
Make the 
upgrade.

Saying goodbye to an old friend can 

be daunting. But pulling the plug on 

an outdated appliance might save 

you money. New appliances are 

often considerably more energy-

efficient, especially if you look for 

one with the ENERGY STAR label.

w w w. s a m h o u s t o n . n e t



Seated in a padded chair next to her 
friends, JoAnn Sikes of Ace clapped 
her hands and moved her legs in time 
with the music’s rhythm. “Honey, I 
love Walter Plant!” she exclaimed. “I 
might be a Baptist at heart, but I’ve got 
Catholic feet, and they can’t sit still 
whenever he’s performing.”

“As long as I have his music, I have no 
pain in my body,” she added, smiling 
broadly. “I come to these meetings 
not because of the gifts but to hear 
him play.”

For the 26th consecutive year, the 
talented musician played four 
electronic keyboards while crooning 
gospel and country-western favorites 
at Sam Houston Electric Cooperative’s 
Annual Meeting, held Nov. 4, 2014, 
at the Polk County College and 
Commerce Center in Livingston. 

Plant, who was born blind and lives in Corrigan with his wife, Joy, has played the 
piano since age five. Prior to the meeting’s start, his soulful performances of  “Proud 
to be an American” and “How Great Thou Art” brought Co-op members to their feet 
and tears to their eyes.

“My neighbors told me what a great performer Walter is,” said Gary Freeman, 
who lives on Nugent Cove by Lake Livingston. “So he’s why I came. This is the first 
meeting I’ve attended.”

Whatever their reasons for coming, “We’re just glad you’re here,” Keith Stapleton, 
Sam Houston EC chief communications officer, told Co-op members from behind the 
podium on stage in the Commerce Center’s huge auditorium.

Prior to the meeting’s call to order, communications specialist Rachel Frey explained 
Operation Round Up, a charitable program that was implemented in October 2014. 
Members who join Operation Round Up will have their electric bill rounded up to 
the next whole dollar each month. For example, a bill of $87.68 would be rounded 
up to $88 and the extra 32 cents placed in the fund, which will be used to benefit 
community non-profit organizations. 

The Sam Houston Electric Cooperative Charitable Foundation, represented by a 
board of volunteer members, will oversee the program and distribute the funds, 
beginning in early 2015.
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Annual Meeting of Members
More than 1,000 gather at the Polk County Commerce Center in Livingston

“On average, each member who joins 
Operation Round Up will donate $6 
a year,” Frey said. “If everyone gets 
behind this cause, it can accomplish 
great things.”

To participate in Operation Round Up, 
call Sam Houston EC at 800-458-0381.

Turning to a “lighter” subject, 
Stapleton held up a small vintage lamp 
that held an electric light bulb. 

“Earlier this year, member Larry 
Simmons loaned us a 100-year-
old light bulb in honor of our 75th 
anniversary,” Stapleton said. “Well, 
guess what, Larry? We found one of 
our own! It’s a GE Edison Mazda like 
yours. We wanted to know if it still 
works. Let’s see...” 

The auditorium fell silent as Stapleton 
slowly and carefully turned the lamp’s 
switch. Voilà! The bulb flickered on, 
triggering surprised oohs and excited 
claps throughout the crowd of more 
than 1,000 people. 

Next came drawings for “early bird” 
prizes, which went to members who 
returned their ballots a week before 
the deadline. 

“Even though he’s retired, we’ve got 
to ask Tommy Clifton to come up 
and run the tumbler because he’s the 
only one who knows how,” Stapleton 
joked. Clifton retired in August 2014 
after serving the Cooperative for 
50 years, many of which he spent 
running the tumbler at the Annual 
Meeting of Members. 

Continued on page 22...

Working Together

Sam HouSton ElEcTRic coopERATivE

[PHoto] Sam Houston Electric Cooperative chief 
communications officer Keith Stapleton shares 
a 100-year-old light bulb with the crowd at the 
2014 annual meeting of members. 
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After winners’ names were announced, 
Stapleton called the meeting to order, 
which was followed by an invocation given 
by director Don Boyett, the Pledge of 
Allegiance, and the National Anthem. 

Next, Stapleton introduced board members 
and recognized Marion Henegar, a 97-year-
old World War II veteran who was featured 
along with his wife, Oletha, in a Texas 
Co-op Power article in November 2012. The 
couple has been married 75 years.

Next up were election results for three incumbents who ran unopposed. Serving 
another term will be: Casey Evans Davis, District 1, representing Angelina, Polk and 
Trinity Counties; Truitt Thomson, District 2, representing San Jacinto County; and 
Chuck Turner, District 4, representing Liberty and Hardin Counties. 

Your Cooperative is Strong
General manager and CEO Kyle J. Kuntz, 
who has served Sam Houston EC for 32 
years (12 years as manager), welcomed 
members and gave his annual report.

“We have faced hurricanes, ice storms, 
droughts, and many other challenges on 
the energy front,” Kuntz said. “While we 
would prefer not to have such events, 
we learn and grow stronger with each 
challenge that comes our way.”

“Looking back on our 75th year, your 
Cooperative is strong,” he continued. 
“Margins were sufficient to allow us to 
retire $2.3 million in capital credits. You 
most likely noticed the capital credit on 
your September electric bills.”

Kuntz went on to report that in 2013 the Co-op completed 16 system improvement 
projects, installed high-tech security measures at all substations, and thoroughly 
inspected the entire transmission system. “Each of these projects along with many 
others have increased system reliability and will reduce outage times,” he said.

However, extremely cold temperatures early this year [2014] pressured wholesale 
energy prices upward. Additionally, proposed Environmental Protection Agency 
regulations, if implemented, will push wholesale power costs up even further. That 
means electric bills on average could increase by as much as $40 a month, he said.

“The total impact on our 10 electric cooperatives in East Texas could be 
$2.9 billion,” Kuntz said, referring to the Clean Power Plan, proposed by the 
Environmental Protection Agency. The plan calls to reduce carbon pollution from 

2014 Annual Meeting Continued...
power plants 30 percent below 2005 
levels by the year 2030.

“We’re doing everything within 
our power to keep your electricity 
affordable, but we still have a lot of 
work to do,” Kuntz said.

Toward that goal, a new 49-megawatt 
power plant that’s fueled by wood 
chips now operates near Woodville. 
What’s more, construction will 
begin soon on the R.C. Thomas 
Hydroelectric Facility–named in 
honor of former Sam Houston EC 
director R.C. Thomas Sr. who served 
42 years on the board–located on 
Lake Livingston.

In closing, Kuntz announced that the 
Annual Meeting will move to June, 
starting in 2015. “Our hope is that 
the new date will make the meeting 
and board elections more timely and 
eliminate scheduling conflicts that we 
encounter in November,” he said.

“I’d also like to say thank you to our 
employees for always looking out for 
the best interests of our members,” 
Kuntz added. “We closed out the 
fourth quarter of 2013 with an all-time 
high America Customer Satisfaction 
Index score of 89, which is 6 points 
higher than the average for electric 
cooperatives. Congratulations for a job 
well done!”

Questions and More Prizes
Members took the microphone for a 
brief question-and-answer session. 
One woman worried about people on 
fixed incomes who face higher energy 
bills. “That $40 more a month could 
pay for food and medicine,” she said.

“We’re fighting this issue,” Kuntz 
reiterated. “We’ve talked to EPA and 
White House staff, and hopefully 
they’re listening. The Clean Power 
Plan is a big game changer. Please go 

Our Energy Future

[PHoto] marion Henegar, along with his wife, 
oletha. the couple has been married 75 years.

[PHoto] Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
general manager and CEo Kyle J. Kuntz, P.E.
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LoCaL Co-oP NEwS

Think
Safety.
Help Us Work Safely by 
Avoiding Distractions 

When line technicians are working 
to restore power, distractions can be 
dangerous. Please help us work safely by 
staying a safe distance away from bucket 
trucks, digger trucks and other service 
vehicles, so line technicians can focus on 
their work. If you have any questions, you 
can call us directly at 1-800-458-0381.

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.”

online and visit www.action.coop and put 
your two cents in!”
 
A motion to adjourn made way for the 
afternoon gathering’s grand finale. More 
than 25 door prizes included electric bill 
credits, a digital camera, an iPod Nano, 
a panini maker, coffeemaker, and Marty 
Stuart show tickets. Brenda Cowley of 
Lufkin won the grand prize–an American 
SportWorks Trail Wagon. 

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
would like to send a special “thank 
you” to the Livingston High School 
Band Boosters, the Livingston Police 
Department, Walter Plant and the Polk 
County Commerce Center. Our Annual 
Meeting of Members would not be a true 
success without your help in hosting our 
Cooperative members.

Attending Sam Houston EC’s Annual 
Meeting is a great way to be actively 
involved in your Cooperative. Come on 
back next year for the Annual Meeting of 
Members, set for June 9, 2015. We hope to 
see you there!

[PHoto] Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
Livingston operations supervisor Larry 
Horn (far left) greets members at the 2014 
annual meeting. 
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[PHoto] Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
billing representative Jamie Jones delivers 
a door prize to a lucky winner at the 2014 
annual meeting. 
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Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
members who mailed in their Board of 
Directors election ballot had a chance to 
win some great prizes. 

Early Bird Prize Winners 
Trail Wagon - Brenda Cowley
$1000 bill credit - Joseph Adams Jr.
55” TV - Holiday Shores Property Assn.
$500 bill credit - Randy Parrish
$500 bill credit - Richard Bell
$500 bill credit - Marvie Phillips
3D Blu-ray player - Dennis Teer
$250 bill credit - Addie Smith
$250 bill credit - Mike Dominy
iPad mini - Tommie McGoldrick

Congratulations to all of our lucky winners. Thank you to each and every member 
who sent in their Board of Directors election ballot!

Election Ballot Early Bird Winners

[PHoto] Congratulations to Brenda Cowley, 
of Lufkin, the grand prize winner in our 
early bird Board of Director ballot drawing. 
Cowley is the owner of a new american 
SportWorks trail Wagon. Pictured with her 
mother, Julia Hensley.

Prizes, Prizes and More Prizes!



www.samhouston.net24   Texas Co-op Power   Sam HouSton EC   January 2015

lining up volunteers to carry on the 
labor-intensive job of “makin’ serp.” By 
November in the Piney Woods—when 
Canada geese migrate south and colorful 
leaves fall from trees—these syrup 
lovers gather at farms and festivals to 
socialize and keep a cherished tradition 
alive and cooking. (See information on 
page 27 for syrup-making events.)

raising cane
A native of Southeast Asia, sugarcane is 
a species of tropical grass with one-inch, 
jointed cane-like stems filled with sweet 
juice-like sap. In the mid-1700s the Dutch 
introduced to their Caribbean colony of St. 
Eustatius a variety of cane called Batavian 
Striped or Black Java. Shared planter to 

and evaporator pan. The horse or 
mule-powered mill squeezed sweet 
juice out of the sugarcane stalks. And 
the wood-fired copper pan boiled the 
juice into thick, pure syrup. The syrup 
maker often took a fourth or half of 
the finished syrup as payment instead 
of cash. Buckets of syrup even served 
as currency, for example, to pay hired 
hands or to settle up a line of credit at 
the local general store.

Making syrup remains a touchstone 
tradition for a few diehards who 
crave that old-fashioned flavor. From 
the dog days of summer until the 
first frost, they’re busy harvesting 
sugarcane, stacking firewood and 

A century ago sugarcane 
syrup was serious 
business. Up until the 
1940s and even later 

in some areas of East Texas, in fact, 
making syrup was as much a part of 
rural life as growing a garden, raising 
livestock and making quilts. Stores 
carried granulated sugar, all right, but it 
was often unaffordable for subsistence 
farmers and small-town residents who 
grew up with sugarcane syrup as the 
sweetener of choice. 

The importance of syrup wasn’t just a 
matter of taste, either. Before electric 
refrigeration and safe home canning, 
sugarcane syrup was one of few foods 
with a long shelf life. Many a workday 
started with a breakfast of hot biscuits 
filled with hand-churned butter 
and homemade syrup. And many a 
youngster took the leftover biscuits, 
used a finger to poke a hole in the 
middle, and filled it with syrup for a 
tasty school lunch. 

Farms typically grew a small plot of 
sugarcane for syrup. In the fall the 
family cut their cane and hauled it 
to a nearby farm that boasted a mill 

makin’ serp! by randy mallory
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planter, the cane ended up in Louisiana 
by 1817. It flourished in the warm 
South, maturing before first frost with 
a thick bark that resisted cold damage. 
Its stalks had a striped appearance of 
purple, green and yellow, garnering the 
nickname “ribbon cane.” By the 1820s, 
settlers planted ribbon cane in alluvial 
bottomlands of East Texas from the coast 
to the Sabine River. Sugarcane grew so 
prolifically along the coastal plains that it 
spawned a major syrup and sugar industry 
that lasted into the 20th century. 

Making syrup, then and now, means 
hard work harvest to harvest. The 
cycle begins in the fall, usually in 
November when the grower cuts the 

cane and saves back 
the best as “seed 
cane” for next year. 
Sections of seed 
cane are planted in 
prepared furrows in 
late fall or spring. 
Each stalk joint (or 
node) produces a 
new cane plant and, 
if properly cultivated 
and irrigated, 
grows taller than 
a man. Stripping 
off the leaves and 
cutting the cane 
is backbreaking 
handwork done with 
a machete. Harvest 

comes as late in November as possible 
to boost sugar content, but before a 
freeze, which could ruin the crop. 

On syrup-making day, stacks of cane sit 
beside a mill comprised of three vertical 
rollers through which each cane stalk is 
fed, squeezing its juice into a closed tank 
or barrel. The mill is hooked to a long 
pole harnessed to a mule or horse that 
walks in a circle to turn the rollers. By 
the 1920s many larger operations began 
using power mills, turned by tractor or 
gas engine. Cane grown for commercial 
sugar mills is relatively dense and hard 
to crush. A byproduct of this sugar 
refining is molasses syrup, known 
for its dark color and robust flavor. 
Ribbon cane grown for syrup making, 
on the other hand, is softer, perfect for 

animal-powered mills, and produces a 
lighter color and milder taste, explains 
Stephen F. Austin State University 
horticulturalist and garden writer Greg 
Grant. He’s been around syrup making 
his whole life, his great-grandparents 
having operated a mill in the Arcadia 
community of Shelby County. 

“People also enjoyed chewing on a piece 
of juicy sweet cane as a treat when other 
sweeteners weren’t available,” Grant says, 
who notes that it takes eight to ten gallons 
of juice to make one gallon of syrup.

Once squeezed and strained, cane juice 
flows in a pipe or hose downhill to a 
shallow evaporating pan. Typically four-
feet wide and 10 to 12-feet long, made 
of copper and steel, the cooking pan sits 
atop a large firebox running the entire 
length. A fire tender carefully monitors 
the pinewood fire to maintain enough 
heat to evaporate water out of the juice 
without burning the batch. The pan 
features alternating, crosswise baffles 
so the cold juice, as it heats up, snakes 
its way from the juice end to the hotter 
syrup end of the pan. All the while 
workers called “skimmers” use long-
handled, perforated scoops to skim off 
impurities rising to the top.

At the hot end of the pan stand one or 
two cookers with years of knowledge 
and experience to decide when it’s syrup. 
When the slow-rolling bubbles boil just 
right, and the syrup drips just right, the 
head cook opens the pan’s spigot, and hot 
syrup trickles into a bucket or jar that’s 
quickly sealed for cooling. 

[PHotoS, from left to right] 26th annual 
Heritage Syrup Festival held at the Depot 
museum, in Henderson, texas, is the largest of 
its kind in East texas. Pictured:  Volunteers feed 
juicy sugar canes into the antique mill powered 
by a mule named Bunny.  
[PHOTO 2] Jacob Dygert, of Tatum, Texas, learns 
the art of syrup making from his granddad, 
Harry Hamilton of Henderson, who teaches him 
how to skim impurities that bubble up from the 
cooking cane juice.  
[PHoto 3] Seed stalks of ribbon cane sold by 
Doug Ford, of Hallsville, texas, who delivered 
4,500 stalks of cane to last year’s festival for 
the syrup-making demonstration. 
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or two of sugarcane when there’s plenty 
of rain and cooks “on the halves” for 
several other growers. 

“The old-timers are not able to grow 
cane like before,” Pahal says, “and 
younger folks are too busy to take it up.” 

One lifelong syrup fan, 77-year-old 
Cornbread Cowart, of Hankamer, 
hates to see the tradition disappear. 
He grew up in Tyler County enjoying 
his family’s fall pilgrimage to a 
syrup mill between Milam and San 
Augustine. When he retired in 1995, 
he began making syrup at his own 
mill and did so until Hurricane Rita 
destroyed it in 2005. 

“Making syrup is a slow process, a 
great time to gather together, Cowart 
explains. “People would bring lunches. 
We’d work together but also have time 
to sit around and talk. That experience 
is hard to come by these days.” 

Milt Purvis, Sam Houston EC Board of 
Director, couldn’t agree more.  

“Making syrup was always a community 
affair,” something Purvis remembers 
from growing up on a farm at Pluck, 
near Corrigan. The Purvis family hauled 
their sugarcane to a well-known syrup 
mill near Camden operated by brothers 
Cleveland and Henry Colquitt.  

“It was amazing how they understood 
the juice and knew when it was ready to 
be syrup,” says Purvis. 

His father, Buddy Purvis, and a friend, 
Cloyce Reinhardt of Corrigan, were so 
inspired they built their own mill in the 
1970s and made syrup together for more 
than 30 years. 

“I plan on getting some younger 
folks involved to get the mill back in 
operation,” Purvis adds.

That’s how it’s always been with “makin’ 
serp”—one generation picking up where 
the last one left off. And that’s the 
sweetest tradition of all!

“One year we caught the cook shed on 
fire. Another year the festival’s Civil War 
re-enactors fired their cannon so loud 
our mule took off running and nearly 
broke the mill,” explains Wheat, who 
grew up helping at his grandfather’s 
syrup mill near Hemphill. “We’ve 
learned over the years, and our syrup 
has gotten better. But we mainly do this 
to demonstrate folkways that are going 
away in a hurry.” 

Visitors gather close to watch a mule 
named Bunny turn the mill, squeezing 
thousands of sugarcane stalks supplied 
to the festival by Harrison County 
farmer Doug Ford. 

Several years ago, Ford started growing 
sugarcane on his farm six miles north of 
Hallsville. It grew so well that it supplies 
cane to the festival as well as his own 
syrup operation. He makes syrup using 
an evaporative cooker built in Canada 
for maple syrup. He sells his syrup, 
along with gourds and other produce, at 
his farm’s self-service roadside stand. 

Only a handful of syrup makers remain. 
Many are second or third-generation 
cooks. Retired game warden Jay Smith 
grows cane and makes syrup in the 
Chireno community near Nacogdoches. 

For the last 17 years he’s carried on 
a tradition gleaned in the Geneva 
community near San Augustine, where 
his great-uncle had a mill. At one time 
Smith owned a century-old, mule-
drawn mill, which he donated to the 
syrup festival in Nacogdoches (see page 
27 for details). He now uses a tractor-
powered mill and a stainless steel pan 
he made himself. 

Smith squeezes and cooks his own 
cane and that of others. One year he 
produced nearly 3,000 quarts of syrup. 

“It’s been going down year after year,” 
Smith notes, “because fewer people are 
growing cane.”

Ditto for 64-year-old Eddie Pahal 
who has operated a mill in the Bald 
Hill community, near Lufkin, since 
he retired seven years ago. A second-
generation grower, he produces an acre 

sweet spot
The second weekend of November 
hits the sweet spot for syrup lovers. 
That’s when thousands of visitors flock 
to Henderson where the Heritage 
Syrup Festival fills the Depot Museum 
grounds with the aroma of boiling 
sugarcane juice. This granddaddy of 
Texas syrup festivals has honed its 
syrup-making skills annually for more 
than a quarter century. As elderly cooks 
pass away, so does their generational 
knowledge of syrup making. A younger 
generation, including 58-year-old syrup 
cook Mark Wheat of Henderson, aims 
to keep the fading art alive. But learning 
the art can be a sticky proposition.

“one year we caught 

the cook shed on 

fire. another year the 

festival’s Civil War re-

enactors fired their 

cannon so loud our mule 

took off running and 

nearly broke the mill,” 

explains Wheat, who 

grew up helping at his 

grandfather’s syrup mill 

near Hemphill.  

“We’ve learned over 

the years, and our syrup 

has gotten better. But 

we mainly do this to 

demonstrate folkways 

that are going away in  

a hurry.” rANDy mAllory iS A tyler Writer WHoSe 
grANDFAtHer, t. F. mAllory, CooKeD SyruP For tHe 
SABiNe CommuNity iN SmitH CouNty, teXAS.
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The art of making sugarcane syrup is all but 
gone in East Texas. A few die-hards carry on 
the tradition at annual events and informal 
gatherings where you still can experience this 
nostalgic part of Southern culture. Mark your 
calendar for a rare step back in time. 

January 10, 2015—the 6th annual old 
Fashioned Sweet Tooth Sugarcane Festival 
runs 8 a.m. to noon at the historic Durst-Taylor 
House at 304 North Street in Nacogdoches 
(936-560-4441). The event begins with a 
mule-powered mill pressing sugarcane and 
open-kettle cooking. The hands-on museum 
is open for tours of the historic home, working 
smokehouse, blacksmith shop, and chicken 
coop. other activities include heritage music, 
pancake breakfast, and arts and crafts. 

november 7, 2015—the 6th annual Sugar cane 
Squeeze runs all day at Diamond B Ranch, 
11589 FM 321 two miles west of Neches (903-
721-9111). A mule-drawn antique sugarcane 
mill squeezes cane grown on site, and a kettle 
boils the juice into syrup. other activities 
feature blacksmithing, working sawmill and 
mounted cowboy shooting competition, as 
well as wagon displays, live music and food.

november 14, 2015—the 27th annual Heritage 
Syrup Festival runs all day at the Depot 
Museum at 514 N. High St. in Henderson (903-
657-4303). in addition to authentic ribbon 
cane syrup making, you can sample and 
buy syrup while enjoying heritage activities 
like bluegrass music, folk artists, antique 
tractors, blacksmiths and broom makers, plus 
a hayride shuttle to more goings-on at the 
historic downtown.

Throughout November—a few individuals 
host syrup-makings open to the public. Dates 
vary with seasonal conditions, so call early in 
November for directions and times.

• Eddie Pahal in the Bald Hill Community near 
lufkin (880 Miles Road; 936-824-2681); syrup 
available for donation to local charity.

• Jay Smith in the Chireno community near 
Nacogdoches (936-288-1043).

• Doug Ford near Hallsville in Harrison County 
(9930 Noonday Road; 903-660-1003); syrup 
available for purchase.

experience the old-timey
art of syrup making 

[PHoto 1] nacogdoches festival re-enactors 
portray farm families gathered together to make 
syrup as done for generations in rural East texas. 
[PHOTO 2] Freshly-cooked syrup is strained as it’s 
poured into a jar during the Nacogdoches syrup 
festival each January.  
[PHoto 3] Jacob Dygert, of tatum, helps haul cane 
stalks during last year’s Henderson syrup festival.

[PHoto 4] a horse or mule-powered mill squeezes sweet juice out of the sugarcane stalks. 
Jay morrison is seen here east of Corrigan, texas, in november 1977.
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