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Sunflower Stitches sewn with pride
BY LUANN DART

Snoozing wooly sheep, soothing 
flax-filled therapy bags and 
playful kids’ totes are just some 

of the creative expressions of KEM 
Electric Cooperative member Chris 
Birrenkott, a seamstress from rural 
Steele who has turned her craft into a 
home-based business.

Chris was just a preschooler when 
she picked up her first sewing needle 
to create something new.

“I was 3 or 4 years old and my great-
grandmother put a needle and thread 
in my hand and I was doing those 
pinwheels, learning how to gather 
them together,” she says. Sewing came 
naturally to her, as her grandmothers 
and mother all sewed and helped her 
learn the skill.

“It was one of those skills you just 
grew up learning,” she says.

Chris first started earning money 
for her sewing skills in the late 1980s 
while she was living near Spokane, 
Wash., by doing sewing and mending 
for others in the area.

By 2002, the business where she 
worked full time had downsized and 
she was looking for other work. She 
interviewed for a sewing position at an 
industrial sewing company, and was 
sent home with a project to complete.

“I was putting it together, going, 
‘Man, these things aren’t lining 
up,’ so I had to fudge and make 
everything line up,” she describes. 
“Unbeknownst to me, they cut it out 
wrong on purpose to see if you could 

troubleshoot. I had done enough 
sewing over the years that I had the 
skills to do it.”

She got the job, doing industrial 
sewing for the company in the state 
of Washington that made everything 
from bags for medical equipment to 
knife sheaves for the military.

Then in 2007, she and her husband, 
Tim, returned to Tim’s home state 
of North Dakota, buying land in the 
Steele area, where they still live. They 
raise sheep and Tim is self-employed 
as an ag mechanic.

Chris started doing sewing 
and mending again, but soon 
decided to start her own business, 
Sunflower Stitches.

“When we moved out here, 

Chris Birrenkott, owner of Sunflower Stitches, takes her products to craft shows across the state.
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sunflowers were in full bloom and I 
just love sunflowers,” she says about 
her business name.

Chris makes potato bags, 
embroidered dish towels and other 
items for the kitchen. She also creates 
everything from cross-body purses 
to totes for kids to kids’ blankets with 
cute animals like sheep or monkeys 
attached. She also makes therapy bags 
filled with flax or rice that can either 
be placed inside the microwave or 
freezer to use as a hot or cold pack on 
aches and pains.

And she does machine embroidery, 
including custom embroidering.

“The embroidery is fascinating, 
watching that pattern evolve, 
especially when you’re doing 
something that’s making a picture,” 
she describes.

She attends craft shows throughout 
the year, but is busiest from 
September through December.

“If you’re going to make it as a 
business, you have to go to these 
shows,” she says.

Chris joined Pride of Dakota last 
year, after being asked by customers if 
she was a member.

“They wanted that connection that I 
am a member of Pride of Dakota,” she 
says. She attends the Pride of Dakota 
shows and the Pride of Dakota’s 
workshops and webinars.

“It’s been beneficial to me,” she says.
Chris also has a Facebook page, 

reaching out to customers who live as 
far away as Boston, Mass., and Texas, 
she says.

She enjoys the flexibility of the 
at-home business, which allows her 
to spend time with her four grown 
children and one grandchild.

“It gives me the freedom. When my 
kids were in school, it gave me the 
freedom to work the hours I needed 
to work and be able to be there for 

the kids,” she says. “Now my kids 
are grown, but I still like the freedom 
where I can come and go.”

But her biggest challenge is time 
management, she says with a laugh.

“Getting started in the morning 
and not letting other things distract 
me,” is a challenge, she says. She also 
has to remember to stop working late 
into the night and to take some time 
for herself.

She likes the creative aspect of 
sewing, creating new patterns and 
matching color schemes.

“It’s made me think outside of my 
box, because what I like for color 
schemes is totally different a lot of 
times than what I’m having to make, 
because other people like other 
things,” she says.

But she’s found her creative niche 
in rural Steele, sewing colorful fabrics 
into her own creations. 

At left: A colorful array of tote bags for kids fills a stand at one 
of Chris Birrenkott’s displays.

Above: Chris Birrenkott makes potato bags for the microwave, 
with detailed instructions for use.
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KEM Electric Cooperative  
awards scholarships

To help area students prepare 
for their future journeys, 
KEM Electric Cooperative, 

along with its wholesale power 
provider, Basin Electric Power 
Cooperative, has awarded two 
college scholarships – one in the 
amount of $1,000 and one for $500 
– to qualifying dependents of KEM 
Electric Cooperative members.

Basin Electric Power Cooperative 
provides one, $1,000 scholarship to 
each of its member-cooperatives each 
year. In total, the wholesale power 
provider awards more than 180 
scholarships annually.

“KEM Electric Cooperative takes 
great pride in its ability to assist in 
developing rural leadership in our 
region through our scholarship 
program,” says KEM Electric 
Cooperative Co-General Manager 
Chris Baumgartner.

KEM Electric Cooperative’s 2017 
scholarship winners include Cole 
Ketterling, Wishek, who is the 
recipient of the $1,000 scholarship, 
and Heidi Jacob, Linton, who is the 
$500 scholarship recipient.

As part of the scholarship 
applications, applicants wrote an 
essay on the topic, “Describe how 
a strong and united cooperative 
community supports and serves 
your hometown.”

“Cooperatives have been a major 
necessity for my family and my 
hometown,” Cole wrote in his 
essay. “Growing up on a farm west 
of Wishek, I have experienced 
firsthand the need for strong, united 
cooperatives to serve small rural 
communities and farms.”

In her essay, Heidi pointed out that 
cooperatives offer local employment 

and cooperatives are owned by those 
they serve.

“Having a cooperative in my 
community is great for our town 
because customers are personally 
known by the employees,” she wrote. 
“Having a cooperative brings people 
within the community together to 
meet a common need.”

Cole Ketterling
Cole Ketterling, the son of Dynette 

and Kermit Ketterling, is a senior at 
Wishek High School. He has earned 
numerous honors throughout his 
high school career. As a senior, he has 
been involved in football, basketball, 
FFA, student council, National 
Honor Society, Science Olympiad, 
Academic Olympics, FCA and is on 
the math competition team. 

He serves as president of both the 
FFA and National Honor Society and 
is the treasurer of the student council. 
He earned all-region football honors. 
In FFA, he was the district champion 
of the extemporaneous public 
speaking event and won the gold 
award in parliamentary procedure.

Heidi Jacob
Heidi Jacob, the daughter of Lori 

and Gerard Jacob, is a senior at 
Linton High School. 

Her activities and honors include 
National Honor Society, serving on 
the state Youth Advisory Council for 
the North Dakota Farmers Union, 
becoming a national qualifier in 
the state Future Business Leaders 
of America (FBLA) competition, 
FCCLA, basketball and volleyball. 
She holds offices in the National 
Honor Society, FBLA, FCCLA and 
serves as class vice president. 

Cole Ketterling

Heidi Jacob

C4 MAY 2017  , KEM ELECTRIC NEWS www.kemelectric.com

KEM
Electric Cooperative



          ATTEND YOUR 

Annual Meeting!
KEM Electric Cooperative

2017 annual meeting
June 15, 2017

Linton High School, Linton

We’ll see you at the annual meeting!
Being an active and involved member-owner of 

an electric cooperative helps guide our progressive 
path forward. KEM Electric Cooperative values the 
feedback, ideas and participation of our members, and 
we hope you plan to join us at our annual meeting! 

During the meeting, you’ll elect directors, listen to 
highlights from the past year, and have a chance to 
visit with staff and directors.

Cooperatives are owned and controlled by you, the 
members. As an owner, each person has a voice and 
a vote. You can elect the board of directors, attend 
meetings and ask questions. And if you want to 
become more involved, you can become a candidate 
for the board of directors.

The cooperative way of doing business is a true 
example of grassroots democracy in action. Join the 
voices that guide your cooperative and attend the 
annual meeting June 15 at Linton High School.

Your voice and involvement is important! The KEM 
Electric Cooperative annual meeting unites neighbors 
and friends, so we can work together to improve the 
quality of life in rural North Dakota. We look forward 
to seeing you there!

Your board of directors
KEM Electric Cooperative is overseen by a seven-

member board of directors that is elected by you – the 
members and owners of the electric cooperative. 

At this year's annual meeting, the director seats 
up for election are those of Carmen Essig, at large, 
Dean Dewald, District 5, and Victor (Chuck) Wald, 
District 4.

The cooperative is divided into five districts, with 
one director representing each district and two at-large 
board seats. The current board of directors includes: 
District 1, John Beck; District 2, Carter Vander Wal; 
District 3, Neil Meidinger; District 4, Victor (Chuck) 
J. Wald; District 5, Dean Dewald; at-large director, 
Dean Hummel; and at-large director, Carmen Essig.

Your annual meeting
• Learn more about your cooperative, elect 

directors and enjoy the evening! 

Watch for more details in the June KEM Electric 
Cooperative pages in North Dakota Living, which will 
include the cooperative’s annual report.

We’ll see you there!
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Stay safe on the farm

Overhead power lines are necessary to deliver electricity to 
hardworking farmers and ranchers, but those same power lines can 
also be deadly if not treated with respect. While you need to focus on 
the fi eld and your machinery, KEM Electric Cooperative urges you to 
also watch for electrical hazards around the farm or ranch.

Farmers and their equipment should always be 10 feet 
away from power lines on all sides. Field cultivators 
and sprayers can often reach as high as 12 feet in the 
air. Practice extreme caution and use a spotter to make 
sure you stay far away from power lines when you use 
tall equipment. 

Overhead power lines are necessary to deliver electricity to 
, but those same power lines can 

Overhead power lines are necessary to deliver electricity to 
, but those same power lines can 
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Be aware

Follow these 
other tips:

What if you contact a power line?

If you have purchased new equipment, be aware of antennas or 
other attachments that may pose new hazards. A newer, bigger 
piece of equipment may no longer clear a line. In addition, 
shifting soil may also aff ect whether or not machinery avoids 
power lines from year-to-year.

Power lines also may sag over 
the years. If power lines on 
your property are sagging, 
contact KEM to repair the 
lines. Never try to move a 
power line on your own. 

Look up when 
handling long 
items such as 
irrigation pipe 
and ladders.

Make sure you, your family 
and employees know the 
location of overhead power 
lines, and use routes to 
avoid the lines when moving 
equipment.

First, DON’T climb out. If your 
equipment does contact a 
power line, stay in the cab and 
call for help. Warn others to 
stay away and wait for a KEM 
lineman to clear. 

Once you’re off  the tractor, 
do not go back until KEM 
linemen disconnect the 
power line. 

If you must leave the tractor due to immediate danger, such as 
a fi re, jump as far away as you can, making sure that no part of 
your body touches the tractor and the ground at the same time. 
Land with both feet together and hop or shuffl  e your feet a few 
inches at a time, making sure to never break contact with the 
ground or cause separation between your feet.

Overhead power lines are 
not the only electric hazard 
on the farm. Pole guy wires, 
used to stabilize utility poles, 
are grounded. However, when 
one of the guy wires is broken, 
it can become charged with 
electricity. If you break a guy 
wire, call the cooperative to fi x 
it. Don’t do it yourself.

Call 811. If you plan to dig, 
know what’s underground. 
Calling 811 is required by law.

Avoid moving large 
equipment alone. Have 
someone watch as you move 
equipment to ensure you are 
clear of power lines.
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If so, it pays to plan ahead. Members can save time, 
money and aggravation by consulting with KEM 
Electric Cooperative before locating new grain bins 

or adding new load.

New or upgraded service
When adding electrical loads, such as bin fans or shop 

heat, KEM Electric encourages members to contact the 
cooperative fi rst. Representatives will design a service 
adequately sized for the proposed electrical load. 
Existing services will be inspected to determine if an 
upgrade in service is required.

Whether you are adding a new service or expanding 
an existing service, KEM Electric needs to study the 
eff ect the added load will have on the cooperative’s 
electric distribution system to determine the co-op’s 
ability to serve that load.

Bin placement
When placing a primary electric service at a grain bin 

site, KEM Electric adheres to the requirements set forth 
in the National Electrical Safety Code (NESC). Th e 
NESC specifi es the minimum distance between a grain 
bin and the nearest overhead power line and has two 
sections that apply to grain handling systems.

Adequate clearance between grain bins and overhead 
power lines reduces the risk of accidental contact 
between the power lines and tall farm equipment such 
as portable grain augers, elevators or grain-probing 
devices. Also, a grain bin or shop built too close to 
an overhead power line may mean the bin or power 
line would need to be relocated, most times at the 
member’s expense.

Members considering a new bin site or added load 
are encouraged to contact KEM Electric. KEM Electric 
is available to provide assistance in planning for a safe, 
reliable environment for everyone. 

Bin there, done that 
Adding a bin site or other new load?
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THE MARATHON 
WATER HEATER 

will be the last water heater you’ll ever buy!

Call KEM Electric Cooperative 
701-254-4666
800-472-2673

FEATURES:
• Polybutene tank that is guaranteed not 

to leak, rust or corrode for as long as you 
own your home. 

• One of the most efficient water heaters 
on the market. 

• To save money, ask about placing your 
Marathon water heater on one of KEM 
Electric Cooperative’s load-management 
programs.

KEM ELECTRIC
 COOPERATIVE INC.

DIRECTORS:
Dean Dewald, Chairman ........................Dawson
Victor Wald, Vice Chairman.................Napoleon
Carter Vander Wal, Sec.-Treas.  .............. Pollock
Carmen Essig, Director .................................Lehr
John Beck, Director ....................................Linton
Dean Hummel, Director ........................... Hague
Neil Meidinger, Director ..........................Zeeland

MANAGEMENT:
Don Franklund .........Co-General Manager/CEO
Chris Baumgartner..Co-General Manager/CEO

Report outages to the following
toll-free number: 800-472-2673

Hazelton, Linton and Strasburg exchanges’ 
phone number: 701-254-4666

OFFICE HOURS:
Monday through Friday, 

8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
Website: kemelectric.com

Email address: kem@kemelectric.com

KEM Electric Cooperative
Board meeting highlights

April 4, 2017
• Approved the regular board meeting minutes
• Signed the special equipment summary
• Approved KEM Electric Cooperative rate increase 
• A report was given by the Voucher Review Committee  
• Heard department updates
• Heard the Innovative Energy Alliance update
• Amended the bylaws of Operation Round Up

Remember
MEMORIAL 

DAY
So KEM Electric Cooperative 

employees can observe the 
holiday with their families, the 
cooperative’s offi  ces will be 
closed Memorial Day, May 29. 

If you experience an outage, 
please call the cooperative’s 
offi  ces at 701-254-4666 
or 800-472-2673. Your call 
will be routed to the proper 
contacts and lineworkers will 
be dispatched.

C8 MAY 2017  , KEM ELECTRIC NEWS www.kemelectric.com


