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By Bobby Horecka
Staff Writer

T yler Fitzgerald’s sleep-
starved eyes told a story all
their own when the Texas

Farm Bureau Public Relations team
wheeled into Whites Park in Anahuac
Monday afternoon.

The 23-year-old Chambers County
Farm Bureau member had been
among the first to witness the devas-
tation left by Hurricane Ike, which
crashed into the Upper Texas coast a
Category 2 hurricane on Sept. 12.
Winds reached well beyond the cen-
tury mark as they tore their way
through the East Texas terrain, fol-
lowed by a wall of water—the aptly
named storm surge—that swallowed
both land and lake alike for several
miles inland.

For those like Tyler who remained,
the experience had been a grueling
one.

Trees and power poles were
snapped like popsicle sticks. Massive
panels of sheet metal—once roofs and
walls—lay strewn about like wads of
tissue caught in a current. Rank,

chest-deep brine covered more than
half of Tyler’s home county, four days
after Ike had moved on.

His exhaustion was obvious.
So when one of Tyler’s first actions

was to decline any on-camera inter-
views, it really came as no big shock.
“I’ve got work to do,” he said, “but I’ll
tell you anything you need to know.”

Who could blame the guy for be-
ing camera shy under the circum-
stances?

He and his loved ones had just wit-
nessed one of the worst natural di-
sasters of his lifetime, and the day’s
toil had left him looking anything but
his Sunday best. He wore an old ball
cap, sweat-stained T-shirt and mud-
streaked jeans. In fact, he bore little
resemblance to the neatly groomed
face pictured on the Texas Agrilife Ex-
tension Service name badge he wore
denoting him the Chambers County
agent.

But a haunted look in those tired
eyes told of something much more
complicated than mere exhaustion
from a hard day’s work. They offered
a glimpse at a story he would begin

with scant few words.
“It’s bad out there,” he said, “and

we probably haven’t even scratched
the surface yet.”

J ason Cleere and his brother
had driven the better part of
the day by the time they

gripped Tyler’s firm handshake at the
Anahuac fairgrounds that same Mon-
day afternoon.

They were hauling a load of sack
feed and water troughs from the Col-
lege Station area, one of the first of
many such loads of feedstuffs and
supplies brought in from outside
Chambers and Jefferson counties—
two of the hardest hit rural regions
in the storm.

In an area that would normally be
home to 20,000-plus cattle, the job
they now faced was a daunting one.
They had to locate what cattle re-
mained across the now fenceless and
flooded backcountry, and where they
could, haul in fresh water and food
as soon as possible.

In the days following the storm,
federal, state and local resources had

begun filtering into the region to se-
cure damaged areas, restore power
and provide necessities to the people
left behind.

None of them, however, addressed
the hundreds of livestock left wander-
ing to their own devices in search of
dry land. Much of that task fell on
the producers of the area and the in-
dustries which support them.

“The surge brought tons of saltwa-
ter that has contaminated the grass
and also contaminated the freshwa-
ter sources that those cattle are ac-
customed to drinking out of,” Cleere
explained. “The challenge now is to
try and get those cattle some fresh
water as quickly as possible and some
hay as well to prevent any further
losses that have already been had by
the initial storm surge.”

As a beef cattle specialist with
Texas A&M University, Cleere had
seen this sort of thing before, work-
ing hand-in-hand with his Extension
Service counterparts in Mississippi
and Louisiana during the relief ef-
forts following Hurricanes Rita and
Katrina three years prior.

Experience taught him that the
situation was dire.

“It’s critical to get it in there as fast
as possible so the cattle can keep go-
ing,” Cleere said. “With the cattle con-
tinuing to drink saltwater, we will
begin to see some dehydration and
the cattle eventually just die.”

Even if they managed to reach the
surviving herds with food and water,
Cleere said they had to be careful.
The sudden exposure to fresh water
and food after several days exposure
to saltwater can prove just as lethal.

The task ahead was definately
daunting, said Monty Dozier, a re-
gional program director with the Ex-
tension Service who joined the effort
in Anahuac to expedite resources and
get relief to those who needed it.

He estimated that 90 percent of the
fences were lost, along with almost all
of the calf crop, which made herding
the bawling momma cows all the more
difficult. It would likely be weeks or
even months before all the cattle were
found, gathered and hauled out of the
region, either to sale barns or
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distant pastures.
“That surge sent in a 15- to 20-foot

wall of water,” Dozier said. “It’s amaz-
ing that anything survived.”

No one need look far to see how
true his words were. Hundreds of
bloated carcasses lined the drifts ev-
erywhere you turned, and dozens
more could be found staggering
about, ready to join those herd mates
already gone.

Disposal of all those carcasses
would be another massive undertak-
ing all to itself, Dozier said. “We’re
working with several agencies right
now to begin the clean-up process in
a way that’s environmentally friendly
and protects the public health.”

But looking out at that same de-
struction, something far more strik-
ing could be seen as well.

“People lost houses—their entire
livelihoods—and they’re still out try-
ing to help,” Cleere observed. “That’s
very impressive to me. It takes a
tough person to do that.”

Dozier agreed.
“It’s about producers helping other

producers,” he said. “When people are
in need, Texans step up to plate—
agencies step up to the plate, indus-
try steps up to the plate and volun-
teers step up to the plate—that’s been
a very comforting thing to see.”

I ke’s arrival on Sept. 12 wasn’t
Liberty County Farm Bureau
President Ray Stoesser’s first

time to watch severe storms roll
through his neck of the woods.

“I’ve seen a lot of hurricanes,” he
said, “but never one like this.”

This year alone, Stoesser endured
Edouard and Gustav as they plowed
their way through.

Ike passed over his farm near Day-
ton early Saturday, when the storm
had already downgraded to a Cat-
egory 1 hurricane. Still, high winds
and rains left miles of downed trees,
destroyed buildings and lost crops in
their wakes.

Stoesser said he finished his rice
harvest one day before the storm
rolled in, but many friends and neigh-
bors weren’t as fortunate. He also
serves as president of the Texas Rice
Council, and was fairly certain that
his industry would be left reeling for
years to come.

He described one neighbor’s un-
harvested field that was wiped out by
the storm.

“The grain was shattered by the
winds,” he said. “Almost all the
stalks were laid down flat. It’s a to-
tal loss. You hate to see something
like that,  especially with one of
your friends.”

Even for those who managed to
harvest ahead of the storms, pros-
pects of a second cutting are slim to
none, he said. And for those inun-
dated by the surge waters, it will
likely be years and several rains be-
fore the salt leaches out of the soil
enough to grow anything again.

Plus, Stoesser said, Ike left much
of the industry’s infrastructure in
ruins.

John Jenkins, whose family owns
one of the oldest continuous flow rice
driers in the state, knew that situa-
tion all too well. Built by his grand-
father in 1938, the corrugated tin
structure had survived some of
history’s worst storms on the Texas
coast, only to be laid low by Ike.

Having weathered the storm a
couple of miles away from the drier
near Hankamer, Jenkins said he
spent several hours of the storm’s
worst parked on a sofa lodged in front
of a door that blew open in his home.

“I’ve never done anything like that
before and I can’t say I’d ever want
to again,” he said.

But with generators humming and
clean-up already underway, Jenkins
said it was simply time to begin the

rebuilding process.
“There are a lot of pieces to pick

back up,” Jenkins said. “There’s a lot
of work to do, but that’s all part of it.
Anybody who plants a crop takes a
risk. No matter what it be—hurri-
canes, insects or what have you—you
roll the dice every time you plant a

crop. That’s just part of it.”

When Texas Farm Bureau
state directors Jay Snook
Jr. and Tom Paben

brought their loads of hay and
needed parts into the hurricane area
on Sept. 17, relief efforts were al-
ready well underway.

Water had begun to receed, Paben
noted, leaving black pools so vile you
didn’t want to set foot in them.

“The smell was something awful,
everywhere you went,” Paben said.
“They’ve got a long road ahead of
them.”

Snook agreed.
“There were dead cows all over the

place—alligators, dead fish, refrig-
erators and hot water heaters—it
will take years before they can make
a dent in the clean-up process,” he
said.

Volunteer firemen were tapped to bring fresh water supplies to cattle in the
earliest stages of the relief effort.

Relief workers hold a makeshift conference from the bed of a pickup to plan
the day’s delivery of hay and fresh water to cattle. Maps of the debris line cut
the county in two.
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“We visited with one of the big

ranchers near Winnie while we were
there and he had opened his pastures
to all the cattle that had strayed,”
Snook said. “It looked like every blade
of grass had a cow on it.”

Outside relief had begun pouring
into the area the day before, with
roughly 300 round bales hauled into
Anahuac during that one day alone.
By nightfall, nearly all the bales had
been delivered, most of them con-
sumed as soon as they hit the ground.

By week’s end, 300 had grown
closer to 3,000 donated bales of hay,
with more on the way.

Fort Bend County Farm Bureau
President Jerry Reynolds was head-
ing up a collection effort on the other
side of Houston, gathering up what
hay he could from farms around the
Rosenberg area before sending his
loads on to Anahuac.

Sadly, it will be weeks or even
months before the full extent of the
damages are known. Many evacuees
have yet to return home, and for those
who remained, more pressing matters
are now faced.

Reynolds, who also serves as gen-
eral manager of the Beasley cotton
gin, shared one such concern.

Although the area cotton crops
were spared a direct hit by the storm,
many of the ginned bales were cur-
rently warehoused in Galveston, an-
other Ike-devastated community.

“It will be some time still before we
can get in and assess all the dam-
ages,” he said, noting that much of the
traffic was being turned away from
the island.

“Unfortunately, Galveston is also
one of the primary shipping points for
all of the state’s cotton,” Reynolds
said. “It’s a major point of infrastruc-
ture for Texas, and it could have long
lasting affects for us.”

But like the resolve seen in the
many faces around the storm’s worst,
determination and neighbor helping
neighbor would ultimately carry Texas
agriculture through this challenge.

“The way this storm tracked in the
Gulf, it literally could have done this
to any of us,” Snook said. “I know
drought has put a bind of our state
this year trying to make a hay crop,
but if you have any you think you can
spare, please send it along. These
ranchers have nothing and anything
is appreciated.”

T yler Fitzgerald’s eyes
saw little rest in the days
that became Ike’s aftermath.

He spent hours on phones, running
the roads with hauls of feed, attend-
ing strategy meetings and confering
with fellow volunteers.

Those eyes had seen a lot, much
more than seem possible for a man
born in 1985.

His father, longtime Chambers

County rancher Steve Fitzgerald,
would ultimately fill in some of the
gaps that Tyler’s duties and disdain
for personal pity prevented him from
sharing.

You see, he was one of those who
had lost all in the storm. The
Fitzgerald family lost some 800 head
of cattle, along with with the very
house Tyler called home, Steve
Fitzgerald would say—and still he
made it a priority to make sure other
people’s animals were getting food
and water and that the fellow toting
a camera had a dry place to stay for
the night.

Like many volunteers  in the wake
of the storm, he holed up in whatever

quarters his Extension office af-
forded. And from before daybreak to
well after dark, he coursed the roads,
searching out survivors and helping
anywhere he could.

“There’s folks with things a lot
worse than we have it right now,”
Tyler said at one point along the road-
side. ‘We’re just lucky so many made
it out alive.”

Tyler may have shied away from
long-winded retellings of all he had
seen, but his demeanor spoke vol-
umes.

Like so many of his fellow ranch-
ers, Tyler stood eye to eye with Ike,
and came back battered, but not de-
feated.

Jason Cleere, right, assists volunteer firemen in filling strategically placed
troughs using tanker trucks.

Tyler Fitzgerald
uses sack feed to
coax stray cattle to
fresh water sup-
plies. Although wa-
ter covered the ter-
rain, none of it was
fit to drink.

Cattle searching for a dry place to stand gather on the roads in southern
Chambers County.
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Here’s how you can help:
Texas AgriLife Extension Service is accepting cash

donations online at agrilifevents.tamu.edu as well as by
phone at 979-845-2604.

Texas Department of Agriculture is coordinating dona-
tions of hay, feed and transportation. Call 877-429-1998

or 800-835-5832 and press zero at the prompt.

Surge waters remained days after the storm hit, leaving miles of debris and
rotting carcasses in their wake as the flood slowly receeded.

Armies of power crews from all over North America came in to help restore
electric service to millions left without.John Jenkins inspects storm damage at his family’s rice drier. Built in 1938,

it was one of the oldest in the state.

Volunteers unload water troughs at Whites Park in Anahuac, which became
a staging point for the livestock relief effort dubbed Operation No Fences.
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