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on it. We’ve got a few more 
little odds and ends to do on 
the actual building. The data 
center is nearly complete 
and ready to be operational. 
It was kind of timed to be 
ready to turn on at the same 
time as the solar was ready, 
and they’re pretty close to 
each other. We have some 
additional office space that’s 
still to be completed inside 
the building, but that’s al-
ways kind of the bottom pri-
ority. Then, you know, we’re 
trying to dress the property 
up and make it stop looking 

so much like a construction 
site. Coincidentally, we’ve 
got some guys out there 
today, trying to get some 
rental equipment returned 
to vendors. We’re stashing 
some stuff, getting it ready 
for long-turn storage, and 
we’re cleaning it up and get-
ting ready to put some grass 
seed in. The spring clean-
ing that has to happen any-
where is going on to try and 
make it presentable.

Was it always your inten-
tion to remove the old depot 
and to grow that, or did this 
kind of grow organically?

We’re very fluid and or-
ganic people, and we kind of 
roll with it. We expected that 

it would be the plan, but we 
had to wait for Ameren to 
confirm. We also had to wait 
for some of our consultants 
to confirm that there was 
no saving the buildings, and 
it all kind of came in. The 
consultants said that the 
buildings were no good and 
Ameren said, “Yes, do more 
solar,” and like you said, it 
kind of grew organically. 

When we spoke before, the 
hope was to save the north 
end of the old seed company. 
What happened there?

The seed company was 
three separate buildings, 
and I initially wanted to 
save all three, the building 
that we have, the part up 

by the road, and the eleva-
tor portion. The problem is 
that the elevator portion 
was basically good for noth-
ing, inside. It had so many 
supports, I-beams here 
and posts there, that it just 
wasn’t a usable space. We 
removed that early on and 
it actually worked out pretty 
well because it allowed us 
to put our cooling equip-
ment on that concrete pad. 
I initially expected to save 
the front part of it. The roof 
was leaking really bad from 
the trees that had grown 
up through it and so I had 
a crew go out and they tore 
off the shingles and we were 
going to get a new metal 
roof to match the building, 
and before long, they found 
a piece of rotten wood here, 
a piece there, and it ended 
up being that the entire 
west side of that building 
was all rotted out. We were 
going to try and save it, but 
by the time we got there, 
we found that several of the 
trusses had rotted out and 
we decided to go ahead and 
take it out now. We’re left 
for a concrete pad and if we 
ever want to rebuild over it, 
we can, but it makes a pretty 
good little parking lot, hon-
estly.

Is it still the plan to use 
Villa Grove as a training 
center for future sites, as we 
originally discussed?

Exactly. We have a couple 
of different sites that we’re 
looking at, and it will all de-
pend on timing, frankly, but 
as of right now, it will work 
out really well. We’re trying 
to get the office space fin-
ished. We can have a train-
ing room where you can go 
out and look at the solar 
panels and then come in and 
do some things. It won’t ac-
tually be our only one. We’ll 
have them scattered around 

because there will be sever-
al different crews running in 
different locations.

You mentioned a few sur-
prises. Has the project pretty 
much gone the way you an-
ticipated?

Honestly, I think it’s gone 
really smooth. It’s been awe-
some. The demo project is 
moving along. The solar ar-
ray went smoothly. The rail-
road has been easy to work 
with as we worked right 
up near them. The build-
ing on site looks amazing. 
I’m super happy with how 
that turned out. I’ll be even 
happier when it’s not wet 
and muddy and sloppy ev-
erywhere, but it’s all in due 
time. There’s only so much 
you can do in the middle of 
winter. 

You’re hauling off a hun-
dred years of bricks, and oth-
er materials, right?

Right. The brick recycler 
hauled off about 80,000 
bricks, so that was pretty 
cool. 

Do you have any idea 
where those bricks are head-
ed?

A firm out of Chicago buys 
them and he installs them 
for various applications. 
They’re used for accent 
walls in restaurants or base-
ments or maybe you want 
a real brick patio, things 
like that. It’s really cool. He 
sent a crew down and they 
pulled the bricks out. It’s 
really cool that they’re go-
ing to be used like that and 
not just end up in a landfill 
somewhere.

Are you on schedule, and 
when do you think the proj-
ect will be complete and 
you’ll be coming online?

I would assume that the 
data center will be online by 
the end of March. Phase one 
of the solar is done, and for 
all practical purposes, it’s 

online. I don’t have a good 
estimate yet for phase two 
of solar. It’s just now start-
ing. Once we determined 
that the buildings weren’t 
going to be salvageable, we 
knew we had to get them 
out, and we kind of started 
phase two. 

Overall, would you say 
that this project has gone the 
way you expected?

Yeah, I think it’s been 
great. We’ve been able to 
hire quite a few people from 
the Villa Grove area, so that 
was neat. We’ve established 
a couple of team members, 
guys who will be able to 
grow with us and continue 
on and maintain the field for 
years to come. 

Will there be perma-
nent employees here in Villa 
Grove?

Absolutely. It’s not a set-
it-and-forget-it thing when 
you think of the array. There 
will always be landscap-
ing things to do. Spraying 
weeds, mowing and that 
sort of thing. Maybe an in-
verter stops working once 
in a while and someone has 
to go out and check those 
types of things. Sometimes 
we’ll need spot checks, just 
walking around and check-
ing the nuts and the bolts 
and making sure that those 
types of things are tightened 
up. Then, we’ll have a couple 
of people in the data center, 
monitoring that and mak-
ing repairs and that sort of 
thing.

Looking west along the 
array, it certainly is impres-
sive, isn’t it?

This is the first time 
we’ve done a system like 
that, and it looks so cool! It 
will be really cool when it’s 
done. Even things like get-
ting grass to grow. I know 
some people were upset 
when the depot was torn 
down, but I think most peo-
ple realize that the building 
had sat empty for 50 years. 
We saved a bunch of the old 
timbers and things like that. 
The city has been awesome 
to work with. I couldn’t have 
asked for a smoother expe-
rience, and I can’t wait to 
finish it up and have an ev-
eryday, usable site.
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