
 Word spread of a proposed rea project in the piney woods 
of East Texas. Residents and county officials joined together, rallying 
support from their friends, families and neighbors in constructing their 
electric cooperative. On August 27, 1938, the articles of incorporation 
for Sam Houston Electric Cooperative Inc. were drafted and a rural 
electric cooperative was born. Their persistence finally paid off, when 
on May 16, 1939, a charter was granted by the Secretary of State. This, 
is where our story of light begins. 
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An Electric Cooperative is Born
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•  Use trees and plants 
to shade a window air 
conditioner. Having shade 
can increase its efficiency 
by as much as 10 percent. 
For good airflow and 
access, position plants 
more than three feet from 
the air conditioner. 

•  Shrubs and trees can 
form windbreaks or 
protective walls that keep 
wind chill away from a 

home. That’s important because wind 
speed lowers outside air temperatures, 
and ultimately results in higher heating 
costs. Common turf grass and other 
low-growing plants are ideal barriers. 
So are evergreens, especially when 
combined with a wall or fence to deflect 
or even lift wind over a home. For best 
protection, plan on leaving between 
two to five times the mature height 
of the trees or shrubs between the 
windbreak and the protected home.

Made in the Shade
Indoors, you may be protected from 
summer sun rays, but your energy bill can 
rise as your air conditioner works harder 
to keep your house cool and comfortable. 

Planting shade trees can add to your 
comfort at home by dropping the 
surrounding air temperature by as 
much as nine degrees Fahrenheit. But 
choosing just the right tree may require 
a compass and patience while they grow 
to work for you:  

• When selecting shade trees, keep in 
mind the mature height of the tree 
and the shape of its shade canopy 
in relation to the height of your 

Make Your Yard Work 
For You

Location, location, location is the 
mantra in real estate, but it also 
applies to your yard this time of 
year when the search is on to lower 
energy bills and create curb appeal.  
Positioning the right combination 
of plants and trees can yield shade, 
beautify, and unearth energy 
savings.  Such smart or energy-
efficient landscaping, claims the U.S. 
Department of Energy, can on average, 
provide enough energy savings to see 
a return on your initial investment in 
less than eight years. 

Again, think location. Carefully 
positioned trees can reduce a 
household’s energy consumption for 
heating and cooling by up to 25 percent. 

Using computer models, the DOE 
determined that proper placement of 
only three trees on your property can 
save an average household between 
$100 and $250 in yearly energy costs. 
This spring, make your yard work for 
you. Just a few simple landscaping 
considerations can make a big 
difference in your home’s comfort and 
in the efficiency of your heating and 
cooling systems:  

Save MoneY BY LandScaping WiSeLY
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home. These factors are important 
because they should influence how 
far from the house you decide to plant 
a tree. Always avoid planting near 
underground utility lines.

• Shading takes time—a 6-foot to 8-foot 
deciduous tree planted near a house 
will begin shading windows in a year. 
Depending on the species and the 
home, the tree will shade the roof in 
five to 10 years.

• Make planting shade trees due west of 
west-facing windows your first priority.

• Select a tree that can be planted 
within 20 feet of the window and that 
will grow at least 10 feet taller than 
that window. If you have the space, 
use as many trees as needed to create 
a continuous row along all major 
west- and east-facing windows.

• Contrary to intuition, the least energy 
efficient place for a tree is to the south 
of a house. 

Different trees can serve a variety 
of purposes. To block summer heat 
while letting sun filter through in 
the winter months, use deciduous 
trees or those that lose their leaves 
seasonally. Evergreens and shrubs, on 
the other hand, are ideal for providing 
continuous shade and blocking heavy 
winds. Also, keep in mind that not 
all shade plants are tall. Shrubs and 
sturdy groundcover plants also provide 
good shade by reducing heat radiation 
and cooling air before it reaches your 
home’s walls and windows.  

Start planting savings and let your yard 
do all the work—a well-placed tree, shrub 
or vine can deliver effective shade, act as a 
windbreak and reduce your energy bills.

[pHoto] u.S. department of agriculture 
researchers are developing hearty plants, 
shrubs, grasses and vegetation that are 
being used as windbreaks in residential 
landscaping. By reducing wind speed, these 
barriers can help keep your home warmer in 
the winter and heating costs down.
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Properly 
installed shades 
can be one of the 
most effective 
ways to improve 
windows’ energy 
efficiency. Lower 
them during 
summer; in 

winter, raise during the day and lower 
at night on south-facing windows. Dual 
shades, with reflective white coating 
on one side and a heat-absorbing dark 
color on the other, can be reversed with 
the seasons and save even more energy. 
Learn more at EnergySavers.gov.

co-op connectionS

May is National Electrical Safety 
Month, and Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative is joining with the 
Electrical Safety Foundation 
International to raise awareness about 
potential home electrical hazards and 
the importance of electrical safety. 

This year’s campaign, “Back to 
the Basics,” challenges consumers 
to make home electrical safety 
assessments a priority.

According to the Consumer 
Electronics Association, the average 
home today has a minimum of three 
televisions, two DVD players, at 
least one digital camera, one desktop 
computer, and two cell phones.

“Modern homes run on electricity, 
but if you don’t properly maintain 
your electrical products they 
can create hazards,” warns Scott 
Ferguson, Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative training and safety 
supervisor. “The good news is that 
eliminating electrical hazards from 
your home doesn’t have to be difficult 
or expensive.”

Many homes and their electrical 
systems were built before most 
modern-day home electronics and 
appliances were even invented. 
Today’s increased demand for energy 
can overburden an older home’s 
electrical system.

Sam Houston EC offers the following 
tips to help identify and eliminate 

electrical hazards to protect yourself, 
your family and your home:

• Make sure entertainment centers 
and computer equipment have plenty 
of space around them for ventilation.

• Use extension cords as a temporary 
solution, and never as a permanent 
power supply.

• Do not place extension cords in 
high traffic areas, under carpets or 
across walkways, where they pose a 
potential tripping hazard.

• Use a surge protector to protect 
your computer and other electronic 
equipment from damage caused by 
voltage changes.

• Heavy reliance on power strips is 
an indication that you have too few 
outlets to address your needs. Have 
additional outlets installed by a 
qualified, licensed electrician.

• Keep liquids, including drinks, 
away from electrical items such as 
televisions and computers.

Electrical safety awareness and education 
among consumers, families, employees 
and communities will prevent electrical 
fires, injuries and fatalities. 

The Electrical Safety Foundation 
International sponsors National 
Electrical Safety Month each May 
to increase public awareness of the 
electrical hazards around us at home, 
work, school and play. ESFI is a 501(c)3 
non-profit organization dedicated 
exclusively to promoting electrical 
safety. For more information about 
ESFI and electrical safety, go online and 
visit www.electrical-safety.org.

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:  

Best Air Conditioning & Heating 
3464 Hwy 190 West
Livingston, TX 77351 
936-967-4444 
www.bestairandheatllc.com
Offer: 10% discount on parts and 
supplies on repairs; $300 off purchase 
price on 14SEER or higher complete 
system install.

Futral Financial Services
320 Clayton Lane
Livingston, TX 77351
936-563-3472
Offer: 10% discount on tax preparation 
and bookkeeping services.
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[pHoto] Heavy reliance on power strips is 
an indication that you have too few outlets 
to address your needs. never overload these 
devices or power outlets.



100-Year-oLd LigHt BuLB SHineS LigHt on ricH HiStorY

To help celebrate Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative’s 75th 
anniversary, Larry Simmons, of 
Onalaska, stopped by the Cooperative’s 

Livingston office with his 100-year-old 
GE National Mazda light bulb [photo]. 

The antique bulb, which was given to 
him by a family friend when he was a 
teenager in Cedar Falls, Iowa, still burns 
brightly after all these years.

Simmons and other Sam Houston EC 
members are sharing their memories 
and helping the Cooperative document 
our rich history and heritage of bringing 
power to the people, when most of rural 
East Texas was still in the dark. On May 
16, 2014, Sam Houston EC will celebrate 
75 years of service. 

Since 1939, the Cooperative has grown 
from just a small handful of members to 
one of the largest electric cooperatives 
in Texas, with nearly 70,000 electric 
services and 52,000 members.
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Think
Safety.
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 also burn utility poles. If you 
plan to burn, look around first and stay 
clear of any potential hazards.

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.”

A little bit goes 
a long way, 
especially when 
we’re all working 
together.

This fall Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative will launch a new program 
that will make a very positive impact in 
the communities we serve.

operation round up coMing

Created in 1989 by the folks at 
Palmetto Electric Cooperative in 
South Carolina, Operation Round 
Up® rounds up member bills to the 
next dollar. The funds collected 
are allocated to charitable causes 
throughout the community. A board of 
volunteer members will be established 
to administer the funds collected by 
the program.

WoodviLLe reneWaBLe poWer project on ScHeduLe

The Woodville Renewable Power 
Project, a wood-fueled biomass plant 
developed by East Texas Electric 
Cooperatives, is right on track for a 
late 2014 completion. The plant is 
approximately 90 percent complete, 
with testing scheduled for this summer. 
If the project continues to progress 
on schedule, the plant will be online 
producing clean, renewable power for 
members by the end of the year.
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Lewis, now 85 and still living 
on the Stanford homestead at 
the edge of Lake Livingston 
near Onalaska. 

Besse Mae’s daughter, Betty 
Gibson, who now lives in 
Boerne, Texas, remembers 
how her mother encouraged 
families to “somehow gather 
up the $5 because she knew 
how much it would improve 
their lifestyles.” 

DROUGHT AND DEPRESSION
Besse Mae Stanford stood 
among a legion of volunteers, 
including many farm wives, 
working to do the seemingly 
impossible—bring reliable 
electric service to farms and 

ranches across East Texas 
and the nation. During the 
late 1930s only 10 percent 
of farms and ranches 
nationwide had central-
station electricity. The figure 
was closer to two percent 
among the vast prairies and 
backwoods of Texas.

Most city folks already 
enjoyed electric service 
provided by municipal 
systems or investor-owned 
utilities. But municipalities 
and IOUs did not believe it 
was economically feasible to 
extend service to scattered 
rural families. With little 
hope of rural electricity, some 
farmers installed Delco-Light 

Seventy-five years ago this month, 
on May 16, 1939, Sam Houston Electric Cooperative was granted a 
charter to bring power to rural southeast Texas. In part two of our 
four-part series celebrating Sam Houston EC’s 75th anniversary, we 
explore how the member-owned cooperative was born.

Part II

BY RANDY MALLORY

The Day The LighTs Came On 
Toil, sweat and determination got the Cooperative 
up and running

Nine-year-old Charles Lewis 
Stanford sat ready on the 
front seat of his family’s shiny 
black 1937 Chevrolet. It was 
a bumpy ride for him as his 
mother drove west from 
Livingston on the dirt road 
beside the Waco, Beaumont, 
Trinity and Sabine Railway 
tracks. The WBT&S line must 
have been almost as bumpy 
as the dirt road, considering 
its local nickname: “Wobble, 
Bobble, Turnover and Stop.”

For the two of them—Charles 
Lewis at the ready and his 
mother, Besse Mae Clarke 
Stanford, at the wheel—a lot 
was riding on their mission. 
The youngster’s job was 
simple.  Hop out of the car 
at each farm and open the 
barbed wire gate to let them 
through. His mother’s job was 
tougher. Convince as many 
farm families as possible 
to sign up for rural electric 
service from a cooperative 
not yet up and running.

The idea of bringing power 
to the countryside was not 
universally accepted. Some 
folks were so used to their 

self-sufficient way of life 
they didn’t want outside 
interference, even if it 
brought the promise of a 
brighter day. Some were 
scared of electricity—afraid 
it might burn their houses 
or trees down. A more 
practical obstacle was the $5 
membership fee, a sizable 
sum for cash-strapped 
families during the Great 
Depression of the 1930s. 

But many families living 
along the WBT&S rail 
line between Livingston 
and Onalaska knew and 
respected Besse Mae as a 
teacher and her husband, 
Lewis Samuel, as manager of 
the Stanford’s sizable river 
bottom cotton farm. Even at 
that, Besse Mae sometimes 
received a penny postcard 
in the mail a few days later 
from a signed-up member 
who changed her mind and 
wanted the $5 back. 

“We’d have to drive back out, 
and mother would try all 
over again to convince them 
to have faith in the Co-op,” 
recalls her son, Charles 
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systems with generators and 
batteries to supply limited 
power. Others improvised. 

Jess C. Collins of Woodville 
recalls his uncle, Bill Crews, 
hooking a six-volt generator 
to hand-whittled propellers 
that caught enough wind 
to charge a car battery that 
powered the family’s radio. 

“It was a regular evening 
ritual to gather ‘round the 
living room radio to listen to 
comedy shows like ‘Lum and 
Abner,’” Collins explains.

The prospects of stringing 
electric lines through 
southeast Texas seemed 

particularly challenging, 
given the area’s poor roads, 
dense forests and heavy 
rainfall. On the other hand, 
there remained a strong 
tradition, passed generation 
to generation, of neighbors 
working with neighbors on 
projects ranging from barn 
raisings to hog killing to 
syrup making. 

In the nation’s capitol, 
the New Deal programs 
of President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt tried to tap into 
that sense of community 
in order to implement job 
creation and economic 
development programs, 
including rural electrification.

By May of 1935, an imminent 
Pennsylvania engineer 
named Morris Llewellyn 
Cooke convinced the 
President that bringing 
light and power to the 
country could wait no 
longer. FDR established 
the Rural Electrification 
Administration, appointing 
Cooke its first administrator. 

By May of 1936, Congress 
passed legislation, 
co-sponsored by U.S. 
Representative Sam 
Rayburn of Texas, that 
made the REA a permanent 
federal agency.  Cooke and 
his staff began in earnest 
reviewing applications 

and granting loans to 
electric cooperatives being 
organized by the members 
they would serve.

THE FAITHFUL FEW
In late 1937 or early 1938, 
Besse Mae and Lewis Samuel 
Stanford were among a group 
of 40 people who gathered 
in Livingston in the office of 
Polk County Agent William 
S. Childerss to do just that—
enlist farm families to bring 
rural electrification to the 
area. After the meeting 
Besse Mae agreed to sign 
up members living between 
Livingston and Onalaska. 
Another Co-op supporter 
named Justa Drew pledged 

[pHoto, left] in the early years of the rural 
electrification movement, electric cooperatives 
quickly built power lines and substations to 
serve their growing membership.

[pHoto, below] Former Sam Houston electric 
cooperative general manager Milton potts (left) 
and former director Lewis Samuel Stanford.



to canvas farms between 
Onalaska and Carlisle. The 
two women ended up with 
REA applications from 50 
families, a task simplified 
when Besse Mae’s husband 
paid the membership fees 
for the 20 or so families who 
lived in tenant houses on the 
Stanford farm. 

County Agent Childerss 
wrote to P.T. Montfort of 
Texas A&M’s Department of 
Agricultural Engineering on 
May 13, 1938, about these first 
50 members. Three weeks 
later he wrote Montfort that 
100 REA applicants had 
been signed up. A flurry of 

grassroots organizing during 
the next 12 months culminated 
on May 16, 1939, with a State 
charter. Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative Inc. was born. 

Sam Houston EC received 
an REA loan of up to 
$223,000 (payable over 
25 years at 2.69 percent) 
to construct 254 miles of 
transmission, distribution 
and service lines for the first 
661 members. A three-year 
contract with Gulf States 
Utilities Co. guaranteed the 
power, furnished at New 
Waverly as single-phase 
power and at Goodrich as 
three-phase. 

STRINGING WIRE
Recruiter Justa Drew’s 
husband, Tom, became 
the Co-op’s first line 
superintendent. It would 
be tough slogging for 
crews starting to stake 
Cooperative lines in 
early December of 1939. 
Resident engineer R. W. 
Maierhofer reported the 
“easement situation very 
bad. Roads very irregular 
and practically impossible 
to follow.” 

Work progressed without 
the luxury of modern bucket 
trucks and power tools. 
Clearing right-of-way and 

stringing lines required old-
fashioned handwork, recalls 
Sam Houston EC retiree 
Leon Bailey, of Livingston. 

“You had to clear 
thick timber 
using a cross-cut 
saw. And you 
dug holes using 
an extra-long 
posthole digger 
and a bar to 
break up rocks,” 
explains Bailey, who began 
clearing right-of-way in 1951 

www.samhouston.net26  Texas Co-op Power   SaM HouSton ec   May 2014

Part II



when the Co-op was barely a 
decade old. “And with no radio 
on the truck you were on your 
own. Sometimes you’d get 
stuck up to the axle in thick 
mud or deep sand and have to 
find a farmer’s mule or tractor 
to pull you out.”

While crews were busy 
stretching power lines 
across the Piney Woods, 
member-owners were busy 
wiring their farmhouses in 
anticipation of the day the 
lights would come. 

Few rural residents knew how 
to install the knob-and-tube 
wiring common at the time, 

so the Co-op offered to wire 
houses to encourage growth. 

Each house got the basics—a 
pull-string light and a wall 
receptacle or two in each 
room, plus a kitchen stove 
hookup—all that was required 
during an era when electric 
appliances were rare and 
expensive. The fledgling co-
op’s first minimum monthly 
usage bill was $2.50.

Charles Lewis Stanford 
recalls riding his horse to 
watch crews set the first poles 
and stretch the first electric 
line across his family farm, 
which got Co-op meter No. 13. 

It reminded him of putting up 
a barbed wire fence. 

Seeing electric lines reach 
her farm and those of her 
neighbors gratified his 
mother, Besse Mae. By then 
she had become a founding 
Co-op board member and 
officer (secretary), along 
with board president A. J. 
Smith, vice-president Oscar 
L. Munson and treasurer 
W. C. Swilley. (Besse Mae’s 
husband, Lewis Samuel 
Stanford, later served on the 
board for 26 years.) 

All the hard work of these Co-
op founders quickly paid off. 

Membership doubled to 1,306 
by 1943 and then multiplied 
more than five-fold to 7,500 
members by 1951. The next 15 
years saw membership more 
than double again to 16,000. 
Statewide figures also soared. 
Instead of only two percent 
of rural Texas homes with 
power, only two percent did 
not have power. 

Rural electrification had 
been a resounding success 
that would change the face of 
rural Texas forever.

Randy MalloRy is a TyleR-based 
fReelance wRiTeR, phoTogRapheR 
and videogRapheR specializing in 
Texas Topics.
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[pHoto 1] Before digger trucks and bucket trucks, poles were set 
with the hard work and ingenuity of the line technicians of yesteryear. 

[pHoto 2] “Stringer crews” strung hundreds of miles of power lines.

[pHoto 3] Sam Houston electric cooperative service truck in 1941.

[pHoto 4] construction of power lines was extremely labor intensive 
before the modern bucket truck came to the industry.

[pHoto 5] Women across the nation were instrumental in the founding 
of electric co-ops, driven by their desire to have the conveniences of 
electric service in their homes.


