“Maybe tomorrow the bells will ring,
The whistles blow and the children sing
That peace has come back to earth again
And sanity has returned to men.”
ANONYMOUS
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CREATING BLACK HILLS
POWER AND LIGHT
As the nation teetered on the brink of world
war, Dakota Power and Consolidated Light and
Power were reborn as Black Hills Power and
Light Company. The new enterprise responded
to the nation’s defense by providing power to
new federal facilities, including an airbase and
ammunition depot. With the end of the war,
industrial and consumer demand surged as the
economy boomed. Cooperatives and investorowned utilities battled one another to determine
who would serve new markets.
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s the senior manager for General Public
Utilities in the Black Hills, Ben French could
have played a manager’s role in the break up of
Community Power and Light, turning over the
operations of Dakota Power Company to a new
owner and moving on to another job. Instead, he
chose to stay. He had planted roots in the Black
Hills and had grown to appreciate the employees
and customers in the area. In the break up of
the utility company trusts, he also sensed an
entrepreneurial opportunity.
Community Power and Light Company, the
Florida-based master holding company that
owned General Public Utilities (including
Consolidated Power and Light) and Dakota
Power, as well as other properties in ten states,
planned to shed its holding company structure
and become an actual operating company. As part
of the restructure, it announced that it would
divest a number of utility companies that did
not fit with its strategy, including businesses in
Arizona, Arkansas, Kansas, Missouri and South
Dakota. When Community Power and Light
offered these companies for sale, however, only
two bidders came forward. French talked to
leaders in Rapid City and learned that neither of
these bidders was attractive to locals. In 1941, he

decided to look for investors to organize a new
South Dakota corporation that would merge the
assets of Dakota Power and Consolidated Light
and Power.
The organizers – Henry Nesbitt, George Philip,
William G. Rice and Ben French – represented a
combination of experienced utility managers from
the Community Power and Light system and
leading figures in the legal community. Nesbitt had
come to the Black Hills in the mid-1930s to serve
as general manager of Consolidated Power and
Light. Philip, who had practiced law in Rapid City
since 1917, served as U.S. District Attorney. Judge
Rice presided from the bench of the Circuit Court
Eighth Judicial Circuit in Deadwood.
These men petitioned the Secretary of State, and
on August 27, 1941, the articles of incorporation
for the new Black Hills Power and Light Company
were approved. A week later, the incorporators
met at the First National Bank Building in Rapid
City and issued preferred and common stock
worth just over $1 million. Ben French and Henry
Nesbitt then boarded a train for New York City.
On the morning of September 5, the directors
met at 50 Broadway, not far from Wall Street,

46
Creating Black Hills Power and Light

amid the skyscrapers of New York’s financial
district. Recognizing French’s work in putting
the company together, the directors elected him
chairman and president. His right-hand man, a
relatively recent graduate of the South Dakota
School of Mines, Neil G. Simpson, was elected
vice president. To oversee the company’s finances,

With his Wall Street connections, J. B. “Ben” French
was able to negotiate and oversee the creation of
Black Hills Power and Light Company.

the directors selected longtime auditor Beala
B. Neel as secretary/treasurer. Neel, like French
and Nesbitt, had worked his way up through
the General Utilities Corporation. He had been
sent to Rapid City in 1934 to help French turn
Dakota Power around.
To add to the company’s capital, the board
agreed to issue and sell $2.115 million in first
mortgage bonds, which would be secured by
the company’s extensive property – if and
when they acquired it from General Public
Utilities. The assets that the board planned to
acquire included land in the Black Hills, electric
generating plants in Rapid City, Custer, Pluma
and Butte County; as well as transmission and
distribution systems, substations, and contracts
for rights of way. It included an agreement with
the Holy Terror Mining Company to purchase
a transmission line and system in Custer County
and a contract with Tri-State Milling Company
to buy the hydroelectric plant on Redwater
River. There were leases for office space in Lead
and Newell, and among the new company’s
assets were franchise agreements with the cities
of Custer, Rapid City, Lead, Deadwood, Sturgis,
Belle Fourche, Spearfish, Newell, Central City,
Whitewood, Nisland, and Fruitdale.

A month later, the Board met again in Rapid
City. They established the dividend for their new
company, an important step to attract investors.
Then French and Neel boarded the train for New
York again. This time they met with investment
bankers. The success of the fledgling company
depended on raising capital.
Fortunately, French knew the CEO of one of the
most important investment banking firms of the
day – Dillon Read. The two had done business
when French was working in Arkansas. French
was able to convince him to handle the sale of
Black Hills’ mortgage bonds and stock. French
spent most of the month of October in meetings
with Dillon Read and officials at the Securities
and Exchange Commission. He also met with
Equitable Life, which agreed to purchase Black
Hills Power and Light’s mortgage bonds. By the
time he left New York, French had secured the
funding that would launch the new company.
To finance the entire transaction, French and the
other board members took on an enormous debt.
On their own, the Board, and the company’s
employees anticipated that they would carry
on with the company’s work without any
interruption in service or revenues. They had

The original board of directors of Black Hills Power
and Light Company included men who represented the
financial interests of the bond holders, local business
leaders and long-time executives from Dakota Power
and Consolidated Power and Light. J. B . French,
president and chairman of the board; Llewellyn H.
Heinke; Henry A. Nesbitt; Louis R. Meyers; George
Philip; Judge William G. Rice; Jarvis D. Davenport;
and B. B. Neel.

good reason to be optimistic. But the future was
always unpredictable. Within a matter of weeks
life in the Black Hills and across the nation
would change dramatically.
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company’s first board of directors meetings. It
was Sunday, December 7, 1941. That morning,
Japanese Zeroes came in low over the waters off
the island of Oahu, strafed American fighter
planes on the ground and bombed U.S. Navy
ships anchored in Pearl Harbor. When Americans
at home heard the news over the radio, they were
stunned and furious. The following day, President
Roosevelt asked a joint session of Congress for a
declaration of war.

On the morning of December 7, 1941 Japanese forces
launched a surprise attack on the U.S. naval base at
Pearl Harbor. The following day, the United States
declared war.

A NATION AT WAR
Thirty-seven days after he had launched Black
Hills Power and Light, French was either on
his way to or already in Chicago for one of the

Riding the train home from Chicago, French
could not have predicted the impact of the war
on the Black Hills. Far from the European and
Pacific theaters, it may have seemed a distant
reality. The effects of the war were soon apparent.
Just three months after Pearl Harbor, nearly a
third of the company’s employees had left to join

French probably read the wire service accounts
about Pearl Harbor in the Chicago Tribune before
he left his hotel on the morning of the 8th. As he
waited for the start of the 11 a.m. board meeting
at the office of R. R. Monroe on LaSalle Street, he
and the other board members probably speculated
about what war would mean for the nation and
for their new company.
When they got down to business, the board
scheduled the first stockholders meeting and
adopted a salary structure for the company’s
officers. As president, French would be paid
$15,000 a year (equivalent to $220,000 a year in
2008). The other officers would be paid far less.
By the time the board had finished its agenda, the
company was ready to go.
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The government established an Army Air Base near
Rapid City to train pilots. Black Hills Power and Light
scrambled to provide electricity.

the Army Engineers or to work for defense plants.
To compensate for the shortage of manpower,
the company increased its work week from 40
to 48 hours. For the rest of the war, the company
maintained its services with approximately 100
employees. The company did its best to stay in
touch with those who were serving overseas.
Simpson wrote a “Company Letter” that was sent
to men and women in the armed services. Many of
them told him that receiving the newsletter kept
them in touch with friends back home.
In the Black Hills, as in the rest of the nation,
the war sparked public and private investment
in defense industries. Looking for inland bases
far from the reach of enemy aircraft, the federal
government announced that it would open an air
base outside Rapid City and locate a munitions
depot in the southern Hills at Provo. Together
these projects would need nearly 800,000 kW
hours of electric power per month.
Construction began on the ammunition depot
at Provo outside Edgemont in 1942. The depot
eventually included 801 concrete igloos. By
November, the first shipments began arriving.
Black Hills Power and Light agreed to build
a generating plant and purchased the electric

MAYBE TOMORROW
Maybe tomorrow the bells will ring,
The whistles blow and the children sing
That peace has come back to earth again
And sanity has returned to men.
Maybe tomorrow the sun will rise
On a peaceful earth, beneath peaceful skies,
Blue skies, whose billowing clouds contain,
Not roaring, screaming death – but rain.
Maybe tomorrow the rain will fall
On brown, scorched lands, and disperse the pall
Of strife and hate that lingers there
On once-green fields that no longer bear.
Maybe tomorrow when guns are stilled
And destruction’s done we’ll start to build
The homes we’ve saved and waited for
And start to really live once more.
- 1942 ANNUAL REPORT 49
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utility in Edgemont from Mountain States Power
Company to provide power to the facility. At its
height during the war, in a three-month period,
2,344 carloads of ammunition and supplies
moved in and out of Provo.

BUYING BACK MISSOURI
The demise of Samuel Insull’s empire forced
the Missouri utility company that had once
belonged to the Green family into receivership.
A judge ordered a reorganization that created
the Missouri Public Service Company (MPSC).
With MPSC struggling to find capital and break
free of legal problems in the early 1940s,
Ralph Green recognized an opportunity to reenter the business. In 1941, he and a group
of investors bought a controlling interest in
the company. To celebrate, the public watched
as the 53-year old “Mr. Ralph” put on his
“spurs,” climbed a pole and threw a switch to
inaugurate a new line serving 70 farms.

The generating facilities at Provo and transmission
lines were expensive projects, nearly $500,000, for
a company that had just recapitalized and launched
itself as an independent business. The government
agreed to provide $200,000 but Black Hills Power
and Light had to finance the rest.
Meanwhile, construction work also began on the
electric service for the new Rapid City Army Air
Base. Established to provide a training center for
B-17 combat crews, the base needed power for
offices and barracks. Black Hills Power and Light
built a new 12-mile transmission line to reach
the new base.
The challenges of financing new construction for
the war effort were matched by dramatic changes
in the economy as the nation geared up for war.
Workers joined the service or went to work in
war industries in other parts of the country. At
the same time, the federal government shut down
one of the region’s leading industries.

WAR CLOSES THE HOMESTAKE MINE
On October 8, 1942 gold miners in Lead received
devastating news. With manpower and material
shortages growing across the United States, the
federal government’s War Production Board
(WPB) decided to shut down all “non-essential”
mining operations across the country, including
the Homestake Mine in Lead. According to the
WPB, Homestake’s 2,200 employees should be
relocated to mine for strategic minerals.
Shutting down the Homestake operation took
time and the company successfully appealed to
the government for a six-month grace period.
By the middle of 1943, however, Lead had
been decimated. From a pre-war population of
approximately 7,500, nearly 1,600 men and their
families left the community.
In a letter to shareholders, French wrote that
closing Homestake and other gold mines in the
region “was quite a blow to us” and he said he was
worried about the effects on the regional economy.
Fortunately, he said, “we have two defense projects
in the area which will partially offset the loss in
gross” although the government’s rate was so
low that the company was likely to have lower
net income. On the positive side, Homestake’s

shutdown provided an opportunity for Black
Hills Power and Light to negotiate a contract to
purchase emergency power from Homestake’s
hydroelectric plants, providing an important and
cost effective source for future years.

WESTINGHOUSE OB
1924-1941

Smaller than its predecessors, the OB meter
used a special stator and a base made of
punched steel rather than cast iron.

There were more troubles. Tourism declined
as Americans gave up their vacations to save
resources for the war effort. Western South Dakota
experienced a dramatic reduction in population
as young men went to war and families moved to
distant cities to work in the factories making the
airplanes, radios, artillery, and ships needed to
win the war. At a board meeting in August 1942,
French noted the decline in revenues caused by
the loss of population and tourists. Despite the
squeeze on revenue, the company had sufficient
earnings to pay the dividend on its stock in the
fall of 1942.
As the war continued, the company did its best
with limited revenue and rising costs. Although
operating revenue increased slightly from 1942
to 1943, net income fell by 12 percent. Patriotic
support continued. In 1943, French acted as
chairman of the Second War Loan Drive in
Pennington County and board member Jarvis
Davenport served as chairman in Meade County.
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The remaining employees bought war bonds and
did their best to support the troops overseas.
As the momentum of the war finally began to
shift towards the Allies in 1944, the mission of the
Rapid City Air Base changed. Combat crews flew
advanced B-29 bombers to prepare for long range
missions over Japan. Business leaders and public

policymakers began to anticipate the end of the
war. French told shareholders in October that
“Homestake officials are of the opinion that they
will be permitted to go back to normal operation
very soon after Germany is defeated.” Everyone
hoped for victory.

END OF WAR LEADS TO SURGE IN DEMAND
On August 6, 1945 a lone American bomber,
the Enola Gay, flew high over the Japanese city
of Hiroshima and unleashed a bomb unlike
anything the world had ever seen. Japan did
not surrender. After a second atomic bomb
was dropped on Nagasaki several days later,
Japan surrendered.

B-17 Flying Fortress crews took to the air at the Rapid
City Army Air Base in September 1942. In all kinds of
weather, field instructors trained pilots, navigators,
radio operators and gunners.

As service men and women returned home during
the ensuing months and wartime shipyards,
aircraft plants, and munitions makers closed
down their operations, many Americans worried
the nation would slide back into Depression.
Others feared tensions as hundreds of thousands
of servicemen returned to the peacetime economy
looking for work.
French had plans to employ some of the returning
soldiers. He wrote to shareholders that at last the
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company could “begin to put into effect some of
the plans we have had in mind for the post-war
era.” He talked about building new transmission
lines to connect the company’s generating plants
to communities in the Black Hills, noting the
need to build new power generation facilities
within two to three years. His forecasts turned
out to be accurate.
As the end of the war approached, demand for
electric power surged. The Homestake Mine had
resumed operations on July 2, 1945. With the
reopening of the mine, some residents of Lead
and Deadwood who had left for defense industry
jobs in other parts of the country returned.
While a regional shortage of manpower kept the
mine from reaching full employment for years,
the reopening of Homestake helped stimulate
the regional economy.
Through the late 1940s and early 1950s the
peacetime economy in the Black Hills expanded.
French reported to shareholders at the end of
1947 that the region’s “lumber mills, feldspar
plants, bentonite plants and small mines are
operating at approximately full capacity.” And
while military bases and munitions depots in
other parts of the country closed down after the
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As the company and the nation enjoyed the
first years of peacetime prosperity, Black Hills
Power and Light began to build the transmission
lines and substations to carry the company
into the future. In 1948, the company opened
a new headquarters office at 621 Sixth Street
in Rapid City, including a showroom for the
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end of the war, the two installations near Rapid
City – the air base and the storage depot at Provo
– continued operations. After a brief period on
the inactive list, the Rapid City Air Force Base
was reactivated in March 1947 as the home of
the 28th Strategic Reconnaissance Wing. Local
businesses were encouraged by an announcement
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The new main office opened at 621 Sixth Street in
Rapid City in 1948. The marquee encouraged patrons
to “Be Modern – Live Better Electrically.”

The expansion of the air base combined with a
continuing movement of population from small
towns and rural communities in western South
Dakota fed the growth of Rapid City. Between
1940 and 1950, the city’s population grew by 82
percent to reach 25,310. These new residents
helped fuel demand for electrical service. Black
Hills Power and Light’s growth exceeded the
industry average by the early 1950s.

newest electrical appliances and a theater to
demonstrate cooking techniques. As the demand
for power rose, the company struggled to
meet the need. With increasing frequency the
company purchased additional power from the
Homestake Mine. It also began developing plans
for a power plant of its own.

19

that the air base would be substantially enlarged
to handle peacetime training and defense. The
government invested several million dollars
to convert the base to become a home to B-36
planes. It also added 340 new housing units and
announced plans to build another 150 units.
By 1950, salaries paid to officers, airmen and
civilians employed at the base added nearly $8.6
million (comparable to $74 million today) to the
local economy.

After the war the number of Black Hills Power and
Light residential electric customers rose dramatically.
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REDDY ROULETTE
1950s
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To educate consumers and promote electricity the
company offered patrons the opportunity to play
“Reddy Roulette” at home shows in the 1950s.

Creating Black Hills Power and Light

BUILDING THE OSAGE POWER PLANT
In the middle of the war, French, Simpson
and others recognized that Black Hills Power
and Light would need to build a new power
plant after the war. “We began looking for a
location with an abundant water and fuel
supply,” Simpson said. In 1943, the company
considered building a coal-fired plant at
Wyodak, east of Gillette, Wyoming, but
rejected the idea because no adequate supply
of water was available and the distance was
too great for the use of 69 kV [kilovolt]
transmission, the most economical voltage for
use in its system. Instead, they selected a site
near Osage, Wyoming. Water was available
from an abandoned oil well that was flowing
720 gallons of artesian water per minute.
While other power companies used relatively
expensive coal mined from deep shafts,
Osage would be able to burn low cost subbituminous coal strip-mined by the Wyodak
Coal Company less than 70 miles away.
Construction of the Osage plant did not start
until after the war. The company broke ground
in January 1947. Harry Babbitt, the company’s
engineer in charge of plants, oversaw the
construction project. Edwin Geddes, who had

started with Consolidated Power and Light
in 1910, was chosen to be the plant manager.
Geddes and many of his key supervisors
relocated from Deadwood and Lead to the
homes that were built for them by Black Hills
Power and Light at Osage.
As part of the construction, the company also
erected three transmission lines to carry power
from Osage to Pluma, Custer, and Pactola, with
tie-lines between all three sites. A large crew
of “swampers” felled the trees along the right
of way. “Shooters” blasted holes in the rock to
allow pole setters and “framers” to erect the
line. Groundmen or “grunts” attached the guy
wires to the anchor rods. When it was done,
according to French, the loop “practically
insures continuity of service.”
The new 11,500 kW unit at Osage came on line
in September 1948. Two more identical units
were installed in 1949 and 1952. The 1952
unit was installed under an agreement with
the Rushmore Electric Power Cooperative,
which financed construction of the project
using government loans. Black Hills Power
and Light then leased the unit from Rushmore
and furnished electric service at wholesale

About 150 people toured the Osage Power Plant
during its open house on May 12, 1950. With
construction delayed by the war, the plant represented
the first major expansion of the company’s power
generation facilities.

rates to five Rushmore members, pending the
construction of dams on the Missouri River
by the Bureau of Reclamation.
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Edgemont and then, on a separate track, carried
along the Burlington Northern line to Lead/
Deadwood where it fueled the boilers at the
power plants at Kirk and Pluma.
By the summer of 1954, Black Hills Power
and Light had nearly completed negotiations
for a deal that would shape the future of the
company. After nearly a year of negotiations,
Homestake Mining Company agreed to sell the
Kirk Power Plant in Lead and the power plant
outside Gillette, Wyoming to Black Hills Power
and Light. Homestake also agreed to sell Black
Hills Power and Light an option to buy the
Wyodak coal mine.

Wyodak miners charged a blast hole to loosen the
coal for excavating. Using an auger, the miners would
drill as much as 80 feet into the coal seam.

BUYING THE WYODAK MINE
Since the 1920s, the Homestake Mining
Company had operated the Wyodak mine to
provide fuel for its own power plants. Coal
mined at Wyodak was shipped by rail to

Hoping to close the deal, French called a board
meeting for July 6, but when the members met,
the agreement wasn’t ready, so they deferred a
decision for two more weeks. When the board
met later at the company’s offices on the afternoon
of July 19, Simpson chaired the meeting. He
presented the proposed agreement to the board,
including the purchase price of $443,614. The
board gave its unanimous approval.
Simpson also explained that under the terms
worked out with Homestake and Wyodak,
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employees who joined Black Hills Power and
Light as a result of the transaction would
be allowed into the company’s pension and
benefit plans with full recognition of their
length of service.
With the board’s agreement to move forward
with the acquisition, Black Hills Power and
Light sought regulatory approval from the
Wyoming Public Service Commission and the
Federal Power Commission. Three months
later, state and federal officials approved the
agreement. On October 16, 1954 Black Hills
Power and Light took control.
Two years later, the company had to decide
whether it would exercise its option to buy
the Wyodak mine and lease the coal lands
of the Wyodak Coal Company. Geological
testing suggested that the coal land contained
approximately 21 million tons of coal and
that there was an estimated 50 million tons
on adjacent property. “Since the Company is
presently using less than 400 thousand tons
per year,” French wrote to stockholders, “it is
evident that these reserves will provide low cost
fuel for many years to come.” With this advice,
the board exercised its option, and purchased

the Wyodak mine facilities for approximately
$589,000. The company incorporated a new
subsidiary, Wyodak Resources Development
Company (WRDC), which began operating
the facility on November 1, 1956.
With the acquisition of the Kirk and Wyodak
plants and the Wyodak mine, Black Hills Power
and Light also agreed to continue supplying
the city of Gillette and the Tri-County Rural
Electric Association with power from the
5,000 kW Wyodak steam plant. French told
stockholders that the deal would generate
nearly $500,000 a year in additional revenue,
but he cautioned that it would be some time
before the acquisition improved earnings.
Soon after the completion of the transaction,
Black Hills Power and Light also began to
upgrade the facilities at each unit. In 1955,
the company built a 47 kV line between
Wyodak and Osage. It reached an agreement
with Rushmore G & T Electric Cooperative
to build and operate a new 16,500 kW turbine
generating unit at the Kirk Plant to provide
additional firm power and energ y to the
cooperative. That new unit began generating
power in October 1956.

WYODAK SUPPLIED POWER TO GILLETTE
Homestake had constructed the 5MW coalburning steam plant at Wyodak to take
advantage of nearby low cost fuel. The early
“mine-mouth” facility used a conveyor system
that delivered coal from the mine tipple to the
hoppers of the power plant. As a result, fuel
costs to fire the boilers to turn four relatively
small generators were extremely low.
Early miners also used the conveyor system to
move the overburden away from the mining
operation. The Wyodak plant supplied power
for the mining operation.
The Wyodak plant also provided electricity to
two important local wholesale customers: the
city of Gillette and the Tri-County Rural Electric
Association, a cooperative in Wyoming.
Soon after the purchase, Black Hills Power
and Light built a 47 kV transmission line to
Osage to connect Wyodak with the company’s
power grid. Management envisioned the
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The original power plant at the Wyodak mine.

construction of a larger power generation
plant at the site to take advantage of low
fuel costs. With condensing water supplied
by local wells, cooling posed a technological
challenge. Late in the 1950s, the executive
team at Black Hills Power and Light and the
managers at Wyodak began to look for a way
to solve this problem.

CHANGES IN LEADERSHIP
Simpson’s prominent role on the Wyodak deal
reflected his growing leadership at Black Hills
Power and Light. Raised in Chadron, Nebraska
Simpson started working for Dakota Power
Company while he was still a student at the South
Dakota School of Mines in 1937. “He didn’t have

Most of the company’s managers and executives in
the postwar era were college-educated. Many were
graduates of the SDSM&T, including: (seated – L to
R) Bob Asheim, Neil Simpson, and Kermit Fenner.
(Standing – L to R) Lyle McNulty, Herman Fuhlbrugge
and Lloyd Adel.

a nickel to his name,” his son, Roger, said. Between
starring on the football team and working to keep
a roof over his head in the Depression, Simpson
took eight years to finish college. Fixing appliances,
shelving supplies and working on a line crew, he
experienced his first taste of the utility company’s
operations. When he finally graduated in 1939,
Simpson went to work for the company full-time
as a sales engineer. That same year, he became a
local manager in Rapid City. When Black Hills
Power and Light was organized in 1941, French
asked him to serve as a vice president.
During the war, he was the local manager in
Deadwood. When the war ended, French
brought him back to Rapid City to serve as his
assistant. That same year, 1946, Simpson was
elected to the board of directors. He was named
general manager of Black Hills Power and Light
on November 1, 1950. In this position he was
effectively the chief operating officer. French,
who continued as president, began a concurrent
two-year stint as president of the Southern
Colorado Power Company that year, leaving
Simpson increasingly in charge of day-to-day
operations and strategy. Even after French
stepped down from the presidency at Southern
Colorado, he continued as chairman.
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By the mid-1950s, Simpson was often the public
face of the company. After the annual meeting
in April 1953, for example, he went on the road,
speaking to the Lions Clubs in Newcastle, Custer
and Belle Fourche; the Community Club in
Newell; and the Kiwanis in Lead. He reviewed
the history of the company and its performance
in its 11th year of operations. Concluding his
talks, he carefully pointed out that the second
largest portion of Black Hills Power and Light
stock was owned by South Dakotans, and that the
state had the second largest number of individual
common stockholders compared with the rest of
the states in the nation.
Simpson was active in the community. President
of the Rotary Club in 1953-54, he went on to
become president of the Community Chest,
forerunner to the United Way, in 1955. Two
years later, he served as president of the Rapid
City Chamber of Commerce. He and his wife,
Virginia, had four children. Virginia was also
active in the community, serving as president of
the school board in the mid-1950s. Simpson had
a good sense of humor. In September 1957 one
witty newspaper columnist kidded him about
a haircut “which gives his dome a Yul Brynner
appearance” and reported that Simpson’s son,

City area employees about the prospects for the
future. Simpson’s growing role in the company
was formally recognized in April 1957 when
the board elected him president. Retaining his
title as chairman, French continued to keep his
hand in the business, but he was increasingly
engaged with other industry-related activities
in Colorado and elsewhere. French also wanted
to spend more of his time on strategy, including
“long range planning” and the “development of
the company’s subsidiary, Wyodak Resources
Development Corporation.”

Electric blankets offered Black Hills customers one
more way to “live better electrically.”

Pier, had greeted his father at breakfast by
saying “Hi, Baldy.” Simpson conceded that the
“the reflection must be terrific” because that
was the “first time that kid has had his eyes
open at breakfast.”
Simpson was also the executive the employees
saw. He knew them by name, he knew their
spouses and their children. Gathered for an
informal dinner at the Alex Johnson in February
1953, he spoke to the company’s nearly 100 Rapid

Whether the company realized it at the time,
with the acquisition of the Wyodak mine, Black
Hills Power and Light had entered a new chapter
in its history. With a stable source of low-cost
fuel, the company could shape its own destiny.
Having survived startup and the war, by the
mid-1950s the company had proven that it
could pay its bills and enjoy modest growth for
its shareholders. As Barron’s reported in 1955,
increased mining for a number of minerals,
including uranium, combined with expansion of
the Air Force base, and the continued growth of
Homestake, had fueled demand for power. In the
decade ahead, the challenge would be to keep up
with that growing demand.

The following year the company announced
that it would build a three-story addition to
its headquarters at 621 Sixth Street. In six
years, Simpson said, “our total employees have
increased from 200 to 300.” The future, to
Simpson, looked bright.

District managers at Sylvan Lake Lodge for their
annual meeting in September 1954. Back row (L to R):
Art Busdicker(Belle Fourche), Nick Didier(Sturgis), Birdie
Arnold(Deadwood), Clarence Chedel(Custer), Harry
Edwards(Newcastle), Harry Lenhart(Edgemont). Sitting
(L to R): Everett Pompy(Spearfish), Jeff Moye (Lead),
Russ Wilson(Newell) and Dint Furois(Rapid City).
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