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Sam Houston Electric 

Cooperative wishes you a 

Merry Christmas and a 

Happy New Year!
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This year is rapidly 
drawing to a close, 
and that means the 
holiday lighting 
season is back. 
If your home 
is in need of a 
decorative refresh, 
here are some 
tips to take your 
holiday artistic 
stylings to the next 
level. There are two 
areas to cover, so 
let’s get started. 

Safety is first. If your lights can be installed standing on the floor or ground, you 
can skip ahead. However, since most decorations involve some installation at up 
high, you need to do the following:

1. Use a sturdy ladder when installing your lights. Have a ground crew (one 
or two people) to steady your ladder and hand you the decorations–an 
invaluable part of safety and for keeping you supplied with untangled 
light strings, fasteners and encouragement. 

2. Remember to keep a safe distance from your overhead electric service. Don’t 
install lights on trees that come in contact with or are near power lines.  

3. Don’t overreach. If you cannot get to a point with your body completely 
centered between the sides of the ladder, get down and reposition the ladder. 

4. Don’t overextend the ladder. If your ladder is too short, rent or borrow a 
longer one. A ladder extended beyond its working limits is dangerous, as 
is standing on rungs too close to the top. 

5. Do not overload circuits by stringing more light sets together than the 
manufacturer recommends. Check the packaging for details.  

6. Check your wires for breaks and cracks in the insulation that can lead to 
shorts. Before installing your holiday lights, plug them in to make sure all 
the bulbs are working. 

Most of these tips apply equally to inside and outside decorating activities.
Light selection is next. If at all possible, invest in LED lights this season. Unlike 
the first versions to hit the market, which were characterized by rather harsh 
and unattractive colors, the newest generation’s colors are reminiscent of 
incandescent lights. 
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Why go the LED route with your 
holiday lights? Longevity and cost of 
operation are the two key reasons. 
Unlike incandescent lights, whether 
the large or mini bulb, LEDs will 
last for many, many years. LEDs 
have no filaments to burn out. Aside 
from physically destroying the bulb, 
an LED is amazingly robust. Given 
the modest number of hours of 
operation, you can expect LEDs to 
last seven or more years.

Then there is the benefit in the cost 
of operation from LEDs. These gems 
of technological advancement use 
minimal electricity. A reasonable 
estimate of power consumption is 7 
watts per 100 lights. How does that 
compare to incandescent? Each of 
those bulbs used 12 watts so a string 
of 100 devoured 1200 watts. 

Do you really want to manage the 
cost of operating holiday lights? 
Invest in timers to turn the lights on 
and off automatically. You can even 
invest in a smart plug for your lights 
that you can program and control 
from your smartphone.

Once you have your holiday light 
design finalized and installed, it is 
recommended to leave as much of the 
outside portion of lights in place. 

You don’t have to leave the holiday 
lights on all year. Simply disconnect 
them after the holidays, protecting the 
plugs and sockets from dirt and debris. 

Think of the reduced stress and risk if 
you set and forget your design. With 
the longevity of the LEDs, you can 
enjoy this freedom and practically 
eliminate the risks associated with 
high-wire seasonal gymnastics.

Holiday Lighting Tips
Manage the Cost of Holiday Decorating
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Purchasing 
electronic gifts 
this holiday 
season? 
Remember 
to purchase 
ENERGY 
STAR®-certified 
electronics and 

give the gift of energy efficiency. Visit 
EnergyStar.gov/productfinder for a 
full list of efficient products. 

The Co-op 
Connections 
Card® is a 
member benefit 
program that 

delivers discounts from participating 
businesses, both local and nationwide. 
Visit Connections.coop/samhoustonec 
for more deals. Could your business use 
free advertising? Sign up today!

Chem-Dry of Montgomery County 
1081 Shadow Glenn Drive 
Conroe, TX 77301 
936-441-7766 
Chem-dry.net/montgomerycounty.tx 
Hours: M-F, 8-5 
Offer: $20 discount off any regularly 
priced purchase of $99 or more.

Chic Boutique 
122 Hummingbird Circle 
Livingston, TX 77351 
936-327-9100 
Hours: M, T, Th, F, Sat, 10-6   
Offer: 10% discount off any purchase of 
$20 or more.

CNS Treasure Chest 
12426 Hwy 105 East 
Conroe, TX 77306 
936-441-2139 
Facebook.com/CNS-Treasure-Chest 
Hours: W-Sun, 9-5 
Offer: 20% discount off $20 or more. 

Co-op Connections Deals

Conservation Corner

The holidays can make food choices 
and meal prep stressful for people who 
struggle with nutrition. Here are a few 
simple tips to make your meals richer in 
flavor and nutrients, and less laden with 
empty calories.

Plan ahead.
Meal planning, writing grocery lists and 
doing food prep when you have time 
helps making nutritious meals that meet 
your health needs easier, even when 
time and energy are in short supply. 

Eat with purpose.
Food is fuel and mealtimes can reinforce 
connections. Grabbing fast food and 
eating in front of the TV are things that 
will happen. Try paying attention to the 
food you’re eating while you’re preparing 
and eating it; you’ll eat less and enjoy 
meals more.

Simple Tips for Eating Healthier

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
members can look for their 2018 
calendar and member handbook in the 

2018 Calendar & Member Handbook
mail this month. Next year’s theme, 
“Local Lens on East Texas,” highlights 
familiar scenes around the Cooperative’s 
service territory.

While the calendar is a favorite staple 
on members’ walls, it also contains a 
wealth of information at the back of 
the publication. Member programs 
and services, tips for managing 
power interruptions and key contact 
information are all available. 

Be sure to check your mailbox soon!

It’s not easy being green.
Do you find veggies unappetizing? 
Put a little thought and seasoning into 
your veggies. You might be surprised 
about the difference in taste between 
roasting vegetables and simply 
steaming or boiling. Add chopped 
garlic and herbs, squeeze on some fresh 
lemon juice or splash on balsamic. 

Choose healthier proteins.
Has your doctor advised you to avoid 
unhealthy fats? Deep fried chicken legs are 
delicious, but baked breaded-and-herbed 
chicken breasts are delicious, too. Make 
your burgers with leaner beef and ground 
turkey and add, for example, pico de gallo 
to the patties for extra flavor. Be creative.

Don’t shop hungry.
It’s the advice everyone gives for a reason: 
it’s true. Grab an apple or some jerky 
before shopping, if you’re feeling hungry.

Know your limits.
Look for recipes with minimal but 
nutritious ingredients and simple 
cooking methods, like one-pot, one-sheet 
pan and crockpot recipes. Buy precut or 
frozen veggies to accelerate prep. Keep 
things like frozen shrimp, broccoli and 
ravioli on hand for quick dinners. 
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Day 1: What’s that noise? Test smoke and carbon 
monoxide alarms.
Day 2: Shocker! Before use, inspect all electrical lights, 
decorations and extension cords for damage.
Day 3: Two’s company, three’s a crowd. Do not overload 
outlets with too many decorations or devices.
Day 4: Is it working? Test ground fault and arc fault 
circuit interrupters.
Day 5: Ouch! Prevent falls by arranging cords safely along 
walls, and away from doorways and high-traffic areas.
Day 6: Kids eat the darnedest things. Avoid placing lights, 
hooks, ornaments and other small decorations within 
reach of young children.
Day 7: Thirsty? Keep the Christmas tree stand full of water. 
A fresh tree poses less of a fire hazard than a dry tree does.
Day 8: Make a wish! Blow out candles before leaving the 
house or going to bed.
Day 9: Nice and warm. Keep space heaters at least 3 feet 
away from anything flammable.
Day 10: Can’t touch this! Install tamper-resistant 
receptacles to prevent kids from inserting objects into 
electrical outlets.
Day 11: Escape route: Share your family fire escape plan 
with overnight guests.
Day 12: Hot stuff! Keep children away from cooking 
areas; use back burners and turn pot handles inward.
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LOCAL CO-OP NEWS

The holidays are upon us. All Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative offices will be closed the 
following days: 

•	 Dec. 25, 2017—in observance of 
Christmas Day

•	 Jan. 1, 2018—in observance of New Year’s 
Day

As always, Sam Houston EC crews will be 
on call to respond to any unexpected power 
outages while our offices are closed. 

Cooperative members may still access many 
of our services, including account balances, 
bill payment and service requests through our 
website at SamHouston.net or our toll-free 
number, 800-458-0381. If you experience a 

power outage, please report it by calling 888-444-1207. May we be the first to wish 
you and your loved ones a happy holiday season!

Holiday Office Closings

Know how to extinguish 
electrical fires. 

Take preventive measures and 
know what to do in the event of 
an electrical fire occurs.

Please remember: Never put 
water on an electrical fire; use 
a Class C fire extinguisher or 
baking soda instead. If you can’t 
control the fire, get out and call 
the fire department.

SAM HOUSTON
ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE

SamHouston.net
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John’s woods were a finger of 
woodland that existed within 
and apart from Dallas’ Pleasant 

Grove area. The woods provided a 
haven or hideout or no-man’s- land 
or sacred spot where our group could 
hike, hang out or swing on the tree 
swing built by the resident hermit. 

The hermit lived in a ramshackle 
structure on the edge of the woods 
with his chickens, mixed-breed dogs 
and toothless uncle. We called him 
John the Baptist because he wrote 
Bible scriptures on pieces of pink 
paper and decorated the woods with 
them. In the spooky dark night of 
our imaginations, John sported a cap 
scrunched down over eyes that shone 
like Mercury dimes. 

The woods were John’s private 
fiefdom. He roamed the deep gullies 
and constructed a tree swing of steel 
cable so he could swing Tarzan-like 
from one cliff to the other. Beneath 
his house, it was said, began a tunnel 
that led to a system of tunnels that ran 
beneath the woods.

Sometimes it seemed as if John the 
Baptist was just ahead of us, hiking 
through the brush and pinning those 
Bible passages on the bushes. 

“The wages of sin is death,” said one, 
and another said something about 
being cast into a lake of fire. There 
was a host of others, and our motley 

group collected them, making a 
game of who could gather the most 
in an afternoon. 

We always thought John and his 
scripture-writing were our secret, 
unknown to the wider adult world of 
Pleasant Grove, but that wasn’t the 
case. Betty Wadkins’ backyard faced 
those woods. She was a leader of 
the San Jacinto Elementary School 
Parent Teacher Association, and 
one Thanksgiving she was chosen to 
deliver a food basket to the hermit. 
The years have dimmed her memory 
of that charitable moment, except for 
one phrase: “John was weird.”

Indeed, John was a mighty enigma, a 
whispered legend in his bramblebush 
kingdom. We would have explored 

there, anyway, because it was the 
largest stand of woods in the area, 
and it had that massive gully, at some 
points 25 feet deep and 35 feet across. 
John’s woods were wild, thistly, thick 
and twisted, but the mystery of never 
seeing John was the real draw. The 
tension of knowing that someday 
we would see him grew slowly. We 
wondered what we would do and, 
more important, what he would do.

Then, one day, the toothless uncle 
surprised us while we were horsing 
around on the swing. One of our group 
reclaimed speech long enough to 
break the silence, asking what time 
it was, insinuating that we might just 
disappear into a light vapor if the 
uncle did as much as sneeze. The old 
man squinted up at the sun and said 
“half past five” in a funny, muffled, 
flappy sound.

We were grateful that John the 
Baptist’s uncle didn’t yank off one of 
our arms and bludgeon the whole pack 
of us with it. 

But before we could hear anyone 
approaching, John himself appeared 
among us. And to our astonishment, 
John didn’t have worms for eyelids 
or claim us as his sacrifices. He just 
stood there on the edge of the cliff, an 
unexpected combination of stealth 
and swagger, a hybrid hobo and 
panther. He didn’t talk about Jesus or 
the devil or do anything weird.
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JOHN
THE BAPTIST

Neighborhood eccentric  with shack in  the woods ignites childhood imaginations

“He just stood there on 
the edge of the cliff, 

an unexpected 
combination of stealth 

and swagger, 
a hybrid hobo and 

panther.”

BY BILL SANDERSON
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He was about 40 years old with a beard 
and a kind of Willie Nelson cool, and 
he showed us some fancy tricks on the 
swing by hanging from his knees. All of a 
sudden, it was wonderful to be alive. We 
were watching the greatest tree swinger 
give us tips on finesse. We were sharing 
woods with a three-dimensional, sun-
drenched legend. Heck, man, we were 
partying down with John the Baptist! 
From that day on, we called him “John” 
and felt the smugness of a tight and 
privileged society. 

We even torqued up enough courage to 
approach his house, but he turned all 
his dogs loose, reminding us that we 
were just visitors. And, yes, religious-
zealot hermits really are different from 
you and me.

A couple of years later, John 
disappeared, and his uncle died, and the 
house burned down. We kept going to 
the woods. After a rain, we could slide 
down the cliff where the slope wasn’t 
sheer and get real muddy. The humidity 
and the thorns and the spiderwebs 
created a strange elixir. 

But if you went down there by yourself, 
you could really be alone. You might 
not think about anything. You’d just 
sit there and then you’d go blank, and 
then some noise or movement would 
bring you back, and you’d get curious 
about whatever it was, or get scared or 
bored with it. Then you’d start the whole 
process over again.

As we became teenagers, the trips to the 
woods came less often. Once a group of 
us was arrested on a Sunday afternoon 
for possession of alcohol by a minor 
because one person had a beer and 
wouldn’t claim it, and macho kinship 
forbade anyone from squealing.

Later on, we started holding practice 
swing sessions in the evenings, building 
bonfires on the gully floor. We’d swing 
wildly over it at night, watching our  
shadows go through the fire, hoping we 
wouldn’t fall into the fiery pit below, 
making a prophet of John the Baptist.

FREELANCE WRITER AND TEXANA AUTHOR BILL 
SANDERSON LIVES IN THE PLEASANT GROVE 
AREA OF DALLAS.
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WIDOWED INDIANA FARMER MOVES TO TEXAS, 
WHERE NEW LIFE BLOSSOMS

Spike and Pop at the ranch. These best friends leave each other notes 
by the coffee maker each morning and play checkers every night.

Today I saw a photo 
on Facebook of my 
88-year-old father at a 

tattoo parlor. His roommate 
was staging a prank in which 
she pretended to tattoo him, 
and they were grinning at each 
other with mischievous glee. 
My heart leapt with gratitude, 
and I reflected on the long 
route he’d taken to arrive at 
this point. 

My mother died about a year 
ago. She’d already deteriorated 
due to an undiagnosed form of 
dementia before a broken hip 
put her in a nursing home. She 
objected, berated and suffered 
through the ordeal, and Pop 
visited her steadfastly in the 
chilly depression of her room. 

As Mom declined, Pop did, 
too. His robust complexion 
and serene demeanor lost 
their vitality, replaced by 
sunken cheeks and a deadpan 
resignation. He began looking 
frail and moving slowly. When 
his weight bottomed out, 40 
pounds lighter than normal, 
my brothers and I feared he 
would die first, as sometimes 
happens with elderly spouses 
during long illnesses.

But Mom went first. I’d never 
seen Pop cry that hard. They 
had been married for 66 
years. I knew he was crying 
both for the woman she had 
been and the woman she’d 
become. A month later, when 
I returned to Indiana from 
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my home in Austin to help 
him clean out Mom’s closet, 
we had a conversation that 
surprised me. 

“I loved your mother, and I’m 
sorry she’s dead,” he said. “But 
I’m still alive, and I want to 
live.” I said I thought that was 
a good idea. 

He said, “I think I want to 
come to Texas for the winter.” 
I said I thought that was 
another good idea. 

Pop was a lifelong Hoosier 
and farmer. He’d farmed 
his family homestead and 
finished his career managing 
a chain of corn and cattle 
farms. Leaving everything he 
knew, even for a few months, 
wouldn’t be easy.

The first step was the easiest. 
I asked around if anyone 

knew of a place in the country 
suitable for an elderly man. 
The first person to respond 
was my friend Spike, a writer 
who, through her unyielding 
compassion and dedication 
to local causes, is somewhat 
of an Austin folk hero. She 
had recently acquired a ranch 
outside of town, in Garfield, 
and offered my father a room 
in its cozy vacation-rental 
home. Spike was a former 
city dweller who had zero 
experience living in the 
country. Pop could give her 
some tips, she reasoned.

Two months and a thousand-
mile road trip later, the 
fledgling snowbird and I 
rolled in at the Tiny T Ranch. 
While we unpacked, I filmed 
Pop sitting in his new walk-
in closet, playing “There’s 
No Place Like Home” on 
his harmonica. Moments 

later I texted the video to 
Spike and she shared it with 
her thousands of Facebook 
followers, and a local internet 
star was born. 

Ignoring a 35-year age 
difference, Pop and Spike 
became fast friends, and 
their connection attracted 
others. The ranch’s chickens 
fell under Pop’s animal-
whisperer spell and followed 
him everywhere. A neighbor 
who was moving away brought 
over two horses to stay, and 
they began following him 
around, too. 

“If I was still at home, I’d 
just be sitting in my chair, 
waiting,” Pop told me once. 
“But down here, I’ve got things 
to do. I gotta mow, I gotta 
finish that fence, move the 
feed buckets to the barn ...” He 
gazed around at 30 acres of to-
do list. “If I didn’t have work 
to do, I’d just wind down and 
stop like an old clock.” 

The Tiny T sees a parade 
of visitors. Locals come 
to visit, attend writing or 
meditation workshops, 
or hold weddings at the 
property’s little chapel. Out-
of-towners come to vacation 
or attend festivals in Austin. 
Many come just to wander 
the quiet, open spaces and 
feed apples to the horses. 

Nearly every guest through 
the gate gets to know Pop. 
Many recognize him from 
Spike’s Facebook page and 
can’t wait to meet “the 
famous Bob.” At one point he 
said, “I’ve met more people 
during six months in Texas 

than during my whole life in 
Indiana. There’s a lot of good 
people down here, you know 
it?” I said I knew it.

Of course, Pop’s greatest ally 
is his new roommate. After 
a month, Spike invited him 
to live out his days at the 
ranch, and he accepted the 
offer. Now the best friends 
leave each other notes by the 
coffee maker each morning 
and play checkers every 
night. They pull pranks, like 
the fake tattoo photo and 
another where they appeared 
to have gotten matching facial 
piercings. Their pleasure in 
each other’s company is a joy 
to behold.

I attribute this successful 
friendship to a few factors: 
my friend’s generosity 
and kindness; my father’s 
willingness to take huge risks 
at an age when many people 
wouldn’t even vary their route 
from refrigerator to recliner; 
and the alchemy that happens 
when two souls stumble into a 
complementary arrangement. 

I suppose I could be jealous of 
“my father’s new daughter,” 
but I’m too busy marveling 
at how lucky we all are. After 
decades of separation, I get to 
relish my dad’s presence in my 
life. Spike gets to experience 
the joys of a loving father 
figure. And Pop gets to live a 
new life that he’s created for 
himself, full of love, action 
and purpose—and chickens 
and horses. 

ELLEN STADER IS A TEXAS 
ELECTRIC COOPERATIVES SENIOR 
COMMUNICATIONS SPECIALIST.


