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Wyoming bentonite industry
keeps pace through diversity

By RANDOLPH NOLEN

Becsuse of the wide variety
of uses for its. product,
Casper's Black  Hills Ben-

fected as severcly by the cur-
Tenr cconomic slowdown gs
same of the other energy-
related businesses.

Black Hills President
Themas A. Thorsan says that
bentonite production & cur-
rently arcund 70 percent of

oduction  Jevels in 1581,
bentonite’s peak year,

Bemonite is a sedimentary
mineral, a veleanic ash depos-
fted more than 100 milllon
years ago and modified by
nature inro A highly absor-
bent aluminum silicate clay.

It oceurs in shallow beds
along the flanks of uplift
mountains such as the Big
Horns and the Black Hills.
Seventy percent of the
world's supply of high-grade
‘bentanite is found in Wyom-
ing, with major deposits in
the Big Horn Basin,€ near
Kaycee, Greybull and
Tensleep, and along the
Morthern  Black  Hills mear
Upion and Colony, giving
Wyuoming # virtual monopoly
on hemonite production,

Bentonite's major uses
have been in drilling mud and
a5 @ hinder in iron ore pro-
duction, steel making, and
foundry uses. The decline in
the steel and odl industries has
hiuirl busingss, Thersen says,
and the bentonite industry is
“*hiving to downsize."

PRODUCTION of ben-
tondte in 1982 was 3 million
tong, down significantly lrom
4.5 million t1ons in 1981
Eight companies produce
bentonite, and B0 one com-
pany has more than about 20
percent of the available
markel,

Thorsan predicts that this
balance should enable all of
the bentonite producers 10
survive the recession with the
appropriate  business ad-
Justments

Another reeent stumbling
block has been a
year-and-s-hall *‘dialogue’"
with the Department of
Environmental Quality over
mining regulaions and their
application Lo the bentonite
indusry.

Unlike coal and other min-
erals thar are dug up and
bauled away, bentonite s
field-dried and stockpiled at
the mine site. Beolonile oc-
curs in shallow beds 20-30 feet
decp with veins 4-6 feet decp
and 100-300 feet dcross.

It & mined in shallow
open-pit mines, Freshly-
mined bentonite has a high
moisture content snd s
therefore field-dried ar the
mine, reduclng processing

energy costs significantly,
The: field-dried bentonite is
stockpiled in various grades
&l the mine until it is needed,
providing better imveniory
control and  allowing mare
orderly mining of varous
grades of bentanlee,

THE PROBLEM with this
system ds 1hat  bestonite
itsed dusing winter menths
can’t be dried until summer,
and having various plles of
bentonite in the feld stows
mine reclamation somewhat,

Thorson  poinds owt that
the differeoces. Leiwesn regu-
latiots proposed by the state
and by the producers are
small and  new set of regula-
tiond las been worked ouwl
and awaits the governor's

signature.
Black Hills Beotonite was
founded in Wyo,

others, such as truck drivers,
on B coniract basis.

The Catper plant operales
24 hours a day, seven days o
week, with four workers per
eighi-hour shift. Hopper-
carloads of field-dried ben-
ronite are dried, crushed and
bagped ar the Casper Facility
and loaded ooto trucks and
freight cars for distribation
all over the world, bosh
under Lhe company’s own
Tower-Gel trademark and
uider the  brand names of
warious other industrial chem-

ical companics.

The Casper office sends out
mare than 24 trucklonds a
day, and has an annusl
payroll of more than
S600,000.

Thorson sees @ bright
future for the bentonite in-
dustry.  Bentonite has  been
called “'the clay of 1000
uses™ and 4 one use becomes
ohsnlete, another is found.

Pinneers ased the slick gel
that resulls when bentonite i
mined with water as
wagon-wheel grease, windmill
lubricant and tool sealant,
Indians used it for soap.

In the 1920 oil drilling
became A major icdustry, and
benronile'’s  eelAlinous  con-
sistency made il verfect for
drilling musts, stll one of s

In 1947 by Harry Thorson,
Tather of the present company
president.

Harry Thorson was a ben-
tonite contractor who was
rentng a number of bentonle
properties. When his  sales
fell off, he decided to form
his oown production company
and In 1947 lormed &
partnership with Al Harding,
which lnsted 29 years until
Thorson's death in 1976,

Black ills  Bentonite's
Cusper plant was opened in
1964, and the original
Moorcroft plant  closed In

of 45, Twenty-five of those
employees work al the Casper
plant, the rest at mine sites in
Kaycee, Tensleep and
Worland,

BLACK HILLS Bentonite
abo employs a number of

1Jn the 1980°s, most of the
ligh-grade iron ore i the
United States was exhausted,
and bentonite came into use
&5 & binding agent in procesi-
ing of tacomite — o low grade
Iren ore. Bentondte ks alse

an emulsiti=r in pain's and
cosmetis, & 8 bander In
cattle ard poultry leeds, in
foundry casting  operations
and in memerous other in-
dustrial applicaticns,

THORSOM SEES pollu-
tion comtrol #s the major
application of the future.

Because of its  extreme
absorbanze (bentonite swells
o 15 times its original vol-
ame when wetted
crushed bentonite placed
beneath the earth Moor of
pollution-control - dikes and
settling ponds forms an im-
pervious seal and prevents
poliutant: from migrating
it the water table.
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