people with disabilities in the Mid-
Columbia through job development 
and placement, community access, 
housing and other services. 

Always quick to share a joke and a 
laugh, Bryce Molesworth says his son 
proved to be as talented as a salesman 
as he was at assembling his product.

“Bryan had a client list a mile 
long, with addresses and telephone 
numbers,” his father says.

That list included the store at the 
Lost Lake Resort and a customer 
who drove from her home in 
Maupin to Mosier just to pick up 
her order from Bryan in person. 

A man from The Dalles who was 
unable to enjoy a fire in his home 
because of a respiratory condition 
succumbed to Bryan’s sales pitch 
and regularly bought his product, 

though he never lit a single one. 
Bryan continued developing and 

marketing his firestarters through 
the Columbia Gorge Center until 
his death in 2006 at the age of 42.

This winter, with the support of 
the Molesworth family, the center 
has resumed production of Bryan’s 
firestarters as an employment 
opportunity for its disabled clients.  

“The project is a way to continue 
Bryan’s memory and the great effort 
he made in his life’s work,” says Rita 
Rathkey, executive director of the 
center. “We are always looking for 
products with elegant simplicity that 
people can make and are extremely 
useful.” 

With grant funds from the 
Oregon Investment Board, Bryan’s 

firestarters have been redesigned for 
commercial sales—a cardboard box 
has replaced the paper cup—and 
now come in packages of six.

“The grant has allowed us to tell 
his story and to get his product on 
the shelf in local stores,” says Rita. 
“Bryan was such a social guy. I think 
he would like that.” 

The “green” product uses recycled 
pits from the Oregon Cherry 
Growers and wax from candles that 
have been donated to the center and 
its thrift store in The Dalles.

Each firestarter burns about 25 
minutes, and is lightweight enough 
to toss in a backpack and carry along 
when hiking or hunting. 

Local merchants Sawyer’s True 
Value Hardware in The Dalles and 
Rosauer’s in Hood River support the 
effort by stocking the product on 
their shelves. 

Allene and Bryce hope the simple 
item that was a large part of their 
son’s life will serve as his legacy by 
providing opportunities for others.

“It is so important that people 
have something to do,” Allene says. 
“Sometimes having meaningful 
work is as or more important than 
the money.” n
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The Columbia Gorge 
Center serves about 150 
clients from Wasco, Hood 
River, Klickitat, Sherman and 
Skamania counties each year.   

At its Pine Grove site, 
the center offers facility-
based employment programs, 
where disabled workers can 
choose from several paying 
job options, and receive more 
training and support than in a 
typical community setting. 

In addition to making items such 
as firestarters, aprons and bags 
printed with vintage fruit labels 
that the center markets directly to 
the public, the center has contracts 
with small businesses to create 
products and deliver services.

Clients work at a variety of 

jobs—from assembling hand 
pumps for inflatable rafts and 
fashioning bottle openers 
from recycled bicycle chains 
to processing bulk mailings 
and shredding documents. 
In the commercial sewing 
program, employees create 
marine and sporting gear tie-
down straps and sew bags to 
hold knife-sharpening tools. 

Clients work at county offices, 
grocery stores and animal 
shelters. Janitorial and grounds-
maintenance crews contract with 
facilities in both The Dalles 
and Hood River, including The 
Dalles Dam. They learn retail 
skills while working at the center’s 
thrift shop in The Dalles.

Proceeds from the shop support 

the organization and its programs. 
While Bryan Molesworth 

lived at home with his parents, 
some clients live in one of the 
center’s four group homes, two 
of which are in The Dalles. 
Others who live independently 
are supervised through a 
supported-living program. 

The center offers community 
services and placement, conducts 
vocational rehabilitation 
assessments and training, and 
helps disabled students who have 
completed high school transition 
to an adult setting. n	

For information about the Columbia 
Gorge Center and its services, 
call 298-4188 in The Dalles or 
(541) 386-3520 in Hood River.

Columbia Gorge Center Provides Jobs, Independence 


