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“Everyone had faith in the future, believing the entire area would 
be filled with homes in the next few years.” 
GEORGE MANSFIELD, General Manager, Dakota Power Company
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CONSOLIDATING 
POWER

2
As Americans discovered the marvelous ways in 
which electricity could be used, household and 
industry demand skyrocketed. Improvements in 
transmission engineering enabled a transformation 
in power generation. Small, local plants were 
replaced by larger facilities requiring more capital. 
Savvy entrepreneurs tapped the financial markets 
in cities like Chicago and New York for money. 
They began to create regional and then national 
power companies that even touched frontier 
communities on the Great Plains. 
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With new developments in the technology 
of power generation and transmission after the 
turn of the century, the electric industry grew 
dramatically across the United States. While 
smaller power companies struggled to earn a 
decent return, entrepreneurs with access to 
national capital markets began consolidating 
power generation in larger, more efficient 
plants. Under the umbrella of national holding 
companies, they flourished subject to a limited 
and benign regulatory structure.

While these business combinations delivered 
operational efficiencies and lower costs, they 
posed some risks to investors and customers. 
Speculators often gained control of young utility 
companies and destabilized management as the 
companies were bought and sold quickly. Some 
investors who bought shares in these holding 
companies didn’t have a clear idea of the value 
of the underlying assets or the strength of these 
businesses. Meanwhile, customers looking for 
reliable service and attention to the needs of 
a local market often found it difficult to find 
anyone willing to be accountable. Far from 
Wall Street, customers and power company 
employees in South Dakota felt the impact of 
these national trends.

CONSOLIDATING IN THE NORTHERN HILLS
In the Black Hills, this movement toward 
consolidation was led by two new local companies: 
Consolidated Power and Light Company and 
Dakota Power Company. Between 1905 and the 
late 1920s, these two companies gradually acquired 
all of the independent electric companies in the 
Black Hills region. By the 1930s, they would be 
integrated into a large national holding company. 
Then, on the eve of World War II, they would be 
spun off as an independent entity, known as the 
Black Hills Power and Light Company.

Companies in the northern Black Hills were 
the first to come together. In June 1905 the 
Belt Light and Power Company of Lead and 
the Black Hills Electric Company of Deadwood 
merged and became Consolidated Power and 
Light Company of South Dakota. Despite 
its name, Consolidated Power and Light was 
actually a Wyoming corporation, but three years 
later the company dissolved and the assets were 
transferred to a new business with the same 
name, but incorporated in Maine. 

Consolidated Power and Light was initially 
managed by Harris Franklin. Franklin, born 
Finkelstein, was a Jewish Polish immigrant who 

had come to the United States as a teenager at the 
end of the Civil War. He made a fortune from his 
various investments in saloons, hotel rooms, cattle 
and banking in Deadwood’s pioneer days. Yet at 
the time of the creation of Consolidated Light 
and Power he was nearing the end of his sojourn 
in Deadwood. Widowed three years earlier, he 

Nathan Franklin (center, standing with walking 
stick under his left arm) would become president 
of Consolidated Power & Light. On Easter Sunday in 
1890 he posed with friends for a portrait.



remarried in 1905 and moved to New York, leaving 
his son Nathan to succeed him on the board of 
Consolidated Power and Light. 

Nathan Franklin expanded Consolidated’s reach 
in June 1910 when the company purchased the 
assets of the Black Hills Traction Company and 
the stock of Black Hills Water Power Company 
for $538,342. The company’s assets included 
a canal that ran water from Crow Creek and 
Redwater Creek via a wooden flume to a power 
house where the water turned two 1,000 horse 
power turbines connected to a 500 kW 3-phase, 
60 cycle Westinghouse generator.  

Consolidated grew again less than two years 
later when it bought the Belle Fourche Electric 
Light, Heat and Power Company on April 25, 
1912 for $50,000. A disastrous fire had nearly 
ruined the Belle Fourche company and the 
owners were eager to sell.

Homestake Mining Company had constructed a 
water power plant near Spearfish in 1911. The city 
of Spearfish had agreed to allow the construction of 
the plant in exchange for Homestake’s agreement 
to provide power for a new system of incandescent 
street lights. In 1915, Homestake agreed to sell its 

interest in the Spearfish Electric Light and Power 
Company to Consolidated for $35,000, but 
retained the hydroelectric plant to provide power 
to its own operations.

With most of the leading communities of the 
Northern Black Hills integrated into the 
company’s operations, Consolidated lacked only 
the town of Sturgis. The first power plant in Sturgis 
had been built by J.A. Ward in 1896. The plant 
had changed hands several times over the next ten 
years, with each new owner adding new equipment. 
The company’s most important customer was 
the nearby army outpost of Fort Meade. But the 
company also boasted that it provided power to 
the volunteer fire department’s innovative electric 
alarm system. In 1916 Consolidated completed 
its buying spree when it bought the Sturgis Light 
and Power Company for $32,650.
 
With the acquisition of Sturgis Light and Power, 
Consolidated served a population of over 32,000 
in three counties with offices in Deadwood, Belle 
Fourche and Spearfish. The population was not 
large, but customers paid their bills. According 
to company records, uncollectible accounts 
amounted to less than two cents on every $10 
of gross revenue between 1910 and 1915. Under 

Nathan Franklin’s leadership, net income had 
grown – from $105,159 in 1908 to $176,915 in 
1915 – yet so had its invested capital. Earning an 
adequate return continued to be a challenge.

Meanwhile, in the Central Black Hills, a relative 
newcomer had launched a similar effort to 
consolidate the electric market.
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The Redwater hydroelectric plant was completed in 
December 1907. Located near the junction of Crow 
and Redwater Creeks in the northern Black Hills, 
the plant was intended to power an electric trolley 
running from Belle Fourche to Deadwood. The trolley 
line was never built.
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FLUME PROVIDES POWER FOR RAPID CITY
Louis Richards and his partners had hoped to get 
rich in 1904 by blasting the hillsides along Rapid 
Creek with water to find gold. They secured 
the rights and built a wooden flume and dam to 
channel water to their hydraulic cannon. As mud 
washed down the hillside, they sluiced it for gold, 
but the operation was never very profitable. In 

1907, Richards invited George Mansfield to look 
over the waterworks and see if he could figure 
out a more profitable venture. 

In his life and his personality, Mansfield 
represented the transition from frontier 
entrepreneurship to stable commercial success. 
At 53, he had seen the country and was still 
looking for his main chance in life. Born and 
raised in New Haven, Connecticut, he had 
moved west to Chicago in the 1870s. He worked 
in the wholesale grocery industry, and when his 
firm needed someone in Rapid City in 1883, he 
moved to the Black Hills. He married a Rapid 
City schoolteacher and deepened his connection 
to the community. “Everyone had faith in the 
future,” Mansfield later wrote, “believing the 
entire area would be filled with homes in the 
next few years.” Inspired by the enthusiasm of 
local boosters who predicted that Rapid City 
would become “The Denver of the Black Hills,” 
Mansfield invested with a number of leading 
businessmen in the creation of a street railway 
company. With a franchise obtained from the 
city, the backers laid tracks down Main Street 
from the Hotel Harney to the South Dakota 
School of Mines. For “motive power” the group 
employed “an old white horse.”

The street railway didn’t make Mansfield’s fortune. 
In 1886 he left South Dakota to work for a wholesale 
hardware store in Iowa. He returned to Rapid City 
four years later to launch a real estate and insurance 
agency. His timing couldn’t have been worse. A 
prolonged regional drought and a major national 
depression in 1893 led to an exodus from the 

As miners exhausted the gold in streams they 
used high pressure hoses to blast the hillsides. 
Running the mud through their sluice boxes they 
collected more gold.

In 1901 electric cars replaced a steam locomotive 
on the light rail that ran between Lead and 
Deadwood. The Belt Light and Power Company of 
Lead converted 11,000 volts AC to 600 volts DC 
to power the Burlington inter-urban trolleys. The 
company produced the power at the Pluma plant. 



Black Hills. Between 1890 and 1900, Rapid City’s 
population declined from 2,128 to 1,342. 

Struggling financially, Mansfield, nevertheless, 
found time to serve on the city council. He was 
elected mayor in 1898, but a salary of $1.00 a year, 
didn’t support his wife and family. That fall, he 
moved again. This time he and his family travelled 
to Mexico City where Mansfield took a job with an 
American mineral company. “We realized a great 
mistake had been made in bringing the children 
to that country,” Mansfield said. Soon, the family 
returned to the Midwest. After a brief tenure at 
a furniture factory in Michigan, Mansfield came 
back to Rapid City to work for the Tom Sweeney 
Hardware Company, one of the largest mercantile 
stores in South Dakota. 

Mansfield was still working for Sweeney when he 
visited Louis Richards’ mining operation in 1907. 
With water pouring from the flume “like a young 
Niagara,” Mansfield suggested that the operation 
could be used to generate electric power. Although 
neither he nor Richards “knew the first thing 
about electricity except that it was used for power 
and lighting and that there was a tremendously 
growing demand for it” the two men recruited 
several local businessmen to join them. 

In March 1907, “in a sky-lighted room in the 
Security Bank Building,” the men organized the 
Dakota Power Company. John C. Haines, who 
owned the J.C. Haines building and dry goods 
store diagonally across from the Franklin Hotel 
in Deadwood was elected president. George 
Mansfield was chosen secretary-treasurer, and 
Louis Richards became general manager. 

Dakota Power began acquiring water rights on 
Rapid Creek, purchasing some and exchanging 
others for shares in the new power company. The 
company also obtained a 20-year franchise from 
the city of Rapid City. When the organization 
controlled the water rights from the community 
of Pactola to Scott’s Dam, six miles above Rapid 
City, the owners were ready to make their move. 
On March 20, 1908 they purchased the mining 
company’s water rights, ditch and flume and 
began reconstructing the facilities to operate a 
hydroelectric plant. According to Mansfield, “a 
large force of engineers and mechanics were at 
once set to work” extending the flume, excavating 
the side hills, building trestles, and digging a 
tunnel nearly 700 feet long. In addition to a large 
amount of grading and rock work, the men on 
the crews cut and prepared about 400,000 feet of 
timber and lumber.  

PICNICKING IN PLACERVILLE
At the Placerville station on the Crouch Line 
Dakota Power’s George Mansfield (far right) 
posed with friends in 1915. The hydraulic gold 
mining company that preceded Dakota Power 
had its base of operations at Placerville. 
After mining was abandoned and the flume 
converted to provide water for the Big Bend 
Power Plant, residents of Rapid City rode the 
train to Placerville to hike or picnic along the 
creek. From the track, passengers could see 
Dakota Power’s wooden flume hanging from 
the side of the cliff.



These were hard years to be engaged in a massive 
capital project. A nationwide depression that 
began in 1907 made it difficult to raise capital. 
The company had originally issued $100,000 in 
first mortgage bonds, but several times the firm 
nearly ran out of money and could not meet 
payroll. “With rumors in circulation that the 

company was in financial distress,” Mansfield 
recalled, and men on the payroll “who were tough 
and could not be reasoned with, the officers were 
filled with anxiety when pay day came around.” 
More than once Mansfield, who was a relatively 
small man, was “threatened by some big husky 
flume worker with annihilation.” 

By July 4, 1910 the project was still not complete. 
That day, Mansfield, Judge Levi McGee, W.R. 
Putnam and their families picnicked along Rapid 
Creek at a place referred to as “Big Bend.” While 
the women prepared the food and some of the 
children fished in the creek the men “lolled in 
the shade of a big pine tree.” With the sound of 
the rushing water in the background, they made 
plans to construct a new 2,000-horsepower 
hydroelectric plant to be powered by water from 
the flume. They also talked about ways to satisfy 
increasingly impatient city officials.

To avoid losing their franchise, the Dakota Power 
officials decided to build a steam power plant in 
Rapid City. With an aging and inefficient plant, 
Rapid City Light and Gas tried to thwart Dakota 
Power’s efforts to win a franchise from the city, but 
they were unsuccessful. After Dakota Power fired up 
its new 400 kW plant near Halley Park and began 

providing service to customers in July 1910, Rapid 
City Light and Gas decided to quit rather than face 
the competition. In December 1910, they sold out 
to Dakota Power, accepting a note for $90,000. 

As they built the Big Bend plant, Mansfield and 
others at Dakota Power realized they would face 
a host of challenges. In the coldest part of the 
winter, the water froze and the flow of Rapid Creek 
was reduced substantially. In the driest summer 
months, the flow of water also diminished. In 
1909, Dakota Power proposed to remedy the 
variance from weather by building a dam to 
contain the water and release it evenly throughout 
the year. To justify the cost of the dam, however, 
the company needed to generate more power. After 
acquiring additional water rights between Pactola 
and Big Bend, Dakota Power proposed in 1909 to 
build two plants along the creek, one below the 
other, with a fall of nearly 500 feet at each plant. 

As the Big Bend project neared completion in 
1912, Dakota Power ambitiously purchased three 
turbines from the S. Morgan Smith Company in 
Pennsylvania. But according to Harry Hartley, who 
worked for Consolidated Light and Power at the 
time, the Big Bend plant usually had only “water 
enough to supply one” of the turbines. In winter, the 

The wooden flume that carried water to the Big 
Bend Power Plant followed a  five-mile route along 
Rapid Creek. It was built by hand using hundreds 
of laborers. 
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plant would have to be shut down completely due 
to the freezing up of the flow line. Power generated 
by the plant traveled ten miles to Rapid City over 
transmission lines stretched between steel towers. 

At this time, the Consolidated Light and Power 
Company in the Northern Black Hills was a 

much stronger company. Nevertheless, Dakota 
Power and Consolidated agreed to share power 
by interconnecting their systems. In 1910, the 
companies built a 26,000 volt line from Pluma 
to Rapid City. This interconnection allowed 
Consolidated to provide power to Dakota Power 
when ice prevented the Big Bend plant from 
working. It also allowed Dakota Power to provide 
electricity to the Northern Black Hills during 
periods of peak demand in the summer. 

During these hard times, Dakota Power’s president, 
John C. Haines spent weeks in New York selling 
bonds to keep his company’s construction project 
moving forward. By the time the work was 
complete, the company had issued $500,000 
worth of bonds and was capitalized at $1 million. 
To afford this debt, the company cut salaries to 
the bone to make payments on the note given to 
the owners of the Rapid City Electric & Gas Light 
Company. But still crisis loomed.

When the final balloon payment to the previous 
owners came due, the leaders of Dakota Power 
realized: “There was no money in the treasury,” 
Mansfield wrote, “and no prospect of raising the 
money in time.” Failure to make the payment 
would mean the property would be returned and 

all previous payments forfeited. Haines obtained a 
loan on his personal credit and was able to save the 
day. Still the company’s finances did not improve.

In 1913, the company failed to make its payments to 
bondholders. Several local bondholders threatened 
to take the company to court and have a receiver 
appointed. Fortunately, others stepped forward 

On very cold days the Big Bend Power Plant would 
shut down because of the frost build-up in the flume.

Advertisement from Paha Sapa Quarterly.
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BIG BEND POWERHOUSE
CIRCA 1920

The flume emptied into a great iron pipe above the 
Big Bend Power Plant. The water turned the 500 kW 
generators to provide electricity to Rapid City.



to purchase these bonds. For five and a half years, 
from 1913 to 1918, interest and principal payments 
on the bonds were deferred. In 1918, East Coast 
investors sent their own lawyers who advised the 
company to go into receivership. Instead, with close 
to $500,000 in first mortgage bonds outstanding, a 
deal was struck to reorganize the financial structure. 
The existing bondholders received new bonds and 
preferred stock in lieu of their accrued interest. 

With the financial reorganization, Dakota Power’s 
finances and operations improved. Over the next 
five years, stable revenues and solid earnings 
enabled consistent and prompt payments on 
the company’s debts. But in the meantime, the 
company faced a new competitive threat.

DAMMING THE RIVERS
Across the country, in the early decades of the 20th 
century, Americans debated the idea of public 
ownership of utilities including water, power, 
transit and telephone. In the west, where water was 
scarce and dams were needed for flood control, 
irrigation and growing cities, dam building and 
hydroelectric development seemed to go hand-in-
hand. Momentum for public ownership increased 
as the nation prepared for World War I. 

WESTINGHOUSE TYPE C 
1906-1911

The first known patent for an electric meter 
was issued in 1872. While the look of the basic 
meter has evolved, the function remains the 
same: to measure the use of power.
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When the United States entered the war in 1917, 
the government mobilized troops and the private 
sector to help win the fight. Asserting that the 
government needed to coordinate the movement 
of goods and men, Congress authorized President 
Woodrow Wilson’s administration to take over 
the management of the nation’s railroads and 

telephone and telegraph systems. When the war 
was over, Congress handed these systems back 
to stockholders, but the campaign for public 
ownership continued. 

Running for governor of South Dakota in 
1916, Peter Norbeck promised to promote 
various state-owned enterprises including a 
coal mine, grain elevators, and hydroelectric 
power generators on the Missouri River. After 
he was elected, voters approved constitutional 
amendments providing for state hail insurance, 
a state-owned cement plant, and a state-owned 
hydroelectric project. With the end of World 
War I, the South Dakota Legislature continued 
the movement toward public power by creating  
the Hydro-Electric Commission to investigate 
the idea of damming the Missouri River to 
install hydroelectric plants. 

The movement to promote public power 
from the Missouri stalled, however, when the 
commission’s engineers asserted that the market 
for power in South Dakota was too small to 
justify spending more than $16 million to build 
a dam and power plant on the river. Still, the 
idea of public power was intriguing to many and 
it did not die with the commission’s report. 

A GROWING DEMAND
Although the demand for power may not have 
been sufficient to justify damming the Missouri 
River, it was growing in the Black Hills and across 
the country. By 1917, one-third of the nation’s 
industrial power was provided by electricity, a 
percentage far greater than in any other nation. 

Running for governor in 1916, Peter Norbeck promoted 
the idea of public power generation in South Dakota. 
He proposed the construction of a hydroelectric dam 
on the Missouri River.
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New appliances accounted for an increasing share of 
the demand for electricity at the end of the 1920s.
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Nearly half of all urban dwellings had electric 
lights – although most farm families still burned 
kerosene lamps at night. Meanwhile, inventors 
in the United States and abroad were busy 
developing new household appliances that relied 
on electric power. 

Refrigerators, irons, vacuum cleaners, curling 
irons and radios topped the list of new household 
appliances in the 1920s. In 1918, a new 
company, Kelvinator, began offering residential 
customers the first line of electric compression 
domestic refrigerators. Westinghouse launched 
the first commercial radio broadcast in 1920 
and soon consumers eagerly purchased receivers 
for home entertainment. By the end of the 
1920s, new and improved electromechanical 
thermostats enabled electric stoves to compete 
with gas ranges and sparked the development 
of electric toasters, percolators, irons, and hot 
water and space heaters. With the proliferation 
of all these new devices, appliances accounted 
for nearly 60 percent of the electric power that 
households consumed in the United States in 
1933, compared to only 35 percent in 1926. 

As electricity became more available, it became 
associated with everything modern, but not 

The construction of the transcontinental 
railroad created a need to mine coal in 
Wyoming. Steam locomotives burned coal 
to heat their boilers. Wyoming had an 
abundance of coal. First mined along the 
route of the railroad in the southern part 
of the state, it was discovered in the Powder 
River Basin before the end of the 19th century. 
Eventually, geologists would determine that 
the Powder River Basin contained the single 
largest source of coal in the United States.

When the Homestake Mining Company began 
operating a central steam-powered electric 
generating plant in 1916, it faced a critical 
need for fuel. Looking for coal beds located 
close to an existing railroad, Homestake 
acquired the Wyodak properties just east of 
Gillette in 1921.

In the early days of the mine, workers used 
horses and a scraper called a “fresno” to 

remove the dirt or “overburden” on top of 
the coal. It was tough work. Production 
was limited at first. In 1925, Wyodak crews 
produced just 33,579 tons of coal. With 
the increased use of machinery, however, 
production rose to 72,749 tons by the end 
of the decade. This increased production 
allowed Homestake to increasingly rely on 
coal-fired steam generating electric plants 
to produce the power it needed for its gold 
mining operations in Lead.

COAL FUELS SEARCH FOR GOLD

Pencil drawing by mine employee Halver Johnson.



everyone could enjoy the good life. Like most 
network industries, electric utilities needed 
economies of scale to develop and thrive. As the 
electrical industry grew in the early years of the 
20th century, sparse rural communities failed 
to attract entrepreneurs. Erecting lines to carry 
power to sparse settlements was too expensive 
for investor-owned companies. They preferred to 
spend their capital encouraging urban customers 
to buy more appliances.  Meanwhile, the cost 
to build and maintain electrical generation and 
distribution systems was too expensive for rural 
communities and farmers to bear. Thus in the late 
1920s, nine out of ten American farms still did 
not have access to electrical service.

Farmers in rural western South Dakota 
and Wyoming were among those who were 
increasingly left behind. Some farmers, 
who could afford the equipment, installed 
their own power generators. In some small 
towns, a lone entrepreneur might invest in 
a gasoline or kerosene fueled engine, attach 
a “dynamo” or generator, and begin offering 
electric lighting to downtown merchants, 
but these entrepreneurs were often unable to 
sustain their businesses because of the lack of 
economies of scale.

In the Black Hills, new industrial enterprises 
contributed to the rising demand for power. 
In 1924, the state of South Dakota completed 
construction of a cement plant in Rapid City. 
And the population of the city continued to grow. 
Nevertheless, in 1929, the total electrical load in 
Rapid City was less than 1000 kW. Meanwhile, 
in other parts of the country, electric service was 
big business.

GIANT UTILITIES ON THE RISE
The success of the young electric power industry 
led to financial speculation and an effort by various 
empire builders to create national companies. By 
1924, 20 holding companies controlled 61 percent 
of the total generating capacity of the United 
States. Trading in the stocks of these companies 
fed the boom on Wall Street that was associated 
with the Jazz Age of the Roaring Twenties.

The Black Hills were not immune to the wave of 
consolidation that swept the nation. In 1923 a 
group of Chicago bankers took over Dakota Power 
Company. The new owners sold the company 
again several years later to an investment group 
in Philadelphia. Five years later, the company 
was sold again. This time the buyer was a large 

FASHION WITH ELECTRIC CURLING IRONS
Rural South Dakota girls could keep up with 
the latest flapper fashion styles with an electric 
curling iron. Available to consumers as early as 
1910, curling irons relied on electric resistance 
coil technology, the same concept used for the 
first electric irons, toasters, and kettles. One 
1927 survey of small town households in the 
Midwest found that the average home had 
three electrical appliances, and nearly half 
had electric curling irons.



regional holding company named General Public 
Utilities Company (which in turn was owned by 
a larger Florida-based holding company called 
Community Power and Light). 

Under the management of distant corporate 
executives, Dakota Power continued to aquire 
electric operations in the central and southern 
Black Hills. The company purchased the assets 
of the Custer Electric Light Heat and Power 
Company for $22,000 in January 1928. General 
Utilities then took the last step in the process 
of regional integration when it purchased 
Consolidated Power and Light in 1934. With 
this move, the ownership and management 
of virtually all of the region’s electric service 
operations was in the hands of executives and 
shareholders who lived and worked far from the 
Black Hills of South Dakota.

GOVERNMENT REGULATION GROWS
The consolidation of economic power had 
unsettled the American public since the rise of 
the railroads in the 19th century. Passage of the 
Sherman Anti-Trust Act and efforts by President 
Theodore Roosevelt at the turn of the century 
had resulted in the break up of large monopolies 

like Standard Oil and Duke Tobacco. The 
movement also led to the establishment of the 
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in 1914 
to prevent businesses from engaging in unfair 
competition. In 1928, the FTC responded to 
public outcry over the financial abuses of the 
public utility holding companies by launching 
an investigation.

Still, the leaders of the power industry had little to 
fear in the 1920s. President Calvin Coolidge, who 
would spend the summer in the Black Hills in 
1927, told the nation in his inaugural address that 
“the policy of public ownership of railroads and 
certain electric utilities met with unmistakable 
defeat” with his election. Coolidge’s successor, 
Herbert Hoover, an engineer by training, was a 

President Calvin Coolidge helped promote the Black Hills as a tourist destination when he made the Game 
Lodge at Custer State Park his summer White House in 1927. For photographers he donned a full western outfit 
including his “Cal” chaps.
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champion of the consolidation movement in 
power generation, believing it brought greater 
efficiency to the marketplace. Unfortunately 
for Hoover and the giants of the electric utility 
business, the financial structure of the industry 
and the nation were on thin ice as the 1920s 
came to a close. In Rapid City, a newly relocated 
businessman from Missouri would have to put 
the pieces back together. 

BEN FRENCH ARRIVES IN RAPID CITY
Dakota Power was in deep trouble in 1929 
when Ben French came to the Black Hills. 
The company’s franchise had expired and the 
parent company, Community Power and Light, 
refused to invest in plant improvements without 
a franchise. Residents and public officials 
complained of poor service and high rates. The 
situation went from bad to worse when an out-
of-town competitor proposed to build a diesel 
power plant and promised to guarantee rates to 
the city’s consumers, Rapid City voters awarded 
this new company a 20-year franchise.

French was supposed to fix the situation. At 
the age of 36, he was a 17-year veteran of the 
electric industry. Born in Syracuse, Missouri 
in 1893, he started his career with the electric 
company in Carthage, Missouri at the age of 19. 
Shortly after he married Grace Stults in 1916, 
he moved to Kansas where French became 
sales manager of the Fort Scott Gas and Electric 
Co. The Fort Scott company had been acquired 
by Community Power and Light, a small, but 
growing, holding company based in St. Louis, 
Missouri. In 1921, the holding company 
transferred French to Arkansas where he became 
a district manager overseeing several power 

companies. Three years later, he moved to Texas, 
again as a district manager. From Texas he was 
transferred to South Dakota. 

Soon after he arrived in Rapid City, French 
went on the offensive. He took the competition 
to court. Lawyers for Dakota Power argued 
that a guaranteed rate was illegal under South 
Dakota law. When the courts upheld Dakota 
Power’s argument, French was able to regroup. 
Dakota Power applied for a new franchise, but 
the voters turned the company down. Public 
officials even began to talk about establishing a 
municipal power system.

As he worked to placate customers in Rapid 
City, French had to make the case to the parent 
company that Dakota Power had to have more 
capital if it was going to be successful. He was 
able to gain some new money and make some 
improvements. These improvements generated 
operational efficiencies that allowed Dakota 
Power to lower rates. French also improved 
public relations. Despite these actions, voters 
continued to turn down the company’s appeal 
for a franchise. Against the backdrop of the 
worst depression the United States had ever 
seen, it was hard to make progress. 

Governor Peter Norbeck’s proposal for a state-owned 
cement plant came to fruition in 1921. Located in 
Rapid City, the plant became a major consumer of 
electric power after production started in 1924.
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GREAT DEPRESSION HITS THE COUNTRY
In farm country like South Dakota, the 
economy of the 1920s was never very good. 
After the stock market crashed in 1929, a 
series of terrible drought years combined with 
grasshopper plagues forced many families to 
leave the land. Except for Pennington County 
with its seat in Rapid City, every West River 
county lost population.  Some failed farmers 
and ranchers came to Rapid City looking for 
jobs. Others went to Lead looking for work 
with the Homestake Mine. Each morning, 
hundreds of unemployed men stood in front 
of the company’s offices hoping they would get 
chosen to work.

Homestake was the bright spot in the South 
Dakota economy during the Depression. As wary 
investors turned to gold, the value of Homestake’s 
stock rose and activity at the mine boomed. Plans 
for a new shaft, named for mine superintendent 
A.J.M. Ross, were developed in 1932. When 
Congress raised the price of gold from $20.67 
per ounce to $35 in 1934 investment in the mine 
accelerated. Homestake installed new high-speed 
Nordberg hoists, each weighing more than one 
million pounds, in the new Ross shaft which 
became operational in November 1934. 

The stock market crash signaled the start of 
the Great Depression. It led to a restructuring 
of the banking industry and the break-up of 
large public utility holding companies.



To power the huge new hoists as well as the 
mine’s other operations, Homestake needed a 
more reliable source of power. In the early 1930s, 
the company still relied on its three hydroelectric 
plants in Spearfish Canyon and near Englewood, 
as well as a small coal-fired plant in Lead. But 
these plants couldn’t meet the demands of a 
modern mine. Homestake began construction of 

a new power plant in the gulch south of Gold 
Run in 1934. The 12,000 kW coal-fired Kirk 
Plant cost $1.75 million. When it was finished 
in 1935, the plant consumed approximately 
60,000 tons of coal a year, coal that came from 
Homestake’s Wyodak mine near Gillette. In 
addition to meeting Homestake’s needs, the 
Kirk plant provided an additional source of 
power to the Northern Hills. But the availability 
of additional power did little to help the power 
companies that were struggling to survive the 
effects of the Depression. Like the nation, Ben 
French and other employees at Dakota Power 
and Consolidated Light and Power cast an 
anxious eye to Washington.

MANAGING BACK TO PROSPERITY
As the Depression entered its third year in 
1932, Americans were desperate for change. 
In November, Franklin D. Roosevelt crushed 
Herbert Hoover’s bid for re-election and swept 
into the White House with an overwhelming 
mandate for action. In his first 100 days in 
office in 1933, Roosevelt introduced legislation 
to stabilize the economy and put people back 
to work. His administration launched a host of 
initiatives designed to reorganize the national 

economy and give the federal government a 
greater influence over the marketplace. The 
success of these initiatives brought a profound 
change in the federal government and gave 
rise to what historians have described as the 
“administrative state.” 

In his campaign for president, Roosevelt told 
voters in Portland, Oregon that “Electricity is 

With demand rising, the Dakota Power Company was 
increasingly dependent on power from the Pluma 
Plant near Lead. In 1928 the company built a new 
diesel-fired, steam generation plant on Canal Street 
to help meet Rapid City’s needs.

Americans elected New York Governor Franklin D. 
Roosevelt as president in 1932, hoping that his New 
Deal would improve the nation’s economy.
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no longer a luxury, it is a definite necessity.” 
After he was elected president, he included 
rural electrification projects in his request for 
emergency relief appropriations. By Executive 
Order he established the Rural Electric 
Administration on May 11, 1935 to help 
extend electric service to rural communities. 
The following year, Congress reaffirmed 
Roosevelt’s decision by passing the Rural 
Electrification Act of 1936. In making loans, 
the REA was supposed to give preference to 
nonprofit organizations that were generally 
rural cooperatives. 

Cooperatives were already deeply embedded in 
the landscape of farm communities in the 1930s. 
They had been organized to market crops, run 
grain elevators, and build water systems. The 
first electric cooperative had been organized in 
Granite Falls, Minnesota in 1914. By 1935, there 
were 46 electric cooperatives in the United States 
operating in 13 states. As the REA came into 
being, its staff developed model laws for states to 
adopt and provided technical assistance to rural 
communities. In the first year after Congress 
approved the REA, the agency loaned more than 
$62 million to help rural electric cooperatives 
get going.

With the collapse of the stock market, demand 
for gold soared in the early 1930s as people 
looked for a safe investment. Homestake’s 
stock price rose as the market fell. By 1933, as 
historian Mildred Fiedler puts it, “Homestake 
was making money hand over fist.” 

To power the expansion of its operations, 
Homestake began building a 12,000 kW coal-
fired plant outside of Lead in 1934. Completed 
the following year, the Kirk Plant cost nearly 
$1.75 million ($28.2 million in 2008 dollars). 
Compared with Homestake’s three existing 
hydroelectric plants and small coal-fired plant 
in Lead, the new plant was far more reliable 
and efficient. To keep its fires burning, the Kirk 
Plant consumed 60,000 tons of coal per year – 
about half of Wyodak’s annual production. 

Power from the Kirk Plant drove the huge new 
Nordberg hoists that Homestake installed to 
raise and lower the elevators in its two main 

shafts. It ran the pumps that pulled water 
from the ever-deepening mine. It drove the 
loud ore-crushing stamp mills that pulverized 
the rock mined from the earth. All together, 
Homestake operated 450 electric motors with 
a connected load of 30,000 horsepower by 
1937. The company consumed more than 59 
million kilowatt-hours per year. Fuel to meet 
this voracious demand was mined at Wyodak 
and shipped by rail to Lead.

HOMESTAKE BUILDS THE KIRK PLANT

Scaffolding surrounded the Kirk Power Plant under 
construction at the beginning of 1935.



While investor-owned utilities feared state-
sponsored competition from the cooperatives, 
they were actually among the primary 
beneficiaries of the new agency. The REA 
generally focused on building transmission 
facilities to reach rural residents. Investor-owned 
power generators were able to profit by selling 

power to the cooperatives at wholesale rates. 
Electrification of the countryside also benefited 
companies like Dakota Power by stimulating the 
regional economy. Nevertheless, in some parts 
of the country, investor-owned companies built 
what some called “spite” lines into proposed 
REA districts to undermine the financial health 
of the proposed electric cooperatives.

Despite the tensions between the REA and the 
investor-owned utilities in the late 1930s, the 
REA erected more than 73,000 miles of electrical 
lines in 1936 and 1937, delivering service to 
more than 300,000 farms across the country. By 
1941, the cooperatives had more than 900,000 
customers in the United States.

The success of the REAs took on particular 
importance in light of the crisis facing the investor-
owned utilities in the 1930s as they struggled to 
respond to the collapse of the stock market and a 
fundamentally different regulatory regime.

BREAKING UP THE HOLDING COMPANIES
The collapse of the stock market in 1929 sent 
shock waves through the investment community. 
The pyramided structures of many of the public 

utility holding companies began to crumble. 
The biggest shock to the electric power industry 

Seven dinosaur sculptures were installed along the 
skyline above Rapid City in 1936 to help attract 
tourists. The new Dinosaur Park was funded by 
federal subsidies through the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA).
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Samuel Insull created one of the largest public utility 
holding companies in the United States. He led the 
effort to integrate the nation’s electrical infrastructure. 
After his company collapsed, he was accused of mail 
fraud and antitrust violations. 
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came in 1932 when Samuel Insull’s holding 
company collapsed. The one-time protégé of 
Thomas Edison, Insull had built an empire that 
incorporated more than a million stock and 
bondholders. His companies provided power 
to four million customers in 32 states. With 
the collapse, Insull fled the country to Europe. 
Politicians used the story of his business dealings 
and flight to stir up popular opposition to the 
utilities. Indicted for embezzlement and larceny 
and extradited back to Illinois, Insull was tried in 
Chicago for embezzlement and larceny. During 
the course of Insull’s trial, however, jurors and 
even the prosecuting attorney grew to admire the 
man for the way he had built a national electric 
utility system. Ultimately, the jury found him not 
guilty. Nevertheless, the damage to the holding 
company system had been done. 

In the Black Hills, employees of the Dakota 
Power Company and Consolidated Light and 
Power felt the financial pressures of the stock 
market collapse as well. Harry Hartley recalled 
that the corporate managers for General Public 
Utilities Co. launched a campaign and “pressure 
[was] put on all employees to not only buy stock 
themselves, but to get out and sell as much as 
they could to others.” According to Hartley, the 

campaign failed. In the meantime, the public 
across the country clamored for legislation that 
would take the speculators out of the industry 
that many believed had come to serve one of the 
basic necessities of life. 

Franklin Roosevelt and Congress obliged them. 
In 1935, Congress passed a new law (the Public 
Utility Holding Company Act) to break up the 
large national trusts and prevent speculators from 
inflating values of utility companies by watering 
their stock. The new law was challenged, but the 
U.S. Supreme Court upheld the act and the large 
national companies were forced to begin planning 
to divest their holdings. 

LAW HAS LITTLE EFFECT IN SOUTH DAKOTA
Passage of the Public Utility Holding 
Company Act had little immediate impact 
on the power companies in the Black Hills. 
Through the 1930s, Dakota Power and 
Consolidated Power and Light focused on 
integrating their  operations and escaped the 
first wave of divestitures. “Since there was 
no electric operating company near enough,” 
French said, “we were allowed to continue 
operations as a subsidiary.” 

As a subsidiary, Dakota Power continued to 
face challenges. Despite investing $583,000 in 
plant and equipment between 1930 and 1937, 
the company was at the peak of its generating 

George Mansfield and Ben French represented the 
past and the future of the Dakota Power Company 
in the 1930s. Together they worked with employees 
to convince the people of Rapid City to provide a 
franchise that would reassure investors and give the 
company access to much-needed capital.
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capacity and demand was rising. To finance 
further improvements, the company had to 
borrow on the strength of its Northern Hills 
sister company, Consolidated Light and Power, 
because banks were reluctant to loan money 
to Dakota Power since it had not been able to 
convince Rapid City voters to grant the company 
a franchise. By 1937, Ben French concluded, the 
company was near the breaking point.

For several years Ben French had focused on 
improving the company’s relationship with 
the public. He was “very careful to see that our 
entire organization received special training in 
their relations toward the public.” The training 
emphasized “the fundamental principles of 
courtesy and fair dealing.” Combined with 
public education programs that sought to 
help customers maximize the value of the 
services they received from the company, these 
efforts improved the public’s perception of 
Dakota Power.

French decided in the spring of 1937 that 
the time was right to try another franchise 
election. On the night of May 4 he invited 
nine business leaders from the community to 
have dinner in the auditorium of the Dakota 
Power Company building. Staff from the 
Home Services department prepared dinner 
and French made his pitch to the men he 
dubbed “the war horses.” French made it 
clear to these business and civic leaders that 
Dakota Power’s ability to grow depended 
on the franchise, and winning the franchise 
depended on their leadership. At the close of 
the meeting the war horses agreed to lead a 
quiet campaign. 

Over the next several weeks, French spoke 
night and day to various professional groups, 
businessmen and women, students and staff at 
the School of Mines, employees, government 
bureaucrats, and others. As the election drew 
near, opposition organized and claimed that if 
the company received a franchise they would 
raise rates. George Bangs, the son of a local 
civic leader, took to the radio to warn the public 
that power trusts across the country collected 
billions of dollars in excess charges from local 
communities and sent them down to Wall Street. 
Opponents also went door-to-door distributing 
flyers opposed to the franchise vote.

When voters finally went to the polls in late 
June, they voted overwhelmingly to support 
the franchise. The company won by a three-
to-one margin. Ben French praised the work 
of the company’s employees and friends in the 
community. He also praised his boss, C.C. 
Christ, who deferred sufficiently to local 
mana g ement to  enable  French and his 
team “to carr y  out  a  prog ram that  won 
for  us  the  confidence of the people in our 
community.” Recognizing him for his efforts, 
Community Power and Light named French 
President of Dakota Power Company and gave 

Dakota Power opponents warned citizens that 
the company would raise its rates if it received a 
franchise. Volunteers went door to door handing out 
flyers urging a “No” vote.
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him a seat on the board of directors of the 
holding company. 

As a member of this board, French travelled 
more frequently to New York. He met with 
Federal Trade Commission officials and became 
convinced the government would eventually 
force Community Power and Light to divest its 
Black Hills properties. He viewed independence 
with mixed emotions. By 1940, he had struggled 
with the corporate executives in New York 
for more than a decade to encourage them to 
provide the capital Dakota Power needed to 
grow and to provide good service. Community 
Power and Light had never been generous, but 
at least the New York executives had access to 
Wall Street so they could raise capital when 
it was needed. The parent company had also 
provided management talent. Many of the key 
executives at Dakota Power had been trained 
in other, larger utilities before coming to the 
Black Hills. On its own, a Black Hills company 
wouldn’t have that same kind of access to 
money or managerial expertise. If the company 
struggled, would ratepayers in Rapid City once 
again look elsewhere for service?

In many parts of the country, including 
Missouri and the Black Hills, customers 
grew frustrated with the holding company 
management of local utilities. In 1930, 
the Green family had sold its interests in 
the Ozark Utility Company to a consortium 
of investors that included Samuel Insull’s 
group. Under the new ownership, customers 
complained about lack of maintenance 

and service. Local employees, sensitive to 
the concerns of their neighbors, did what 
they could. Without sufficient capital they 
were hard pressed to meet the needs of the 
community. As writer Jane Mobley describes 
it, employees expressed frustration that “big 
city managers had no idea how to deal with 
people from rural communities.”

HARD TIMES AT MISSOURI PUBLIC SERVICE

A line crew poses by a Missouri substation in 1924.


