
1960s
Meter readers in Cincinnati — following a tradition that 
began in the 1800s — carry up to 10 rings of house keys 
on their belts to enter homes to read meters. By 1970, 
more than 60,000 customers entrust house keys to 

Cincinnati Gas & Electric (CG&E).

1973
U.S. Marine officer Jim Sovaiko 

finds old electric meters in a 
scrapyard while home on leave. 
After pizza and handshakes, he 

and two friends invest in the 
future Arcman Corporation in 
Throop, Penn. The company 
makes unique lamps from 1920s residential 

electric meters that still work. 

1980s-2000s
Bluebonnet Electric Cooperative meter readers, 

including Bluebonnet’s Marti Wright, above, 
drive routes relying on volumes of maps with 

hand-drawn dots designating the location of each 
electric meter, whether on a house or an oil well.

2001
Hand-held Kill A Watt 
device is offered by P3 

International of New York to 
allow consumers to measure 

amount of electricity used 
by home appliances. Plug an 
appliance into today’s model 

of the meter to see how 
much electricity an appliance 

uses. Some public libraries 
loan out Kill A Watts.

2010 
Bluebonnet Electric Cooperative introduces its 

Energy Tracker, a digital portal where members 
can see information about their electric bill and 

energy use, tracked by week, month or year.

2017
Almost half of U.S. 

electricity customers 
have smart meters. 

The meters measure 
and record electricity 

use at least every hour 
and provide data to 

residents and utilities at 
least once a day. Some 
meters show real-time 

electric use. 

2018
Texas residents pay 

average of 11.69 cents per 
kilowatt hour for electricity, 
compared with 32.46 cents 
in Hawaii (highest in U.S.) 
and 9.11 cents in Louisiana 

(lowest in U.S.).

1934 
Landis & Gyr develops the 
Trivector meter, which can 
be configured to measure  
various types of energy.  

1930s
New design in meters allows electric utilities 

to move meters outdoors so they can be read 
without entering customer premises. 

1934
Meter makers improve designs 

to prevent outdoor meters 
in rural areas from running 
too fast after power surges 
from lightening storms. At 

right, employees of the meter 
manufacturer Sangamo Electric 

Co. of Springfield, Ill., in 1932.

1939 
Bluebonnet Electric 

Cooperative is 
created (originally as 
Lower Colorado River 
Electric Cooperative). 
An honor system lets 
members read their 
own electric meters and submit cards showing 

their electric use for the month.

1920-1950
Uniformed meter readers are a regular part of the 

American landscape for decades as they visit homes 
and businesses to look at meters to determine the 

previous month’s consumption for billing purposes. 
Meter readers from Potomac Electric  

in  Washington, D.C., above.
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ing hurt by an annoyed member, despite 
the occasional threat and drawn gun. 
 A few members found creative ways to 
tamper with their meters to try and avoid 
paying bills – which was, and still is, ille-
gal. They tried using magnets to interfere 
with the meter, taped over the display, or 
drilled holes and turned back readings on 
the dials.

Lions, tigers and dogs
 Animals and insects posed the biggest 
problems for meter readers. Most agreed 
their scariest encounters were with dogs. 
Even with dog treats, distraction tactics, 
sprays, “bad dog” warnings, requests for 
help from dog owners and the occasional 
stick as a defensive weapon, there were a 
few dog bites but mostly near misses.

 Marti Wright, now superintendent of 
contractor operations, kept a large bag 
of dog treats in her truck and always had 
some handy in her pocket. She said that if 
a dog was chasing her, one of her strategies 
was to toss a few treats as a distraction to 
allow her to jump back into the truck.
 Bees, wasps and spiders caused prob-
lems, too. Bates once reached over a fence 
and was bit by a black widow spider. Oc-
casionally, meter readers were chased by 
surly geese and turkeys, too. 
 And yes, there really was a lion, a tiger 
and a panther, according to Schlemmer. 
They lived on property near Birch Creek. 
Schlemmer will never forget one big cat 
that tried to sneak up on him. He heard 
the unmistakable hiss of a cougar hot on 
his heels and barely escaped an attack, 
even though the big cat was chained.
 On that day, the promise of high-tech 
automated meters never seemed so good. n

James Jordan cutline goes here. Melissa 
will write a cutline for this here hey hey. 
This is a cutline about James Jordan hey 
hey hey. Sarah Beal photo
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There are two types of meters 
on Bluebonnet’s system, 
older electromechanical 
meters and new solid 
state microprocessor 
meters.

THE MODERN METER
The newest residential meters, 
right,  are made by Landis+Gyr or GE and feature a 
digital display and no visible moving zzparts. 

STILL WORKING
Older meters still on the system have dials and a 
rotating dial. The flow of electricity through the 
meter turns the dial and registers consumption. 
They are no longer manufactured and are being 
phased out.

DATA ON POWER LINES
Both types of meters send data through a 
powerline communication system to a Bluebonnet 
substation, and from there data travels through 
microwave or fiber optic networks to Bluebonnet’s 

control center. 

TRANSITIONS
Thousands of the older meters on 
Bluebonnet’s system, like the one at far left, 
have been or will be replaced with the solid 

state digital meters, which are more accurate 
and efficient. They can be pinged to determine 

if they are receiving power. With these ‘smart’ 
meters, mMembers can see their own energy use 
and costs online. 

SAFE DEVICES
Our meters do not communicate via a radio 
frequency (which is a concern to some) and they 
have a very small electromagnetic field (another 
concern). A microwave or hair dryer in use has a 
stronger field than a meter.

In with the new: 
Bluebonnet meters


