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Operation Round Up shows 
the power of cooperative 

membership. By simply 
having your electric bill 

automatically rounded up 
to the next whole dollar, you 
can make a big difference in 
improving the quality of life 

in our communities. 



Is your home using energy 
efficiently? Unless it was 
built quite recently to 
stringent energy efficiency 
standards, there are 
bound to be areas of your 
home where you can 
improve efficiency, save 
money and reduce your 
carbon footprint.
 
Your best option is to take 
advantage of a full-blown, 

in-home energy audit by a trained professional. Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
offers free home energy audits to members, by appointment, to help provide a better 
understanding of how energy dollars are spent and to pinpoint ways to reduce energy 
usage and save money. 
 
In order to conduct an energy audit, a Sam Houston EC representative will personally 
visit your home to discuss your energy use patterns and inspect your home for energy 
inefficiencies, such as inadequate caulking, insulation and weather stripping. The 
representative will use the findings to develop a personalized list of recommended 
actions for maximum efficiency.

However, one drawback to the in-home energy audit is finding a time that works with 
your busy schedule. An energy audit takes time when done correctly, which means 
you might have to take time off from work, make arrangements for pets, get help with 
the kids and their after school activities—and so forth. 
 
Luckily, there is a viable alternative: the online or “virtual” home energy audit. These 
online tools have come a long way over the last 10 years. Today’s online energy audits 
are user-friendly and take only a few minutes to complete. An online energy audit can 
provide an assessment of your home’s energy efficiency and provides helpful tips on 
how to reduce energy waste. The audits utilize sophisticated computer models that 
typically use local housing types—factoring in the age, size, flooring and construction 
materials of the home—and local weather data.
 
Several of these audits can predict within a dollar or two of your actual energy bills 
when fed the correct information. Amazing! The audit won’t provide a pressurization 
test of your home and ductwork, but it is a convenient start. 
 
A word of caution: Be careful when using online energy audit software provided 
by organizations other than utilities, government agencies or universities. 
Unfortunately, some companies may try to obtain information to sell their own 
products and services. If you see phrases like, “Learn what your power company 
does not want you to know” or the site looks like a marketing page, it’s best to move 
on. Unless you are dealing with your trusted utility company, do not provide any 
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personal information outside of your 
physical address (for data accuracy) 
or an email address for receiving a 
full report.  
 
If an online energy audit doesn’t 
interest you, fear not. The Department 
of Energy offers a DIY energy audit 
section on their website: http://
energy.gov/energysaver/do-it-
yourself-home-energy-audits.
 
The bottom line? Choose the 
energy audit that works for you, 
then implement as many of the 
recommendations as you can. Even 
taking small steps can add up to 
significant results and you’ll see the 
benefits in your utility bills for years 
to come.

WHAT YOU’LL NEED FOR AN 
ONLINE AUDIT
Each audit is a little different, and the 
information required may vary. Below 
is a basic list of what you’ll need. Be as 
accurate as possible without creating 
so much work for yourself that you 
regret taking the audit.

•	 Your	home	zip	code	–	for	weather	
and housing data

•	 Your	average	monthly	electric	bill
•	 Your	electric	rate
•	 Your	average	monthly	fossil	fuel	

bill(s)	–	oil,	propane	and	gas
•	 Your	fossil	fuel	rate(s)
•	 Age	of	your	home	and	general	

characteristics (size, floors, 
exterior materials)

•	 Age	and	number	of	appliances
•	 Type	and	age	of	heating	and	

cooling systems
•	 How	many	incandescent,	CFL	

and LED lights you have

Virtual Home Energy Audits  
Get a Simple Assessment of Your Home Online

SAM HOUSTON ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE

SOURCE: NATIONAL RURAL ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE 
ASSOCIATION
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A crackling fire 
in the hearth 
warms the 
house, but don’t 
let it heat up 
your electric 
bill! Caulk 
around the 
fireplace hearth 

and keep the damper closed when a 
fire is not burning. 
SOURCE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY

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

delivers discounts from participating 
businesses, both local and nationwide. 
Visit www.connections.coop/
samhoustonec for more deals. 

Woodsy Hollow Campground 
248 Woodsy Hollow
Goodrich, TX 77335 
936-365-2267 
Hours: 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.
www.woodsyhollow.com 
Offer: 10% off a nights stay. 

A-1 Welding 
4347	FM	3081,	Willis,	TX	77378	
936-767-3979 
Hours:	M-F,	8-5:30
www.a-1welding.net 
Offer: $5 discount on repairs. 

Best Air Conditioning & Heating 
3464 Hwy 190 West
Livingston, TX 77351 
936-967-4444 
Hours:	M-F,	8-5;	emergency	service	
Sat-Sun, 8-5
www.bestairandheatllc.com 
Offer: 10% discount on parts and 
supplies	on	repairs;	$300	off	purchase	
price on 16SEER or higher complete 
system install.

Co-op Connections Deals

Conservation Corner

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
employees gave generously to our 
communities this past December. 

Noah Witt, son of Sam Houston EC Utility 
Designer Lia Witt, kicked off the holiday 
season by collecting 312 coats from 
employees and others in the community 
to donate to Community Action, 
Montgomery	County	Emergency	Crisis	
Center and Houston Homeless Shelter. 

“Thank you all so much for your help,” 
Noah said in a video. “I hope that [the 
Sam Houston EC employees] have a 
great Christmas knowing that you have 
helped so many people.”

Employees Give Generously at Christmas

 Sam Houston 
Electric 
Cooperative 
is devoted to 
restoring power 
to members, but 
severe damage 
can take time to 
repair. Inclement 
winter weather 

can damage utility equipment and 
disrupt electric service. 

It’s important to be prepared to stay 
safe during winter power outages. 
Always have an emergency kit ready to 
go, keeping nonperishable food, water 
and medicines. 

Be Prepared and Stay Safe this Winter
Here are a few tips that are especially 
important during winter storms:
•	 Stay	inside	and	dress	in	warm,	

layered clothing.
•	 When	using	an	alternative	

heat source, follow operating 
instructions, use fire safeguards and 
be sure to properly ventilate. Always 
keep a fire extinguisher nearby and 
know how to use it.

•	 To	prevent	water	pipes	from	
freezing, keep faucets turned on 
slightly so that water drips from 
the tap. Know how to shut off water 
valves just in case a pipe bursts.

For	even	more	safety	tips,	go	online	and	
visit www.SafeElectricity.org. 

Toys were also donated to CHI St. Luke’s 
Memorial	Livingston	hospital,	Childrenz	
Haven,	SAAFE	house	and	the	Polk	
County Sheriff’s department for children 
in	need	[Photo].

Cooperative employees once again 
raised money to sponsor a family 
with six children through the Empty 
Stocking program. 

Founded	in	1998,	the	Empty	Stocking	
program is sponsored by the Livingston 
Interagency Council—a network of social 
service agencies that provide various forms 
of	assistance	throughout	Polk	County.

With donations of more than $1,000, 
each child received the items on their 
wish list and the family also received a 
gift card for food from HEB.

“This is the largest family we have ever 
had,” said Huda Hill, member service 
representative. “We have amazing and 
thoughtful people that work here. Our 
adopted [Empty Stocking] family will 
definitely have an amazing Christmas!”
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LOCAL CO-OP NEWS

Use caution while burning. 

Before you burn fields, ditches 
or even that old pile of brush, 
make sure you’re a safe distance 
away from Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative’s equipment. 

Fire can damage enclosures 
protecting underground cable and 
burn utility poles. If you plan to 
burn, look around first and stay 
clear of any potential hazards. 

www.samhouston.net

At Sam Houston Electric Cooperative, we 
do more than just deliver electricity. We 
also believe it’s important to recognize 
the people who power our lives. 

That’s why, in partnership with 
Touchstone Energy Cooperatives, in late 
2016	we	supported	the	#WhoPowersYou	
contest. This was an opportunity to 
honor inspirational people in our 
community. Turns out, we had a lot of 
inspiration right here in East Texas. 

Ray Gearing, of Livingston, is 91 years 
old. Yes, he looks much younger. But 
the most amazing thing about Ray is 
that he serves his community with the 
energy and enthusiasm of a youngster. 
Ray serves others because that’s what’s 
in his heart.

His commitment to community was such an 
inspiration he was voted as one of the winners in the 
#WhoPowersYou	contest.	

Ray co-founded the local Habitat for Humanity 
organization, and served as president, vice-
president, president emeritus and volunteer 

executive director. Over the course of Ray’s time with Habitat, 18 homes have been 
built for deserving families. To raise financial support for the organization, Ray 
organized the annual Challenge Walk for Habitat. He led a group that walked 25 
miles over four days and raised more than $20,000 for Habitat. (And Ray continued 
walking	in	the	event	into	his	late	80s!)	[Photo].

Ray also serves through the Livingston Rotary Club. He has been named a Rotary 
International	Paul	Harris	Fellow,	the	organization’s	highest	honor.	He	has	served	
as	president	and	board	member,	receiving	a	District	Presidential	Citation	and	
recognition	on	the	Walk	of	Fame.
 
Through his involvement with Rotary, Ray founded R.E.A.D. (Reading Encourages 
Advanced Development), a not-for-profit organization that has provided age-
appropriate books to more than 1,000 children. Those children receive a book 
every month, and the books are provided free of charge by R.E.A.D. 

He	also	served	on	the	committee	that	established	“Don’t	Meth	with	Me,”	a	
program of dedicated volunteers who have educated thousands of fifth-grade 
students about the dangers of using methamphetamines. And their message is 
making a difference in our communities.
 
Congratulations, Ray! Your lifetime of service represents the epitome of what 
#WhoPowersYou	is	all	about.

Co-op Member Wins #WhoPowersYou
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JOHNSON’S ROCK SHOP IN LIVINGSTON HAS BEEN A FAMILY 
TRADITION FOR ALMOST A HALF CENTURY
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Johnson’s	Rock	Shop,	hidden	in	the	Piney	Woods	
about 10 miles east of Livingston in Indian 
Springs, is literally hidden in the trees, and not 
only is it a gem of a find, it’s home to thousands 
of actual gems.

And while it may be a bit difficult to find 
(although	 GPS	 helps	 immensely),	 it	 hosts	

thousands of visitors every year, and it has been doing so for the 
past 40 years. School groups, college archaeologists, retirement 
community outings, families passing through, metaphysical 
folks looking for healing stones, and rock hounds from all over 
the globe make their way to the quaint, yet sprawling complex 
of buildings that make Johnson’s Rock Shop a go-to destination.

The shop started out simply enough, as the personal rock collection 
of	Otis	and	Margie	Johnson,	 the	patriarch	 	and	matriarch	of	 the	
operation. When Otis’ collection got too big for the living room of 
the	home	they	had	built	on	the	site,	Margie	had	other	ideas.

“The collection started out growing in the living room, but my 
mom said ‘this has got to get out of the house,’ so my dad built 
the first of the buildings here,” said Linda Johnson Sexton, one 
of the Johnson’s many children, and the one who took over the 
day-to-day	business	of	running	the	complex	after	Margie	passed	
away in September 2016. 

The Johnsons started with just that one building, and then 
Margie	wanted	a	workroom	where	she	could	make	jewelry	from	
some of the stones they had collected and polished. 

“After that,” Linda said, “people just started coming to the shop to 
buy jewelry. No advertising, just word of mouth. Then my parents 
started going to the big lapidary show in Tucson every year, and at 
least one or more Johnsons have gone every year since.”

The Tucson show is where dealers from all over the world come, 
and that’s how they replenish their inventory annually. They 
return with rocks and gems from around the globe. They also sell 
some of their unique-to-Texas rocks like the petrified palm wood, 
which is the official state rock of Texas (and Louisiana, too).

“This was actually my mother’s dream,” Linda continued. 
“She visualized this whole place, and then Daddy got into it as 
well. They started figuring a way to construct these buildings. 
He wanted everything to look rustic . . . most everything used 
to	build	this	was	given	to	them	to	be	repurposed.	For	example,	
much of the wood came from old barns, and most of the doors 
are old discarded doors from Houston. It’s truly a family affair, 
all of my brothers, my parents, and my husband and I have all 
played a part in the construction and operation of the shop, but 
my mother was truly the matriarch of the operation.”

Between all the donated wood, the kids helping, and the yearly 
trips to Tucson, their one little shop has become a village. 
Currently, 10 buildings make up the Rock Shop. Each building has 
a name and a purpose—the onyx building, the crystal building, the 

silversmith shop, the museum, and of course 
the music room, which is also a makeshift 
recording studio for Otis.

Now 90 years old, Otis is not only the 
patriarch of the operation, but he’s also the 
poet laureate and resident musician. You’ll 
find him most days in his music studio, 
which houses autographed photos of many 
old-time country stars, including Jimmie 
Rodgers, one of Otis’ favorites. 

“He sang about railroads and life on the 
rails,” Otis said. “I’ve got every song he ever 
recorded here either on tape or CD.” 

Visitors don’t have to ask Otis twice to have 
him sing a Jimmie Rodgers song for them, 
or recite one of the hundreds of poems he 
has written over the years, many dedicated 
to	Margie.

So how did they meet? 

“I was 18 years old, just out of the Navy 
and	 went	 to	 Port	 Arthur	 to	 visit	 family,”	
Otis said. “I went to a restaurant and saw 
Margie	mopping	 the	 floor	 and	 fell	 in	 love	
immediately. She saw me and ran in the 
back and changed clothes right quick.” 

After a short courtship, they married.

“We were married for over 71 years until she 
passed,”	 Otis	 said.	 “People	 used	 to	 ask	me	
what it takes for a marriage to work so well 
for so long. I just tell them you have to have a 
perfect wife and a trainable husband.”

And it helps to have the kids around, too, 
especially when running a business. 

And while the family is the heart of the 
operation, the real stars are the rocks and 
gems from all over the world. 

“We have one of the biggest collections 
and varieties of petrified palm wood in 
the	world,”	 Stephen	 Johnson	 said.	 “Much	
of the palm wood is between 50 and 60 
million	 years	 old.	 People	 come	 here	 not	
only to see the large pieces, most of which 
were brought in by logging trucks, but also 
the smaller pieces to take home and put 
in their yard or garden. Imagine having 
a 50-million-year-old piece of history in 
your front yard.”
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The main shop is where much of the 
precious gemstones and jewelry reside. 
Visitors can see (and purchase) virtually 
any size, shape, or color of stones that 
are already hand-crafted into rings, 
necklaces, bracelets and pendants. The 
price for much of the merchandise is far 
less than you might expect. And they are 
handmade with love that can only come 
from a family that has been doing this for 
nearly a half century.

For	 instance,	 one	 of	 Margie’s	 favorite	
stones was turquoise. 

“We have lots of different color turquoise 
from many Native American tribes,” Linda 
said.	“Most	people	don’t	know	this,	but	not	
all turquoise is turquoise, it comes in many 
colors depending on where it comes from.”

Margie	 would	 take	 the	 stones,	 highly	
polished by her son Stephen, and make 
them into necklaces, rings and other 

jewelry. Another son, Johnny, was a silversmith, and would 
fashion some of the larger pieces into pendants and bracelets.

“Our brother Johnny was self-taught in silversmithing,” Linda 
said.	“He	actually	taught	it	at	a	college	in	Missouri,	but	we	have	
the silversmith shop here onsite and he makes some of the 
jewelry we have here. He also taught Stephen and my husband, 
John, how to do jewelry repair, and the basics of silversmithing, 
so we try to do as much of that in-house as we can.”

The family also has a large collection of loose sapphires and 
other stones and gems that can be used to replace lost stones in 
customer’s jewelry. 

“Jewelers from all over the area will send customers to us if they 
need replacement faceted stones that they may have lost,” Linda 
said. “We always tell them to bring the piece of jewelry with 
them so they don’t have to guess about size and color. As much 
as we love to have them here, we don’t want them to drive an 
hour and a half from Houston only to get the wrong size stone.”

The Johnson family also sells the equipment to make faceted 
stones, as well as tumbling equipment, tools, saws, grit, and 
everything else that has to do with lapidary. And they carry 

[PHOTO] Cracks and striations in 
polished rocks like this one add to the 
color and reflection.

[PHOTO] This striking stone has 
the appearance of a painted 
chrysanthemum on black rock but it is 
in fact entirely nature’s own work.  It 
is native to China, Japan, and certain 
areas of Canada, and is also the official 
symbol of the Chinese imperial family.

[PHOTO] The Rock Shop has dozens of 
bins of uncut stones which visitors can 
select for polishing into jewelry.
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virtually any type of rock, stone, or gem you could imagine, 
including fossils. 

“We even have items made from water buffalo bone and 
shark’s teeth,” Stephen said. “But you won’t find any ivory 
here, it’s illegal to buy or sell. Our inventory comes from 
everywhere	 in	 the	world.	Most	of	 the	amethyst	 comes	 from	
Brazil,	the	quartz	from	Arkansas,	and	the	lapis	from	Pakistan	
and Afghanistan.”

They also carry healing stones for customers who are looking 
for the metaphysical stones. They generally bring a list or a book 
of what types of stones they will need for a particular healing.

Geodes are among the items most popular with the hundreds 
of children that visit each year. The shop features large bins of 
geodes that kids can pick out and have cut by Stephen. They 
never know what’s inside until it is sliced. 

“Geode is an old Greek word for ‘earthlike.’ You don’t know 
what’s inside,” Stephen said. “If it is a round rock, and it weighs 
less than another of the same size, chances are it’s hollow and 
filled with crystals, like amethyst. The solid round stones are 
called agates, and can be cut and polished into big slabs or small. 

We make wind chimes out of them, and 
they are one of our top sellers. They’re hard 
to keep in stock.”

Seeing a child’s eyes light up when they 
find amethyst inside a geode is one of 
many simple pleasures the Johnson family 
enjoys at the village. 

“This was never meant to be fancy, but 
it was meant to be the kind of place that 
when you come here, you enjoy yourself,” 
Linda said. “You can spend hours here. 
It’s like taking a trip back in time, but also 
seeing rare and precious rocks and stones 
from all over the world.”

[PHOTO] This piece of raw agate, 
once polished, shows dramatic colors 
and patterns.

[PHOTO] Sea creatures from over a 
million years ago, such as this early 
form of crawfish, have been petrified 
in stone and recovered from the 
bottom of lakes.

[PHOTO] In addition to gems and 
other unique rocks, Johnson’s Rock 
Shop also has many stalagmites and 
stalactites that visitors can purchase 
as garden décor.

JOHNSON’S ROCK SHOP IS LOCATED 10 MILES EAST OF 
LIVINGSTON, JUST OFF US HIGHWAY 190.

238 NORTH LINCOLN WIGGINS STREET
LIVINGSTON, TX 77351
(936) 563-4438

THE SHOP IS OPEN MONDAY THROUGH SATURDAY, 9 A.M. 
TO 5 P.M. CLOSED DURING THE MONTH OF FEBRUARY, AND 
EASTER AND CHRISTMAS DAY AS WELL.


