USI CELEBRATES 50 YEARS IN BUSINESS
    Thank you!
In 1957 Rolla Beck, Jr. started his agency business, Beck Sales Company, with just a few lines, payments on a new car and he and his wife Sarah Alice expecting their third child (Murray). He worked out of his car and his home in Birmingham until he could afford an office. Rolla was blessed with a special way with people and a dedication to integrity that helped him grow his business and he soon added new lines. We are proud to continue representing some of those early lines today, including Royal since 1957 and Shakespeare since 1963. 

Rolla’s biggest line in the early days was Bethea Company and he and Malcolm Bethea made and sold the first commercial 500kV transmission line assemblies for the Tennessee Valley Authority.  Rolla was always interested in manufacturing products as well as selling them and he found his opportunity with corona shields for EHV, while working on this first line. The story goes that he and Malcolm were in a meeting with TVA engineers discussing the unique requirements of a cross country 500kV line when the subject of corona control came up. As they discussed the fact that this was an untried concept and corona was going to be a factor, they commented that no one had ever produced corona shields on a large scale and they would need to find someone to test and fabricate hundreds of them for this line and future EHV projects. Rolla quickly said that he could make them. The chief engineer for TVA, with whom Rolla had a great relationship and had done much business, said “Rolla, you don’t even know what a corona shield is!”
Rolla replied, “You are right, but I will know everything about them soon and I will manufacture them”. And he did. Beck Sales Company soon became Beck Sales and Manufacturing Company and Rolla made thousands of corona control devices over the next 25 years for every American manufacturing company that provided EHV equipment.

As the manufacturing business grew, Rolla added sales people to the agency staff and continued to prosper in both sides of the business. In the 50’s and 60’s there weren’t many manufacturers’ agents but the days of GE, Westinghouse and Joslyn supplying “everything on the pole except the man” were coming to an end. As new companies entered the electric power delivery market they sought new market channels and some agents prospered. Rolla found himself calling on customers from Consolidated Edison in New York to PG&E in California. As a bright and talented salesman, always looking at ways to leverage the best asset he had, which was his time, he bought an airplane to cover more territory quicker (and to have some fun, because Rolla Beck was a great salesman, but he was an even greater fan of a life lived to the fullest.) Rolla was often the top salesman for the companies he represented and he and Sarah Alice enjoyed flying to factories and socializing with their owners….and planning to increase sales every year!
A big change to the agency came in 1969 when Bill Logan, who had been Bethea’s sales manager, came to work as Beck Sales Company’s manager. Bill was quite experienced in the power delivery business and had started his career, as many sales folks in the South in those days did, at Anderson Electric right outside Birmingham. Bill brought relationships and contacts with many manufacturers across the US and soon began to sign up additional lines for the agency. Two of our biggest lines today came from that time of growth: Homac (1970) and Durham (1971).
Starting in the late 1960’s Reb Beck, Rolla’s oldest son, was working as a laborer in the plant and then for Bill during summers away from college and law school and began to enjoy the customer sales side of the business. After graduation and his time in the Army, Reb came to work full time for the agency in 1972. After a few years Bill moved to help start up a new company in Birmingham and again with people with Anderson Electric roots. As Rolla’s manufacturing business grew, he spent less time on the agency side and Reb began to buy the company from Rolla in the mid 1970’s. 

In the early 1980’s Reb and Joe Thornton and their wives were friends from church and had dinner most Saturday nights preparing for the Sunday School lessons Reb and Joe taught at Independent Presbyterian Church. The friendship grew to the point that they began discussing working together and Joe took a week of vacation from the Birmingham Police Department, where he was a Sergeant, to travel with Reb to see if he really wanted to do agency work. In May, 1981 we were blessed to have Joe join the company and he continues to be our major producer today. During the eighties we signed contracts to represent Seeco (1980), Valmont (1986) and TransData (1987) and all three lines are major factors in our success today. 
In 1986 we changed the name of the company from Beck Sales to Utility Specialists, Inc. and we gained our hardest working salesman, Murray Beck. The industry and community lost a fine servant with the sudden death of Rolla Beck in 1988 from a heart attack. He is missed every day and will never be forgotten.

We were able to move forward after Rolla’s death, as he would have wanted and we acquired our present location, in Vestavia Hills, south of Birmingham, in 1989 and we began our great relationship with Electromark in 1991. Our dedicated office manager, Nancy Hopkins joined us in 1992. As our agency continued to grow we added sales people in Georgia (Bill Thompson joined us in 1995, after taking an early retirement package from Georgia Power). Our Tennessee operation added another person and continued to grow with new lines as well. In 1997 we signed up with the AZZ group of companies which has been one of the fastest growing lines we have represented and a great success story. We expanded the office space in 1999 to accommodate the growth and for more Inside Sales staff. That was also the year we found the hardest working man this side of Murray, Chip Kanour. Chip has been a tremendous success in the Georgia market and has brought much energy to USI. Some would say his motor never stops running!
In 2000 we entered the Florida market and have found it, like the Southeast, to also be a great place to do business. Matthew Beck became a third generation Beck on the sales team in 2001 and we’ve worked him hard all over Tennessee, Mississippi and Florida. We’ve promised him a longer stay now that he’s moved to the Georgia market place and others are benefiting from his labors in his previous markets. We got a real gem in 2002 with the hiring of Russ Buser in Florida and his leadership, organizational skills and experience have helped all of us be better sales people and made our Florida market grow.
We were all sorry to see Tom Egan change careers in 2004 but we stay in touch and one never knows what will happen in the future. We’ve been joined by several great new folks in recent years, Mary Davidson and Amy Redman in 2004 and Matt Poston in 2005.
We are experiencing another super growth spurt in 2007 with the addition of Ken Gregory and his lines in Florida, effective January 1.

Please read about these exciting changes in another spot on our website.

While we have had our share of gaining and losing lines through mergers and acquisitions, we are thankful that USI has continued to grow and serve the market with the same dedication and integrity that our founder Rolla Beck established fifty years ago. We thank you for our opportunities and look forward to the future. We know that if we stick with the corporate values Rolla held throughout his life we will continue to be on the right track.
