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Magnus James Keller, a 2023 Center-Stanton High School graduate, 

perished in a fire at his home in the early hours of Tuesday, Jan. 28. The 
cause of the fire is under investigation by the North Dakota State Fire 

Marshal. The GoFundMe page has been started, to raise funds to help 
the family. The site’s address is www.gofundme.com/f/support-the-weil-

familys-recovery-journey.com.

See SIMENSON on page 2
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House fire in Center leads to one fatality

Center’s Simenson finishes up 45 years at Minnkota

19-year-old Magnus Keller, 2023 CSHS grad, perishes

A fire to a Center family’s home 
led to the death of one person on 
the morning of Tuesday, Jan. 28.

First responders received a 
call at approximately 5:48 a.m., 
Tuesday, Jan. 28, about a house 
fire just outside the city of Center, 
which was thought to have begun 
between the hours of 4 and 6 a.m. 
The home, at 2510 30th Ave. SW, 
just outside of Center, is owned by 
Gene and Nicky Weil-Orgaard.

One person perished in the 
fire, 19-year-old Magnus James 
Keller, while his 16-year-old 
younger brother, survived and was 
unharmed, according to Oliver 
County Sheriff David Hilliard. 
Gene and Nicky Weil-Orgaard 
had left the house already to go to 
work, according to a GoFundMe 
page that has been set up to raise 

money to help the family in their 
time of need.

Keller was a 2023 graduate of 
Center-Stanton High School.

Hilliard said several first 
responders arrived on scene, 
including himself and Deputy Jim 
Wenning, the Oliver County Fire 
Department and Oliver Coun-
ty Ambulance, as well as other 
departments.

Official reports were not avail-
able before press time.

“When we arrived, the house 
was fully engulfed in fire,” Hilliard 
said. “One person, the 16-year-old 
boy, was reportedly on the roof 
when a passer-by stopped to help.”

Authorities are currently inves-
tigating the cause of the fire in col-
laboration with the North Dakota 
State Fire Marshal, according to 
Alice Grinsteinner, the Mer-
cer-Oliver Counties Emergency 
Manager.

“Our hearts go out to the family 
and loved ones affected by this 
tragedy,” she said.

Hilliard said in his 30 years 
working at the Sheriff ’s Office, this 
is the first time he’s faced a fatality 
related to a fire.

“It’s had a big impact on 
our community,” he said. “The 
16-year-old is still going to Cen-
ter-Stanton High School. He had 

a lot of friends who stopped out 
to the scene. There’s been a lot of 
support for the family already.”

Keller’s funeral was held at the 
Betty Hagel Memorial Civic Cen-
ter, Tuesday, Feb. 4. 

Alicia Nitschke, principal at 
CSHS, said the junior class and its 
advisors have stepped up to create 
a GoFundMe account in support 
of its fellow classmate.

Nitschke has also set up a meal 
train account to offer meals as well 
as gift cards to various places.

“The staff have also gone above 
and beyond to put together 
donations to go toward gift cards, 
food, etc.,” Nitschke said. “Steve 
Quinlivan (K-12 counselor) and 
I are working with local religious 
groups, crisis programs and other 
groups to help connect staff, stu-
dents and emergency responders 
to whatever support they may 
need. It’s a group effort and the 
community is helping take care 
of one another, and the Keller/ 
Weil-Orgaard especially, during 
this difficult time.”

The GoFundMe page, at 
www.gofundme.com/f/sup-
port-the-weil-familys-recov-
ery-journey.com, has, as of 
Monday, Feb. 3, raised $16,415 
from 114 donations, with the goal 
being $50,000.

After 45 years, Calvin Simenson 
has decided to call it a career at 
Minnkota Powers Cooperative’s 
Milton R. Young plant in Oliver 
County Jan. 9.

Simenson, 66, of Center, origi-
nally from Zap, began his career 
with Minnkota June 4, 1979, as an 
apprentice mechanic. His starting 
wage, he remembers, was $6.52 
an hour.

After three years, Simenson 
became a journeyman mechanic, 
which he stayed at that position 
throughout his career.

Simenson’s 45-year career is a 
rarity within the history of Minn-
kota Powers Cooperative, which 
formed in 1940. 

Minnkota Maintenance Su-
perintendent Ross Ford, who has 
worked with Simenson for the 
past 24 years, said there may have 
been a couple employees who had 
reached 50 years in the past, how-
ever, having Simenson stay with 
the company this long is quite 
impressive.

“It’s a rarity to have someone to 
work that long for you anymore,” 
Ford said. “We usually have 26 to 
30 mechanics on hand. It’s heavy 
industry work, but he was tough 
enough to hold up. He has a per-
fect safety record, and that’s saying 
something with his position.”

For the 66-year-old new retiree, 
his time at Minnkota flew by, a 
testament to how much he en-
joyed his job, he said.

“It certainly didn’t feel like 45 
years,” Simenson laughed. “I’m 20 

years old walking into that place 
and – boom! – here I am now 
retired. It went by so fast.”

The youngest of six children in 
his family, Simenson never fin-
ished high school, instead enroll-
ing at a trade school in Wahpeton, 
earning a wielding and machinist 
degree. Three years later he earned 
his general education develop-
ment (GED) degree.

“I found that I liked building 
things,” Simenson said. “I had a 
passion for machining and fabri-
cating.”

Simenson said he remembers 
when Minnkota representa-
tives interviewed him for a job, 
mentioning how impressed they 
were of his impeccable atten-
dance at school, something he 
said helped seal the deal on being 
hired. Since then, Simenson had 

enjoyed everything about the job, 
including meeting new people, 
the vendors, representatives from 
other companies and contractors 
along the way.

“When they brought in people, 
I would always talk with them, 
get to know them, usually discuss 
food,” Simenson said. “They didn’t 
know me but we are all connected 
when we talk about food. Some of 
them would come the next year 
and you’d get to know them very 
well.”

Ford said not only Simenson’s 
safety record was impeccable, but 
so was his demeanor and friend-
liness, something that went a long 
way in the every-day business at 
Minnkota.

“He was always a pleasure to 


