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Introduction
Southern Company stands as one of America's most enduring corporate institutions, a
name synonymous with the electrification and modernization of the U.S. Southeast.
Founded on the vision of connecting communities through reliable and affordable
energy, Southern Company’s origins stretch back to the early twentieth century, when
regional leaders sought to harness the rivers and resources of Alabama and beyond.
Through cycles of innovation, regulation, expansion, and reinvention, Southern
Company has grown to serve millions of customers across six states and become a
bellwether for the broader power sector.

The story of Southern Company is, in many ways, a reflection of the development of
the American South itself. As the region transformed from agrarian roots into a hub of
industry and commerce, Southern Company enabled that progress—spinning the
turbines that powered factories, lighting the homes of a growing population, and
attracting the next wave of businesses. At the heart of the company’s ascent is a
complex interplay of technological milestones, regulatory dynamics, and forward-
thinking leadership, all underpinned by a commitment to community and stewardship.

Yet, the company’s journey is not without turbulence. Southern Company has
weathered the storms of shifting governmental policies, energy crises, financial
shocks, and intense public scrutiny. Its major projects, such as the Kemper clean coal
plant and the Vogtle nuclear expansion, have become case studies in both the
promise and perils of innovation at scale. The company has also faced its share of
criticism—on environmental issues, executive compensation, and corporate
governance—forcing difficult conversations about its social responsibilities and
strategic direction.

In recent years, Southern Company has found itself at a crossroads common to the
utility industry: how to balance the relentless rise in energy demand, spurred by
sectors like data centers and advanced manufacturing, with the imperative to
decarbonize and modernize infrastructure. The result has been an extraordinary
pivot—massive investments in renewable energy, state-of-the-art storage, and smart
grid technologies alongside a renewed focus on reliable base-load generation.
Milestones such as the completion of new nuclear units at Plant Vogtle and the scaling
of renewable portfolios mark a new chapter in the company’s long history.

But Southern Company is more than the sum of its assets, technologies, or financial
statements. Its broader impact is felt in the communities it serves, the economic
opportunities it creates, and its work to foster equity, education, and innovation. From
electrifying the rural South to partnering on ambitious digital learning initiatives, the
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company’s legacy is inseparable from the wellbeing of the region it calls home.

This book traces the arc of Southern Company’s past, surveys its present, and
assesses its prospects for the future. Whether you are interested in the history of
American business, the evolution of energy, or the broader story of the South, the tale
of Southern Company offers powerful insights into both the challenges and
opportunities of building—and sustaining—a vital American enterprise.
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CHAPTER ONE: Roots in the South: The Early
Formation of Southern Co.
The narrative of Southern Company begins not with a single corporate entity, but with
a bold vision shared by a handful of entrepreneurs and engineers in the American
South during the early 20th century. At the dawn of the electrical age, much of the
rural South remained in darkness, relying on kerosene lamps and manual labor. Yet,
the region possessed an untapped natural resource: its powerful rivers, brimming with
hydroelectric potential. It was this potential that ignited the imagination of men like
James Mitchell.

Mitchell, an engineer and entrepreneur with a background in electrifying parts of
Brazil, arrived in Alabama with a grand scheme. He envisioned a comprehensive
power grid, a network of interconnected generating stations and transmission lines
that would harness the hydroelectric power of Alabama’s rivers and deliver reliable
electricity across the entire Southeast. His ambition was not merely about profit, but
about transforming the lives of people and fostering industrial growth in a region ripe
for development. As he often remarked, "To make money is all right; to build industry
is fine. But to build an industry that saves mankind from…”

In 1912, Mitchell laid the cornerstone of this ambitious undertaking with the
establishment of Alabama Traction, Light & Power Company. This entity served as the
initial holding company in what would become Southern Company’s intricate lineage.
A holding company, in essence, acts as a parent, bringing multiple smaller businesses
under a single organizational umbrella. Mitchell adeptly brought together a collection
of existing smaller energy companies and hydroelectric projects, including Alabama
Power, Muscle Shoals Hydro-Electric Power, and Wetumpka Power Company, under the
newly formed Alabama Traction, Light & Power Company.

The immediate predecessor to Alabama Power, formed in 1906, was also part of this
early consolidation. Alabama Power, under Mitchell's direction, would expand rapidly,
driven by the belief that access to affordable and reliable electricity was key to the
region’s future. Even in these early days, the concept of inter-utility cooperation,
sharing power across state lines, was a novel and beneficial idea, setting the stage for
the vast interconnected system that would eventually define Southern Company.

The early years saw a flurry of activity as the nascent power industry began to take
shape. In 1914, the construction of Lay Dam in Alabama was completed, a significant
step in harnessing the Coosa River’s power. Alabama Traction, Light & Power
continued acquiring smaller hydroelectric power companies, and by 1913, it was
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already supplying electricity to towns like Talladega and Gadsden.

The trajectory of these early efforts, however, was not without its challenges. World
War I, for instance, led to a depletion of British capital, leaving Alabama Power
overextended. Yet, the groundwork for a regional power giant was firmly being laid.
The vision of interconnected systems and the strategic use of holding companies were
crucial to overcoming the financial and logistical hurdles of building a modern power
infrastructure in a largely undeveloped region.

In 1924, a significant step towards a more integrated system occurred with the
formation of Southeastern Power & Light. This new holding company brought Alabama
Traction, Light & Power under its control. Later the same year, Mississippi Power was
established as a subsidiary, providing limited electric service to about 5,500
customers in southeast Mississippi. Gulf Power followed suit in 1925, expanding the
reach of this burgeoning energy network.

The consolidation continued at a brisk pace. In 1926, Southeastern Power & Light
merged with Georgia Power, further solidifying the interconnected system. Georgia
Power itself had a rich and complex history, originating in Atlanta in 1884 as the
Georgia Electric Light Company. Henry M. Atkinson was a driving force behind its
development, building the small Atlanta electric business into what would become
Georgia Power. He had combined earlier entities like the first Georgia Power Company,
the Morgan Falls hydro plant, and the Georgia Railway and Electric Company into the
Georgia Railway and Power Company (GR&PC) in 1912. GR&PC was innovative for its
time, with its Boulevard Substation in Atlanta being one of the nation's earliest
outdoor substations.

By 1929, this expanding network of Southern utilities—including Alabama Power,
Georgia Power, Gulf Power, and Mississippi Power—had become an interconnected
system under Southeastern Power & Light. This regional integration was a testament
to the early leaders’ understanding that a unified approach was essential for efficiency
and growth. The companies extended their reach, with Mississippi Power, for example,
stretching from Tennessee to the Coast, serving 40,000 customers by 1929.

The interconnectedness of these regional power companies made them attractive to
larger financial interests. In 1929, the New York-based holding company,
Commonwealth & Southern Corporation, acquired all of Southeastern Power & Light’s
utilities. This acquisition created a vast system that encompassed five Northern and
six Southern companies. This move was typical of the era, as holding companies
consolidated control over various utilities across the country, sometimes leading to
complex and opaque corporate structures.

However, the rapid growth and often convoluted structures of utility holding
companies eventually drew the attention of federal regulators. Concerns arose
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regarding non-uniform accounting standards, excessive charges to subsidiaries, and
the obstruction of state regulations, which ultimately led to higher power rates for
consumers. This regulatory scrutiny would fundamentally reshape the landscape of
the utility industry and, in turn, the future trajectory of what would become Southern
Company. The stage was set for a dramatic intervention that would dismantle large
utility empires and pave the way for a new kind of integrated system.
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