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Remembering Rural Electrification

Remembering Rural
Electrification

For most of us,
turning on a light
switch is something
we never think twice
about. Electricity

is simply part of
everyday life. But not
all that long ago, life
on many Montana
ranches and farms
looked very different.

Craig Gates
General Manager/CEO

Before power lines stretched across the prairie,
families relied on kerosene lamps for light, wood
and kerosene stoves for cooking, wind chargers to
power batteries, and hand pumps for water. Every
chore took more time, and every convenience we
enjoy today required extra work, or simply wasn't
possible.

August 2026

One of those memories comes from the late

Fritz Keller, a longtime Hill County Electric trustee
whose forty-one years of service helped shape
the cooperative we know today. In a video
interview recorded before his passing, Fritz shared
what he remembered about the day electricity
reached his family's ranch.

“If the wind didn’t blow, you couldn't listen to the
radio and you didn't have any lights. We had
wind chargers, and us kids had to keep water

in the batteries because when the wind blew
hard, they'd boil dry. We were sure happy when
electricity came.”

— Fritz Keller

For families like Fritz's, electricity wasn't just
another convenience. It changed the rhythm of
daily life.
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Hill County Electric Cooperative, Inc.

Across rural Montana, investor-owned utilities
often couldn't justify extending miles of electric
line to serve only a handful of homes and
ranches. So neighbors found another way. They
joined together, formed electric cooperatives,
and built a system based on the belief that rural
communities deserved dependable electric
service just as much as anyone else.

When the crews finally arrived, it was a day
people remembered for the rest of their lives.

“I remember seeing that crew come over the hill
and set the first power pole. To us, it looked like a
skyscraper in New York."

— Rayburn "Pete” Velk

It's a wonderful image, and one that's easy

to picture. A single power pole may not seem
remarkable today, but for families waiting a
lifetime for electricity, it represented progress,
opportunity, and a better future.

The changes reached nearly every part of life.
Homes became brighter. Water became easier
to pump. Food could be safely refrigerated. Daily

chores became less demanding, and evenings no

longer ended when the sun went down.

"Before electricity it was lanterns, kerosene
stoves, and outdoor restrooms. After the power
came, evenings were different. You had lights to
read by after chores, and lights in the morning
before heading back out to work."

— Jerry Kinsella

Sometimes, it wasn't the technology people
remembered most, it was the feeling.

"My mother always said it was a life-changing
day. She even took pictures when they set the
first pole. She never forgot it.”

— lla McClenahan

That simple memory says a great deal. Families
didn't take electricity for granted because they
knew exactly what life had been like without it.
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More than 80 years have passed since Hill County
Electric was founded, but the reason for our
existence remains the same. We were created

by local people who believed rural communities
deserved reliable electric service, and today we're
still guided by those same cooperative principles.

The technology has certainly changed. Modern
substations, automated equipment, and
advanced metering would have been hard to
imagine when those first poles were set in the
ground. But every mile of line we maintain and
every improvement we make continues the
work started by the members who built this
cooperative from the ground up.

As we look toward the future, it's worth
remembering where we came from. The lights
we flip on without a second thought represent
generations of vision, determination, and
neighbors working together for the good of their
community.

That's a legacy we're proud to carry forward every
day. And remember, be safe out there!
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From Montana to the CclpitoI:
Washington D.C. Youth Tour Highlights

I had the opportunity to travel to Washington, D.C., thanks to the 4
sponsorship of Hill County Electric Cooperative. It was an incredible 7%
experience that helped me deepen my understanding of our
nation’s history and gave me an even greater appreciation for our
military and the sacrifices made for our country. | wasn't excited
about visiting museums at first but | ended up really enjoying them
and learned so much from each one. | had so much fun trading
pins with other states and was able to talk and meet so many new
people. The best part of the whole trip, though, was the friendships
I made and the connections | know I'll have for the rest of my life.
This was truly a trip of a lifetime and I'm so grateful for Hill County
Electric Cooperative for making this experience possible.

-Brea Sattoriva

I had a great time and got to meet people from all over the state. |
got to see all the important, exciting memorials. We got to attend a
nationals baseball game and go with a couple other states. | was
able to pin trade with most of the states, but not all of them. | was
so grateful for this opportunity to learn so much about DC.

-Josie Stevenson
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Hill County Electric Cooperative, Inc.

Swap and Shop

Welcome to our Swap and Shop! Feel free to post and find classifieds from other members! Ads
submitted online are usually added within 2 to 3 business days.

Due to print deadlines and space available, some ads may appear in the next month's magazine.

*Denotes photo available on website

1994 Ford Aerostar

3 door extended 7 passenger van.
Less than 120,000 miles. Good
condition. $1,365 OBO. (406) 781-
4245,

Simmons Twin Bed

Magnificent mattress, box spring,
frame, sheets. Barely used. $500.
(406) 390-3522.

1983 John Deere 7720 Combine
w/224 Header and Trailer $5,500.
(406) 265-2579.

2012 Massey Ferguson GC2400*
Like new. 3cyl sub-compact tractor
with bucket and blade. 201.3 hours.
Always shredded. 4wd, 22hp. Mid
and rear PTO. $9300. OBO. (206)
456-3371.

2006 Chevy 3/4 Ton 4X4*

With 8 ft utility box with liftgate, extra
boxes and pipe rack. (406) 667-
2292.

1948 Dodge Truck Engine

Flat Head, 6 cyl with air cleaner,
carburetor, clutch, flywheel, bell
housing. Overhauled in 1972 never
run. Truck wrecked and burnt. $800.
(406) 759-5344.

RV - 2008 Winnebago Outlook
Great Shape, Low Miles Sleeps 6-8,
Slide out, New front tires. $29,000.
(406) 378-3226.

2003 Honda Pilot SUV

Driven 202,000 miles. Fixer upper.
Best offer takes it. Great car until
the head gasket blew out. Many
replacement engines out there for
reasonable price. If you have the
time to work on it. (406) 399-17312.

Farm Equipment

Grain trucks, versatile tractors, grain
vac, sprayers, tanks, etc. Call 406)
781-3456 for more info or to make
appointment to see what there is.

2014 Saber 5th Wheel Trailer
Sleeps 10, 4 Slide outs, Outdoor
Kitchen, Went through Western
Trailer shop this winter, $25000.
(406) 399-0488.

IBC Containers

Straight, not damaged, not clean.
Can deliver locally. $125 each. (406)
390-3522.

ISOIHC Cub Cadets & Low-Boys
Running or not. Also any
attachments. (406) 262-3969.

1997 Chevy 350 Engine
Complete, $1,500. (406) 547-2184.

Missing: B.M. BOWER books
Taken from Big Sandy Cultural
Center. Please return them. $100
reward.

2011 CASE IH ;STEIGER)*

450 HD 3822/2568 HRS, power
shift, Pro 700, 372 receiver, 57 gpm
hydraulic pump, 800/70R38 tires.
$172,000. (406) 899-2202.

Deluxe Auger Drill and Cart*

2018 CASE IH Precision Disk 500,
60’,10", single shoot, intelligent ag
2012 CASE IH Precision Air 4430,
tow between three tank cart with
new stainless steel double shoot
manifold & new tires. $134,500.
(406) 899-2202.

2013 CASE PATRIOT 4430*
5630 HRS, 120 ft boom, 1200 gal.
$67,000. (406) 899-2202.

Counter height table and four
chairs

Sold as a set, butterfly leaf. Table
54Lx36wx36h. Good solid set.
(406) 868-2471.

ISO Used 4-wheeler
250-300cc, with rack to mount
sprayer, 4-wheel drive not
necessary. (406) 899-9279.

Side & front windows from a 1979 8ft
topper

Windows slide. Make an offer.

(406) 390-4493

Anatolian Shepherd Karakachan
Livestock Guardian Puppies*
Working lines. Males and females.
Located in Columbus.

(406) 290-3127

Wanted: Hunting lease for elk and
deer

Personal use, not a outfitter. Prefer
annual lease but will consider
options for shorter duration. (406)
932-5296.

New Aluminum Stall Horse Door +
Hardware Kit System

Five horse door hardware kits with
everything you need. $2000 OBO.
(406) 932-4391.

Two Horse Buggy Parts
Free. (406) 439-5456.

2022 Chevy G3500 Passenger Bus
Comes with a chair lift, seats 14, or 12
with 2 wheel chairs. $20,000. (406)
932-5455.

Whole & Half Pork

Processing dates of July, August,
and September 2026. Raised in
Havre, MT processed at the Pay-N-
Save in Saco. (406) 230-2281.

Hundreds of free books and records
Big Sandy Cultural Center. 79200
U.S. Highway 87, Big Sandy. (406)
378-2514.

FlexCoil 2320 45’ Airdrill
12" single shoot. Lots of new parts.
(406) 390-3185.

Professional Chicken Cages
Accommodates 550 Hens. $800
each. (406) 945-2027.

Swap & Shop is a classified advertising section of the Triangle Communications and Hill County Electric websites and newsletters. It is
maintained as a service to customers and communities wanting to buy, sell and announce non-commercial items. To have an ad included,
simply enter all the pertinent information on the online form. An administrator will review the information within two business days and if
approved, the ad will then appear. It will stay online for one year unless you notify us to remove or change it. It will also appear in any of the
newsletters printed during that one year window. Triangle reserves the right to abbreviate ads and if the section is full, we will display ads on
a first come, first-served basis. If you're unable to enter your ad online you may mail or e-mail it to us using the contact info inside the front
cover of this magazine. Happy swapping and shopping.

8 ¢ Hill County Electric * hcelectric.com



