
How would you l ike to pay?

Paying your bill is easier than ever

1 Pay with Cash, CheCk or Credit—Payments 

can be made in person at one of our office 

locations, online by logging in to your account or 

via phone 1-800-458-0381.2 Budget Billing—Qualifying accounts can divide 

anticipated annual electric costs out evenly over 

the year, ensuring that your bill doesn’t fluctuate 

from month to month.

3 automatiC Payments are easy—sam houston 

electric Cooperative will draft your bank account 

or charge your credit card in the amount of your 

electric bill each month. it’s safe and easy!

4 Fidelity exPress Payment Centers—you can 

pay your bill with cash, check or money order at 

conveniently located payment stations in stores 

and businesses. $1.50 service fee applies.

5 deFerred Payment Plan— Qualifying members 

are eligible to request a deferred payment plan, 

which allows payment of outstanding debt in 

monthly installments.

i n t r o d u c i n g

you have the option to sign up for 

myPrePay. there’s no difference 

in the service you’ll receive—just 

in how and when you pay for it. 

when you sign up, you pay as often 

and as much as you’d like. 
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Sam HouSton electric cooperAtive

Leonard and Beverley Thomas guess 
it was about 15 years ago when they 
came to their first Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative Annual 
Meeting and won a $250 credit on 
their electric bill. But ask the couple, 
who likes to sit right up front at the 
event, why they’ve been coming back 
every year since, and they’ll tell you 
that their winnings aren’t at the top 
of the list.

“It gives you a chance to see people 
every year that you just don’t 
otherwise see,” Beverley said, a 
member of Sam Houston EC for nearly 
20 years. “I just enjoy the meeting and 
the fellowship. And the prizes aren’t 
bad, either.”

The Thomases and nearly 
1,000 other attendees packed 
the Polk County Commerce 

Center in Livingston on June 14 to participate in the business of their Co-op 
at Sam Houston EC’s Annual Meeting of the Members. They were treated to 
entertainment, snacks and prizes on top of a special helping of fellowship among 
friends, neighbors and Co-op employees.

Keith Stapleton, Sam Houston Electric Cooperative’s chief communications officer, 
said that the sense of community among the Co-op family is an important part 
of the event. While visiting with the crowd before the meeting started, he met a 
member who was born in the same Beaumont hospital where he was born, a few 
years apart.

“It was fun to make that connection,” Stapleton said. “We knew common places and 
common people. … You’re all part of the family of Sam Houston Electric Cooperative. 
That’s why we want you to be here today, so we can tell you how much we appreciate 
you as our members.”

Down to BuSinESS
One of the main functions of the Annual Meeting is the election of directors. 
Democratic Member Control is one of the Seven Cooperative Principles, ensuring 
that members’ interests are represented on the board.

“Your participation is vital to the success of this organization,” Board President W.E. 
“Ernie” Miles said. “Without you, there is no meeting. You’re the folks that make all 
this happen and keep us going.”

Annual Meeting of Members
Sam Houston EC Brings Co-op Family Together

Members cast 7,150 ballots throughout 
the month prior to the meeting to 
re-elect incumbents Ernie Miles and 
Thomas Lucher, both of District 5, to 
five-year terms.

Sam Houston EC General Manager and 
CEO Kyle J. Kuntz thanked members 
for their patience through the rash 
of outages caused by spring storms 
before updating attendees on exciting 
developments at the Cooperative.

2015 was the Co-op’s first full year in 
the regional transmission system of 
Midcontinent Independent System 
Operator, a nonprofit organization of 
electric utilities across 15 states, in a 
bid to achieve lower power costs while 
improving reliability.

“While the expected cost savings 
took a few months to materialize, the 
move has resulted in lower wholesale 
power costs, and Sam Houston 
passed those costs straight on to 
you,” Kuntz said. 

The Co-op undertook two other 
initiatives aimed at cutting costs 
and improving reliability last year. 
Kuntz said upgrading some 70,000 
meters was “our most exciting 
project of 2015.” Members can now 
view their usage data live online, 
which is especially useful as summer 
temperatures rise.

“This valuable information is very 
helpful in evaluating your power 
consumption and reducing your 
monthly bills,” Kuntz said.

A revamped right-of-way program 
involving Sam Houston EC’s more 
than 6,000 miles of overhead power 
lines should make power outages less 

[PHoto] Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
Board of Directors President w.E. “Ernie” miles 
addresses members at the 2016 annual meeting.
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common while saving the Co-op $1 million a year, Kuntz said. In another cost-saving 
measure, the Co-op refinanced its long-term debt in 2015 to take advantage of lower 
interest rates.

These changes have put the Co-op in especially good financial shape, which Kuntz 
said has allowed the Board of Directors to approve the retirement of $3 million in 
capital credits in both September 2015 and September 2016.

Finally, in a nod to the employees who made the event a success, carting members 
around the parking lot, answering questions and greeting attendees with smiles 
and hugs, Kuntz reported that the Co-op received a score of 88 in the most recent 
American Customer Satisfaction Index survey, putting it “among the industry’s best.”

Miles echoed that sentiment.

“As always, the employees of Sam Houston Electric have done a tremendous job 
putting this meeting together,” Miles said. “It’s a big job, folks, and they do just a heck 
of a job with it.”

2016 Annual Meeting Continued...
SuPPorting tHE Co-oP Family
Another of the Seven Cooperative 
Principles is Concern for Community, 
and Sam Houston EC showed that 
concern in abundance at the meeting. 

In addition to helping to fund 
scholarships for the Livingston Police 
Department and the Livingston High 
School band boosters, who served 
cookies, popcorn and drinks that day, 
Sam Houston EC awarded $84,000 in 
scholarships to deserving high school 
seniors in 2016 using unclaimed capital 
credit funds returned by the state.

“Sometimes we talk about the young 
people, and we wonder about them,” 
Stapleton said. “I want you to know that 
there are some wonderful, accomplished 
and outstanding young people we award 
scholarships to, and I can’t wait to see 
what they do in the future.”

Signups for Operation Round Up 
also saw wide support at the event. 
The program provides charitable 
funding to nonprofit organizations 
in East Texas when Sam Houston EC 
members choose to “round up” their 
monthly electric bills. 

On top of all that giving were the annual 
traditions of the Co-op: Inspirational 
music from Walter Plant, a gift—a tin-
roofed birdhouse this year—for every 
attendee and scores of door prizes, from 
gift cards and bill credits to kitchen 
appliances and a Quadcopter Drone. 

Kenneth and Dixie Suit of 
Friendswood were there for their 
first-ever Annual Meeting. Unlike the 
Thomases, they didn’t leave with a 
door prize their first time, but they say 
they’ll likely be back in 2017—not for 
the prizes but for the fellowship.

“We enjoyed it,” Kenneth said, “just 
being here with everybody, and 
having fun.”

[PHoto] Sam Houston EC crews lined up 
waiting to shuttle members.

[PHoto] members were treated to 
entertainment, snacks and prizes.

[PHoto] member Service representative 
Cody Johnson registers members’ attendance.

[PHoto] Sam Houston EC employees ready 
to greet members at the annual meeting.
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loCal Co-oP news

[PHoto] Doug Blackerby, of livingston, was 
the early bird grand prize winner. He sent his 
ballot in before the early bird deadline and 
went home with an electric golf cart.

[PHoto] robert abate was the lucky winner 
of a Quadcopter Drone with HD Camera 
during the door prize drawing at the 2016 
annual meeting of members.

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative members who mailed in their Board of Directors 
election ballot or took advantage of the option to cast their vote online had a chance 
to win some great prizes. 

Early Bird Prize Winners 
Golf Cart - Douglas Blackerby
$2,000 Bill Credit  - Eddy J. Proske
LG 55” LCD Television - Richard Lambert
$500 Bill Credit  - Jean E. Biggers
$500 Bill Credit - Dennis Kornegay
Tractor Supply Gift Card - Kenneth M. Cauthen
Nest Learning Thermostat - Randy Burke
$250 Bill Credit - Clytie J. Crawford
$250 Bill Credit - James D. Landry
Apple Watch - Garry Japko

Congratulations to all of our lucky winners. Thank you to each and every member 
who voted in our 2016 Board of Directors election. Each vote counts and is an 
important part of our Cooperative business model.

Election Ballot Early Bird Winners

Prizes, Prizes and More Prizes!

[PHoto] Entertainer walter Plant performs 
at the 2016 Sam Houston EC annual meeting 
of members. Plant has entertained the Co-
op’s membership for 28 years.

[PHoto] 1,000 attendees packed the Polk 
County Commerce Center in livingston on 
June 14 for the Co-op’s annual meeting of 
the members. 

Keep children safe.

Small children are naturally 
inquisitive and do not know the 
dangers of electricity. Teaching 
them the basics will help keep 
them safe from harm.

You can protect them one 
step further by childproofing 
your home with a few simple 
modifications. We want you 
and your family to stay safe 
from electrical dangers. 

www.samhouston.net
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[PHoto] a yellow water 
lily blooming in one of 

the demonstration water 
gardens at the Shangri 

la Botanical gardens and 
nature Center.

 



I     n 1937,  philanthropist H.J. Lutcher Stark, of Orange, Texas, decided 
he wanted to own the mythical paradise of Shangri La, an ethereal 

retreat described in the 1933 novel “Lost Horizon” by James Hilton. But since 
he knew he couldn’t actually own the myth, he decided to do the next best 
thing: Build it instead.

“Ever since I was a boy I’ve wanted to develop this particular garden area,” 
said Stark in 1955. “I’m working with nature, trying to paint the scene with 
the most beautiful colors nature will give me.”

Comprised of 252 acres of land, bordered by Adams Bayou, Shangri La Floral 
Gardens and Wildlife Sanctuary originally required nine years of planning 
and construction, with Stark masterminding every decision. Showcasing 
gorgeous azaleas (Stark’s personal favorite), camellias and a Cypress-Tupelo 
swamp, the outdoor utopia also hosted a wide variety of wildlife, including 
otters, egrets, swans, geese, ducks and rabbits.  

Opening to the public in 1946, Shangri La Gardens soon garnered wide acclaim 
around the country, attracting thousands of people by 1950, particularly 
during the spring, when the azaleas were in bloom. 

Sadly, nature had other plans for Shangri La, when in 1958, a monstrous 
snowstorm struck Southeast Texas. Gripped in ice, most of the garden’s 
semitropical plants, including the azaleas, did not survive. Reluctantly, Stark 
closed the secluded oasis to the public, a status that did not change for nearly 
50 years.

In 1961, Stark and his wife, Nelda, established the Nelda C. and H.J. Lutcher 
Stark Foundation, a private organization that would play a pivotal role in the 
revitalization of Shangri La following Stark’s death in 1965. Recognizing the 

By Janet r. myers

[PHoto] the larva of the monarch butterfly 
feeding on milkweed leaves.

[above and below] the star attractions of 
the epiphyte house are the various orchids. 
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valuable educational opportunities 
and pristine ecosystems available 
at Shangri La Gardens, the board of 
directors created a plan in 2002 to 
return Shangri La to its original beauty.  

Unfortunately, in 2005 just as 
reconstruction was about to begin, 
the area suffered a direct hit from 
Hurricane Rita, resulting in the loss 
of more than 50,000 trees on the 
property, as well as many acres of 
Shangri La’s historic garden plots.  

Despite this setback, the Stark 
Foundation used the fallen trees in the 
construction of new garden designs 
and facilities, reopening the property 
in March 2008 with the new name 
Shangri La Botanical Gardens and 
Nature Center. 

However, in September 2008, 
Hurricane Ike paid its own destructive 
visit to the gardens, causing even more 
flood damage.

In March 2009, Shangri La 
reopened to the public once 
more, this time earning 
the Platinum LEED-NC 
(Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design 
for New Construction) 
award from the U.S. Green 
Building Council, making it 
the first new construction 
in Texas and the 50th 
project in the world to 
garner this distinction.

“We have about 50,000 
people visit us each year,” 
said Jennifer Buckner, 
horticulture specialist. 

“Shangri La is somewhat unique in 
that we offer both natural and man-
made plant settings. We literally have 
something for everyone, including 
children of all ages.” 

Entering the gardens through a small 
gate, guests first encounter “Tree Ring 
Plaza,” with bricks artfully arranged 
to mimic the growth rings of a tree. 
Ponds reflect an azure sky as well as 
flower beds filled with seasonal flowers 
in hues of yellow, orange, purple and 
crimson so vibrant and alive they 
could be a Renoir still life painting. 
Dwarf palmetto dots the understory of 
live oak, loblolly pines and red maple, 
their pleated fronds reminiscent of a 
Japanese fan. 

As guests continue their tour, they 
encounter the exhibition greenhouses. 
Here a display greenhouse features 
changing plant exhibits and unique 
botanical collections, including a 
variety of exotically colored orchids 

[PHoto] numerous art sculptures can be found 
interspersed among the gardens.
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and bromeliads so perfect they defy 
realism. The classroom greenhouse 
offers potting benches for teaching 
students about plants and seeds.

Three wetland demonstration 
gardens, originally created to improve 
a pollution problem caused by nesting 
birds in nearby Ruby Lake, shows how 
wetlands can improve water quality. 
Here, leopard frogs constantly croak 
beneath a blanket of graceful royal blue 
pickerel rush, accented by slender-
stalked bull rush and the bold flowers 
of water lilies. 

The exhibit hall depicts the story of 
Shangri La, with photographs and 
interviews from the 1940-1950s, as 
well as an interactive houseboat that 
features a live feed of Ruby Lake.

Also inspired by James Hilton’s 
novel “Lost Horizon,” the “Pond 
of the Blue Moon” offers stunning 
views of blooming azaleas in the 
spring, as well as a magnificent 
structure called “Cypress Gate,” a 
sculpture made of 60-foot cypress 
logs salvaged from the remnants of 
Hurricane Rita in 2005.

Nearby, the “Here We Grow” children’s 
garden provides a smorgasbord of 
interactive attractions for children 
of any age, including vegetables and 
sensory plantings.

Visitors won’t want to miss the 
demonstration bee hive just a few 
steps away. They’ll find bees busy on 
the job bringing in the yellow pollen 
and nectar they’ve collected from 
nearby flowering plants. 

The heronry blind, situated next to 
15-acre Ruby Lake, offers visitors an 
up-close view of more than 17 species 
of migratory birds, including roseate 
spoonbills, cormorants, great egrets, 
anhingas and wood ducks. 

To help visitors appreciate the many 
different displays and attractions 

available, Shangri La offers two types 
of guided group tours: outpost tours 
and garden tours. 

“Both tours are fascinating,” said 
Susan Montagne, veteran educator and 
group tour leader. “The garden tour 
gives you the opportunity to learn the 
names and physical features of many 
plants that do well in the Gulf Coast 
region of Southeast Texas. The outpost 
tour takes you on a pontoon boat that 
allows you to see a natural Cypress-
Tupelo swamp and find out about the 
plants and animals that live there, all 
without getting wet.”

On the outpost tour, cypress trees, with 
their graceful, arching limbs laden 
with Spanish moss, hang over Adam’s 
Bayou, while their strange, ghostly 
knees point heavenward.

On your journey, keep an eye out for 
the “Survivor Tree,” an enormous 
pond cypress, certified as a Champion 
Tree through the Texas Big Tree 
Registry. Determined by core sample 
to be 1,241 years old, this tree was 
already mature when Christopher 
Columbus was born, long before the 
founding of the United States.
 
Although Lutcher Stark’s full vision 
for Shangri La Gardens did not come 
to fruition in his lifetime, his great 
dream, nonetheless, became a reality. 
The Stark Foundation, along with its 
dedicated staff, have continued to work 
tirelessly to give Stark’s fantasy a life of 
its own. 

ViSit SHangri la!
open tuesday – Saturday, 9 a.m. – 5 p.m.

the world-class facility offers more than 
300 types of plants and a wide variety of 
wildlife for the entire family. Come on your 
own or schedule a group tour to explore 
flora and fauna or take part in one of the 
Center’s many fun-filled events. 

For more, go online and visit 
starkculturalvenues.org/shangrilagardens.

[PHotoS, top to bottom] a kaleidoscope of 
colors line the garden walkways. Here day 
lily, verbena and phlox accentuate the self-
guided tour.

[PHoto 2] Several times a day, boat tours of 
adams Bayou provide guests with a different 
perspective of the property.

[PHoto 3] natural Cypress-tupelo swamp 
along the shores of adams Bayou.
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