
 In 1935, there came hope for rural America. President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt created the Rural Electrification Administration, giving 
rural Americans the power to build their own electric cooperatives. But 
like many electric co-ops, Sam Houston Electric Cooperative faced 
many challenges in the beginning. They were told it wasn’t possible 
to build and maintain power lines through the dense forests and across 
the rivers and streams of East Texas. That didn’t stop the small group of 
dedicated cooperative pioneers.
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The meter’s 
basic unit of 
measurement is the 
kilowatt-hour. This 
number is derived 
from multiplying 
the voltage and 
the current over 
a period of one 
hour. Nominal 
voltage in the home 
is 120 VAC (volts 
alternating current), 
except for major 
appliances such as 

ovens, central air conditioning, central 
heating, water heaters and dryers, 
which use 240 VAC. 

While you could take a volt meter and 
a current clamp to measure volts and 
amperes, appliance manufacturers have 
made figuring out what their devices use 
simple by putting the demand (typically 
in watts) on the UL® label.  

For example, a 1000 W microwave that 
runs for an hour would use 1 kWh.  
 
(1000 W × 1 hour × 1 kW) ÷ 1000 W = 
1 kWh. (To get kilowatts, divide watts 
by 1000).

Because the meter is situated between 
the service drop and the home’s main 
disconnect, it is able to tally all the 
usage in your home.

For many years, members were required 
to read their own electric meters and 
report the readings back to the Co-op. 
Then twice a year, meter readers would 
visit every location and reconcile the 
member-reported kilowatt-hour usage 
with the actual reading on the meter. 

How Does It work?

Around the clock - 24 hours a day, 
365 days a year - Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative’s fleet of watt-
hour meters is tallying the electricity 
being consumed at 70,000 homes and 
businesses along more than 6,000 
miles of distribution power lines. 
Meters provide accurate readings for 
12 monthly bills, as well as several 
diagnostic tools.

The meter records the amount of 
electricity consumed at your home 
by measuring the current and voltage 
over a period of time. In older 
electromechanical meters, the rate 
of current flow causes an induction 
disc to spin. The usage is calibrated to 
correspond to a ratio of disc revolutions. 
Newer electronic meters measure 
current and voltage and send it to a 
microprocessor to record usage. 

Regardless of which style of meter is 
on your home, meters are extremely 
accurate and reliable, and are required 
by mandate to be accurate within 
±2 percent per the ANSI standards 
referenced by the Public Utility 
Commission of Texas.

MeterIng
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This required a lot of effort on both the 
members’ part and countless man-
hours by Sam Houston EC.

In the 1990s, Sam Houston EC moved 
to an automated metering system that 
eliminated the need for manual reads. 
Each meter has a tiny radio, called an 
ERT (electronic remote transmitter), 
which transmits a signal to a drive-by 
meter reading system. 

Trucks equipped with special 
computers drive along more than 
6,000 miles of distribution lines each 
month to get the monthly reading. 
Once a meter route has been read, the 
readings are validated at Sam Houston 
EC’s office before being applied to each 
account for billing.

For maintenance purposes, the meters 
log several different diagnostic codes. 
When a member requests a meter test, 
Sam Houston EC technicians review the 
codes and run the industry-accepted 
tests before deciding whether to repair 
the meter, place it back in service or 
discard the unit.

The meters also have codes that 
indicate tampering, loss of power, tilting 
the meter and rotating the meter. 

It is never a good idea to remove the 
meter from service, as you could be 
exposed to dangerous voltage and have 
the potential to experience an arc flash. 

Cooperative personnel have been 
trained to safely remove meters. If a 
meter needs to be removed for home 
renovations, please contact the Co-op 
and we’ll be happy to help.  

Visit our website, www.samhouston.net, 
to submit an online service request or call 
a member service representative toll-free 
at 1-800-458-0381. 

[PHoto] sam Houston electric Cooperative’s 
fleet of watt-hour meters is tallying the 
electricity being consumed at 70,000 homes 
and businesses along more than 6,000 miles 
of distribution power lines. 
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When replacing 
incandescent 
bulbs from 
recessed light 
fixtures, use 
energy-efficient 
bulbs that are 
rated for that 
purpose. For 

example, the heat buildup in downlights 
will significantly shorten the life of 
spiral CFLs.

For more tips on improving the 
energy efficiency of your home, visit 
TogetherWeSave.com. 

Co-oP ConneCtIons

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
proudly congratulates each of the 
2014 scholarship winners. We wish 
you great success as you pursue your 
goals of higher education.

$3,000 Scholarship Winners
Ki’Ana Brooks—Goodrich
Floyd Caywood—Livingston
Joshua Chevalier—Kountze
Kristin Crane—Big Sandy
Elizabeth Diosdado—Leggett
Sarah Doverspike—Shepherd

Indya Finch—Coldspring-Oakhurst
Patrick Giddens Jr.—Coldspring-
Oakhurst
Bryan Granhold—Dayton
Esperanza Harper—Caney Creek
Emily Malone—Livingston
Joshua McCarver—Willis
Laurel McDougald—Tarkington
Lindsay Messner—Goodrich
Randi Mizell—Coldspring-Oakhurst
Jerry Nanney—Woodville
Lorraine Negrini—Caney Creek
Jaqueline Pace—Willis
Juana Reyna—Caney Creek
Amy Roberts—New Waverly
Dana Smith—Livingston
Kara Standley—Colmesneil
Elaina Williams—West Hardin
Timber Wright—Chester
Briyawna Wyatt—Goodrich

$1,500 Scholarship Winners
Shelby Burns—Livingston
Lilliam Garcia—Caney Creek
Colton Grissom—Colmesneil
Brittany Lane—Spurger
Jessica Sharp—Coldspring-Oakhurst
Keith Smith—Coldspring-Oakhurst
Marayah Thompson—Big Sandy
Kallie Wisener—Crimson Christian 
Academy

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

delivers discounts from participating 
businesses, both local and nationwide. 

Your Co-op Connections Card is full of 
savings! Find out where you can save at 
www.connections.coop/samhoustonec. 
Here are just a couple of our local offers:

Flower Branch Gardens Daylily Farm 
4332 FM 256 West 
Colmesneil, TX 75938 
409-658-3052 
www.flowerbranchgardensdaylilyfarm.com
Offer: Free daylily with purchase.  

Kate & Company Design  
Livingston, TX 
www.katecodesign.com
Offer: 10% discount on design and 
photography services.

Polk County Limo Service 
Livingston, TX
936-425-5989
Offer: 5% discount
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CONSERVATION

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative’s 
Relay For Life team celebrated this 
year with the White House and a few 
former U.S. presidents. The 2014 Polk 
County Relay For Life event featured 
a holiday theme, and the Cooperative 

saM Houston eC relay For lIFe “Votes out” CanCer

decided to “vote out cancer” with 
a Presidents Day booth. The event 
took place April 25 at Pedigo Park in 
Livingston. Visitors were welcomed 
at 6 p.m., followed by the survivor and 
team walks to kick-off the event.

Sam Houston EC raised nearly $6,000 
over the past year to be donated to 
the American Cancer Society through 
fundraisers, including a spring garage 
sale and prize raffles. 

During the April 25 event, the team 
sold sausage on a stick, drinks and gave 
visitors a chance to spin the prize wheel. 



Twitter: @SamHoustonEC • Facebook.com/SamHoustonEC June 2014   saM Houston eC     Texas Co-op Power   23

Co-oP NEws

75Years
1939-2014

Think
Safety.
Full-Time Safety for 
Standby Generators.

For safety’s sake, be sure to use your 
emergency backup generator correctly. 
If you don’t, you risk damaging your 
property and endangering your life 
and the lives of utility line workers who 
may be working on power lines some 
distance from your home. 

Safety DoeSn’t Stop Here.
At Sam Houston Electric Cooperative, 
we believe one of our most important 
roles in the community is to educate our 
members and neighbors about what to 
do in order to stay safe around electric 
power. Visit www.samhouston.net and 
click on “Safety Sense.”

Soaring temperatures and sultry 
summer nights can cause electric bills to 
skyrocket. This summer, take a vacation 
from high electric bills by making your 
home—and your family’s habits—more 
energy efficient.

Beat the Heat
According to the U.S. Department of 
Energy, air conditioning accounts 
for as much as 50 percent of the 
average household electric bill. Proper 
maintenance and smart use of your 
home’s cooling system will help keep 
your electric bill in check.

Make sure your air conditioner’s 
external unit is clean and free of debris. 
Second, change all of the air filters 
inside your home quarterly. Third, the 
DOE recommends you set your home’s 
thermostat as high as possible, while 
still maintaining comfort for your 
family during the summer months. 

take a VaCatIon FroM HIgH Power BIlls

Made in the Shade
Windows are great sources of heat during 
the summer. Curtains, blinds and shades 
are some of the most cost-effective ways 
to make your windows and home more 
energy efficient. Proper weather stripping 
and caulking around window panes and 
casings will also improve the function of 
your windows by keeping the cool air in 
and the hot air out. Solar film applied to 
your home’s existing windows will further 
repel the summer heat.

Daily Grind
During peak daytime temperatures, 
the residual heat from appliances can 
put an unnecessary strain on your 
home’s cooling system and send your 
power bill soaring. Cooler temperatures 
in the early morning or late evening 
make these ideal times for running 
the dishwasher or washing and drying 
clothes. Washing your clothes in cold 
water and hanging them out to dry 
are also great strides in reducing your 
household energy consumption. 
 
As the summer heats up, call on your 
friends at Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative for more ways to lower 
your power bill. You can also visit 
TogetherWeSave.com to find out how 
little changes around the house can add 
up to big energy savings. 

Even though the 2013 hurricane 
season proved to be mild, forecasters 
are predicting an about-face for 2014. 
June 1 marks the official start of the 

are you reaDy For HurrICane season?

hurricane season, with the peak storm 
threat occurring from mid-August to 
late October. 

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
wants you to be prepared in the event 
of a dangerous storm, keeping you and 
your family safe.

For more tips on planning before, during 
and after the storm, visit the Co-op’s 
website (www.samhouston.net/storm-
central) or www.ready.gov/hurricanes. 
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spoiling. My mother couldn’t 
wait to get an electric iron 
and a washing machine. With 
electric lights you could stay 
up a little later, studying and 
playing games, and mother 
had better light for sewing 
quilts and clothes.” 

MODEST BEGINNINGS
That promising scene was 
multiplied by hundreds and 
then by thousands, after 
Jan. 15, 1940. That’s when 
the lowest-bid contractor, 
Midland Construction of 
Chicago, Ill., began extending 
Sam Houston EC lines, 
some 254 miles to serve 
661 members. Progress was 
slow. Rural dirt roads were 

unreliable, even impassible 
during rains. Line crews 
had to make do with hand 
tools—crosscut saws, post-
hole diggers and manual wire 
stretchers—to erect poles and 
lines deep into the East Texas 
woods. Yet the Co-op doubled 
to 1,300 meters by 1943. 

Sam Houston EC 
membership soared after 
World War II ended two 
years later. By 1951 the 
member count reached 
7,500, and the Co-op moved 
into larger headquarters on 
Livingston’s east side (where 
the current headquarters is 
located). Also in 1951, Leon 
Bailey began working for the 

The Spring of 1945 remained a dark time 
in America and the world. Fighting raged in World 
War II with victory near in Europe, but victory in Japan still months 
away. Times were literally dark in the countryside. Rural electrification 
remained a fledgling movement. Wartime shortages hampered 
efforts by new member-owned co-ops such as Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative to spread power across the landscape.

Part III

BY RANDY MALLORY

Through boom times and tough times, Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative stays true to its roots

Still, you could sense the 
promise of a brighter day. In 
fact, the April 1, 1945, issue 
of Texas Co-op Power ran 
an article entitled, “Using 
Electricity to Build a Better 
Rural America.” It predicted 
that powering up the country 
would bring a revolutionary 
change from hand labor to 
machine labor, from hours 
spent at a task to minutes. 
“Life is just beginning for us,” 
the article suggested, because 
electricity would bring rural 
conveniences such as:

•  Homes blessed with 
running water and 
sanitary plumbing

•  Devices that heated, 
cooled and cleansed the 
air

•  Refrigerated and fresh-
frozen foods for better 
year-round nutrition 

•  Farm products processed 
on the farm as a source of 
income

•  Well-equipped rural 
schools, medical clinics, 
churches and libraries

•   Lights for motion pictures, 
concerts, ball games and 
community meetings

These days it’s hard to imagine 
rural life without such 
modern conveniences, points 
out 90-year-old Mildred 
Bullock, a Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative member 
near Corrigan. 

“Youngsters don’t understand 
how we survived without the 
things they take for granted 
today,” Bullock shared.  

But growing up the oldest 
of seven children, Mildred 
was thrilled when the 
Cooperative energized her 
family’s piney woods farm. 
She was especially happy 
because it made life easier for 
her mother. 

“The first appliance we got 
was a refrigerator,” Bullock 
said. “It was wonderful 
having cold milk right in 
the kitchen, not in a bucket 
down the well to keep from 
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Co-op, first as a groundman 
then on the right-of-way 
crew. It was a time when 
fieldwork meant long days of 
backbreaking work. 

“You worked from 8 a.m. until 
the job was done,” Bailey said. 
“You never planned anything 
after work, because you never 
knew when you’d get home. 
There were no convenience 
stores or fast-food places, so 
you took your own water and 
lunch in the truck.” 

“For years my truck didn’t 
have a radio to communicate 
with the office, so you were 
on your own,” Bailey added. 
“But Co-op work was good 

work. At the end of the day 
I could say I did my best to 
help people get power.”

During the 1950s and into the 
1960s, rural electrification 
was still new to many country 
folks, some of whom didn’t 
realize its benefits. Some even 
feared electricity. Rumors 
spread that if no appliance 
was plugged into a wall outlet, 
electricity might spill out of 
the wall and onto the floor. 

To educate members about 
electricity and safety—as well 
as offer products not easily 
available—the Co-op began 
selling appliances. At first 
Sam Houston EC offered 

basic kitchen appliances and 
later added air conditioners. 
When more retailers came 
on the scene, the Co-op 
stopped selling appliances, 
but the education program 
continued using the new 
rural electrification spokes-
character, Willie Wiredhand, 
in an effective safety 
education program. Other 
spokes-characters followed—
such as Safety Sam, Neon 
Leon and Lightnin’ Liz—in 
award-winning Sam Houston 
EC communication programs.

Back in the 1950s, rural 
power was so new, in fact, 
vocational-agricultural classes 
and the Future Farmers of 

America taught students (and 
by extension their parents) 
the basics of electricity. John 
Johnson of Jasper remembers 
classes outlining the value of 
insulation on electric wires and 
the importance of grounding 
single-phase power. 

“Farmers were beginning 
to use all kinds of electric 
equipment, and they didn’t 
necessarily know how to use 
them safely,” explaind the 
Jasper County Historical 
Commission member. “But 
electric pumps and motors 
really made farm work easier.”

Electricity especially 
changed work in the dairy 

[PHoto, left] when electricity reached the 
far corners of the united states, it didn’t just 
make life easier outside the home; it also 
revolutionized the average day of an american 
homemaker. time needed to wash clothes, 
cook and clean was dramatically reduced when 
women gained access to appliances and lighting 
options for their homes.

[PHoto, below] Former sam Houston electric 
Cooperative employee leon Bailey started at 
the Co-op as a groundman before moving on to 
a right-of-way crew.



barn, said Livingston Mayor 
Clarke Evans, who grew up 
on a farm now covered by 
Lake Livingston. 

“When power came to the 
Onalaska area, my dad 
could really get into the 
dairy business,” Evans said. 
“Milking 100 cows by hand 
was a monumental task, but 
electric milking machines 
made it something we could 
handle. A couple of dozen 
other commercial dairies 
cropped up in the county after 
electricity arrived. Electricity 
allowed farmers to use welding 
machines to repair tractors 
and equipment instead of 
hauling them to a blacksmith 
like in the old days.” 

BOOM TIMES 
In 1969 heavy rains filled 
the recently completed Lake 
Livingston quicker than 
expected. Construction of 
the 83,000-acre reservoir, 
with more than 450 miles of 
shoreline, proved a watershed 
event for the Cooperative. 
Kountze-area member Sam 
Barrington got to see the 
excitement generated by the 
new lake firsthand from the 
back of a motorboat. During 
that boom era, he worked for 
Sam Houston EC, touring 
prospective homeowners and 
developers around the lake’s 
rapidly growing subdivisions. 

“We couldn’t put in lines 
fast enough to keep up with 
the demand,” Barrington 

explained. “At the time we 
couldn’t imagine all the 
changes that would come 
because of the lake, but we 
knew it would be quite a ride!”

As lakehouse construction 
skyrocketed, membership 
more than doubled from 
15,000 in 1967 to 35,000 in 
1977. By then the advent 
of bucket trucks, digger 
trucks and power equipment 
had greatly improved the 
speed of line construction. 
But demand outstripped 
manpower, requiring the 
Co-op to hire construction 
crews from independent 
contractors—including a 
couple of companies founded 
by former Co-op linemen. 

Such rapid growth also 
required the Cooperative to 
adopt more efficient ways 
of doing business. In the old 
days, members had to report 
their own meter readings, 
and there were even a few 
instances of Co-op members 
mailing in a postcard to 
report a power outage. By 
1974 the Cooperative had 
launched computerized 
billing and by 1985 had 
implemented a new meter 
reading program, so members 
would no longer have to read 
their own meters. 

“We did a good job of staying 
ahead of the game,” said 
former Co-op employee Jo 
Davis, 80, of Livingston. “Those 
early punch-card computers 

were nothing like what we have 
today, but we worked hard to 
keep up with technology.” 

Technology also improved 
power system reliability, 
especially after 1988 with 
the introduction of a new 
supervisory control and 
data acquisition (SCADA) 
system. To improve service 
to members, the Co-op 
also opened branch offices 
in Woodville (1992) and 
Coldspring (1996). The 
Cooperative grew from 
just two employees in 1939 
to 160 currently, which 
is the same staffing level 
as 30 years ago, thanks to 
technological efficiencies.

TOUGH TIMES
The Sam Houston EC service 

area lies in the coastal plains 
of southeast Texas. This 
location has brought the 
blessings of strong economic 
growth. But it has also brought 
the challenges of maintaining 
power in the presence of big 
woods and big hurricanes. 
In 1976 a severe pine beetle 
infestation killed tens of 
thousands of pines, which 
had to be removed along 
power lines. The Co-op soon 
established an ongoing right-
of-way maintenance program.

In the mid-1980s the 
Cooperative system got a 
devastating one-two punch. 
First, Hurricane Alicia (1983) 
wreaked such damage that the 
Co-op had to rebuild much 
of its distribution system, 
complete within a nine-day 
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period. Then came Hurricane 
Bonnie (1986) toppling trees 
and power lines across the 
eastern half of the system. An 
even more disastrous one-
two punch came beginning 
in 2005, when Hurricane 
Rita knocked out the entire 
power system. Sam Houston 
EC took only 17 days to fully 
restore service, the area’s 
first electric company to do 
so. Three years later in 2008, 
Hurricane Ike surpassed even 
Rita as the most devastating 
storm in the Co-op’s history, 
leaving 2,000 broken poles, 
3,000 miles of damaged lines 
and knocking out power to all 
67,000 meters. Once again, 

Sam Houston EC was the first 
to restore power—this time in 
an amazing 12 days.

Tommy Gene Clifton was 
on the job through it all. 
He started working for the 
Cooperative in 1964 and will 
soon complete his 50th year, 
the longest employee tenure 
in Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative history. 

“During a hurricane you go 
out and don’t come back until 
the power is back on,” Clifton 
said. “Ike sent a tree crashing 
onto my house, and the same 
happened to a lot of other 
employees. But we dropped 

everything to make sure the 
power got back on first. Our 
attitude has always been to 
serve the members. It’s a real 
story of dedication.” 

THE FIRST 40 MEMBERS 
A group of folks met in 1939 
to form an REA co-op. They 
surely would be satisfied 75 
years later that Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative has 
become one of the nation’s 
largest electric cooperatives, 
serving 52,000 members with 
70,000 meters along 6,000 
miles of lines. Over the decades 
it would be Co-op members—
the local folks who own the 
Cooperative—who would 

elect the board of directors 
according to democratic, 
cooperative principles. 

“Our Cooperative is still 
lead by a dedicated group 
of members who serve 
as directors,” stressed 
Sam Houston EC chief 
communications officer Keith 
Stapleton, “and the members 
we serve are our friends and 
neighbors. They’re the folks 
we see in the grocery store, 
at church and at ballgames. 
When we restore power after 
a storm, and as we work to 
keep rates low, we’re doing it 
for them—because the people 
we serve are the Co-op.”
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[PHoto 1] tommy gene Clifton started working for the Cooperative 
in 1964 and will soon complete his 50th year, the longest employee 
tenure in sam Houston electric Cooperative history. 

[PHoto 2] the long-standing Co-op headquarters building was first 
opened in 1951. after more than 60 years, the building was replaced 
by the current headquarters building in livingston. 

[PHoto 3] Myrlie townley, seen here in 1952, in sam Houston eC’s 
appliance showroom. In the early days of rural electrification, the Co-
op not only brought power to its members, but also showed members 
how to use electricity in their homes. 

[PHoto 4] Jo Davis, former sam Houston eC employee, remembers 
the days of punch-card computers and technology of yesteryear. 


