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PREFACE
We felt it was important to document the 100th anniversary
of Farmers Electric Cooperative to pay tribute to the
company and its members for the unique place it holds in the
history of electric utilities, being one of the earliest providers
of rural electricity in the United States and one of the
smallest. It is no small feat that a company this size has
maintained its independence with a century of consolidations
in the electrical industry, and without the need for
government loans.
The beginning of Farmers Light & Power Company in 1916
hinged on the self-determination of a small group of farmers
that continues to this day as Farmers Electric Cooperative.
The original members did everything from setting the poles,
stringing wire, hooking up services, and taking care of billing.
That spirit of self-reliance carries through to today with
FEC’s commitment to member service, an example being at
the forefront of renewable energy policies.
The core beliefs that started this company also carry through
today. Safe, reliable, affordable electric service controlled by
local leadership has always been the hallmark of Farmers
Electric Cooperative, and always will be.
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FARMERS ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE
The idea for how to get electricity to
rural areas of Johnson County began
to germinate with a group of farmers
in 1910. By 1914, meetings were being
held at Center School – southwest of
Frytown – where people interested
would arrive before sunrise and leave
after sundown. Omar Yoder, a board
member for over 40 years, told about
riding his buggy seven or eight miles
to attend the meetings.

Early Farmers Light & Power meetings were held in Sharon Center and Frytown, as well as Center
Elementary School (pictured).

Many did not think a company
organized by farmers to supply
electricity would succeed, but on
November 29, 1916 a charter was
issued for a company called Farmers Light & Power Company.
Shares were valued at $175 each.
The new company was the first to
bring electricity to rural parts of
Johnson, Washington, and Iowa
counties.
Left: Kalona News Feb. 3, 1916 -Transmission lines to furnish Kalona with power.
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All construction and maintenance
was carried out by the members
themselves. There was no specialized training or tools in the early
years; all training was strictly onthe-job. Farmers were so determined, they built six miles of line
before they knew who would
supply the power. Poles were
hauled by farmers on wagons from
the nearest railroad.
Fosdick Electric Company from
Kalona emerged as the first source
of electricity. By the end of 1918,
lines were built from six miles west
of Joetown to two miles east of
Sharon Center, and down to
Kalona. In 1919 a connection was
made with Iowa Electric near Hills,
and in 1929 Iowa Electric became
the sole supplier in what turned
into a long-standing partnership

that lasted up to the year 2000.
From the very beginning, Farmers
Electric Cooperative has survived
and thrived without the aid of
government loans.

Early electric service
Service provided then would be
unrecognizable today. Meters
were owned by the members.
Anyone needing more than a 1-1/2
horsepower transformer had to
furnish it at his own expense, and
it had to be disconnected from the

rural areas and small towns, many
companies were created in the
1910s and 1920s. Besides Farmers
Light & Power and Iowa Electric,
Kalona had four other power
companies come into being,
independently or by consolidation:
Kalona Illuminating Company,
Fosdick Electric Service, North
East Kalona Electric Company,
and Kalona Light & Power Company. All these companies were
eventually swallowed up by Iowa
Electric, who was very aggressive

1910
Discussions begin about
bringing electricity to the
area.
1916
Farmers Light & Power
Company is organized as a
stock company. Stock
certificates issued at $175
each – the equivalent of
$3,823 today.
1917
Farmers Light & Power is
granted the first franchises
for rural lines in Sharon and
Washington Twps,
and becomes the first
company to bring electricity
to rural areas of Johnson,
Washington, and Iowa
counties.
1918
Annual meeting cancelled
due to flu epidemic.
1919
Fosdick Electric Company,
Kalona, continues to supply
power, but a connection
was made in Hills with Iowa
Electric.
1925
3% of rural America has
electricity.

line when not in use. Lights were
shut off at 10:00 p.m. when the
Kalona generators were shut down.
Churches did not have to be
members to be provided electricity, but they also furnished their
own transformers and meters, and
paid a fixed price to Farmers Light
& Power for the service.
In a rush to capitalize on the
relatively new idea to electrify

in its expansion throughout the
state.

The minutes from the Board of
Director meetings in the 1930s
and 1940s seem to reflect the
difficulties of the time: deliberating over meters and electrical
rates, and the handling of delinquent accounts.

1929
All FEC electricity supplied
by Iowa Electric.
1935
11% of rural America has
electricity.
1936
Herman Smucker hired.
Herman served as line
foreman until 1950, and
retired in1952.
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In 1930 if a shareholder was unable
to pay, a share of his stock was
applied to his bill and redeemed as
soon as possible. All meters became company property in 1931,
and delinquent accounts were
given 60-days notice; if not settled
in that time, the account was shut
off.
In 1932 the rates were cut in half
from where they were established
in 1929, and a separate rate for
those who had a 240-volt service
was created. Also in 1932 the
board requested all meters in
inaccessible locations be relocated
to a more convenient spot.

are required and include statistics
for total number of outages, the
number of customers affected, and
the average length of outages.

did not grow up with electricity or
wholly depend on it did not mind
the interruptions.

A cooperative is formed
Early in the industry, however,
disruptions of service were quite
frequent. There was no lightning
protection in the early years on
Farmers Light & Power’s lines;
now every transformer and cutout
switch is protected. People who

By the end of 1936, the original 20year charter of Farmers Light &
Power was set to expire. After
some investigation, it was decided
to re-incorporate under the
cooperative guidelines. Membership was tentatively set at $75. The

In 1933 the board allowed a $75 per
year credit for use against delinquent accounts. The credit was not
to exceed $50 after March 1, 1934,
and by 1937 all delinquent accounts were to be paid down by at
least 5% a month, or service would
be discontinued. In 1937 delinquent users were interviewed and
if a satisfactory settlement was not
reached, power was shut off.

Power distruptions
In today’s world, everyone depends
on a consistent, reliable source of
electricity. Utilities take pride in
their reliability numbers. Annual
reports to the Iowa Utilities Board

SOME POWER DISRUPTIONS WERE ENTIRELY MAN-MADE ...
The line superintendent in the 1930s for Farmers Light & Power, Howard Gingerich, was going to attend a baseball
game one night at Bayertown. Bayertown was a rural spot consisting of a general store with a dancehall and a lighted
ball field, a rarity at the time. Howard had a girlfriend in Iowa City he was picking up, and he was running late, but didn’t
want to miss any of the game. So on his way to Iowa City, he stopped at a pole about one mile north of the ball field
and pulled the line fuse, ensuring the game would be delayed – and putting a handful of homes in the dark. He picked
up his girlfriend, put the line fuse back in on his way by, and drove to the field just as the game commenced.
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1939
Farmers Light & Power
reorganized under the
cooperative plan. Renamed
Farmers Electric Cooperative.
1946
First 3-phase line built from
Kalona to Frytown for
Yoder Feeds.
50% of rural America has
electricity.

Herman Smucker and Orval Troyer take a break while
unloading poles off a railcar in Kalona in 1947

annual meeting was postponed to
January 14, 1939 at which time the
new cooperative plan was explained in detail and articles of
incorporation were presented for
consideration. The company had
165 members, 135 of whom voted,
and all 135 members voted ‘yes’ to
the new organization. Members
then adopted the name:

FARMERS ELECTRIC
COOPERATIVE

Maintaining low rates continued to
be a major concern through the
1940s. Rate changes took effect in
1939 and 1942. Two board members teamed with Superintendent
Herman Smucker in 1944 to study
meter records to determine new
rates, resulting in a slight decrease.
They also compared supply rates
from Iowa Electric with rates from
other area rural electric cooperatives.

Offers to take over the lines
Farmers Electric also had a few
offers over the years to sell out or

be absorbed by larger companies.
In 1937, a Mr. J.H. Wilson of
Wellman presented an offer to
take over the lines of the company.
His offer was given “no consideration whatsoever.”
Iowa Electric expressed interest in
taking over the lines in 1939, and
while it did not come to a vote at
the annual meeting, sentiment was
in favor of Farmers Electric retaining complete control.
In the fall of 1948, Eastern Iowa
Electric Cooperative made a
proposition to take over the lines,
and it was decided at Farmers
Electric’s annual meeting to take it
to a vote. Being taken over by
Eastern Iowa REC was enticing to
many members because they had
newer poles, lines, and equipment
– and lower rates.
A special meeting for the membership was called at Kalona High
School in April 1949. The Eastern
Iowa REC proposition would not
be accepted unless it received a

1947
Wally Fisher first hired in
February, left for a short
stint with Iowa Electric, then
came back and started as
line foreman on August 15,
1950. Wally retired in April
of 1992.
1950
First boom truck purchased,
Dodge Power Wagon.
1952
First power digger purchased.
1954
93% of rural America has
electricity.
1955
First two-way radio installed
at manager’s residence and
service truck.
1958
First all-electric home built,
and first mercury vapor
security light installed at
Joetown Store.
1963
Washington Township
School built, one of the
earliest all-electric schools.
1965
Frytown substation built.
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With the independence of Farmers
Electric secured, the 1950s were a
time of growth.

Iowa City Press Citizen Oct. 7, 1948

two-third majority. Out of 223 votes cast, 129 voted ‘yes’ to accept the
takeover – nearly 58%. A “violent discussion” followed, and resolutions
were presented and withdrawn. Another special meeting was scheduled
to take place as soon as possible.
In between meetings, FEC board member Ivan Maas wrote and distributed a letter to all Farmers Electric members essentially reminding them
of the benefits of having local governing control and employees. The
second election yielded 89 ‘yes’ and 126 ‘no’ votes. Shortly thereafter, the
Farmers Electric board met with representatives from Iowa Electric and
signed a three-year contract to purchase electricity.
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From 1948 to 1958 electricity sales
more than doubled. Increasing
customer electrical demands and
new types of services spelled out a
need for new rate structures:
•
A customer who needed to
upgrade to a 5 KVA transformer
could do so without additional
expense.
• The first mercury vapor security
light with an automatic control
was hung at the Joetown Store in
1958. It was decided this might be
a feature members would be
interested in, so an installation fee
and monthly charge were created.
•
The first all-electric home was
built in 1958, with a heat rate
coming into effect in 1959.
•
In 1957 a commercial rate study
was developed and put into place
with the assistance of Iowa Electric. This rate was for country
stores, garages, feed mills, and
cheese factories.
•
A peak demand rate was established for purchasing power from
Iowa Electric in 1958, which
resulted in considerable savings.
With the increasing use of automobiles and trucks, many roadways were being widened, necessitating the relocation of poles and
wires to accommodate the wider
rights-of-way. The first 3-phase
line was built in 1946 from Kalona
to Frytown, and more followed in
1956 for the FAA facility northwest
of Riverside, and in 1957 from
Wellman to the Iowa Mennonite
School.

Upgrades
With the explosion of growth for
this tiny cooperative came the
need for newer equipment. The

In 1952, letters were mailed advising members to have their wiring
checked if it had been a number of
years since installation.
When lines were upgraded
and the two-way radio installed, members were informed of this and encouraged to come up with ideas
and suggestions to be presented at a board meeting.
One night in 1960, in order to
minimize disturbing
customers, temporary
lighting was brought in
as FEC worked overnight to change a
3-phase corner pole for
a road grading project.

FEC’s first boom truck, purchased in 1950.

company’s first boom truck was
purchased in 1950, with a power
digger following in 1952. The first
two-way radio was installed at the
manager’s residence and in the
service truck in 1955. The radio
greatly enhanced efficiency,
communication, and safety as
many times on outages Wally
Fisher would be by himself
on the line with no one
knowing his whereabouts.
Maintaining a high level of
customer service and safety
for the consumer has always
been a high priority. Farmers Electric sent surveys to
customers in 1951 to determine if members’ wiring and
equipment were adequate.
Herman Smucker works on switching
lines to a new pole during a road
grading project in1951. Omar Liebig
controls the handline.

Line upgrades and 3-phase
expansion continued in the
1960s. Over three miles of

1958 Chevrolet power unit
purchased in 1965 for $5,000.

3-phase line was built from
Frytown down Angle Road in 1960
to tie in with the existing line by
Iowa Mennonite School, and a spur
was extended into Joetown. In late
1961, construction began on over
3-1/2 miles of 3-phase from
Frytown to Sharon Center.
In 1963 discussion began over
building a substation. The load for
Iowa Electric increased to the
point where they would have to

enlarge the transformer bank in
Kalona, or Farmers Electric could
build a new substation centrally
located on their system. FEC was
paying an investment fee of $519 a
month to Iowa Electric which
would be eliminated if they built
their own sub.
In 1965, a new substation was built
in Frytown by Iowa Electric, which
was tied in to the transmission line
from Hills. By 1971 the substation
had reached capacity, and a larger
transformer had to be installed.
Farmers Electric purchased land in
1970 for pole storage and an office/
warehouse on the southeast side of
Frytown, moving into the facility

Frytown substation, built in 1965.

in 1972. Prior to this, poles were
delivered via railroad in Kalona and
stored there. There were no
company offices or warehouse
until this time. The company
superintendents, Herman
Smucker followed by Wally Fisher,
kept trucks and inventory at their
personal residences. Outage calls
were also taken in their homes. In
1950, when Mr. Smucker stepped
down as superintendent, Farmers
Electric purchased his panel truck
and pole trailer for $600.

utility commission. In 1963 the
Iowa Legislature added the regulation of public utilities to the Iowa
Commerce Commission’s responsibilities. Up to this point, the
Farmers Electric board of directors - with the aid of Iowa Electric
– set electric rates. Exclusive
service areas for public utilities
were not established until 1976.

Farmers Electric

ELECTRICITY SOLD
Up to 1953, the governing bodies
of cities and towns had jurisdiction
over electric rates – as well as gas
rates and services. Iowa was one of
only two states without a public

Year
1950

kWhrs
1,781,380

1960
1970

3,883,720
7,522,300

1980
1990

14,383,800
17,089,000

2000
2010

16,619,805
22,678,614

Sales of electricity doubled from 1960 to 1970, and again from 1970 to
1980. Yoder Feed in Frytown constructed a new feed plant in 1969 and a
265,000-bushel grain center in 1970. Twin County Dairy also upgraded.
In 1976 they replaced smaller cheese vats with 4 large ones, and in 1978
installed a 40,000-gallon milk storage tank.
The first geothermal system was installed on the Farmers Electric system
in 1984. A load management system was installed in 1987, allowing the
cooperative to shut off a members’ electric hot water heater during peak
loads in return for a small monthly credit on their bill.

1970
Land purchased for new
office/storage building.
Moved into building in 1972.
1975
System converted from
delta to wye.
1984
First geothermal home.
1987
Load management system
installed.

A major change in 1992
was realized when longtime manager Wally
Fisher retired in April.
He was originally hired
in February of 1947, left
for a short stint with
Iowa Electric, then
came back and was
manager from 1950.
Hired to replace him
was Warren McKenna
from Linn County
REC.
Warren McKenna, left, and Wally Fisher
with Jim Miller (standing) at FEC’s 75th
Anniversary celebration in 1991.

An exchange of territory in 1993
with Iowa Electric gained Farmers
Electric approximately 60 customers and 20 miles of line, mostly
in Iowa County. FEC gave up
service area north of Kalona that
was not developed, and a small
swath north of Hills that had one
customer at the time.

FEC’s current service area, established in 1993, shown in a
2016 map of Iowa’s rural electric cooperatives.

1992
Warren McKenna hired as
manager.
1997
Offices and storage moved
to existing location.
Automatic meter reading
(AMR) system purchased
and begin installing.
1998
FEC builds geothermal allelectric home in Joetown.

In 1995, Hallmark filmed a TV
movie in the Kalona area called
‘Harvest Of Fire’ which aired on
CBS in April of 1996. Because the
movie had an Amish storyline,
Farmers Electric was paid to
convert a couple farms in their
service area to underground.

Automatic meter reading
That same year, the cooperative
became one of the earliest users of
an automatic meter reading
(AMR) system. This system
utilizes a signal sent over the
power lines back to a receiver in
the substation, where it downloads
readings from each meter that can
be called up on a computer in the
office. This enhanced customer
service by allowing the cooperative
to respond quickly and accurately
to customer inquiries about usage.
It also reduced meter reading time
and the billing cycle.

A major expansion of Farmers
Electric took place in 2000, when
the substation was moved from its
500th St. location to just west of
the office. New steel poles were
set to re-route the transmission
line. Also built was a generation
facility with two 2600 horsepower
diesel generators. Along with
reliability, the generators allowed
Farmers Electric to negotiate a
more favorable purchase contract
from their supplier.
The decade starting in 2000 was
good for business:
• Small companies established on
Farmers Electric territory like
Yoder Auction Service, Turnkey
Auto, Farmers All-Natural Creamery and The Water Shop.
• Record low interest rates
allowed homeowners to build new
or remodel, and a newer subdivision
brought more homes to Frytown.

The Kalona News: A FEC ad thanks Hallmark, April
1996 (top left); Warren McKenna and Lois Schneider in
new office, August 1997 (middle); new generation plant,
June 2001 (below).

Also in the mid-1990s a small
subdivision in Joetown was developed that, as of 2016, had 14 homes
in it. One of those homes is an allelectric geothermal home built in
1997 by Farmers Electric to help
showcase the technology and
promote building in the area.
In August 1997, Farmers Electric
moved to their current location.
The newly remodeled facility, just
west of their previous site, provided room for expansion.
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The FEC
substation
was moved
from its
former,
500th St.
location to
west of the
office in
2000.

Farmers were able to expand grain storage, dryers, and other facets of
their operations.
• Iowa Mennonite School broke ground on their auditorium expansion
and geothermal installation.
•

The largest expansion took place at Twin County Dairy. The dairy had
expanded a number of times over the years, but their largest to date was
the addition of a whey facility. To handle the additional load, FEC upgraded the lines to Twin County in 2006 by installing over three miles of 3phase underground primary and a third generator at the Frytown facility.

The high-voltage underground to Twin County Dairy began a decadelong commitment to upgrade aging overhead lines and services by
installing underground facilities. By the end of 2016, all but one mile of
3-phase lines will be converted. All but four 3-phase services have
transitioned to underground, and almost all new services are put in
underground. Because of this commitment to underground, memberowners have experienced fewer outages
and interruptions,
and Farmers Electric
Cooperative ranks at
the top in the state
of Iowa for reliability
of service.

Matt Slaughter removes the last
of the 3-phase, overhead lines
along 500th St. in July 2016.

2000
Substation moved next to
office facility.
Generation facility and
first two generators
installed adjacent to
substation.
2006
Generation facility
expanded with third
generator installed.
2009
Solar rebate program
established.
2012
FEC installs Iowa’s first
solar garden.
2014
FEC and Eagle Point Solar
construct an 800+ KW
solar farm, the largest in
Iowa at the time.
2016
All but one mile of full
3-phase lines installed
underground.
Second half of solar farm
to be completed, bringing
total to 1.75 megawatts
of power on the 9-acre
site.

The grand opening for FEC’s solar farm, July 31,2014, drew hundreds of guests including
state and national politicians and media.

Renewable energy
The growth of renewable energy
began in 2010 when Farmers
Electric offered a feed-in tariff. A
couple of small installations grew
into a solar garden where members
could buy up to 10 individual
panels and receive a monthly
credit on their bill for the energy
produced. Panels sold out quickly.
As state and federal tax incentives
came into place – tied in with
Farmers Electric’s incentives –

many members realized the
opportunity and installed their
own solar arrays.
These smaller projects opened a
larger opportunity to build an
800+ KW solar farm in 2014. A
nine-acre plot was purchased one
mile south of Frytown, and Farmers Electric entered into a power
purchase agreement (PPA) with
Eagle Point Solar. Under this
business model, Eagle Point owns

the solar equipment for 10 years,
while FEC purchases the energy
produced. After 10 years, FEC will
purchase the remaining assets and
own the solar farm outright.
Farmers Electric’s feed-in tariff,
community-based solar, and solar
farm have made the co-op a
recognized solar leader in the
electric utility industry.

FEC thanks the businesses on our line, and others, who provided support for this publication. Their business
cards are displayed throughout the book.

15

NOW
Line construction 1941 & 2016
1941
15 - 25’ line poles @ $5.35
13 - 4’ cross arms @ $1.37
1 set 4’ double cross arms
1 - 1 1/2 KVA distribution
transformer
222 lbs. hard drawn line wire
@ $15.93 cwt
1 ground rod, complete
1 anchor, complete
1 high-voltage set fuse switches
1 steel secondary rack complete
60 lbs. No. 6 triple braid wire
2 steel pole brackets w insulators
4 ft. armored entrance cable
1 entrance cable cap
1 - 5 amp 110v used meter
2 screw insulators @ 0.15
Labor
Total

$80.25
17.81
3.07
43.27
35.36
1.59
2.80
10.50
1.50
12.90
0.48
0.48
0.44
3.60
0.30
21.55
$235.90

2016
15 - 35’ line poles @ $201
$3,015.00
13 - 6’ cross arms @ $55.08
716.04
1 set 6’ double cross arms
117.21
1 - 15 KVA distribution
transformer
625.00
222 lbs. #4 ACSR
@ $1.80/lb
399.60
1 ground rod, complete
13.40
1 anchor, complete
71.90
Bracket, cutout, fuse, arrestor
172.35
Secondary deadends, eyebolts,
clevis & spool insulators
25.60
100’ 1/0 secondary triplex @ $1.25/ft. 125.00
-200 amp meter loop w/ disconnect 342.87
(included above)
1 - 240 volt 2S meter
123.50
-Labor, including truck
5,729.47
Total

$14,081.47
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SAFETY
The electric utility industry
presents a unique set of challenges, and specialized skills to
meet those challenges. It also
presents a wide array of safety
issues that all employees must
recognize and be trained to
address. Farmers Electric maintains a commitment to a culture of
safety through diligent leadership
by the board of directors and the
dedication of employees.
A quick run-through of how safety
permeates FEC work:

Daily ‘tailgate sessons’
These sessions occur in the morning at the office and out on the job.
Discussion centers on the job(s) to
be done, assignments, and hazards
that may arise. Truck and equipment inspections are to be done
before use.
Monthly safety meetings
The previous month’s projects and
upcoming work are discussed at
these company meetings. Each
month there is an assigned safety
topic, and employees read from the
corresponding chapter in FEC’s
Operating Procedures. These

procedures
are adopted
from the Iowa
Association
of Electric
Cooperatives,
who review
and update as
needed.
Farmers
Electric is also
a member of the
Southeast Iowa Area Safety And
Support Organization (SASSO), a
safety cluster affiliated with the
Iowa Association of Municipal
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Utilities. FEC personnel attend monthly SASSO meetings
and annual or bi-annual training including: First Aid/CPR,
Hazard Communication, Bloodborne Pathogens, Poletop/
Bucket Rescue, Competent Person, Work Zone Safety,
Hearing test/Conservation, and other industry-related topics.
Annual inspections
Twenty percent of FEC’s territory is inspected annually to
ensure the lines and equipment meet quality guidelines.
The Iowa Utilities Board then sends out a safety inspector
after upgrades are completed and fills out a report of
possible violations. FEC personnel then correct all issues
and file a corrections report with the IUB.
The insurance company covering FEC comes in once a year
to do a walk-through and offers assessments on mitigating
possible issues. On top of that, the manager performs
periodic crew observations to verify all safety procedures
are actually followed in the field. All outside employees and
the manager are licensed electricians, requiring 18 hours of
training every three years.
Customer safety is important to FEC
Notices are placed in the local newspaper for seasonal holiday safety, One-Call notification and overhead-wire awareness.
Office personnel and the FEC website offer information about bin clearance and portable generator safety.

Early on in the electrical utility
industry, 1 in 4 lineworkers suffered job-related fatalities. Even
through the 1920s, Iowa Electric in
Cedar Rapids was averaging three
fatalities from electrocutions a
year. (Source: The Palimpsest,
Vol.60, #5, Sept./Oct. 1979). Being
a new industry, there was not a set
standard of safety guidelines or
practices – those standards were
created one life, one severe burn,
or one accident at a time. Because
of the dangers, the National
Electric Safety Code was established in 1914 and dealt with
worker safety. The code has
expanded to include most aspects
of the utility industry.
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The Occupational Safety and
Health Act (OSHA) was signed
into law on December 29, 1970 by
President Nixon after bi-partisan
passage by Congress. In 1970,
14,000 workers were killed on the
job per year. By 2010, that number
had dropped to 4,500 per year –
with employment numbers having
doubled in that time. The rate of
serious workplace injuries and
illnesses also dropped: from 11 per
100 workers in 1972 to 3.5 per 100
workers in 2010. (osha.gov)
On-the-job training was the only
option available for decades – and
while it remains an integral part of
any lineworker’s education – a
wide variety of training options

have opened up. The International
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, larger utilities and municipals,
state cooperative and municipal
organizations all offer apprenticeship programs and continuing
education and training for utility
personnel. More technical trade
schools also continue to add
powerline programs to their
offerings.
Unfortunately, in the early years
Farmers Light & Power and
Farmers Electric had its share of
misfortune. Few safety standards
existed for employees, and the
general public did not understand
the dangers that ran overhead.
Also, most early construction used

25-foot poles with #8 single-strand
copper wire, which did not offer
much clearance or strength in snow
and ice events. All of this contributed to accidents:
In May of 1918, a fifteen-year-old
boy was helping his father move a
house in the Kalona area when he
went to raise a primary wire over
•

the chimney and was killed from
electrical contact. The boy’s father,
J.W. McGinnis, brought suit against
Farmers Light & Power seeking
damages of $25,000. A $2000
verdict was eventually rendered.
•
Walter Swartzendruber was a
twelve-year veteran lineman for
Farmers Light & Power in 1932
when he went on an outage. After
climbing the pole and in the process
of changing out the transformer believing he was done with his high-

Swartzendruber article: Kalona News, August 4, 1932
Smucker article: Kalona News, March 4, 1943
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voltage gloves - took them off and came in contact with the
primary wire, succumbing to his injuries shortly thereafter.
Another incident involved Herman Smucker, line superintendent who worked for Farmers Electric from 1936 to 1952.
The incident (article, previous page) accentuates workplace
hazards.

•

And as illustrated by the letter on previous page, sometimes
the power company did not find out about line contact until
weeks later.

•

I CAN’T BELIEVE WHAT SOMEONE WILL DO ...
This is what I found one day while out on the line. A connection had
burned up in the fuse box at the meter so the customer had repaired it by connecting the wires with a vice grip ... leaving a hot vice
grip exposed for a person or animal to touch and get electrocuted.
-- Wally Fisher

In more recent times, Farmers Electric has been
acknowledged for its safe work practices. In 1980
Manager Wally Fisher was presented with a safety
award by Iowa Electric in honor of 25 years of
continuous service without an accident. For each
calendar year there is no lost time suffered from
workplace injuries or accidents, FEC receives a
‘No Lost Time’ certificate from its Federated Rural
Electric Insurance Exchange.

Kalona News articles:
Fisher - June 1980
Miller - April 1992
Yoder - May 1988
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NOW

Linemen Herman Smucker and Omar Liebig switch lines to a
new pole in 1951. What passed as “safety gear” then, pales in
comparison to the safety equipment of 2016.
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RENEWABLE ENERGY
As a rural electric cooperative, we
strive to live by the seven cooperative principles. The most important at our cooperative is the last,
which reads: “concern for community – while focusing on member
needs, cooperatives work for the
sustainable development of their
communities through policies
accepted by their members.” This
principle defines why we are
shifting a part of our cooperative’s
focus toward site-based renewable
energy.

Our members are very receptive to
both funding and installing sitebased renewable energy. These
projects create local jobs, enlarge
the tax base, and increase the
economic multiplier – which is the
number of times each dollar is respent in our local community. We
will refine our rates and continue
down our renewable growth path.
Farmers Electric Cooperative has
become a nationally-recognized
solar energy leader. One of the
smallest utilities in the nation, FEC
was the subject of a case study by
the Solar Electric Power Association (SEPA) in October of 2015.
The case study is reprinted on
pages 29-32.

A major factor shaping our efforts
in Iowa is, like many places across
the nation, the difficulty of getting
new coal or nuclear plants permitted, much less built. Energy generation capacity needs are projected to increase 30 percent over
FEC renewable energy stats:
the next 20 years. The options for
•
2.5 KW of local solar per cusholding member kilowatt-per-hour
tomer/member.
costs down favors more locally
•
20% + of our customer/members
generated renewable energy.
own solar locally.
•
11% of our kwhrs per year are
A factor in our cooperative decidgenerated with local solar.
ing to promote renewable energy
•
5% of kwhrs per year are from
through incentive rate structures is
wind purchased through Iowa wind
to allow our membership to take
renewable energy credits.
advantage of federal and state tax
•
10% customer/member particicredits. We also decided to meter
pation in our Green Power Project
each installation separately, a move
(NREL top 10).
that enables us to set the rate we
•
75% of the time solar produces
pay these renewable energy generaenergy during our peak demand,
tors now and into the future.
helping to keep rates low.

FEC Solar Initiatives
Solar Schools Program
Farmers Electric received a grant from the Washington
County Riverboat Foundation to support the installation of
a 1.8 KW solar tracker at Washington Township, an elementary school in the Mid-Prairie district. As part of this grant,
the University Of Northern Iowa’s Center For Energy And
Environmental Education (CEEE) worked with school staff
on classroom curriculum integration.
At Iowa Mennonite School, FEC worked with teacher Dick
Yoder-Short to install a 1.8 KW solar tracker. The following
year Mr. Yoder-Short, with help from his class and parents,
designed and constructed a 50 KW solar field at the school.

IMS students helped contruct the school’s solar field.

Community Solar Garden
There are over 100 different owners of this 50+ KW community solar garden. Members of FEC are offered the opportunity to own up to 10 solar modules in this garden located on
cooperative property. These modules are installed and
maintained by the cooperative and the energy produced is
credited back to the customer on their monthly bill.
Member Site-Based Solar
30 customer sites across FEC’s three-county territory feed
power into the FEC grid under a feed-in tariff designed to
help these installations pay off in less than 10 years. An
estimated 500 KW of solar capacity is sold to FEC monthly.

McKenna explains the Solar Garden to a tour group.

Solar Farm - Eagle Point 2 Sunstation
This 800 KW solar farm covers 4.5 acres and was completed
in 2014 by Eagle Point Solar. At time of completion, it was
the largest solar installation in Iowa. FEC purchases the
power produced under a 10-year power purchase agreement
(PPA) with Eagle Point. After 10 years, the cooperative will
purchase the remaining assets and obtain ownership.
FEC’s first site-based solar at the Ken Bender residence.

A 900 KW installation north of the existing arrays will be
added in late 2016.
Off-Grid Solar
Farmers Electric contracted with area phone companies that
needed power to roughly 25 point-of-use systems after they
upgraded to fiber optic lines. These installations serve phone
sites for the area Amish community. FEC has also designed
and installed a couple of small lighting projects.

Off-grid solar at an Amish phone booth.
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Nationally recognized
In 2011, the National Renewable Energy Laboratory
(NREL) released their Utility Green Power Leaders list for
2010. They had various categories, and for ‘Customer
Participation Rate’ FEC was 3rd in the country with a rate of
11.2% behind Palo Alto and Portland.

•

In 2015 the NREL rankings had Farmers Electric 4th in
the country in 2014 for ‘Customer Participation Rate’ at
10.46% behind Portland, Sacramento, and Wellesley, MA.

•

Site-based solar at Keith Troyer farm.

In 2015 the Solar Electric Power Association (SEPA)
released rankings for the year 2014 from over 1,000 utilities
in the country for solar installed and cumulatively. Farmers
Electric ranked 2nd nationally with 1,158 watts-per-customer installed in 2014 and 1,653 cumulative-watts-percustomer.

•

In 2015 SEPA also named Farmers Electric Cooperative
General Manager Warren McKenna as their Utility CEO of
the Year for 2014.

•

TV news interview at Solar Farm grand opening.
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Reprinted with permission of the Solar Electric Power Association. Originally published October 2014.

29

30

31

32

NOW

Renewable power in the early 20th century was generated by windmills like this relic near Rebuh Feeders’ hog facility, rural Wellman.
21st-century renewable power is generated by roof-mounted solar arrays on the facility.
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SERVICE
At the heart of any rural electric cooperative is a commitment to serve its
community. RECs were founded for the purpose of enhancing rural life by
bringing modernity to the countryside. Employees of the cooperatives
continue that sense of service by volunteerism. All Farmers Electric employees have been active in
their communities as booster
members at schools, coaching youth sports, being
members of area civic
organizations, or being
involved in their churches.
Until recent years when
permanent wiring was
installed, Farmers Electric
employees assisted in setting
up temporary lighting and
outlets for the Iowa Mennonite Relief Sale held annually
since 1980 at the Johnson
County Fairgrounds. The
Iowa sale is one of many held
across the United States and
Canada that raise funds to

Kalona News articles,
clockwise from lower left:
November 2012, November 2002,
August 1997, June 1994

13
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support the worldwide relief program of the Mennonite Central Committee. The same wiring would be
set up at the annual Kalona Fall Festival held at the
Kalona Historical Village.
The beginning of every holiday season meant using the
bucket truck to put up Christmas decorations in the
area communities of Kalona, Wellman, Sharon Center,
and Frytown, as well as setting up lights in the historical village.

Custom work
For many years, Farmers Electric would help its
bottom line by renting out the bucket or boom
trucks with a man to swing trusses for hog buildings
or homes, digging holes for various projects, or
trimming trees. These activities have been scaled back
in recent years due to wear and tear on the trucks.
Many poles that have been retired have been retained
to be resold to the public. Assistance has been given
to Mid-Prairie and Iowa Mennonite schools over the
years as they upgraded lighting, poles, and
scoreboards at their facilities.
Other custom work has included installing underground primary to a wind generator for another
utility, splicing and making up junctions for the Iowa
City water department, and helping with upgrades at

Storms
FEC's back-up generators and conversion from
overhead to underground are part of the
cooperative's committment to providing reliable
power. Mother Nature, however, occasionally
trumps even the most advanced technology.
While recent windstorms (2008 and 2012) have
challenged both the co-op and its customers, the
February 2007 ice storm truly put Farmers
Electric to the test. The co-op’s response to this
epic storm exemplified the dedication of its staff.
Co-op members showed their appreciation with
notes of gratitude.
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Kalona News, August 2001. Photo shows Farmers Electric moving the
city‘s fire/storm warning siren and pole.

the Iowa Ammunition Plant in Middletown. As many
Iowa communities upgraded their emergency sirens,
Farmers Electric also traveled around assisting with
installations.

Some of the many thank you notes received at Farmers Electric after the February 2007 ice storm ...
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1980s

2016
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MEMBER OWNERS

DeKalb Feeds

Kalona Creamery (former Cheese Factory)

Farmers Creamery

Steve’s Feeds
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Once farms began receiving service, businesses began
sprouting up in rural areas now that electricity wasn’t
contained to just towns or cities. Yoder Feeds started
out in a barn west of Frytown mixing feed on the floor
with a shovel in 1934. In 1942, they moved to Frytown in
a barn that was moved in by disassembling and reassembling board-by-board. The first 3-phase line built
by FEC was from Kalona to Frytown to serve Yoder’s
growing energy
demand. The facility
burned in 1953, and
the feed mill and grain
center as seen today
were built in 1969 and
1970. The metal bins
were added later.
Straight-line winds
blew the bins down
in August 2012; they
were quickly rebuilt.
Today, the feed mill
is operated by DeKalb,
DeKalb bins: August 2012 windstorm,
and the grain center
and after being rebuilt.
by Consumer’s
Cooperative.
In 1946, area farmers banded together to form the
Twin County Dairy Association, which built a cheese
factory that started off with four employees in a 30’ x
86’ building, collecting approximately 18,000 pounds
of milk a day to manufacture Swiss cheese. The association later sold the business to the cheesemaker they
hired, John Roetlin Sr. and his sons; ultimately the

business was owned by John Roetlin, Jr. After numerous expansions over the years, the company employed
over 50 people and produced 200,000 pounds of
white cheddar using nearly 2,000,000 pounds of milk
each day. The business included a popular retail store
for cheese curds and other products. At one point,
Kraft Foods was purchasing 60 million pounds of white
cheddar each year. The facility was purchased in 2015 by
Open Gates Group and following extensive renovations
will be a creamery showcasing organic products.

Pro Grower Solutions

In 2004 Farmers All-Natural Creamery renovated a
building and began making a whole product line of
organic products. Now one of the companies under
the umbrella of the Open Gates Group, Farmers
Creamery started out with six workers and has expanded to employ 42 people processing 22,500
gallons of milk per day.
The lone building
remaining from
Yoder Feeds’
Country Lane Egg
facility one mile
south of Frytown is
now occupied by
Farmers Hen House. Purchased in 2000 by Mark
Miller and now managed and co-owned by son Ryan
Miller, it maintains its own organic, cage-free egglaying facility in conjunction with cleaning, grading,
and packaging eggs from area farmers surrounding
Kalona and Bloomfield.

FAA VORTAC facility

Johnson Co. Secondary Roads

Sharon Telephone Co. warehouse
(former FEC headqtrs.)
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Iowa Mennonite School

Washington Township School

Schools have played a big part in Farmers Electric’s
success. Iowa Mennonite High School, a private school
for grades 9-12, held their first classes in 1945 in a
house that was moved for their use across from Lower
Deer Creek Church. Bricklaying for a larger structure
began in 1948. The gym and another addition were
added in 1953-1954. The chapel was added in 1982. In
2005, a 600-seat auditorium was built, which included
a geothermal system, and more geothermal was added
in the gym in 2015.

IMS Auditorium

In 1963, the all-electric Washington Township School
was built, one of the earliest all-electric schools in the
state. It joined the Mid-Prairie School District in 1966,
and includes grades K-5. Pathway Christian School, a
private K-12 school, was founded in 1979 and expanded in 1995 with a cafeteria and gymnasium.

Pathway Christian School

West Union Mennonite Church

41

Beginning in the late 1990s into the early 2000s, all of
the larger churches in FEC’s area underwent extensive
renovations. Upper Deer Creek went so far as to start
over with an entirely new building. Sharon Center
United Methodist, Lower Deer Creek, Fairview, East
Union, and West Union all had major additions.
Public services also dot the countryside. Johnson
County Secondary Roads Department has two outposts on our line. Buckeye Pipeline has a small monitoring station, Wellman Telephone has a remote,
AT&T has two installations, and Sharon Telephone
Company, while headquartered in Hills, has a warehouse in Frytown along with other services on the line.
In 1947, the Civil Aeronautics Administration – later
renamed the Federal Aviation Administration –
located a very high frequency omnirange radio tactical
air navigation (VORTAC) facility north of Riverside.
This facility is one of over 1200 in the United States.
They provide safe navigation and separation in flight
for civil and military aircraft.

Lower Deer Creek Mennonite Church

Sharon Center United Methodist Church

Fairview Mennonite Church

East Union Mennonite Church

Upper Deer Creek Mennonite Church
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Being a rural electric cooperative, and by our very
name, the agricultural industry is the basis of our
existence. But despite being the smallest electric
cooperative in the state -- with approximately 650
members and around 120 miles of distribution line -we provide services for three unincorporated villages
(Frytown, Joetown, and Sharon Center) and a wide
array of various businesses ...
Sharon Center Body Shop and Welding

Graber Heating and Air

Frytown Trailers

Joetown Garage
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If you purchase a plot of land to build a home, Dickel
Construction will be glad to dig the foundation. Zook
Builders or Ramsey Creek could build it with assistance from Oakland Cabinet Concepts. The Window
Barn, The Water Shop, Miller Electric, and Graber
Heating & Air can equip the home. You can meet all
your yard work equipment needs at Mower’s Plus, and
when you have to haul the mower to get serviced,
Frytown Trailers has a great selection. When you
outgrow the garage, Martin’s Mini Barns has various
options to choose from. You can purchase a vehicle at
Turnkey Auto and have it serviced at Hochstedler
Service or
Joetown
Garage.
If your
vehicle
gets
dinged,
Sharon
Center
Body Shop
Ramsey Creek Woodworks
and
Sharon Center Welding are there to help. When your
vehicle’s seats or home furniture get worn, Kalona
Upholstery can make it like new. And when you get
tired of your belongings, you can sell them at Yoder
Auction Service.

Miller Electric

Mowers Plus

Martin’s Mini-Barns

Turnkey Auto

Hochstedler Service

The Water Shop

Oakland Cabinet Concepts

Yoder Auction Service
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The Ron and Darlene Gingerich
farm east of Sharon Center is
indicative of upgrades in which
many farmers have invested. The
cooperative’s high voltage primary underground wire comes
into the padmount transformer
(green box, right), then underground low voltage secondary
wires go to each meter – one for
the house, the other for outbuildings. Because continuity of service
is so important in maintaining the
lives of lives of livestock in today’s
confinement operations, a generator is added for emergency backup.
Once rural areas got electricity to
the home, the expansion of farm
operations in general, and milk
parlors in particular, aided in the
growth of Farmers Electric. A
barn (right) on the Monroe and
Dean Miller farm south of Sharon
Center is an example of how rural
electric cooperatives had an
explosion of growth following
World War II.
Built in 1948, the barn houses the second milk parlor established in Johnson county. The bulk milk storage
tank was the 13th installed in the Midwest in 1951. A pipeline installed in 1952 ran milk from the parlor to the
milk house. At its peak, over 70 cows were run through the milk parlor per day. For the hay mow floor, steelreinforced hollow block was laid covered by 2 inches of concrete. The concrete was moved from ground level
to the haymow by wheelbarrows manned by 2 men on a 40-foot ramp. The hay mow door on the north side is
split in two pieces, opened by lifting a counterweight inside, and each half sliding to the side and down.
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Two overhead 3-phase transformer banks at Yoder
Feeds have been replaced by one 3-phase padmount
transformer at DeKalb. This set-up reduces outages
and congestion, and increases safety.

Left: Jim Miller and Mike Yoder - 1980s
Right: Jim Miller and Matt Zimmerman - 2016
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SEVEN COOPERATIVE PRINCIPLES
Cooperatives around the world operate according to a core set of principles. These principles, along with the
cooperative purpose of improving quality of life for their members, make electric cooperatives different from
other electric utilities. (www.nreca.coop)
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS
1916 - 2016
DIRECTOR
C.C. Swartzendruber
C.C.Yoder
D.B. Swartendruber
L.J. Miller
Joe C. Brenneman
Wm. F. Gingerich
Joseph Halter
L.L. Stutzman
W.D. Berkey
Erlis Swartzendruber
W.H. Miller
Omar Yoder
Ivan Maas
U.A. Miller
Earl Erb
Frank Gingerich
Morley Palmer
Dale Liebig
Frank Gingerich
Ray Hochstetler
Truman Erb
Lester Yoder
Vernon Bontrager
Paul Stutzman
Omar Troyer
Wallace Brenneman
Tom Bailey
Monroe Miller
Jim Gingerich
Paul W. Miller
Leroy Stutzman
Fred Miller
Phil Winborn
Dale Rhodes
Doug Slaubaugh
Keith Troyer
Dean Miller
John Mast
Steve Haman

ELECTED RETIRED YEARS OF SERVICE
1916
1916
1916
1916
1916
1918
1918
1918
1919
1927
1927
1928
1929
1934
1935
1935
1939
1944
1946
1946
1947
1948
1950
1971
1973
1973
1974
1976
1976
1977
1978
1981
1986
1987
1995
1997
1997
1999
2002

1929
1919
1918
1918
1918
1935
1929
1927
1927
1934
1928
1971
1973
1939
1946
1944
1948
1946
1950
1947
1973
1977
1976
1978
1974
1999
1976
1997
1986
1995
1981
1987
1997
2002
-

13
3
2
2
2
17
11
9
8
7
1
43
44
4
11
9
9
2
4
1
26
29
26
7
1
26
2
21
10
18
3
6
11
15
21
19
19
17
14
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS
2016

John Mast, Doug Slaubaugh, Warren McKenna,
Dean Miller, Steve Haman, Keith Troyer
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EMPLOYEES
2016

Jim Miller, Matt Zimmerman, Warren McKenna,
Tim Heisdorffer, Andrea Bell, Lois Schneider

100 YEARS OF FEC EMPLOYEES
Will Gingerich
Joe Halter
Chris Swartzendruber
Walter Swartzendruber
Howard Gingerich
Ed Hershberger
Branson Batterson
Herman Smucker
Ivan Swartzentruber

Omar Liebig
Glen Burkholder
Wally Fisher
Marvin Miller
Eileen Spicher
Gene Bontrager
Randy Miller
Jim Miller
Mike Yoder

Pat Hansen
Dan Fisher
Lois Schneider
Matt Zimmerman
Warren McKenna
Brooks Bailey
Tim Heisdorffer
Judy Smith
Andrea Bell
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