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BHPAA Board Members, Alumni, and the BHP were incredibly 
saddened by the loss of Byron Lee this summer. This issue of the 
newsletter is dedicated to him and to his life and support of the 
BHP and BHPAA. He was the driving force behind the creation 
of the BHPAA Endowment Fund, and the BHP will reap the 
benefits of that support this year and in many years to come. At 
its core, Byron’s objective was to cultivate the further training of 
theatre artists. I was fortunate to be on the BHPAA Board with him 
during the creation of the endowment and experienced his passion 
in ensuring that his father’s vision of quality theater in the hills 
lasts for many more decades. A memorial will be held in the Black 
Hills during Labor Day weekend honoring Byron’s life and legacy 
(details inside). Thank you for taking the time to read about and 
reflect on our much missed friend, Byron Lee.
Summer in the Black Hills. It feels great to be out here and 
be a part of the 72nd season of the BHP – 30 years after my 
first summer at the Playhouse. I have seen three of this season’s 
shows so far and they are wonderful! The staff assembled a very 
talented company that has provided us with excellent theater. The 
Meersman’s were fortunate to be able to support the Playhouse 
this summer in a variety of ways. Meredith became the head chef 
on short notice for nearly a month while son Collier joined her as 
the assistant chef. He will finish out the entire summer assisting 
the new chef, Ben Haubert. Meredith was delighted to work with 
Deb Workman as the music director for the week long BHP Jr 
theatre camp and its end-of-week production. It has been a joy to 
be so involved once again with the Playhouse this summer.
There was a huge amount of activity getting the BHP up and 
running for the season, and as the BHPAA rep and BHP board 
member, watching these formidable teams’ efforts is so very 
inspiring. The dedication and commitment by board members 
for the continued success of the BHP is remarkable. The devotion 
to educating and exposing children to theater by the Dakota 
Players is heartening. The BHPAA was proud to help support 
their scholarship drive in order to assist deserving families 
with monetary support so as many children as possible could 
afford to attend the week long camp in Placerville. Meredith’s 
feedback regarding the successful theatre camp experience was 
overwhelmingly positive! 
The BHPAA is gearing up to support the BHP’s fundraising 
drive for next year to recondition the Dining Hall via the Dining 
Hall 2.0 Project. Our goal is to expand seating capability via a 
covered wrap-around porch, and to upgrade the kitchen’s food 
preparation equipment. Stay tuned for communication and 
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(L to R) Byron and brother Milt from the BHP archives; The Old BHP Logo  
in Stained Glass Form at the Powder House Restaurant Outside Keystone

requests regarding these much needed improvements. 
THE BHPAA is also going to resurrect/adjust an end-of-season 
celebration. Along with the Extra Mile scholarship presentation, we 
wanted to provide a festive way of showing our appreciation and 
thanks to the company for another wonderful season. While it was 
short notice for the 2017 season, please keep it in mind for future 
summers if you have any plans to visit the Black Hills Playhouse. 
Finally, I need to express profound and heartfelt thank you’s 
to BHPAA board members who are rotating off the board this 
year and moving on to bigger and better things: Melanie Wilcox, 
who has been an outstanding Secretary for the past 2 years and 
helped to keep us organized and documented; Ruth Brennan, 
who was critically important in the materialization of the book 
for the 70th anniversary; Ann McKay Thompson, who helped 
orchestrate and shepherd the 70th Reunion in 2015 during her 
BHPAA Presidency; and Mary Anne Nelson Loefke, who I met 
at the Reunion and who was an immeasurable help in making 
that event a success. Barry LeBeau will be staying on the Board, 
but will be rotating out of the VP position. I am thankful to him 
for his wise council and assistance to me during my first two 
years as the BHPAA President, and I greatly appreciate his help 
and support!! Thank you again to each board member who is 
rotating off, for your support and service during your board 
tenure. Thanks, too, to the nominating committee who is putting 
forward names of potential new board members. Look for that 
update in the fall e-blast.
Many thanks for your support of the BHP and BHPAA!
Mark Meersman 
BHPAA President (BHP 1987-1993)

Special Edition Newsletter in Honor of Byron Lee

(L to R) The new Playhouse sign after the old one fell 
down off-season; Linda takes BHP Board Members on a 
tour of the shops during the July BHP Board Meeting.



by Graham Thatcher, BHP 1963 – 70 +
"I kept my hair cut short, didn't grow a beard and I found I could get away 
with a lot and not get caught." That was Byron Lee’s memory of the sixties 
when he headed to San Francisco with me, "Just to see what was happening." 
He'd saved his salary from working in the Snack Bar at the Black Hills 
Playhouse, where, unfortunately, he'd suffered a back injury carrying cases 
of bottled Coke from “the pit.” He tried to hide it so that he wouldn't miss the 
trip, and, as the BHP closed down for the season, he squeezed into my VW 
Beetle for the 1,400-mile ride. His mother, Margaret “Wifey” Lee, came up 
to the window and said, "Remember Byron, we want what YOU want." We 
drove through the cool night to Salt Lake City, and when he got out of the bug 
he was walking on tip-toes and claiming that his back felt great. But he was 
totally numb. On arriving in the Bay area the next day, Doc Lee's sister Lois 
put him in the hospital in traction. But Byron persevered and then spent some 
months exploring the city … well before the "Summer of Love" in 1967.
That was the first of the adventures that led Byron George Lee, Vermillion, 
a South Dakota boy and son of “Doc” Lee, the founder of the Black Hills 
Playhouse, to the University of South Dakota, then to the Philippines in the 
Peace Corps and, most importantly, to the love of his life and into a life in the 
law in Houston, Texas. Yildiz Guleryuzlu from Ankara, Turkey was a student 
at USD where she was sometimes known as "Miss G" because Americans had 
such a tough time pronouncing her maiden name. In marriage, her name was 
changed to "Lee," a cause for celebration, not only for their union, but also for 
their language-challenged friends and family.
Lawyers are great raconteurs and storytellers and Byron proved the rule. "I 
never really caught the acting bug at the Playhouse, but I love the law and I'm 
really good at it." He caught the litigation bug and was very successful in the 
courtroom. Some would argue that there is little difference between theatre 
and the law. The courtroom was his stage but he never forgot that other theatre 
where he grew up.
Byron was a voracious reader and roamed endlessly through used bookstores 
looking for treasures. Of course when you are named Byron, your brother is 
named Milton and your son is called Dylan, literature would seem to be in the 
family DNA. During his ventures into bookstores he would spot a book, think 
of a friend and buy it. Many of us found ourselves on the receiving end of a 
conversation that started, "I found a book I think you'll like … " and we would.
Milt told me that Byron bought a burial plot in Houston and would take a chair 
and a book and sit on the plot and read. It's not really like dancing on your own 
grave, which might seem a bit defiant, though Byron outlived all of the doctors' 
prognoses. It was more of a serene acceptance, a "Zen thing" … a "Byron 
thing," masking his uniqueness in an air of conventionality and getting away 
with it. And I'll always remember his laugh that really was "Heh-heh-heh."
Byron’s “soul” place was the Black Hills and he spent many summer months 
over the years here … camping at Center Lake, fishing, spending time with 
old friends and just taking in the cozy majesty of the area. His heart never left 
the Playhouse and he made regular visits to talk with staff and see the shows, 
sometimes accompanied by Yildiz, Dylan, and daughter Marla Misket. He 
served on the board of the BHP Alumni Association and his contributions 
to that group and the BHP are too numerous to mention. We are immensely 
grateful for his carrying on the legacy left by his father. He was a good and 
generous friend to so many … and we miss him!
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Keep It Going.
Your tax-deductible contributions—however large or 
small—keep the BHPAA solvent with ongoing finan-
cial costs such as newsletter mailings, eblasts, and BH-
PAA annual events. Checks may be sent to:

BHP Alumni Association
Attn: Jo Wohlenberg, Treasurer
P.O. Box 74, Yankton, SD 57078

New Address?
If your address has changed, or if you would like 
to sign up to receive occasional eblasts from the 
BHPAA, email to markmeersman@aol.com or call 
703-314-6836 with your updates.

Remembering Byron Lee
Byron George Lee died peacefully,  surrounded by his loving 
family, on June 30th, 2017, in Houston, TX from complications 
of a long, courageous battle with multiple myeloma.
Byron was born in Rapid City, SD 
to Patricia Edna Kary of Norris, SD 
on Feb. 6th, 1945. He was adopted 
by Warren “Doc” Lee and Margaret 
“Wifie” Lee in the spring of that 
year. Later in life, a widowed Doc 
Lee married Evelyn “Evie” Dawson, 
a long time friend and wonderful 
addition to the Lee family.
In the summer of 1946, Byron's family 
traveled from Vermillion to Custer 
State Park, where Doc Lee was just 
starting the Black Hills Playhouse. 
Two years later, adopted brother Milt 
Lee joined the family, and together 
they spent winters in Vermillion and 
summers at the BHP. Byron played 
many different roles there, from snack 
bar manager to the singing cowboy in 
the Legend of Devil's Gulch.
Byron graduated from Vermillion 
High School in 1963. He attended the 
University of South Dakota and earned 
a BS in English literature. Byron's 
love of speech and debate pointed him in the direction of law 
school. He attended the Bates College of Law at the University of 
Houston and graduated magna cum laude in 1976. After paying 
his dues at Butler & Binion, Byron was a senior partner at Coats, 
Rose, Ryman & Lee for many years where he practiced civil trial 
law. He provided his clients with sound advice and his colleagues 
with a loyal ally, and tried over four hundred cases.
Byron was a wanderer, a writer, and a man of simple needs. As a 
younger man he spent several years traveling around the country 

Byron Lee Obituary
before joining the Peace Corps, where he spent two years in the 
Philippines teaching English, and promoting peace and friendship. 
He toured the world on his way home and met up with an early 

college girlfriend, Yildiz Guleryuzlu. In 
1972, they moved to Texas to marry and 
explore teaching opportunities, and were 
welcomed by Doc’s sister, Lois Lee Jones 
and her husband A. C. Jones of Houston 
and Wimberley, TX.
Byron’s loves included books, films, 
music,  traveling, camping, fishing, and 
time spent with friends and family. He 
spent many weekends fishing from his 
kayak in any fresh or saltwater he could 
find around Houston. Then he would return 
to the Black Hills every summer, towing 
his pop-up behind him to camp, fish, play 
poker, and visit the BHP. He enjoyed the 
peacefulness of nature and solitude but 
never forgot his old friends. He supported 
his family with love, guidance, and 
unwavering loyalty.
Byron is survived by his wife, Yildiz Lee 
and son Dylan Anka Lee of Houston, TX, 
daughter Marla Misket Lee, son-in-law 
Matthew Manske, two grandsons Theo 
Lee-Manske, and Peter Lee-Manske of 
Katy, TX, and his brother Milt Lee of Cass 

Lake, MN. Later in life he was able to connect with his biological 
family and is also survived by his brother Rick Rodriguez, sister 
Bianca Conklin, both from Kansas, aunt Cordelia Johnson of 
Hill City, SD, and a cousin, Julie Martin of Rapid City, SD.
Services will be held at Geo. H. Lewis  funeral home, July 15th, at 
1:00 pm. The family has requested that any gifts please be made 
in the form of a donation in Byron's name to either the Black Hills 
Playhouse, or to the Performing Arts Center of Rapid City.

Please join us for a Remembrance Celebration for Byron Lee
Saturday, September 3, 2017, at 2:00 p.m.

The Performing Arts Center of Rapid City 
601 Columbus Street, Rapid City, SD (use front enterance)

Hosted by the Black Hills Playhouse Alumni Association

Refreshments will be served. The event is open to all who want to join in the event.

The family requests that memorial contributions be directed to the Black Hills Playhouse: 
P.O. Box 2513, Rapid City, SD 57709

Make a BHPAA Endowment 
Donation in honor of Byron

Please consider a donation to the BHP Alumni 
Association Endowment, which Byron helped to start. 
By remembering the Endowment in your will, IRA 
or insurance policy, you can help the BHP survive 
for future generations.  The Endowment provides 
funds to help with the maintenance, repair, capital and 
operational needs of BHP through a joint decision of 
BHP, the Alumni Association and the USD College of 
Fine Arts. The text of the Endowment can be found 
at the BHP web site under Support/Endowment by 
clicking "here" under the Doc Lee scholarship.
Gifts can be made online at onwardsd.org by clicking 
the "Donate" box on top ribbon and choosing "Other" 
in the designated fund box. Click "Donate Now," 
and an enter "Black Hills Playhouse Alumni Assoc 
Endowment" in the pop-up box.
To donate by check,* write the check out to the "USD 
Foundation." Please write "BHPAA" on the memo line 
or in an attached note. Check should be mailed to:

University of South Dakota Foundation
PO Box 5555, Vermillion, SD 57069 

*When you provide a check as payment, you authorize 
the USD Foundation either to use information from your 
check to make a one-time electronic fund transfer from your 
account or to process the payment as a check transaction. 
For inquiries, please call 800-521-3575.

Byron and Graham – Long Time BHP Buddies


