Working for a Bright Tomorrow
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We tend to take utility service for B E F 0 R E ”,I'-'F_ g, W
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makes possible the ease of life as we know it today, T DI
With the exception of those far advanced in years, SER\ ; lCE Fovriliumy aith @
few i any of us have any sustained experience of living fone [ o sonsd vl

without electricity or fresh, running water. We take for o
granted that we can flip a light switch or tum on a
faucet and our utility service will be delivered
efficiently, safely and reliably

Three quarters of a century ago, those same services
barely existed i South Texas, Thomas Edison’s dis-
covery of an incandescent lighting system supported
by central station generabion dated from the 1870s and
1860s, but only the nation’s largest cities had efficient
electric utility systems at the Hme America entered
World War |, Smaller citbes like Corpus Christi and
Laredo still had rudimentary electric power networks,
often surviving financially only on the strength of a
streetlighting contract or a streetcar franchise, Towns
like Beeville or Uvalde or Del Rio, if they had electricity
at all, were ""sundown to midnight’ systems, operating
only during the hours of darkness, until people wenl to
bed for the ﬂ.iHI'H.

Municipal water systems were most often served by
wells, and people bocated more than a few blocks from
the center of towns had to drill wells themselves, In
South Texas, a series of catch basins and downspouls on fn Texas cile
residential buildings captured every raindrop possible. If  rowleiis Sectnoly
people had gas service in those days, it was “manulac- un.l:I:rT:::rl::
tured™ gas, made by burning coal and capiunng the
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gases that resulted. Even though oil and gas had been I 190, resndemiial —
discovered at the fum of the century up near Beaument, Culomers of the
natural gas wouldn't be readily available to local resi- “ypedup o "
dents untyl the 1930s and later _.:,II..:H"":..'_. ¥ cembs 1
Without any of the ulility services we have become a kil howr for s
so accustomed bo, life was difficuli. People got up and vl electric ey
went to bed with the sun, since the only illumination i Ry
after dark was a kerosene lamp—or moonlight. Water F
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had to be pumped by hand and haoled anywhere it was
nevded, Cooking and heating were done with wood or
coal stoves, which meant that houses were alwavs (oo
._nl;! m the winker apnd too ol in Ehe summer, Aok 1o
maention [dthy from the wol and cinders

South Texas homemakers beszan the week with flat
irans, Monday was traditionally wash day, and Toesday
was for roning. On Monday huge tin washiubs had 1o
be filled with hot wateér, heated owver a stove or an open
fere, The clothes wene washed in the tubs, scrubbed on
washboards and nnsed in clean hot water. The
et d.l:.' thie chothies wene I.p'.'u'.l‘.lu::! and huge
flat irons would be sitting on the stove,
heating up. The homemaker then had
to iron chothes by grasping the wooden
handle of the fat mon, assuming the
winiden handle didn’t conduct enough
heat to Blister unwary hands, And this
all had to be accomplished week In and
wieek oof, whether it was 95 in the shade
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Without utilities, it
wasn 't the good old
days.
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Bemmerumrt, Texas The lom ui.#,n'fn* ek renimmed fiv
Alfce E’J;_rﬁ lebery of the King
Ranch. af same year, fhe fomon
of Kingsmile, on the King Ranch,
unts estublished on the 51, Louts,

Browonsoulle and Mexican Railmond,
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In 1M1, Sam H. Walk, then CFL's
Dol Bio manager, recalled his start with
the company a quarter century before,
Walk had begun with what was then
Morrison and MeCall Company as a
bookkeeper in Marfa i 1976,

Mot long after he armived in towmn,

HE FIVE SERVICES:

original direct-current electric plant was
changed over to allernating current al
133 eyches at the turn of the century. It
wasn'l synchronized to a standard,
Bl-cvcle system untl]l 1916, The first elec-
tric plamt in San Benito consisted of an
eight-horsepower Fairbanks Morse

“an elaborate wedding was held. It was
very noticeable the number of candleholders that were
given as presents, ranging from the ordinary to the most
expensive silver sels."” Walk recalled with a chuckle that
bocal residents at the time accused the company of
operating “'the dark town light plant,” because ol the
frequent outages.

CPL's entry into the South Texas utility business in
1916 was spread across five services: electricity, electric
street raflway traction, gas, water and ice. In 1916, the
year the U.S. Army chased Pancho Villa back and forth
across the internabional boundary, those five services
were primitive compared to what we enjoy today

nﬁm SETVICE IN
Marfa was typical of the
isolated systems that
served South Texas at the
time. All were small, most
wiere unfeliabde, and elec-
tric costs lo the conswmer
were frequently in excess
afl ) cents a kilowan-
howr, The small, solated
light plants were 0 in-
herently unsafe that
operators would shut
them down and go home
if there was a lighining
storm in the vicinity.

In Columbaes, the ahout the time of iWerkd Wer I

1911 sy oy et

{'m were organized e followene wear,
itnd Jim Hogy County uws izedd i 1973,

erﬁl}r' County uws roorganiced i 921, the
sqme fime ds gﬂlﬂ! Coisrily s orgaiized,

CPL iormakers jlash frooe 2 mase of flosoess and a sawepling of South Tezas
agricsltural prodwcts in Mool of &6 o demomifrnle Phe iwormatier s allitin

gasoline-powered engine in the rear of a
drugstore, The Morrison and McCall plant in Uvalde
was. coal-fired, burning lgnite from the North Texas
lignite fields. Since the plant was located three blocks
from the railway depot, every pound of lignite had to be
hauled to the plant in a horse-drawn wagon.

Electric street rallways were solated to the two
largest cities in what would become the CPL service
termitory: Corpus Christi and Laredo. Both systems,
however, were small and in a continuing struggle for
fimancial survival.

Although gas came to mean natural in Texas, the
gas sold by the predecessors of CPL was manufactured
gas, used mainly for
cooRImg in the first fw'o
decades of the century.
Made by burning coal in
reforts and injecting the
bed of coals with oal and
water, the resulting
“coal gas™ or “water
was" was low in Blus
and hard §o deliver lo
CUSHOIMETS,

Water was an after-
thought when Mormison
and McCall purchased
the Laredo property in
1916. They got a small
ke and water plant
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1917 Texas A&l University

established at Kingsoille,

191? U5, entered World War |
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-l|"l"!-'. with the elecinie pIJnf, thie strévt car svstem and
pas plants. In later years, the company admitied that the
operation of the water plant was “slipshod, ™ with fre-
quent breakdowns, and water was piped direcily to the
mains frem the Hio Grande River without treatment
Stll, in pust & quarter century, L was serving 21,00
waler customers in 24 communities

lce production was a natural outgrowth of electric
service. Refrigeration equipment could be run in off-peak
hours (o produce ke for home and agricaltural consump-
tion, The ice was produced in B3 o 100-pound blocks
and diliverad by horse-drawn W' LR In 1917. CPL
which had been formed by Ralph Morrison and Warner
McCall the year before, gof into the ice business, pur-
chaszing small planis st Uvalde, Alice and Marfa. The
business expanded dramatically, and by late 1922, the
company owned 26 ice plants across Texas. That same
voar, UPL decided to go inbo the all-important Rio
Lirande Valley to make e for the expanding winber
vegetable business, By 1925, CPL's ice business had
grvaT o 45 separafe plants,

All of CPL's five services would expand dramatically
during the first 10 years of the company’s operations
under the goidance of Mormson and MMcCall

I 1927 CPL delrewend Mocks .-II' i I 1% oeslpsiers im Larad amd
flamphere in Sl Trzgd oy Alacf e Pricks bld by fthe San
Ak Mooy Coempainy
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The Texas Railroad
Commmuzston fook ooer
Hre regulation of ofl
pipelines in the siafe,



