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Crosby bar owner found shot to 
death in ditch in Chambers Co.

Murder mystery

BY CHRISTOPHER JAMES
christopher.james@baytownsun.com 

The Chambers County 
Sheriff’s Office is inves-
tigating the homicide of 
58-year-old Ralph Lee 
Machala, owner of Pooky’s 
Tavern in Crosby. 

Machala’s body was 
found on the property of 
a home in the 8000 block 
of Tri City Beach Road on 

Sept 20. 
C h a m b e r s 

County Sheriff 
Brian Haw-
thorne said 
Machala died 
from a sin-
gle gunshot 

wound, which was con-
firmed with an autopsy 
performed by the Jefferson 
County Medical Examin-
er’s office.  

Authorities responded to 
the scene after an area re-
altor found the body while 
she was showing the home 
to a prospective client. 
Machala’s body was found 
in the yard of the property 
in a drainage ravine, ac-
cording to authorities. 

Detectives do not be-
lieve the man was killed at 
the location he was discov-
ered. 

“The medical examiner 
agrees with the detectives 
that he was not killed at the 
location in which he was 
discovered,” Hawthorne 
said.  

When officers found the 
body, it appeared that the 
man died several days be-
fore discovery.  

The Sterling Funeral 
Home tried to transport the 
body to the Medical Exam-
iner’s Office at the time, but 
due to travel complications 
caused in the aftermath of 
Tropical Storm Imelda, the 
body was transported by 
helicopter to the Jefferson 
County Medical Examin-
er’s Office. 

This is the second time 
the Chambers County 
Sheriff’s Office has inves-
tigated a homicide in the 
midst of a natural disaster. 

In 2017, as Hurricane 
Harvey was bearing down 
Crystal McDowell was 
strangled by her ex-hus-
band, Steven McDow-
ell. He would dump her 
body in the woods off of 
Needlepoint Road. After 
an intense search, led by 
EquuSearch and members 
of Crystal’s family, her 
body was found after Ste-
ven McDowell broke down 
and confessed to her mur-
der, leading officers to the 
location. 

“History does in fact 
have a tendency to always 
repeat itself as once again, 
in the midst of a natural di-
saster, deputies are faced 
with another perplexing 
investigation,” Hawthorne 
said. 

MACHALA

BY CHRISTOPHER JAMES 
christopher.james@baytownsun.com 

Chambers County officials have 
set their focus on recovery efforts 
after Tropical Storm Imelda dropped 
over 3 feet of rain on parts of the 
county. 

Chambers County Fire Marshal 
Ryan Holzaepfel said they’ve mobi-
lized for debris pickup from coun-
ty right-of-ways while they await a 
presidential declaration. Once the 
declaration is approved county offi-
cials will set up a disaster recovery 
center for victims to apply for assis-
tance. 

In the meantime, Holzaepfel asks 
residents to be patient. 

“Many of these people have been 
flooded before,” Holzaepfel said. 
“The debris will get picked up. We 
are optimistic the Presidential Dec-
laration will happen, but it is no 
doubt very hard for victims to wait 
on this. We are anxious as well be-
cause we want the declaration so 
they can apply for assistance.”  

While there was no significant in-
frastructure damage, about 20 coun-
ty facilities were damaged. Early 
estimates also indicate about 800 
homes and businesses in the county 
were damaged. 

The Hankamer and Winnie areas 
are also under a 10 p.m. to 7 a.m. 
curfew, which will remain in place 
until further notice. 

The county has established a ho-
tline where homeowners can report 
damage to their homes. Homeown-
ers are encouraged to call 409-267-
2462 to report damage. 

To help drivers tolls have been 
waived for Highway 99. 

Damage survey
Chambers County citizens affect-

ed by the storm are asked to fill out 
an Imelda Damage Survey locat-
ed on Chambers County’s website, 
www.co.chambers.tx.us.

The objective of the survey is to 

assess and identify damages and 
needs. It is also to effectively allo-
cate money, materials, and resources 
and help pinpoint areas most affect-
ed for priority response. In addition, 
it provides disaster relief organiza-
tions with an accurate list of affected 
homes.

Debris pickup 
Citizens are asked to bring debris 

to county box sites, but those who 
are unable to do so are asked to place 
it beside the roadway. All hours for 
box sites have been extended and 
are open from 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. 

To find locations, visit www.co.
chambers.tx.us/page/solid_waste. 

An additional site has been opened 
at Winnie-Stowell Park. 

Holzaepfel said debris pickup has 
not started but would start as soon as 
possible. The county cannot remove 
debris from private property and 
cannot remove commercial debris.  

Important numbers
409-267-2500 - If your car was 

towed or findmytowedcar.com
409-267-2441 - Hotline for help 

or to report damage
40-/267-2500 - To report price 

gouging

800-451-1954 - CrisisCleanup.org
800-733-2767 - For individual as-

sistance from Red Cross call

Donations 
Cleaning supplies are the prima-

ry need during recovery, which are 
being accepted at White Memorial 
Park shelter, Hankamer Volunteer 
Fire Department and Winnie-Stow-
ell Park.  

Storms top 5 rain event
Tropical storm Imelda, and the as-

sociated rainfall constitute the fifth 
wettest tropical system in U.S. his-
tory, according to officials from the 
National Weather Service.

The storm, which dropped an esti-
mated 43 inches in 72 hours in some 
places “went from nothing to a trop-
ical depression to a tropical storm 
making landfall within an hour,” ac-
cording to NWS Warning Coordina-
tion Meteorologist Roger Erickson.

The most severe rainfall was seen 
in China, Winnie, Oman and Bevel 
Oaks as well as the “whole western 
half of Jefferson County,” according 
to NWS Meteorologist Robert Meg-
nia.

Chambers Co. in recovery mode

Life after Imelda

Baytown Sun photos by Matt Hollis

Many houses in east Chambers County experienced severe flooding from the 
rainwaters of Imelda. The storm dumped 36-inches in Winnie and a total of 
43-inches overall from there to Beaumont. Some residents reported having 
3- to 4-feet of water inside their homes. 

Flood victims recall harrowing tales of escape
BY MATT HOLLIS

matt.hollis@baytownsun.com

As Imelda’s floodwaters kept ris-
ing, residents in Winnie-Stowell and 
Hankamer began to fear the worst. 

“There were snakes coming into 
the house,” said Wilton Albritton, a 
Winnie-Stowell resident. “I was res-
cued by airboats. It is awesome. If 

it wasn’t for them, who knows? The 
water got higher every 15 to 30 min-
utes and got into the house. It didn’t 
stop rising until 4 a.m.”

Imelda’s was a weak tropical 
storm when it came ashore Tuesday, 
but it brought with it heavy rains and 
flooding to many parts of Chambers 
County. The Winnie-Stowell area re-
ceived 36-inches of rain. This caused 

local bayous to overtop their banks 
and flood the land. Preliminary es-
timates indicate about 800 homes 
and businesses sustained some level 
of damage from floodwaters, Cham-
bers County spokesman Ryan Hol-
zaepfel said. Emergency personnel 
rescued about 400 people during the 

SEE VICTIMS • PAGE 2

The Chambers County Sheriff’s Office dispatched airboats to help find and rescue folks in Winnie  that had been 
trapped by the floodwaters of Imelda. Some of the residents had to climb on rooftops in order to be rescued.

Anahuac education foundation 
raffling off designer purses

Anahuac Middle School teach-
er Cassi Davis displays her new 
Michael Kors purse. The monthly 
drawings are a fundraiser by Ana-
huac ISD Education Foundation for 
its AISD teacher grants program.

The next drawing for another de-
signer purse is October 1. Hint: it is 
a Tory Burch.

Tickets are $25 each and are good 
for 11 monthly drawings for a de-
signer purse each month.

Go to anahuaceducationfoundation.org
Click on DONATE
Fill in the info and number of tickets.
The education foundation secretary will e-mail to con-

firm your ticket purchase and ask for your phone number 
to enter your ticket.

Barbers Hill ISD is currently experiencing unprece-
dented growth that requires the need for additional buses. 

On Monday night, the Barbers Hill School Board ap-
proved the purchase of two, 78-passenger, Thomas-Built 
buses for over $105,000 each.  The request was made to 
address growth for routing and extracurricular activities. 

Before the start of the school year, Barbers Hill pre-
dicted a 4% enrollment increase; however, the district 
currently has a 9.3% increase in enrollment with 6,174 
students.  

“It’s historically high for us,” Superintendent Greg 
Poole said. “We’re proud of that but it’s a challenge. It’s 
a challenge because it increases the difficulties in traffic 
and flow, among other things.” 

The Barbers Hill board also adopted the 2019 tax rate. 
By approving the tax levy ordinance and resolution, the 

district’s maintenance and operations budget will be $.99 
per $100 of property valuation. The interest and sinking 
rate, which pays for bonds, will remain at $0.2698, for a 
total tax rate of $1.2598. 

The total budget is set for $80.4 million, which is down 
from $83.3 million the previous year. The decline comes 
from a reduction in the recapture amount that must be paid 
to the state — all other budget categories increased. 

Barbers Hill trustees buy 
buses & approve tax rate


