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Introduction

Duke Energy: The Story of An American Company traces the journey of one of
America’s most influential energy corporations from its modest turn-of-the-century
origins to its current role as a linchpin in the continent’s energy landscape. As the
nation’s needs have grown and changed, so too has Duke Energy, evolving in
response to shifting markets, rising regulatory expectations, and the urgent realities of
technology and climate. This book explores both the compelling history and the
multifaceted present of Duke Energy, offering a nuanced portrait of the company’s
many achievements and controversies.

From its humble beginnings in 1900 on the banks of the Catawba River, Duke Energy
has been at the heart of profound developments in the American South—and,
eventually, across a broad swath of the Midwest and Southeast. The company’s
founders envisioned a new kind of regional power, using then-novel hydroelectric
technology to fuel urban growth and industrial progress. Through shrewd investments
and a series of consequential mergers, what began as a local venture swiftly became a
major force in America’s electrification—laying the foundations for the modern grid.

Yet Duke Energy’s story is not simply one of expansion and innovation. As the
company grew, it encountered the full spectrum of regulatory, financial,
environmental, and ethical challenges that define the energy sector. Successive
leadership teams navigated the Great Depression, two World Wars, and a dramatic
postwar economic boom. The company powered the rise of new industries, brought
electricity to millions of homes, and adapted to seismic industry shifts, whether
brought on by nuclear power, competition, or the modern push for renewables.

The company’s history is also defined by its relationship with the communities it
serves—shaped by moments of constructive partnership and times of profound
tension. Its philanthropic efforts and investments in workforce development have
touched countless lives, while controversies over environmental impacts, rate hikes,
and regulatory compliance have drawn sustained scrutiny. Duke Energy has paid
millions in fines, faced growing public demands for transparency, and grappled with
the complex legacy of coal-fired power.

Today, Duke Energy stands at a crossroads. As one of the largest electric and gas
utilities in the United States, it faces heightened expectations from customers,
investors, regulators, and the broader public. The clean energy transition is
accelerating, not just as policy but as economic and environmental necessity. Duke
Energy must reconcile its historical reliance on fossil fuels with bold commitments to
net-zero emissions, driving massive investments in renewables, grid modernization,
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and energy storage.

This book is both a chronicle and a critical review—a detailed narrative of more than a
century of Duke Energy’s operations, and a reflection on its role in shaping, and being
shaped by, the American energy story. As Duke Energy charts its future course,
understanding its past—its ambition, adaptability, missteps, and impact—remains key
to assessing its prospects and responsibilities in an era defined by change.
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CHAPTER ONE: Beginnings on the Catawba: The
Early Years (1900-1917)

The dawn of the twentieth century in the American South was a period ripe for
innovation and ambition, particularly in the burgeoning field of electrical power. While
major cities in the Northeast and Midwest were already embracing electric lighting and
nascent industrial applications, the more rural and agrarian Carolinas remained largely
in the dark, metaphorically speaking. This was the stage upon which the earliest seeds
of what would become Duke Energy were sown, not in the grand boardrooms of
established finance, but in the vision of two brothers and a river.

The story truly begins in 1900 with the Catawba Power Company, an enterprise co-
founded by Walker Gill Wylie. Wylie, a physician with a keen entrepreneurial spirit, and
his brother, a lawyer, saw beyond the pastoral calm of the Catawba River, envisioning
its potential as a source of clean, inexhaustible energy. Their initial plan was to
harness the river's flow at India Hook Shoals in South Carolina, constructing a
hydroelectric power station that would literally light up a new era. It was a bold idea
for the time, requiring significant capital and engineering expertise in a region not
known for such large-scale industrial undertakings.

Wylie’'s vision, however grand, soon ran into the brick wall of financial reality. Building
a single hydroelectric plant was one thing; realizing his larger ambition of a cascading
series of such plants along the Catawba River was quite another. This expansive vision
necessitated a far greater investment than the Wylie brothers could muster. It was at
this critical juncture that Wylie, through a stroke of persuasive genius or perhaps just
sheer luck, managed to attract the attention of a man whose name would become
inextricably linked with the company’s future: James B. Duke.

James B. Duke was already a titan of industry, having amassed a fortune in tobacco.
His partner, James Blaney, also brought considerable business acumen to the table.
Their investment was the catalyst that transformed a promising local venture into
something far more significant. This crucial partnership led to the formal founding of
Southern Power Company in 1905, a name that clearly signaled a broader regional
ambition than its predecessor. The successful completion of the Catawba Hydro
Station on April 30, 1904, is widely regarded as the foundational moment, the true
birthdate, of what would ultimately evolve into Duke Power, and then Duke Energy.

In its nascent stages, the Southern Power Company, like many utilities of its era, did

not initially set its sights on powering individual homes. The primary focus was on
industrial customers, particularly the burgeoning textile mills of the Piedmont region
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that were hungry for reliable and affordable electricity to drive their machinery. The
idea was to electrify industry, boosting productivity and enabling unprecedented
growth in manufacturing. This was a business model driven by large-scale
consumption and the transformative potential of centralized power generation.

However, the best-laid plans of industrialists often meet the irresistible force of public
demand. As the economic centers of the Carolinas, such as Charlotte and the Triad
cities, began to experience the benefits of electrification in their industrial sectors, a
natural appetite for residential power began to emerge. People saw the electric lights
in factories and wanted them in their homes. This organic demand from local
communities soon prompted Southern Power Company to expand its services into the
residential market, a pivotal shift that broadened its customer base and solidified its
role in everyday life.

The early years were also marked by a series of strategic maneuvers and foundational
projects that cemented the company's regional dominance. In 1908, a significant step
was taken with the chartering of Carolina Power & Light. This entity was formed
through the merger of three existing power providers: Raleigh Electric Company, Cape
Fear Power Company, and Consumer Light and Power Company. These consolidations
were typical of the era, as smaller, fragmented utilities began to coalesce into larger,
more efficient regional networks.

Beyond generating and distributing electricity, James B. Duke's vision extended to
related infrastructure that would facilitate economic development. In 1910,
construction commenced on the Piedmont & Northern electric railway. This ambitious
project, largely spearheaded by Duke himself, aimed to connect industrial centers in
South Carolina to those in North Carolina, providing a vital transportation link that
would further stimulate growth and demand for electricity. The railway served as both
a practical means of transport and a testament to the interconnectedness of power
and commerce.

As the company grew, so did its need for diverse power sources. While hydroelectric
power was the initial cornerstone, its limitations, particularly in times of drought,
became increasingly apparent. Recognizing this vulnerability, Southern Power
Company began to diversify its generation portfolio. In 1911, the Greenville Steam
Station was completed in Greenville, South Carolina. This facility marked a significant
milestone as the company's first coal-fired generating station, laying the groundwork
for a more robust and reliable power supply less dependent on the vagaries of river
flow.

By 1917, the various interests and entities under James B. Duke’s influence had grown
complex. To streamline these holdings and create a more cohesive corporate
structure, James Blaney founded the Wateree Power Company. This new entity was
conceived as a holding company for the diverse array of utilities that Duke and his
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associates now owned. This move signaled a growing sophistication in the company’s
financial and organizational management, preparing it for the significant expansion
and consolidation that lay ahead. The foundations were firmly in place for what would
become one of America’s most enduring and impactful energy enterprises.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace


http://www.tcpdf.org

