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Greater LIFE ALONG THE TEXAS GULF COAST

Welcome to the March issue of  Greater Baytown.
As I write this, today is the first day of  Spring (March 20) and 

green is popping all around, even after the big freeze of  2021.
This issue is filled with inspiring stories for you.
Read about the great outdoors at Anahuac National Wildlife 

Refuge starting on on the next page, written by Matt Hollis. If  
you have not visited the refuge recently, now is a good time. It is 
so nice to have this treasure so close to home.

Read Michael Pineda’s story on a Baytown woman who 
followed her dream to become a veterinarian (page 8).

See how an anonymous donor continues to make Baytown Little Theater light 
up in Mark Fleming’s story on page 10. 

Mark then tells us how Baytown Parks & Recreation worked with Library 
Director Jamie Eustace to let Clifford, the Big Red Dog, appear on the Story 
Book Trail at W. Britton Park, 1305 Arizona Street (page 12).

Lee College continues its good works, by expanding their emergency fund to 
help students after the recent weather crisis. Read all about it on page 16.

Lee College Regent Gina Guillory has been busy organizing BOB Alliance 
events to shine a spotlight on Black-owned-businesses each month since 
February. Read about Artistic Procreations, owned by artist/pediatric nurse 
Delencia Collins-West on page 18. Her interactive painting studio located in the 
Del Mont Hotel, Suite 9, is amazing. You can book a painting party there or 
Delencia will bring the painting party experience to you.

Read Matt Hollis’ story on David Knollhoff  of  Navarre Funeral Home who 
reflects on his experiences of  helping families deal with the loss of  their loved 
ones during COVID (page 22).

David Berkowitz is back ‘shining a light on everyday people in the greater 
Baytown area’ (page 24).

Check out Alan Dale’s ‘Where are they now?’ on REL alum Crissy Autry (page 
28). She has quite a story on playing National Professional Fastpitch in Holland.

Then Alan tells about Brent Brunson and the George Strait Tribute Band on 
page 32.

Stay well and enjoy the season.
Carol Skewes
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SPRING MEANS NEW LIFE 
AT ANAHUAC REFUGE

‘A PERFECT TIME TO VISIT’
By Matt Hollis

Springtime usually means rebirth, and 
rangers at the Anahuac National Wildlife 
Refuge are taking that to a whole new level. 

Despite COVID-19 forcing the center to 
resort to having virtual camps and closing its 
exhibit halls, there is still plenty to do for the 
nature lover.

Jessica Jia, Anahuac NWR park ranger, said 
spring is their busy season when it comes to 
birthing animals. “This is a perfect time to visit,” 
Jia said. “Migration is starting in mid-March, 
goes through beginning of May, and peaks in 
April. When it peaks, you have basically the 
best birding in the entire country. That is really 
cool. A lot of bird watchers come from all over 
the world, our spot is known internationally for 
birding.”
Jia said during the spring is also when a 

variety of beautiful, neo-tropical migrants, 
which means colorful little birds, show up from 
South and Central America.
“What happens is a lot of birds will stay around 

the Yucatan Peninsula and fly over the Gulf of 
Mexico non-stop for 18 to 24 hours,” Jia said. 
“Think of the smallest birds like a sparrow 
flying over the Gulf about 600 miles non-stop. 
And when they get here, they will literally drop 
from the sky into the nearest wooded area. And 
that is where we are.”
Jia said the birds are not necessarily heading 

to this part of the world but rather just making 
a stop before going farther north. 
“It is better for them to go north and breed 

than it is for them to breed and make a nest at 
home because there are too many other birds,” 
she said. “But it is worth it for them to go across 
the Gulf. A lot of them die along the way. It is 
a huge journey, and they have to pack on a lot 
of fat to make it across. Whenever there is a 
stormy day and winds coming from the north, 
which is like headwinds for them, they will just 
show up as if out of thin air in the middle of our 
wood lots. It is the coolest thing.” The refuge is 
not just for bird fans. If you like alligators, and 
many in Chambers County do, then the refuge 

is the place to visit.  
“We are already seeing the first nests of baby 

alligators,” Jia said. “There are little hatchlings, 
by the dozen. We already know of two different 
nests by the drivable road. We also have a 
couple of big raptors that are nesting on the 
refuge. They nest every year near water towers. 
We always keep an eye on them. During the 
spring, alligators will be booming. It is just a 
productive place.”

The butterfly watcher can also benefit from the 
wildlife center. “We have a pollinator garden. 
And this year will be critical for butterflies,” Jia 
said. The refuge produced a color butterfly 
brochure that can help guide watchers on 
exotic butterfly species.

Mottled ducks also hang around the refuge 
year-round. “That is one of the cool things 
about where we are,” Jia said. “A majority of 
the ducks are leaving and are usually only here 
in the winter, but mottled ducks will stay. And 
it is a rare treat to see one since they are not 
as abundant as other birds out here.”  Jia said 
birders from around the country will come to 
southeast Texas to look for mottled ducks. 

To help inform visitors, Jia said the refuge 
has new signage in the wood lots and in 
the premier area they have a drop, which is 
running water that attracts migrating birds. 
There are also new signs that identify the birds 
and the migration. 

Although the exhibits are closed because of 
COVID concerns, the refuge’s trails and driving 
loop are still open. 

To find out the latest with the refuge, visit 
www.facebook.com/AnahuacNWR. You can 
also find out what to do to help the wildlife 
since the recent winter storm dramatically 
affected butterflies and birds by changing the 
plants through the low temperatures. 

You can also visit www.fws.gov/refuge/
Anahuac. To mail the refuge, send letters to 
P.O. Box 278, 4017 FM 563, Anahuac, TX 
77514. You can also call 409-267-3337 or 
fax 409-267-4314. To email, send to maria_
vielma@fws.gov.
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YellowWarblers
Jessica Jia FWS

Great Egret
Jessica Jia, FWS
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Boardwalk Trail
Jessica Jia, FWS

Prothonotary Warbler
Steve Feldman, FWS

Texas Chenier Plains Visitor Center
Mike Arnold
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By Michael Pineda

Courtney Duncan DuVall’s love of  animals developed into a dream 
while growing up in Baytown. 

From pets to showing animals in 4-H and FFA, DuVall’s interest 
grew to the point she decided to pursue a career as a veterinarian. 
Realizing that dream did not come easy, but things that are worth 
having are worth fighting for. Having graduated from Texas A&M, 
DuVall and her husband own a veterinary clinic in Huntsville. They 
also have a piece of  land and raise animals as their children share in 
their love of  animals. 

“When she was five years old she told me she was going to be a 
veterinarian,” DuVall’s grandmother Sue Duncan, said. “She had a 
horse, cats and dogs. She also had a Coatimundi. She always loved 
animals and still does.”

Born in Baytown, DuVall attended Sterling, graduating in 1998. 
She went to Lee College to take care of  some prerequisites for her 
bachelor’s degree and for medical before transferring to Texas A&M.

“That was kind of  my childhood dream and I followed it and stuck 
with it,” DuVall said. “I definitely had a love for animals and I always 

CHILDHOOD DREAM COMES TRUE
BAYTOWN WOMAN FOLLOWS HEART TO BECOME VET

wished I could do something for them.”
The most unique being the Coatimundi, a South American relation 

to the raccoon. 
“I would not recommend it as a pet,” DuVall said. 
DuVall graduated from Texas A&M in 2002 but was met 

with adversity in terms of  her future career. She failed to get into 
veterinarian school and moved back home with a bachelor’s degree in 
Medical Science. 

As much as she loved animals, DuVall recalls the temptation of  
going into another profession.

“I thought about becoming a high school math teacher, but I just 
kept having the calling,” DuVall said. 

Within two months, DuVall’s father loaded up her belongings and 
moved her back to College Station to take a job in a diagnostic lab. 
That job turned out to be a gamechanger as DuVall wound up getting 
back on track for veterinarian school. She was able to gain references 
and was admitted into school in 2003. 

“I thought the job would be helpful and more hands on,” DuVall 
said. “I think it really did help. I got some recommendation letters and 
it gave me a different side to veterinary science than I had.”

Duvall attended school through 2007 but it was in 2006 when there 
was another seismic shift in her life.

She met a boy.
Phillip DuVall was raised in Van Wert, Ohio, where his family had a 

farm. He earned a bachelor of  science from Ohio State and attended 
Ross University in the Caribbean. He took his clinical training at Texas 
A&M where he met his future bride. With four weeks left in school, 

Courtney and Phillip DuVall
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they met and that led to a long-distance relationship through 2007 as she finished school. They married, she 
moved to Ohio. Four years later, they relocated back to Texas. 

“My husband’s dream was to own a clinic,” DuVall said. “I didn’t look forward to the business side but we 
made it work. I was eager to get back to Texas. We looked around Baytown and the Houston area. He is a 
country boy and we wanted land for goats and lambs”

In 2010, the DuValls purchased Huntsville Pet Clinic and living their dreams. As for their love of  animals, 
they have passed it down to their children. They currently raise three house cats, four Anatolian shepherd dogs, 
six barn cats, 40 heads of  goat and a pet cow. 

Courtney Duncan DuVall

9Greater Baytown - March 2021



By Mark Fleming

A boy’s question and an unplanned theater tour more than a 
decade ago helped shape today’s Baytown Little Theater in a way 
that patrons see in every performance—often without thinking 
about it.

Gary Smith has been a mainstay of  BLT for decades, being actively 
involved since 1968, except for time spent in military service.

For most of  that time, his specialty has been running lights, from 
the floodlights in coffee cans the theater used when he first started 
through several evolutions of  control boards with real theater lights.

He ran lights for BLT’s performance of  “Beauty and the Beast” at 
the Lee College Performing Arts Center when a chance encounter 
took place.

Gary’s wife, Saundra, said a friend of  hers came up after the show 
and said how much her grandson, then about 10, enjoyed the play.

Unlike most of  the children there, though, he wasn’t interested 
in meeting the actors. He wanted to know how the lights worked.

Saundra introduced him to Gary, who showed him the light board 
and even took him up to the catwalks above the theater where the 
lights are set.

Gary even invited the boy back the next year to run one of  the 
spotlights.

Several years later, a family member (who requested anonymity), 
started donating money to the theater designated for improving the 
lighting system.

The donations have continued and $45,000 later, BLT has been 
able to convert almost entirely to LED lights with a programmable 
control board and added projection capability.

By a stroke of  good fortune, the donations began as the theater’s 
current building was being planned, allowing electrical and air 
conditioning to be designed for LED rather than traditional lights.

The theater now has 28 standard LED lights and four with 
moving heads that can be programmed to swivel and adjust the 
width of  the light beam during a show.

Where the old lights needed a different light fixture for each color 
used, the new ones can produce any color using the same RGB 
scale a computer monitor uses (plus white light).

A different intensity and color can be set for each scene. Once 
the lights are programmed, the operator in the control booth simply 
uses a keyboard to progress from scene to scene.

Gary said one director wanted a scene to take place as dusk fell—
he was able to program a 15-minute fade during which the light 
intensity and colors simulated the needed experience.

Lighting, he said, can set the mood for a scene.
“I like watching the plays and the people,” he said. “I can put my 

two cents’ worth in the play. It makes you feel good.”

DONATIONS FROM ANONYMOUS DONOR
LIGHT UP BAYTOWN LITTLE THEATER

Metal gobos are used in front of light fixtures to project shapes 
such as geometric patterns, a cityscape or clouds shown here.

The fixed LED fixture, left, is covered with a filter to soften the 
light’s focus. The downward-directed fixture next to it can be 
programmed to not only change color but also swivel and change 
the size of the light beam.

photos by Mark Fleming

Baytown Little Theater will present 
“The Sweet Delilah Swim Club,” 

directed by Lyle Tate, 
at 8 p.m. April 2-3 and 9-10 

and at 2:30 p.m. April 4 and 11 
at the theater, 2 E. Texas Ave.

For tickets visit www.baytownlittletheater.org 
or call 281-424-7617.
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Gary Smith, longtime lighting volunteer with Baytown Little Theater, with 
the control board for the organization’s new LED lighting system.

Smith with an old style light fixture, now seldom used by Baytown Little 
Theater, and a gel filter the old lights needed to project color.

Most of the backstage equipment for controlling 
lights is still dedicated to the old-style lights 
rather than the more energy efficient LED system.

11Greater Baytown - March 2021



By Mark Fleming

Two simple pleasures of  childhood—going to the park 
and reading a book (or having it read to you)—are being 
brought together as Baytown Parks and Recreation prepares 
to introduce its first Storybook Trail.

The concept, already in use in other cities, is simple: 
A storybook is set up with pages at a sequence of  reading 
stations, each with a page or two from a book. Walk the whole 
trail and you have read the whole book.

The first will get its formal unveiling at the Pop-Up Park 
event April 11 at W. Britton Park, 1305 Arizona Street. The 
book is “Clifford, the Big Red Dog.”

Assistant Parks and Recreation Director Clifford Hatch said 
the book was a favorite of  his, and not just because of  the 
name. “My mom was a kindergarten teacher and my whole 
life she always had all the Clifford, the Big Red Dog books 
for me.”

He said credit for the book selection really came from the 

library staff, which is taking part in the project as well.
Library Director Jamie Eustace said the children’s librarian 

helped select the book, looking for “something that would 
grab people’s attention and be easy to read on a walk.”

She also noted that a movie version of  the story will be 
released this year, bringing more attention to the classic 
children’s book.

Hatch said that other cities he’s aware of  that have similar 
projects use plexiglass holders with paper pages that fade in 
sunlight.

Instead, he said, Baytown Parks and Recreation staff  
fabricated the racks and the pages were printed like outdoor 
signs so they won’t fade.

“What makes it so much better is that now we can replace 
those books by simply undoing the sign and pulling it out then 
sliding a new book in.

“Once we’ve put these in at other parks, we can change the 
books out,” Hatch said. 

“The hope is to eventually have an inventory of  books and 
these trails that we can move the books all around town.”

CLIFFORD THE BIG RED DOG 
APPEARS ON STORYBOOK TRAIL

Joshua Wilson and Lorenzo Goodley with Baytown Parks and Recreation
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 When temperatures fell below freezing and most businesses shut 
down last month, Lee College sprang into action and distributed 
emergency care packages to 266 students and 26 employees in need. 
Later, a second emergency care package distribution served 134 
students and 58 employees adversely affected by the storm. 

The timely care packages included snack foods such as trail mix and 

peanut butter and fruit, canned vegetables and bottled water. Each 
care package recipient also received either a $20 gift card to a local 
grocery store or an Exxon gift card for fuel. Community Resource 
Credit Union in Baytown also donated personal care items like 
toothpaste, toothbrushes, baby wipes and other essential toiletries for 
the care packages. 

Lee College President Dr. Lynda Villanueva, left, assembles emergency care 
packages assisted by her husband, Bill Davidson, and Lee College Kinesiology 
instructor Karen Guthmiller.

LEE COLLEGE EXPANDS 
EMERGENCY FUND 

DISTRIBUTES CARE PACKAGES TO HELP STUDENTS WEATHER CRISIS
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Hundreds of emergency care packages assembled 
and ready to be distributed to students and 
employees after the recent Texas winter storm.

"When our people hurt, we hurt too," said Lee College President Lynda Villanueva. 
"While most of  us were without power and water, the winter storm hurt some more 
than others. Many of  our students and our Lee College employees were without 
food and water. So we quickly came together to distribute emergency aid packages 
to those who needed them most. Lee College cares, and we hope we were able to 
ease even some of  the burdens faced by our students and employees during this 
devastating winter storm."

In light of  some students' recent extreme hardship due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, Lee College announced it is expanding the Lee Cares Emergency Fund 
microgrant program to help more students. Students may now apply for the second 
round of  funding.

The Lee Cares Emergency Fund is designed to assist students by providing one-
time emergency financial assistance to students enrolled during the spring 2021 
semester that cannot meet immediate essential expenses due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and have not previously received emergency aid during the Spring 2021 
term.

The Student Care Emergency Fund provides additional funding for students 
experiencing an unforeseen financial crisis due to COVID-19 that have already been 
awarded a microgrant from The Lee Cares Emergency Fund during the Spring 2021 
semester. Dual credit students may apply for this emergency aid microgrant.

Award amounts and disbursement of  funds vary and are made on a case-by-case 
basis. Awards are not considered loans and do not require repayment. Processing of  
applications for spring 2021 Lee Cares funding began on February 1, and processing 
for The Student Care Emergency Fund started on March 1. Students can apply for 
these funds online at www.lee.edu/cares.

“Lee College is here for our students in good times and in difficult times. We saw 
there was a significant need among our Lee College family, so we immediately began 
working to fill the gap for those hit hardest in recent months,” said Lee College’s 
Executive Director of  Basic Needs and Title V Grant Director, Kelli Forde Spiers.

Volunteers prepared hundreds of emergency care packages for employees and students in need. 
Pictured left to right: Rebecca Conejo, Jayden Marron, Dr. Victoria Marron, Kelli Forde Spears, Daryl James and Mark Carter, Sr.
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From left, Tamekia Cotright, Lee College Regent Gina Guillory, Delencia Collins-West, Theresa Powell, Brianna 
Gayson, Elizabeth Daralo, Lakesha Holmes, Terry Rivon, Jackland McDowell and Derrick Anderson

photos by Carol Skewes

FOR THE LOVE OF      PAINTING
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ARTISTIC 
By Carol Skewes

Artistic Procreations is owned and operated by Delencia Collins-
West.

She hosts paint parties either in the studio or can bring a mobile 
paint party to you.

Her studio is located at 123 W. Defee, #9 in the Del Mont Hotel 
building, which can accommodate 30-40 guests.

Delencia is an independent artist and has painted freelance and 
commissioned projects. She holds a bachelor of  fine arts degree 
from the Art Institute of  Houston.

“My purpose is to take whatever your vision is and bring it to life 
for you,” said Delencia.

“That may be memories of  a lost loved one, or possibly a new 
baby in the family.”

“Tell me what you want to do,” said Delencia, “I prefer to know 
what you want to paint that way it is more sentimental to you. I can 
make it easy enough for anyone to paint.”

Artistic Procreations is open Friday, Saturday and Sunday. Hours 
vary depending on the event. 

The latest time that can be booked is 9 p.m. on a Friday or 
Saturday or 6 p.m. on a Sunday. Each party last up to 2-1/2 hours. 

To book a painting party event, contact her through Instagram, 
instant messaging or through the website ArtisticProcreationStudios.
com. Painting parties are BYOB. If  you have booked a private party, 
you can bring in any food you want. 

Catered parties are welcome.
For a mobile painting party, if  inside Baytown add a $30 travel fee, 

and if  outside of  Baytown, a $50 travel fee. Paint and supplies are 
included in the party price.

Usually, a 16x20 canvas is standard and that is $30 per person. 
Smaller canvases are less expensive. Sometimes the host of  the 
party pays for everyone. Sometimes each person pays.

One goal Delencia has is to have the studio open for walk-ins to 
come in and paint individually.

So far, demographics served have been younger people, but she 
is looking to help different ages. “I love working with any age. A lot 
of  people have never had this experience. I want them to have this 
experience,” said Delencia.

During the week Delencia is a home health pediatric nurse.
She started illustrating in her free time and posting on facebook. 

When she was overwhelmed by how many comments she received, 
she started thinking of  opening a studio. She met a paint-party 
teacher through social media comments, learned from her, and 
opened Artistic Procreations October 31, 2020 (during the 
pandemic).

She is also the vice president of  the ACE District (Arts, Cultural 
and Entertainment District) in Baytown’s downtown area.

The walls of  Artistic Procreations are filled with her paintings. 
One can buy an original canvas or a digital print. To download a 
digital file, the fee is $9.99 and the client can take it anywhere to 
have it printed in the size print of  choice.

Digital prints are available through Etsy at Artisticprodesign, 
Delencia Collins West.

Artistic Procreations can be found on facebook and Instagram 
and at her website: artisticprocreationstudio.com.

FOR THE LOVE OF      PAINTING

UPCOMING “BOB” ALLIANCE SPOTLIGHTS:
Blue Ribbon Pharmacy       3517 N. Main, Ste 1 (Food Town)  Monday, March 29, 2021 6:00 -6:30 p.m.
Del Mont Properties   123 W. Defee Avenue   Friday, April 9, 2021 5:30 - 6:30 p.m.
Sonya Carr Portrait Creations/ The Enchanted Ballroom/Dot’s Catering 
     2232 N. Alexander Drive   Tuesday, April, 20, 2021 6:00 -7:00 p.m.
The Food Spot/Art’s Barber & Style Shop 1020 Decker Drive   Tuesday, May 11, 2021 5:30 - 6:30 p.m.
Terry Rivon Realty Associates  605 Massey Tompkins Road, Ste. A  Friday, May 28, 2021 5:30 - 6:30 p.m.

The BOB Alliance initiative spotlights a Black-owned-business every month, organized by Lee College Regent Gina Guillory.

PROCREATION
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Paintings by Delencia Collins-West, owner of Artistic Procreations, 123 W. Defee, #9
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Artist, pediatric nurse and business owner Delencia Collins-West speaks to guests at her open house. 
She is the owner/operator of Artistic Procreations, 123 W. Defee #9.

Lee College Regent Gina Guillory introduces Delencia Collins-West to guests as the BOB Alliance business owner of the month.
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By Matt Hollis

COVID-19 deaths surpassed 540,000 as of  March 20 with another 
29,800,000 having been confirmed to have the deadly virus, according to 
the World Health Organization. 

The overwhelming number of  cases and deaths has put a strain not 
only on families and loved ones but also on industries such as funeral 
homes. 

They have seen not only an increase of  the deceased, about 4,000 a day 
in January, but also in grieving loved ones, many of  whom cannot gather 
to say a simple goodbye due to the virus. 

Funeral directors recently told CBS News the rising COVID deaths 
have hit family-owned funeral homes in places where smaller communities 
reside, and where most have a reduced staff. 

Workers are trudging through 18 to 20 hours a day just to meet the 
needs. More and more, funeral homes are cremating bodies rather than 
having casket burials, a faster and safer option, according to a National 
Funeral Directors Association survey.  

David Knollhoff  has been a funeral assistant with Navarre Funeral 
Home and Cremation Services for the past five years and is doing his part 
to help his colleagues in California and Oklahoma. The Baytown native 
and Robert E. Lee High School graduate spent a week in Oklahoma this 
past December and another week in California in January lending a hand 
to funeral homes in need. 

“During my time there I helped move decedents for final arrangements, 
as services became available,” Knollhoff  said. “Families were waiting up 
to two months to have services. We used temporary mobile refrigeration 
units that allow us to provide peace of  minds to families, ensuring them 
that their loved one is being cared for in a safe, sanitary manner.”

Dignity Memorial, which heads a network of  funeral homes including 
Navarre Funeral Home, has sent more than 100 associates to California 
to assist funeral homes and continue to send volunteers to assist with the 
surge, Knollhoff  said.

“I was happy that I could do a small part in alleviating some of  the 
stresses on my fellow associates,” he said. 

The experience of  having to assist his colleagues in such a difficult time 
left an impression on Knollhoff. 

“It was heartbreaking to see so many funeral homes in California 
overwhelmed from the surge in COVID-19 deaths,” he said. “My 
experience there taught me that in these unfamiliar times my associates 
are all willing to come together to do what needs to be done to assist 
grieving families.”

Knollhoff  said at this time he does not have plans to make any more 
trips. 

“However, if  there is a need in the future, I am willing to volunteer to 
assist in any way,” he said. 

LOCAL FUNERAL HOME DIRECTOR HELPING 
STATES DEAL WITH COVID DEATHS 

David Knollhoff is a funeral assistant with Navarre 
Funeral Home and Cremation Services.
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B Y  A B B Y  S E N I O R  L I V I N G

825 Hunt Road | Baytown, TX

832-572-5619 

LodgeAtPineCreek.com

`  CALL 832-572-5619 TODAY TO LEARN ABOUT SEPCIAL SAVINGS!

A perfect blend of senior living 
options to fit your lifestyle in a one-
of-a-kind retirement community. 

Offering Independent Living cottages 
and apartments, single-story Assisted 

Living homes, specialty Memory 
Care, and a host of amenities and 

services, enjoy relaxed luxury at our 
resort-style community.

independent living
assisted living | memory care

©2021 Abby Senior Living.

WE ARE ACCEPTING NEW DEPOSITS AND EXCEEDING ALL CENTERS FOR 
DISEASE CONTROL COVID-19 PREVENTION REQUIREMENTS
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Through The Baytown Project, David Berkowitz shines a light on everyday people in the greater Baytown 
area. Follow along at thebaytownproject.com, or on Facebook and Instagram.

Roger: “I hadn’t seen my two brothers in Michigan in quite a 
while, so I went up there to visit. One day while I was driving to 
the park, I noticed a woman whose car was broken down on the 
side of  the road. It was where three busy highways came together. 
Somehow I was able to go from the far left-hand lane all the way 
across to where she was before any other cars came by.”

Pat: “I was a single mom. I had three kids. I had bought a cheap 
car, and I needed to put an exhaust system on it. I didn’t have 
anybody to help me, so I learned how to do it myself. Every once in 
a while, it would come loose. We were on our way to a picnic when 
it happened again. I was getting under there to tighten it up when 
he came by. I kind of  hid behind my car at first. I wasn’t quite sure 
what to do. He said he had some better tools than I had. When he 
opened his trunk and I saw the tools, I was a little relieved.”

Roger: “Growing up, I watched my dad do everything. He said I 
needed to learn how to fix things. So I started working on cars and 
building race cars. I became a mechanic. I was head mechanic at a 
lot of  garages through the years. So it took maybe 10-15 minutes 
to fix her up.”

Pat: “He asked for my phone number. I thought, well, I’m not 
telling him where I live, but I guess I’ll give him my number. I 
figured he’d never call me. How many guys are going to call a 
woman with three kids? I just kind of  laughed it off. But he did 
call a few days later. We just started talking, and he asked me to a 
show at the drive-in. Then he started taking me and the kids fishing 
and different things. He had to come back to Texas, and he was 
down here for probably six months when he called and asked if  I 
wanted to join him. So I did. I moved down with my kids, two boys 
and a girl. It just felt right. I don’t know how else to explain it. We 
started living together. And then five years later, we got married. 
We met on June 23, 1980, and we got married on June 23, 1985. 
We did it on the same day on purpose. We both had gone through 
a bad divorce. So we just wanted to make it something special that 
hopefully would last. And so far, it has.”

PAT AND ROGER WILLIAMSON

At age 75, Roger Williamson continues helping people, including 
several with plumbing issues during Winter Storm Uri.
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At age 75, Roger Williamson continues helping people, including 
several with plumbing issues during Winter Storm Uri.

“I was born premature, three months early. I weighed 1 pound, 11 
ounces. Doctors said I had a 50-50 chance to survive. And that if  I did 
survive, I would have all kinds of  health issues, like physical ailments 
and mental problems. It was a very challenging time for my parents. 
They were young and scared. 

They didn’t know what was going to happen with me, but they told 
the doctors, ‘No matter what’s wrong with her, do whatever you need 
to do to make sure she survives.’

“I was in the NICU at The Woman’s Hospital of  Texas. I was born 
March 27, 1989, and I didn’t leave the hospital until June 19. My mom 
took me to follow-up appointments. She made sure that I took certain 
vitamins to help with my development. But growing up, I didn’t really 
ever get sick or anything. No health issues. And I’m perfectly fine 
today.

“In the community where I grew up, they call me the miracle baby. 
We’d go to church when I was a kid, and people would say, ‘Oh, there’s 
our miracle baby.’ They had been praying that I would be all right. My 
grandmother was a teacher at Travis Elementary for over 30 years, so 
she wanted me to go there with her. It’s funny. Even the teachers I had 
at Travis remembered me. They were like, ‘Oh, you’re Kristine. We 
prayed for you five years ago.’

“To this day, people still bring it up. I just smile and reflect on how 
amazing it is that even as a baby, my life made such an impact. Like I 
have some kind of  energy that people gravitate to.

“I feel like it was a miracle, a blessing. The fact is, I don’t have to be 
here today at all. But God has me here for something. I’m still trying 
to figure out what it is I’m here to do. I don’t have all the answers yet. 
But I do feel like I’m here for a reason.”

KRISTINE SINGLETON

Kristine Singleton is working on her master degree in Urban Planning and 
Environmental Policy at Texas Southern University.

The Baytown 
Project 

by David 
Berkowitz
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“I planned on going to law school. But by my senior year at Texas 
A&M, I decided it wasn’t going to be a good fit for me. I thought, 
this is not what I want to do with my life anymore. 

“I majored in agricultural communications and journalism. So 
when I graduated, I moved back home and started looking for jobs 
in the Houston area. I had a few bites, but nothing I was super 
interested in.

“Then spur of  the moment I was like, you know what, I have 
always wanted to work at Disney. It’s been a dream of  mine. There’s 
just something about Disney that brings so much joy to people. 
Whenever I talk to someone about Disney World, Disneyland or 
the Disney company in general, they usually have this big smile on 
their face. They’re thinking back to a time when they were in the 
parks, or a fond memory of  their family watching a Disney movie. I 
wanted to be part of  that magic. I wanted to be part of  the joy that 
Disney brings to people every day.

“I decided to apply for the Disney College Program. It’s a paid 

internship program through Walt Disney World in Florida and 
Disneyland in California. You can work in almost any area of  
the parks, essentially from custodial to attractions. You have the 
opportunity to live on Disney property in apartments with other 
students. 

“It’s a big program, but it’s pretty difficult to get in because a lot 
of  people want to work for Disney. I had a really good experience 
with my application and interview. When I got my email, I was 
sitting on the couch at home thinking, if  it’s a no, then that’s OK. 
There will be something else out there for me. When I opened the 
email and it was a yes, I cried tears of  joy. I was so excited. I was 
offered a position as PhotoPass photographer, taking pictures of  
people all day having fun at Disney World. 

“It was more of  a dream come true than I could have ever 
imagined. I immediately called my mom at work and said, ‘You’ll 
never guess. I’m moving to Florida. I’m going to work at Disney 
World.’”

KENZIE LACKEY

When COVID-19 forced Disney World to temporarily close in March 2020, Kenzie Lackey’s 
time there was cut short.

The Baytown 
Project 

by David 
Berkowitz
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Where are they Now?

Crissy Autry
CLASS OF 2000

By Alan Dale

Starting at the tender of age of 4, Baytown’s Crissy Autry 
picked up a softball and it was a passion that has lasted with 
her since.

The young lady grew up working her way up the ranks and 
ultimately into the fastpitch game at 12 years old—that was 
when they were finally allowed to hurl, back in those days—and 
Autry had found her nirvana. 

So, Autry continued to develop her pitches and so much so 
that she went from a strong presence in the circle for the Robert 
E. Lee softball program, to parlaying her performance there into 
two years at Galveston College and two more with the NCAA 
Division I Stephen F. Austin program.

But it was when she became a Dutch treat, that the sport had 
really taken her game and life to a whole other level as she 
began a three-year stint in the professional leagues.

Her days at Robert E. Lee found her making the playoffs and 
she recounts how in her first seasons before graduating in 2000, 
they stick with her as being more impactful.

“I remember the seniors my freshman year—they were rough 
on us, which we really appreciated—and it proved to us that we 
were part of them, we were family,” Autry said. “They made us 
earn our keep and we earned their respect and that meant a 
lot. They had been through some rebuilding and growing pains. 

“I remember being lazy academically and suffering some 
consequences there.”

For one six-week period, Autry’s grades fell under head coach 
David Foster, and she had to sit out during that time and being 
in journalism, she had to take the official team photographs.

“I couldn’t travel with the team on the bus,” she said. “I had 
to do all the journalism for the team I was playing on, so that 
stung a little bit.”

Crissy Autry

28 Greater Baytown - March 2021



Where are they Now?

Crissy Autry
CLASS OF 2000

Autry also recalls the scrappy nature of the teams she 
played on.

Ultimately, Autry’s pitching prowess got her collegiate 
attention and she decided to head to a competitive junior 
college program at Galveston College.

“We took that program to the national tournament for the 
first time in its history in 2001-02,” Autry said. “Going to the 
World Series was one of the highlights of my career. It was 
an honor to be there. The blood, sweat and tears we put in, 
it was a big deal for us. We went relatively far.”

Autry moved over to S.F. Austin for her final two years in 
hopes of helping a rebuilding program.

“There is a lot of pain and suffering that comes with 
that,” she said. “Not a lot of winning, a lot of work. I was 
proud of what we were able to achieve at that time. Being a 
competitive person, the not winning part was not necessarily 
fun, but the growth we achieved during those two years was 
monumental.

“It was a big growing part of my life.”
So, she took her strong arm, throwing in the mid-to-high 

60s, with a rise ball laced with movement.
“I was contacted by a recruiter in Austria, and I was 

contacted to see if I was interested in joining the (National 
Professional Fastpitch), but I wanted to finish my degree 
first,” Autry said. “I kept in touch and signed a contract. 
I was like ‘are you kidding me? You are going to pay me 
to play softball in Europe? That was a dream come true. 
I wasn’t getting rich, but it was something a lot of people 
don’t get to do.”

Autry headed out to Haarlem in the Netherlands and 
joined the elite club, Sparks.

“I really wanted to win a championship, be around elite 
players, pushed and challenged and play for the best,” she 
said. “The Dutch people are amazing. I am who I am today 
because in large part I spent so much time with them. They 
are so a matter-of-fact people and they are very direct and 
authentic. They are very happy people.

“It was the greatest time of my life.”
She won national championships each year she was 

there—earning an MVP for the 2006 championship series 
—and then her final season she moved to the Sparks rivals, 
Terrasvogels.

Autry was traveling for the European Champions Cup, 
winning in the Netherlands and loving life and doing well 
with her new team, when her whole life changed.

“I finished rather abruptly due to some family emergencies,” 
she said. “My final year was in 2008 and had just finished 
playing in the European Cup. I got some phone calls and I 
had to be at home.”

Once her career had ended prematurely, but for the right 
reasons, Autry suddenly found herself back in the game 
almost immediately upon her return to Baytown, when she 
found herself leading the Baytown Christian program for 
two years.

They made the playoffs in both 2009 and 2010—
something they had not done in a while.

“I was contacted when it got around that somebody knew 
I was here and they wondered if I wanted to coach them,” 
Autry said. “I came in and just expected them to be great, 
whatever that means. I was tough, but they never doubted 
that I loved them and did everything in their best interest.

“I could teach them all the skills, but they had to believe 
in themselves like I believed in them. I had no mercy. That 
was probably one of the most fulfilling times of my life and 
I grew a lot and gained a lot from them.”

Crissy Autry

29Greater Baytown - March 2021



Ultimately, the coaching gig ran its course and 
she decided she needed a regular paying job 
and suddenly she discovered she had a knack 
for oil and gas, using her marketing degree to 
good measure.

A parent of one of Autry’s travel team players 
approached the coach about helping on a 
project for an engineering design company, 
opening the door for her work in oil and gas.

“The rest is history from there,” Autry said.
She tried to stay active in her favorite sport 

as she brought the softball side to the Lone 
Star Baseball/Softball Academy that had been 
established in Baytown, but the need to work kept 
her from committing to the level she expected to 
do in order to be successful at it.

“I don’t have many regrets in my life, but that is 
one of them: That I am not involved in softball,” 
Autry said. “I was needing a little bit more and 
take a step back and reevaluate things and 
make my own business plan and actually have 
an income all the way around.

“I was trying to teach the value of commitment 
as a life skill, but at the same time, I always 
committed to them the same. I would never ask 
something of them that I wouldn’t give.”

Autry gives a lot of her heart helping with 
animal rescues and an advocate who helps 
local shelters where she can.

“I just try to help where I can and foster when 
I can,” she said. “I am scooping up animals left 
and right off the street where I can. I can’t take 
them home, but I try to find the best place to 
help keep them alive.”

She also dabbled in competitive bodybuilding 
for a few years to, as she admits, essentially 
finish what she started and couldn’t finish in 
Holland, even if it was for just a short time.

“I need to compete,” Autry said. “It sounded 
like a terrible idea so it was like I should do that. 
I knew it would be hard and out of my comfort 
zone. It had potential to grow me in other ways.

“I did it in 2012 and then I found out my mom 
had cancer.”

The daughter of Terry and the late Nettie 
Autry—both of whom taught in Goose Creek 
CISD—readily admits she misses the sport to 
this day.

“If and when I do get back into coaching, it’s 
for the love of it and the benefit for the girls,” 
she said.

Crissy Autry

Crissy Autry with her parents Nettie and Terry Autry
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By Alan Dale

Baytonian Brent Brunson has had a lifelong passion for music, but ultimately 
it was George Strait and country music that got the best of  him.

He became part of  a tribute band for Strait and has had the opportunity to 
perform with some of  the top musicians in Nashville.

“My grandfather on my mom’s side was a huge Merle Haggard fan and I 
listened to all his eight tracks when visiting him,” Brunson said. “Then in the 
eighties, I started to listen to George Strait because my wife grew up listening 
to country music. 

“Music was really just a hobby and I sang with a couple of  bands. Then in 
2008 I got serious about it.”

Brunson still calls Baytown home—visiting as often as possible, while 
spending time in Ruidoso, New Mexico, and Rockwall, Texas, with his wife Joy, 
in their other homes.

Yet, there is one place he is still more comfortable.
“The truth is, we actually sleep the best on my bus that I actually store in 

Baytown,” he said.
Brunson is a Robert E. Lee High School graduate from 1972 and got his 

diploma from Texas A&M four years later.
He has recorded music in Houston for promotional purposes only.
“Being a tribute artist, I don’t record any of  George Strait songs for legal 

reasons,” he said. “They are copywritten and I don’t reproduce his records.”

BRENT BRUNSON

Brent Brunson
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Growing up in Baytown, Brunson listened to all kinds of  music, 
including what hit the airwaves out of  Motown in the sixties. 

“I started a rock band in junior high,” he said. “We played parties and 
teen dances at the Baytown Community Center and the Saturday morning 
Kiddie Show at The Brunson Theater. As a young kid in elementary 
school, I would ride my spider bike down the alley where I grew up on 
Wisconsin Street in old Baytown and watch the teen bands that came to 
play every weekend at the old Rod, Reel and Gun Club on Minnesota 
Street. 

“I knew then that’s what I wanted to do someday.”
He admits that his adult life was consumed with being a businessman 

first and foremost. He owned a high school graduation supply company 
in the Galleria area of  Houston.

“It was the biggest Balfour Company franchise in the country,” he said. 
“I never ever worried about what I had to make doing country music.”

He eventually became connected with the tribute band and has plenty 
of  stories to tell, traveling the country doing what he enjoys.

It also hit home this past year just how much music means to him.
“I play the same acoustic guitar George plays,” Brunson said. “In 2020 

it was a tough year for the music business. We only played three times as 
the pandemic shut everything down. 

“Now that Texas and other states are beginning to open back up 
hopefully, we can have some more fun doing what we love.”

with George Strait Tribute  Band



Where are they 
     Now?
Ann Girardeau Wacker
By Alan Dale

They were quite the athletic family, those Girardeaus, and they 
more than made their mark on Robert E. Lee High School sports.

It all started with the elder of  three sibling—Ann—who graduated 
in 1976 after a stellar prep swimming career that translated into a 
chance to swim for the University of  Texas.

She was followed by her siblings, Jimmy (Class of  1978), a 
state-ranked cross country and track performer who ended up at 
Rice, and sister Dorothy (Class of  1980), who also was an all-state 
swimmer and future Longhorn. All three were named Baytown 
Sun Athletes of  the Year during their days.

But Ann Wacker—as she is now known—got the whole thing 
rolling when she developed a love for the pool.

Wacker came from an athletic pair of  parents—including her 
mother who swam—and their children would learn how to swim.

“I was envious of  a friend’s ribbons that she got, so the next year 
I wanted to get that,” Ann said. “Jimmy didn’t like swimming very 
much and when he got to high school he started to run, but we 
were all swimmers. Our parents wanted us to try everything. I did 
ballet, twirling, gymnastics, tennis and all that. 

“But I wasn’t very good at all the other stuff  and swimming kind 
of  stuck.”

Wacker got involved in summer leagues for swimming and 
joined kids of  all ages that got together and had fun while also at 
time getting down to brass tacks.

“I had some natural talent and I learned how to be good at it 
and win,” she said. “I was competitive and I am 62 now and still 
competitive.”

As she got older, she began to swim year-round up until arriving 
at REL.

“The friendships were important and a lot of  my teammates 
were very good,” Wacker said. “We went to state my freshman year 
in the relay and individually and that was exciting.”

Wacker, who qualified for state all four years, finished second in 
the backstroke her junior year and third her senior year, while being 
named All-American. 

She also played water polo.

Roger Wacker, Ann Wacker,
Jeannette Wacker and Michelle Wacker

(Reprinted with edits from an earlier version)
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Ultimately, she ended up in Austin with the Longhorns on a partial scholarship.
“That was during the formative years of  Title IX,” Wacker said. “It was unfortunate 

that we would have a lot of  coaching turnover. My freshman year, we didn’t really have an 
assistant coach and had the assistant men’s coach.”

Wacker did qualify for the NCAA finals and dropped her times during her first year on 
campus and she was buoyed by a coach the girls finally got and liked.

“They then decided to make a big deal my sophomore year and they were going to hire 
a female and had a big search committee,” Wacker said. “They only hired her because she 
was female and that’s sad.”

Wacker was named the co-captain her sophomore year, which saw a lot of  athletes leave 
the program due to disappointment in the coaching.

“She had never coached swimming,” Wacker said. “That didn’t go over very well.”
The Longhorns got second in the Southwest Conference and Wacker brought back six 

second-place finishes while qualifying again for the NCAAs. She swam in the backstroke, 
sprint freestyles and in relays. She was the back stroke leg on the medley relay.

Then the drama around the program became too much.
“We ended up with four different coaches in two years,” Wacker said. “That summer I 

got a little disillusioned and I quit. It was time to move on to different things. It about killed 
my mom when I quit. She was convinced I would go to Olympics since I went to Junior 
Olympics in high school.

“You put a lot of  work into it and I think I was ready for it to come to an end.”
Wacker focused on her education, graduated and ultimately got into a career as an 

attorney and worked for Chevron to retire just a few years ago after a 38-year run.
She also met her future husband Roger Wacker during her early days of  being a triathlete. 
The two have raised two daughters, Michelle and Jeannette, who both graduated from 

Clear Lake High School.
Wacker has moved from the water to the surface and has become a solid half-marathon 

runner, finishing in the top five of  multiple competitions in her age group.
“I do triathlons and all that,” Wacker said. “I have been athletic and competitive my 

whole life and I enjoy a healthy lifestyle.”

Ann Girardeau Wacker

35Greater Baytown - March 2021



Leading Orthopedic Care to

KEEP YOU 
MOVING

At Houston Methodist Orthopedics & Sports Medicine in 
Baytown, we know your body is made to move. Our specialists 
use the latest technology, perform minimally invasive procedures 
and develop customized treatment plans, including physical 
therapy. Whether you’re getting back in shape or back to work, 
we have the expertise to get you back on your feet — and keep 
you moving.

And, with enhanced safety measures in place, you can rest 
assured your safety is our priority.

Baytown

69

45

8

610

Schedule an appointment:
houstonmethodist.org/orthopedics

281.427.7400

19 convenient locations

Houston Methodist Orthopedics & Sports Medicine 

Houston Methodist Orthopedic Injury Clinic — offering same-day care


