
Members First. From Day One.
THE FIRST LINES

Celia Knipmeyer remembers Day One. 
A freshman in high school in Higginsville, Mo., she 

remembers the day she and her twin sister watched their 
parents light up the room on what is known in the coop-
erative world as, “The day the lights came on.”

It was March 1941, and Celia’s family was one of the 
first in the service area to have their home electrified.

“I remember my sister and I, we had Aladdin lamps, 
coal oil lamps, a rail lamp, and I remember I said, ‘Oh, 
Mother! We can see all over the room!’” she said.

The times were changing.
“It was quite interesting. It was a wonderful time 

for the farmers. We found out there would be so 
many farmers without electricity because KCPL 
either couldn’t or wouldn’t serve because it wasn’t 
cost-effective,” Celia said. “My dad had the foresight 
to have the house wired for electricity. It had been 
built in 1923.”

She remembers the lines being built and how she 
loved the way the room lit up in the dark.

“We have a long lane, so they didn’t come around the 
road (when constructing the lines). They came through 
the field because it was much shorter to string the lines 
there than down the road,” she said. “I just remember 
having that light all over the room and that refrigerator. 
We really appreciated that refrigerator because my dad 
always had to haul ice from town for the ice box. We also 
had an electric radio. Before we had a Silvertone battery 
radio.”

THINGS TAKE OFF

Although she was still living at home when the first lines 
Continued on page 7
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Early office employees at West Central Electric included (l-r) Celia Knipmeyer, Betty Rinne, Ida Held, Ruth Vorwark, Jane Blevins Bear, Edna 
Jeter and Eva Whitaker. In the foreground is one of the new, modern, electric washing machines displayed in the office.
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2014 Official Notice of Annual Meeting
The 2014 Annual Meeting of members of West Central Electric 

Cooperative, Inc. will be held: Friday, August 1, 2014 on the 
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Robert Simmons, Secretary
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History repeats itself...

Handly Schoolhouse a wealth of history
There’s a lot of history in the 

Handly Schoolhouse. The original 
burned in the early 1930s. It was 
rebuilt, and then closed in the early 
1950s when the rural schools in the 
area consolidated. It saw Robert 
Littlejohn attend as an elementary 
student, and graduate the 8th grade 
there in 1949.

For awhile, it housed a community 
center, and then sat empty for sev-
eral years with broken windows and 
rain blowing in. It rests today, on that 
same spot where it was rebuilt, just 
steps away from the first foundation 
still visible in the grass; the original 
chalkboard on the south wall and the 
wood stove in the back. The same 
line of windows that allowed light to 
stream in on the students’ desks still 
bathe the large room in sunlight. Only 
today, as Robert Littlejohn stands 
on the concrete steps leading up to 
the doorway of the school 
entrance, it makes new 
history.

“We fixed it up and 
moved in in the 1970s,” 
Robert said. 

The school has quite a 
past, said Robert, a histo-
ry buff with a keen knowl-
edge of what went on 
around Lafayette County 
in the mid-1900s. 

“Some of the students 
who went to Handly 
School were descendents 

of Jefferson Davis,” he said. “There 
were also some who were descen-
dents of the man who held Robert E. 
Lee’s horse while he surrendered at 
Appomattox.”

His love of history translates into 
his stories about the old school-
house and what life was like during a 
seemingly simpler time. Robert and 
his wife, Marilyn, still have the farm 
where he grew up on Borland Rd. 
near Concordia.

“Handly school was one of two 
schools I went to,” he said. “It was 
on one side of the farm and Elm 
Grove was on the other. Because of 
the decline in the number of children 
born during the Great Depression, 
Handly was short on students, and 
wasn’t open all the time.”

The students in the west part of 
the district went to Elm Grove and 
those on the east side went to Mock 

School. 
“The farmhouses got electricity 

first, but the schools had nothing but 
kerosene lamps until later,” he said. 
“Schools were designed with the win-
dows on the left so light came over 
the kids’ left shoul-
ders. That helped 
the teachers get 
everyone to write 
right-handed. The 
blackboard was 
always on the side 
of the school that 
let the windows on 
the left light it up.”

Robert remem-
bers the change 
from kerosene 
lanterns to electric-
ity on “the day the 
lights came on,” 
and being one of 
the first families to 
be electrified.

“I was about 
five or six when 
the electricity first 
came. Our near-
est neighbor was 
Palmore Greer, 
who did a lot of 
the ground work 
for the cooperative 
and was one of the 
main organizers,” 
he said. “As a kid, I 
remember him and 

my dad talking about that we had to 
get a three-phase line out there.”

Some neighbors had wind char-
gers, similar to windmills, Robert 
said. A few, like his parents, had a 

Continued on page 8

Like he did so many times years ago, Robert Littlejohn stands 
on the steps of the former Handly Schoolhouse, which is now his 
residence -- complete with the same chalkboard he used as a boy 
in school.

Handly Schoolhouse in the 1970s before Littlejohn renovated 
it into a residence.
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were strung, which, incidentally, her 
brother, Randall, helped build, she 
was grown by the time the coopera-
tive really took off.

After leaving home at age 18 to 
work as a secretary in Kansas City, 
she returned  in November 1946 to 
work at West Central Electric.

“I took Wilma Hoefer’s place. She 
was expecting at the time,” she said. 
“I took care of the membership appli-
cations. If they owned the farm, they 
paid $5 for membership. If they were 
renting, they paid an $11.50 mem-
bership deposit. The reason was 
sometime around March 1, we would 
have a lot of turnover, and some-
times they would leave owing bills. I 
know a few of them questioned that, 
but usually they were very nice.”

Celia worked for manager Samuel 
Greer in the cooperative’s first office 
in downtown Higginsville at 1902 
Main Street.

“We were very busy, and so crowd-
ed at the RE office that we had to 
push machines out of the way to get 
the file drawers open,” she said. 

“First, Mr. Greer’s office was in the 
front part when he was manager so 
that when people came in they could 
see him,” she said. “They always 
wanted to talk to Mr. Greer about any 
little problem they had, even if it was 

billing, so he moved his desk to the 
back room.”

One of the biggest changes Celia 
recalls is the acquiring of two-way 
radios which completely changed 
communications.

“Then we could call the men in the 
trucks,” she said. “It was a big help. 
I remember in one of the newsletters 
we had a picture of Pete Saird in his 
truck with the new two-way radio. It 
really changed things a lot because 
our lines, as you know, go to Grain 
Valley, past Warrensburg and 
Kingsville and pretty far out.”

Things were bustling at the coop-
erative during those early years, and 
Celia recalled a few trips around the 
service area to collect applications.

“I remember one time Ralston 
Young, Mr. Greer and I drove to 
Kingsville to get applications from the 
farmers because there were so many 
wanting to sign up at that time,” she 
said.

TRAGEDY

Tragedy struck the cooperative in 
1950 when their beloved manager, 
Samuel Greer died. 

“They were building lines, and 
he passed away in March,” Celia 
remembered. “It was just nine 
months before I left to go to college.

“That was quite a shock to all of 
us,” she said, recalling the day well. 

“Nolan Helm was an engineer who 
would come occasionally, and one 
day I was sitting at my desk there in 
the back and he came in and said, 
‘Mr. Greer is sitting down by a tree 
in the back.’ I said, ‘He is? That’s 
strange.’ Well, he had a heart attack.”

Celia said at the time they didn’t 
realize it had been that serious. 

“They took him to Lexington and 
then I got word that he had passed 
away. It was just a shock,” she said, 
shaking her head at the memory. 
“I couldn’t believe it. I had been his 
secretary for 3 1/2 years. Mrs. Greer 
was at the beauty shop and we 
called her when he was taken to the 
hospital, and Ralston Young and I 
went over to the house to get some 
things for him.”

Following the death of Samuel 
Greer, Ralston Young became the 
new manager. At that time, there 
were just over 3,600 members and 
just over 1,500 miles of line.

“He was nice to work with,” Celia 
said. “I already knew him so that 
made it nice. He was our easement 
man.”

THE EARLY ONES

Today, Celia recounts her time as 
a WCE employee, her fellow employ-
ees and the early board members 
with fondness and a realization that 
she was living what would be impor-
tant history.

“It was quite a time,” she said. 

“I have memories of John English, 
he was on the board, and he was 
such a nice man. ‘Hoppy’ (Oral 
Hopkins) was in charge of materials; 
Johnny Johnson worked with materi-
als; J.W. White (Virginia Branson’s 
father) Pete Saird, and Mr. Jordan 
(father of Bonnie Jarvis) were line-
men,” she said. 

“Another person in the office was 
Maurice Helliker. He was a lineman 
and when I was there he would go in 
and inspect houses,” she said. “He 
filled out inspector reports and we 
always knew we would get a nicely-
written report when Maurice did it.”

THE FUTURE

Many events have taken place, and 
many employees have come and 
gone. Many of them are immortal-
ized in the historical photos kept at 
the cooperative, and in the minds 
of those, like Celia Knipmeyer, who 
were there and can still remember 
the stories.  

A strong past rooted in putting 
members first has ensured the 
success of West Central Electric 
Cooperative for 75 years. As the 
times continue to change and coop-
eratives deal with new regulations, 
the economy and many other issues 
that affect rural electric providers, 
members can rest assured that WCE 
directors and employees will continue 
to look out for our members’ needs 
-- just as we have from day one.

Celia Knipmeyer recalls stories about the early days of the cooperative.

Pete Saird shows off his new two-way radio, one of the most helpful advances Celia says 
she witnessed while working for the cooperative.

Members First. 
From Day One.



Regular meeting of the Board of Directors held April 24, 2014

The meeting was called to order by President Densil Allen. Robert Simmons, Secretary of the Cooperative, caused the 
minutes of the meeting to be kept. The following Directors were present:  Max Swisegood, Clark Bredehoeft, Paul Nolte, 
Dale Jarman, Richard Strobel, Densil Allen, Robert Simmons, Sandra Streit and Stan Rhodes. Also present were General 
Manager Mike Gray, Adm. Asst. and Benefits Admin Kim Lewis and cooperative attorney Matt Krohn.

APPROVAL OF AGENDA
After discussion, the agenda was approved with the addition of a Scholarship Committee report.
APPROVAL OF MINUTES
The unapproved minutes of the regular meeting of the board of directors held March 27, 2014 were approved.
REVIEW OF EXPENDITURES FOR MARCH
An itemized list of expenditures for March was presented to the board, and the payment of the bills was ratified. 
APPROVAL OF REPORTS
The following March 2014 reports were approved: Operating Report (RUS Form 7) and Comparative Operating 

Statement including the Financial Statistical Report with month and budget comparisons and statistical data pertaining 
to operating revenue, expenses, margins, assets, liabilities, and KWH sales; treasurer’s report; construction, retirement, 
maintenance and operations report. Gray also reported on pole change-outs, pole inspections and maintenance.

SAFETY REPORT
Gray reported no lost time accidents during the month of March.  
MEMBERSHIPS
The applications submitted for membership in the cooperative were accepted and approved. Directors reviewed a list of 

requests for termination of membership in the cooperative which, along with their requests that their billings be deducted 
from their deposits and the remainder, if any, be refunded to them, were accepted and approved.

N.W. ELECTRIC POWER COOPERATIVE, INC. REPORT
Gray and Swisegood reported their attendance at the recent board meeting and shared highlights of the meeting. 
AMEC REPORT
Bredehoeft reported on his attendance at the AMEC meeting and provided a legislative report. He also reported about 

Youth Tour.
SCHOLARSHIP COMMITTEE REPORT
The board approved the committee’s recommendation of awarding 24 $600 scholarships.
ANNUAL MEETING DISCUSSION
Gray opened the discussion about the 2014 annual meeting. A menu of hamburgers, hot dogs, pasta salad, chips, 

cookies tea and lemonade at $9.95 per person was approved. Directors also approved giving $25 energy certificates to 
registered memberships in attendance. A discussion about hiring an outside company to handle voting was tabled until 
the retreat. The board approved a notice concerning the bylaw amendment proposal to go in the notice of annual meeting 
requiring directors to continuously use cooperative energy and service at their permanent primary place of residence.

NOMINATING COMMITTEE
Directors approved the 2014 Nominating Committee to meet May 14. 
FFA REQUEST
Gray reported on a request by the Holden FFA which was approved by the board.
MANAGER’S REPORT
Gray provided his Manager’s Report for the month. He reported on the following: 1) follow-up on management appraisal; 

2) follow-up on board evaluatino; 3) directors’ survey; 4) Youth Tour; 5: Linn Tech scholarship; and 5A) Holden FFA Club 
proposal.

EXECUTIVE SESSION AND ADJOURNMENT
The board entered into executive session, following which they reconvened. 
UNFINISHED BUSINESS
None.  
NEW BUSINESS
None
MEETING ADJOURNED

FINANCIAL REPORT  •  Statement of Operations  •  April 2014
             This month           YTD 2014           YTD 2013   
Revenue    
Power Bill Expense 
Opertion & Maint. Expense      
Depreciation Expense      
Interest Expense       
Total cost of Srvc. (Total Expense)  
Operating Margins (Revenue less Expenses)    
Other Margins         
TOTAL MARGINS

1,866,316

1,150,171
488,497
151,682
106,703

1,897,053

-30,737
13,254

-17,483

10,254,328

5,768,986
1,865,352

604,324
393,246

8,631,908

1,622,420
70,071

1,692,491

9,504,402 

5,488,037 
1,914,360 

587,762 
416,855 

8,407,014 

1,097,388 
106,364 

1,203,752 
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Delco gasoline-powered generator.
“It was in the basement of the 

house. It generated enough for a 
radio and a couple of lights, but not 
enough for a fridge,” he said. “The 
house was already wired for the 
Delco generator, so we didn’t have to 
wire when the electricity came.

“When it came, our first major 
purchase was a fridge and freezer. 
With the electric fridge and freezer, 

we could have cold food and freeze 
our own ice,” he said. “We could also 
have lights in the barn. In those days, 
all farmers had a few milk cows, and 
pretty much, the farms were self-
sustaining.”

With electricity on the farm, life got 
easier.

“We were one of the few that got 
electricity before the war,” he said. 
“After that, everything pretty much 
stopped for a while.”

With the nation engaged in World 
War II, industry geared to the produc-
tion of materials for national defense, 
and materials for system expansion 
was unavilable. Electric appliances 
were just as difficult to obtain. At that 
time, June 1941, there were 88 coop-
erative members.

Following the war, production flour-
ished, and by 1950, WCE was serv-
ing 3,614 memgbers through 1,530 
miles of line.

Through it all, Handly Schoolhouse 
stood, waiting for its eventual fate. 
That history came full circle more 
than 20 years later when a former 
student named Robert Littlejohn 
transformed the little rural school-
house into his home. He enters 
the double doors, just as he did as 
a boy, into a room with character 
unmatched, where memories abound 
-- and this time, with the glow of an 
electric light.

Handly Schoolhouse a wealth of history


