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Debbie Brooks was hard at work
one day back in October when her
husband told her two genealogists
were trying to reach her.

It was urgent, he told her.
Brooks, a senior planner at a semi-
conductor plant in Central Florida,
was thinking it had to be a scam
when she responded to the call.

The genealogists had a question:

Did she have a relative who’d dis-
appeared a long time ago?

Of course, Brooks said. Her
brother, Harold Dean Clouse, had
gone missing more than 40 years
ago.

Hundreds of miles away, Misty
Gillis had news.

“We believe we found him,” she
said. “He was murdered. His body
was found in 1981.”

They’d also found the body of a
young woman, whom they were

still trying to identify.
When he left his home in Florida

to build houses in Houston, life
seemed promising for Harold Dean
Clouse, said his mother, Donna Ca-
sasanta.

“Junior,” as she called him, had
grown up in New Smyrna, a beach
town in Central Florida.

He’d been a good student, earn-
ing decent grades. He had a pen-
chant for taking care of people, Ca-

After 40 years, a slain Houston couple finally has been
identified, but where is their missing baby?

Cold case getswarmer

Courtesy

Patrick Connolly / Contributor

Donna Casasanta and her daughter, Debbie Brooks, waited decades to learn the fates of Casasanta’s son,
Harold Dean Clouse, top; his wife, Tina Gail Linn; and their daughter, Hollie Marie Clouse, who’s still missing.

By St. John Barned-Smith
STAFF WRITER

Cold case continues on A6

Woodrow Jones II stood at the
corner of Market Street and Car-
roll Oliver Way in Fifth Ward look-
ingat thehistoricEvergreenNegro
Cemetery, which sits on a busy
stretch of Lockwood Drive be-
tween a Shell gas station and a
State Farm insurance office.

“You see all of these trees in
here? Every one of these trees, ev-
ery tree out here, I planted my-
self,” he said, pointing to the crepe
myrtles that border the cemetery.

Despite its bustling surround-
ings, the Evergreen Negro Ceme-
tery imparts a sense of serenity
once a visitor sets foot inside.

Small trees and shrubs are smartly
arranged among scores of gray
and white tombstones, some of
whichhavechain linksengravedat
the top to mark the resting places
of former slaves. Here lie Buffalo
Soldiers, World War veterans and
Fifth Ward community leaders
who made the neighborhood a
nexus for Houston’s Black popula-
tion more than 100 years ago.

But Evergreen Negro Cemetery
may as well have been a forest
when Jones first visited in theearly
1990s. The grounds were over-
grownwith trees sodense they left
little room to walk, and the tomb-
stones were buried under de-
cades’ worth of vegetation, forgot-
ten and invisible.

The city of Houston had torn
through the cemetery decades
earlier to expand Lockwood, dis-
placing hundreds of buried bodies
and splitting the burial ground in
two.Thecemeteryhad languished
ever since.

In came Jones, 77, amathemati-
cian and early software engineer
who was developing a program to
help cemeteries map their
grounds with Lisa Jedkins, a com-
puter programmer at Wilson Fi-
nancial Group, which owned sev-
eral Black funeral homes at the
time. Together they formed Proj-
ectRESPECT, a groupdedicated to
the preservation of neglected and
abandoned cemeteries, most of

Once-abandoned Black cemetery kept alive in FifthWard

Godofredo A. Vásquez / Staff photographer

Project RESPECT’sWoodrow Jones walks past a recently
discovered gravesite at Evergreen Negro Cemetery in FifthWard.

By Sam González Kelly
STAFF WRITER

Cemetery continues on A9

Oil companies operating in West
Texas — a thousand miles from the
nation’s most active fault lines — are
becoming more concerned about
earthquakes, which reached a re-
cord number last year and are grow-
ing ever stronger.

The Permian Basin, the 86,000-
square-mile oil-rich land stretching
from Lubbock to Marfa and San An-
gelo to Carlsbad, N.M., has no major
geographic faults like those that slice
theWest Coast. But thenation’smost
prolific oil field and the cities and
towns within it were shaken by al-
most 2,000 earthquakes last year, a
record number for the area.

Earthquakes measuring stronger
than 2 on the Richter scale — enough
to crack walls and foundations —
have become an almost daily nui-
sance. The number of temblors has
risen 74 percent from 2020 and is
eight times more than in 2017, ac-

Permian
hits record
number of
temblors
Oil regulator adds rules
for saltwater disposal

By Paul Takahashi
STAFF WRITER

Permian continues on A8

COLLEYVILLE — A man who held
fourhostages forhours insideaNorth
Texas synagogue Saturday could be
heard demanding the release of a Pa-
kistani neuroscientist who once lived
in Houston and was convicted of try-
ing to kill U.S. Army officers in Af-
ghanistan.

In anoperation that involvedmore
than 200 officers, FBI agents rescued
the hostages from the Congregation
Beth Israel and reported that the sus-
pect was dead late Saturday.

“Prayers answered. All hostages
are out alive and safe,” Gov. Greg Ab-
bott tweeted.

Abbott’s tweet came not long after
a loud bang and what sounded like
gunfire was heard coming from the

Hostages
atN. Texas
synagogue
are freed

Synagogue continues on A7

None hurt, suspect dead
after a 12-hour standoff

By Jake Bleiberg
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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sasanta said, recalling one time
when his sisters stormed in after
school, upset he’d picked up a
hitchhiker on the drive home.

But hewas sometimes prone to
poor decisions, said Brooks, his
older sister. In themid-1970s, he’d
run off and joined a cult. She said
he’d dabbled with drugs.

It wasn’t until he’d returned
from that misadventure that he
met TinaGail Linn, his brother-in-
law’s sister.

He’d started working as a finish
carpenter for homebuilders all
over New Smyrna and the sur-
rounding region.

Soon,he’dbecome totally infat-
uated with Linn, Casasanta re-
called. But she didn’t realize how
serious itwas until he’dwalked in-
to their home with news: They’d
gotten married at the courthouse
the day before.

They had Hollie soon after.
Family photos from that time por-
tray a smiling, young couple cud-
dling a young toddler. Clouse had
a shaggy, roguish haircut and
three-day stubble, while Linn had
long, blond-brown hair and quiet
eyes.

With responsibility for a family,
Clouse told his mom that he was
thinking about moving to Texas.

His bosses wanted to hire him
towork full time inHoustonwitha
well-paying job. “I can take better
care of Tina and the baby!” she re-
called him saying.

Casasanta agreed to let him
borrow — and ultimately buy —
her car.Hepacked the family’s be-
longings into thevehicle, and they
headed west.

For a time, letters occasionally
arrived in Florida from Clouse
and Linn. Then, in late 1980, the
letters ceased.

A few months later, Casasanta
received a call from a group of
people saying they had Clouse’s
car and would drive it back to her
from California for $1,000.

“This is strange,” she recalled
thinking.

She agreed to pay the money —
then talked to police who patron-
ized the restaurant where she
worked.

A trio of women showed up
with the car, dressed in religious-
looking robes. One appeared to
be in her 30s; the other two
seemed younger.

Casasanta begged them to let
her speak to Clouse, to give her
some information about her son.

Theycouldn’t answeranyques-
tions about Clouse or Linn, Casa-
santa recalled, only told her that
they’d joined a religious group
and were cutting ties with the
family.

“Thatwasweird,” she said. “We
really got frightened, andwestart-
ed searching and searching.”

Unidentified remains
On a January day in 1981, a dog

in north Harris County wandered
out of the woods on a block near
Wallisville Road. It carried a hu-
man arm in its jaws.

That grisly finding led police to
the bodies of two people: a young
man, beaten to death, and awom-
an, who died after being stran-
gled. The remains suggested the
two people had been dead for a
couple of months. Both were 5
feet, 4 inches to 5 feet, 8 inches
tall andhad“beautiful teeth,” a fo-
rensic investigator told the Hous-
ton Chronicle in 2011. A pair of
green gym shorts and a bloody
towel were found discarded near
their bodies.

Their identitieswere amystery.
At the time, medical investigators
hired a pastel artist to create
sketches based on photos of the
corpses — and several other un-
identified bodies that police were
trying to name.

The move was “probably our
last shot,” the now-deceased
medical investigator, CecilWingo,
said at the time.

But their efforts were fruitless.
In Florida, months stretched into
years, Casasanta and the couple’s
other relatives waited and won-
dered. They registered the couple
on lists of missing persons. At
first, they startled every time the
phone rang, wondering if the call
contained news. Every time Deb-
bie Brooks went shopping, she
watched the people around her,
wondering if one of them might
be Clouse.

She found herself doing dou-
ble-takes as she drove down the
road while passing men who re-
sembled her brother.

Was that Junior?
“You can’t lay it down, you

can’t put it to the side,” Casasanta
said.

After five years and still no in-
formation, they inquired with the
Social Security Administration
and the Salvation Army. They
made sure the couple’s names

were on annual missing persons
lists.

“Wealwayshoped for thebest,”
said Les Linn, Tina’s brother.

But theynever got anyanswers.
“We pretty much thought they

had joined this religious group
and didn’t want to have contact
with us,” Linn said.

Years stretched into decades.
Authorities in Harris County

exhumed the bodies in July 2011 to
extract DNA from them—part of a
broader effort to close cases that
were still open but had gone cold
decades before. Investigators
were hoping to determine if the
two were related. But that still
didn’t bring any breaks in the
case.

The case remained stagnant
until late 2021,when employees at
Identifinders International, a Cali-
fornia-based organization that
performs genetic genealogy for
law enforcement, contacted the
Harris County Institute of Foren-
sic Sciences and asked to test the
remains.

In this case, the remains were
in good condition and investiga-
tors had plenty of material to
workwith, saidMistyGillis, oneof
the Identifinders investigators
who worked the case. They up-
loaded the information to Ged-
match.com, a genealogy site that
allows users to share their genetic
information with law enforce-
ment agencies across the country.
(Other sites, such as 23andme or
ancestry.com, do not share their
information with police.)

Soon, they were able to con-
nect Clouse’s DNA to that of close
cousins living in Kentucky.

It had taken her 10 days to track
down the identity of a man who’d
been nameless for 40 years. She
began searching for contact infor-
mation for Clouse’s cousins and
other relatives, trying to findout if
her hunch was right.

The break in the case was the
latest in an increasing number of
cold cases brought to resolution
with the help of new genealogical
testing. In recent years, millions
of people have uploaded their
DNA into genealogy testing sites
such as Gedmatch.com or
familytreeDNA.com. The infor-
mation on the sites have helped

people connect with long-lost rel-
atives and learn about their ori-
gins.

Genealogy tracing has become
an increasingly popular tool with
homicide investigators attempt-
ing to close long-ago murders, es-
pecially after police in California
used such techniques to identify
the Golden State Killer, a former
police officer who became a pro-
lific serial killer responsible for
the murders of at least 13 people
and the rapes of 50 women be-
tween 1973 and 1986. Texas Rang-
ers and police in Beaumont used
advanced DNA testing techniques
and genealogical tracing last year
tohelpclose thedecades-oldmur-
der of Mary Catherine Edwards.

The investigative techniquehas
helped bring closure to at least 40
cases in recent years, said Carol
Schweitzer, with the National
Center for Missing & Exploited
Children.

Genealogy doesn’t just help au-
thorities identify remains of un-
known victims — such as Clouse
and Linn — but also could help
families recover missing children

who disappeared decades ago,
Schweitzer said.

“A missing infant that was ab-
ducted to be raised by their ab-
ductor, or a child abducted by
their non-custodial family mem-
ber and taken to another country,
could be resolved with a lead gen-
erated by genealogy efforts,” she
said. “We strongly believe there
are some long-term missing chil-
drenout there, alive,waiting to be
found, waiting to find the truth,
and forensic genealogy resources
could help finally reveal some
long awaited answers.”

In Florida, Brooks listenedover
the phone as Gillis and her col-
league Allison Peacock broke the
news — investigators believe
they’d identified her brother. She
learned they were still trying to
identify the body of a woman
they’d found with Clouse.

On the phone, Brooks ab-
sorbed the news. Thewomanwas
likely Tina, she said, explaining
that Clouse had been married.

Peacock used that information
to track down Florida marriage
records, where they were able to

find Linn’s name — and then con-
tact her relatives,whoseDNAcon-
firmed her identity.

“To think that, something not
solved in 40 years — and in an
hour, I know more than anyone,”
Peacock recalled. “It was pretty
amazing.”

WhenCasasanta finally learned
the fate of her son, the news an-
swered the question that has ago-
nized her for decades but brought
sharp new pain.

“I totally lost it,” she said. “I
kept praying for God to show me
what happened and where he
died, but I don’t know why any-
one would want to hurt my son
and (his) wife. We’ve taken it very
hard.”

Linn recalled his younger sis-
ter’s excitement at getting mar-
ried and leaving the challenging
home she’d grown up in.

“She was excited to see what
the future was going to bring,” he
recalled.Thatonlymade thenews
more heartbreaking. He felt con-
fusion and guilt. Who would have
inflicted such violence on his sis-
ter and her husband?

Brooks, meanwhile, had just
one question: What about their
baby?

The missing child
She told Peacock and Gillis that

Tina Linn had given birth to a
daughter shortly after the young
couple got married. The baby,
Hollie Marie, was just an infant
when the couple went missing.

The few photos from that time
show a toddler with short hair,
just learning to walk. That her
body wasn’t found with the re-
mains just raisedmore questions:
Was she still alive? If shewas,who-
ever took her likely had informa-
tion about her parents’ deaths —
or may have even been responsi-
ble for them.

If the baby is still alive, she
would be turning 42 — although
she likely doesn’t know anything
about her true identity: her birth-
day, her parents, their deaths — or
the dozens of relatives out there
wonderingwhat happened toher.

That will likely present signifi-
cant challenges for investigators,
experts said. Their best hopes
likely would lie in finding a match
in a genealogy database or if the
child had committed a crime and
had her DNA added to federal fo-
rensic databases, said Fil Waters,
a former Houston police homi-
cide detective.

“The process — especially with
this DNA stuff — is only as good as
the information inputted into the
database,” he said. But therewere
other steps detectives could take.

“Unless these people were her-
mits, I would assume there was a
person out there, who knows
them,who knows they had a baby
andmight be able to give some in-
formation regarding the child,” he
added.

Casasanta takes heart in the
fact that she finally knows what
happened to her son.

“We can lay it to rest. We know
he’s gone and she’s gone and I
know they are both in heaven,”
she said.

But she stillwonders aboutHol-
lie.

“I hope we can find her,” she
said.

Joyce Lee contributed to this
report.

st.john.smith@chron.com
twitter.com/stjbs

“We know he’s gone and she’s gone and I know they are both in heaven.”
Donna Casasanta

Patrick Connolly / Contributor

Childhood photos show Harold Dean Clouse. Clouse and his wife, Tina Gail Linn, were killed 40
years ago and recently were identified using genealogical evidence.

COLD CASE
From page A1

Donna Casasanta and her daughter, Debbie Brooks, show a childhood photo of Casasanta’s late son, Harold Dean Clouse. Though
it has been confirmed that Clouse and his wife, Tina, were killed, the family hopes Clouse’s daughter, Hollie Marie, is still alive.

Courtesy

“We pretty much thought they had joined this religious group and
didn’t want to have contact with us,” Tina Gail Linn’s brother said.

Patrick Connolly / Contributor
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They found the body, floating face
down and decaying, in Buffalo Bayou. It
belonged to a short and slim man with
dark hair, likely in his 20s or 30s.

Whenauthorities fished the corpseout
of the water, it was dressed in khaki
pants, a striped shirt, a belt with a cow-
boy buckle. And two combs, in his pock-
et.

Almost 65 years later, Harris County
medical examiners still have no ideawho
he is. The man — the oldest unnamed
corpse in the county’s custody — is one of
hundreds of people who have died in
Houston and have never been identified.

More sophisticated techniques that
combine DNA and genealogy are now
available and are helping those who seek
to put names to unidentified bodies, just

as they are being used more by police
across the U.S. to solve cold cases.

But every year, hundreds of unidenti-
fied bodies arrive at theHarris County In-
stitute of Forensic Sciences, and despite
best efforts, some never get named.

The morgue handles cases of unex-
pected or unexplained death. That in-
cludes homicides (intentional or unin-
tentional) and cases where a person died
under suspicious circumstances. It also
includes people who die shortly after ar-
riving at ahospital or after being seenbya
physician, as well as suicides and chil-
dren younger than 6. Finally, bodies dis-
covered are handled by the morgue.

In 2021, 437 people came into the
medical examiner’s lab as unidentified
persons, according to data analyzed by
the Houston Chronicle.

When investigators arrive at a crime
scene or take on anewcase, their first job

CRIME

New testing techniques offer
hope for unnamed hundreds

Brett Coomer / Staff photographer

An unknown person is buried in Harris County Cemetery in Crosby. Over 300 others remain unnamed in the county.

DNA, genealogy could help identify decades-old corpses in Houston

Source: Harris
County Institute of
Forensic Sciences

Most unidentified
bodies were in

their 30s
Unidentified bodies found in

Harris County in 2021,
by age group
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By St. John Barned-Smith
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STAFF WRITERS

Unidentified continues on A14

As a freshman state senator in 2007,
Dan Patrick set to work on the fiercely
conservative agenda he had pushed
for years on his Houston talk radio
show, filing bills to give pregnantwom-
en $500 to forgo abortions and em-
power police to inquire
about the immigration
status of people they
stop.

But the GOP-con-
trolled Legislature had
little appetite for that
brand of conservatism.
Some of the rookie sen-
ator’s new colleagues
were turned off by his brash approach,
with one fellow senator likeninghim to
an “uninvited picnic guest who shows
up with nothing in hand, eats all the
potato salad and spoils the picnic for
everyone else.”

“Everything is a passion play for

Patrick
rises with
right wing
By Jasper Scherer
and Cayla Harris
AUSTIN BUREAU

Patrick continues on A8

Patrick

A Brazoria County district clerk
who retired last year amid allegations
of jury tampering spent years improp-
erly sorting potential jurors by their
race and address as she assembled ju-
ry panels, a Texas Rangers investiga-
tion found.

A grand jury in December declined
to bring charges against the former
clerk, Rhonda Barchak, or any of her
employees who participated in or wit-
nessed the jury selection process, said
Tom Selleck, the county’s district at-
torney.

The investigation, which was com-
pleted in November, found Barchak
failed to use a random jury selection
process as required by Texas statute,
Selleck said. But he added that state
law does not provide a penalty for vio-

Clerk didn’t
randomly
sort jurors
By Anna Bauman
STAFF WRITER

Clerk continues on A13

So far as any member of the public
can tell, Harris County commissioners
bankroll their campaigns throughhun-
dreds of donations from civically en-
gaged constituents, many so invested
in local politics they are willing to con-
tribute more than $10,000.

Commissioners’ campaign finance
reports omit a crucial piece of context,
however: Most of that money comes
from executives at companies award-
ed no-bid contracts by those commis-
sioners.

From 2020 through 2021, commis-

sioners relied on county vendors —
through political action committees,
employees and their family members
— for 79percent of their campaign con-
tributions while steering 93 percent of
engineering, architecture, surveying
and appraisal work to firms who con-
tributed.

During that two-year period, this
deep-pocketed donor class gave $5.9
million while commissioners — two
Democrats and two Republicans —
awarded their firms $310 million in
work from the county’s engineering
department and flood control district.

“If that’s not a pay-to-play system,

Vendors are commissioners’ top givers
Watchdog alleges ‘pay-to-play system,’ but county officials

deny contributions influence who gets no-bid contracts

ONLINE: For more coverage, interactives and schedules, visit houstonchronicle.com/paytoplay

County
Commissioner
Jack Cagle

County
Commissioner
Rodney Ellis

County
Commissioner
Adrian Garcia

County
Commissioner
Tom Ramsey

By Zach Despart
STAFF WRITER

Donations continues on A6

57th Annual Houston  Feb. 9-12, 2022

R.V. SHOW ONLY R.V. SHOW IN HOUSTON, 2022

HUNDREDS OF UNITS!
HOURS:

WED, THURS & FRIDAY: NOON - 8PM
SAT: 10AM - 8PM
WED-SAT ONLY

Saturday Only - 1st 1,000 attending get a free camping cap from Leisure Resort
Tickets on sale at Hall C & Hall E • TicketMaster • Major Credit Cards Accepted

www.houstonrvshow.com
Sponsored by: Houston Chapter R.V.D.O.T. (Recreational Vehicle Dealers of Texas)

The RVs Are Coming!!!
Adults: $15.00

Kids 6-12 yrs: $5.00
Kids Under 6: FREE
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is to try to identify the victim.
They look for driver’s licenses,
take witness statements and look
for other clues.

“Most decedents are identified
within a few weeks,” Institute of
Forensic Sciences spokeswoman
Michele Arnold said.

But many times, those efforts
don’t pan out. Fiery car crashes
leave bodies burnt beyond recog-
nition. Corpses — abandoned or
thrown into rivers — decay until
they are unrecognizable. Thieves
take wallets, purses, phones and
other items that might otherwise
provide clues for detectives.

When that happens, the body
is fingerprinted and run through
“the system,” Arnold said. Foren-
sic investigators examine dental
records, skeletal radiographs,
and use DNA analyses to try to
identify the deceased, she said.

On its website, the center has a
pagewithphotographs of uniden-
tified people, distinguishing
marks on their bodies (such as a
striking butterfly tattoo in one
photo) and personal effects — a
slim silver watch, an Astros T-
shirt, a bulky pocketknife, a shoe
with blue laces and red ornamen-
tation on the toe. Along with a
warning about viewer discretion,
the page says: “These images are
provided in hopes of identifying
the deceased individuals, return-
ing them to their loved ones, and
bringing closure to families.”

By the end of 2021, most of the
437 bodies that arrived at the
county morgue that year were
identified. Eight were not. They
joined a list dating back to 1950 of
more than 300 other people who
remain unnamed in Harris Coun-
ty.

When investigators are unable
to identify a corpse it is labeled
“long-term unidentified” and the
body is transferred to county
burial.

In Harris County, unidentified
men were found far more fre-
quently than unidentified wom-
en.

More than a quarter of the un-
identified remains at the morgue
were later discovered to be in
their 30s. About a fifth were in
their 20s.

Among the dead found over
the years was a young woman —
the best guess investigators can
make is that she was between 20
and 35 — whose body was discov-
ered just north of Loop 610 on
Woodard in late 2020. The
corpse, which appeared to have
lain there for months to years,

showed signs of extensive tooth
decay before death.

Then therewas the teen, found
onWalters Road in 2012: a girl be-
tween the ages of 15 and 17. She’d
been dead for three to six weeks
when people finally discovered
her body, lying about 20 feet from
the side of Walters Road. Records
from the medical examiner’s of-
fice showshewasbetween4 feet 7
inches and 5 feet 3 inches tall. In-
vestigators noted that she ap-
peared to be biracial, with long,
wavy/curly dark hair held back
from the face with a standard
bobby pin. She had a “pro-
nounced overbite,” and small
dental fillings in three lower mo-
lars. When she died, she was
wearing a blue and green Smur-
fette T-shirt, cargo pants, a black
bra and pink underwear.

In 2021, seven children under
the ages of 15 were brought in as
unidentified bodies. Two died
from injuries related to motor ve-
hicle accidents. Three died by ho-
micide. One investigation out-
lines a homeless 13-year-old boy
who drowned in early August. A
stillborn baby was found in a
dumpster. Police still donot know
the identity of the child’s parents.

When someonegoesmissing, it
leads to anguish for loved ones:
worry and grief — and the ques-
tion of whatever happened to
them.

Jo Ann Lowitzer last spoke to
her daughter, Ali, 11 years ago. Ali,
16, wanted to walk to work after

riding the bus home from school,
Lowitzer recalled. Three people
saw her ride the bus and turn
down the street toward her work-
place on a late April day in 2010.
That was the last time anyone ev-
er saw her, Lowitzer recalled. Be-
cause her daughter liked dark
clothes andeyeliner,police at first
wondered if she was a runaway,
she said.

Frantic days turned into
months, and then years.

At first, Lowitzer didn’t want to
even consider the worst.

“It’s even hard to think about
today,” she said. “I would hope
that she’s not a Jane Doe some-
where.”

As the years have passed, it’s
becomeharder to ignore that pos-
sibility, she said. Like thousands
of other relatives of missing peo-
ple, she’s submitted her genetic
material to databases, hoping for
some kind of closure.

“If she is out there, and I found
her by submitting our DNA, at
least I would have that,” Lowitzer
said.

In past years, medical examin-
ers have obtained grants allowing
them to perform advanced genet-
ic testing on some of the remains.
Such was the case in 2011, when
they exhumed about 25 bodies,
including those of a young couple
whose remains were discovered
in northHarris Countymore than
40 years ago. But even those ef-
forts can take years — or longer —
to pan out. It wasn’t until late last

year, with the help of genealogy
testing, that investigators identi-
fied the young couple as Harold
Dean Clouse and Tina Gail Linn,
who were from Florida and went
missing in late 1980.

Over the past decade, investi-
gators have increasingly turned to
genealogy testing to help resolve
cases, said Carol Schweitzer, with
the National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children.

The method has helped detec-
tives identify dozens of murder
victims and killers, the most fa-
mous of whom was perhaps the
Golden State Killer, a former po-
lice officer whomurdered at least
13 people and raped 50 women
between 1973 and 1986.

In Baltimore, authorities used
the technique to identify a homi-
cide victim from 1975, Schweitzer
said.

“Authorities continuously
worked on that case for decades,
never putting it down, yet geneal-
ogy camealong andproduced the
tip authorities had been waiting
on for 45 years,” Schweitzer said.

Genealogy could also play a
critical role helping track down
children who went missing de-
cades ago, she said.

“A missing infant who was ab-
ducted to be raised by their ab-
ductor, or a child abducted by
their noncustodial family mem-
ber and taken to another country
could be resolvedwith a lead gen-
erated by genealogy efforts,” she
said.

Traditionally, investigators
used short tandem repeat analy-
sis (or STR) testing to connect
DNA samples with potential per-
petrators. The DNA method al-
lows scientists to analyze small
strands of DNA to see if they
match those of a specific person.

In 1998 the federal government
created CODIS (the Combined
DNA Index System), a federal
database of DNA collected at
crime scenes and from criminal
suspects, potentially allowing in-
vestigators from all across the
country to see if DNA found at
crime scenes matched that of
samples collected elsewhere.

It was a monumental shift in
criminal investigations, said Da-
vid Mittelman, CEO of Othram
Inc., a DNA testing lab focused on
forensic genealogy testing.

But a fundamental problem
with CODIS and STR testing was
that detectives could only con-
nect it against samples already in
the CODIS database.

“If you’re a victim, you’re not
in CODIS,” Mittelman said. “So
CODIS doesn’t help. It doesn’t
work.”

Now, investigators can use
more advancedDNA testing to an-
alyze far more DNA markers —
and then compare those DNA
samples against those added to
certain genealogy databases such
as gedmatch.com.

Advancements in DNA testing
have also helped bring an end to
cases that have remained opened
for decades.

Take the case of Mary Cather-
ine Edwards. Murdered in 1995,
the young Beaumont school-
teacher’s case sat, unsolved, for
25 years. Late last year, after ad-
vanced DNA testing, investigators
were able to identify the genetic
material of apossibleperpetrator.
They then used forensic genealo-
gy testing to identify his relatives,
then work down the family tree
until they found the alleged per-
petrator. He’s now arrested and
charged with Edwards’ murder.

Detectives are increasingly
able to solve murders like Ed-
wards’, Mittelman said.

“We’re able to do lots of things
— including use genealogy to
make long-range relationship de-
terminations,” Mittelman said.
With that information, detectives
are now increasingly able to con-
nect once-useless DNA with rela-
tives of crime victims or perpetra-
tors of violence.

In Harris County, however,
hundreds of corpses lie in a pau-
pers’ graveyard, waiting to be
named.

st.john.smith@chron.com

UNIDENTIFIED
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An unknown person is buried in Harris County Eastgate Cemetery in Crosby. By the end of 2021,
most of the 437 bodies that arrived at the county morgue that year were identified. Eight were not.

with BLCK Market, and even
though her company was new,
they agreed to stock her products
in their Pearland store.

“Many banks and investors
won’t work with a company un-
less they have years of sales data,”
BLCK Market event manager Ali-
cia East said. “We’ll help founders
make those sales and network so
they have a strong foundation for
their business.”

Last year more than 15,000
people attended Black History
Month markets. East hopes this

year’s events will have close to
25,000 attendees.

Amanda Garner and her
daughter Makenzie Wilborn, 14,
attended a BLCK Market event
last summer. Garner said they
were thrilled to see the market’s
events for Black History Month.

“I love to support smaller Black
vendors, but it can be hard to find
them,” Garner said. “I’ve found
companies through past market
events that I still buy from today.”

Theevent also showcasesBlack
artists, musicians and authors.

Houston author T.L Johnson
sells his series of children’s books
at the markets. The protagonists
ofhis books arekidversionsof the

Egyptian figures Ramses, Prince
Tut, Cleopatra and Nefertiti. The
books teach lessons about shar-
ing, female empowerment and
self-confidence.

“I didn’t have characters that
looked like me in books growing
up and now 30 years later, there’s
still not many childrens’ books
with characters that look like
me,” Johnson said.

Nisa Johnson’s three children –
Alex, 6, Sydney, 9 and Landon, 10
– were captivated by the colorful
illustrations of Nefertiti, a Black
girl with twists adorned in gold
jewelry and a blue cape, and
Prince Tut, a Black boy with gold-
en sandals and a striped head
cloth. Nisa purchased a fewbooks
for her kids.

“I want my kids to have books

with characters they can relate
to,” Nisa said. “Representation
matters.”

The next Black History Month
Market is Sunday from 11 a.m. to 6
p.m. at Karbach Brewing Co. Out-
side of February, the BLCK Mar-
ket hosts a pop up every 2nd Sat-
urday at East River HTX.

stephanie.lamm@chron.com

Mayor Sylvester Turner speaks to the crowd during BLCKMarket, an event to showcase
Black-owned businesses held Saturday along Avenida de las Americas.

Photos by Jon Shapley / Staff photographer

Paula Gardenhire smiles at her mom as they watch a musician
perform during BLCKMarket.

BLCK MARKET
From page A3

Hundreds of Fort Bend County
law enforcement officers will soon
be equipped with state-of-the-art
body cameras and a digital evi-
dence management system as part
of a 10-year, $22 million plan.

The county plans to supply 658
body-worn cameras to peace offi-
cers, including 441 in the Fort Bend
County Sheriff ’s Office.

The county will also distribute
597 tasers and 424 fleet cameras
for police vehicles, said Fort Bend

County Judge KP George.
About half of the FBSCO patrol

will be outfitted with the new
equipment in the next six to eight
weeks.

“Scientists will tell you that peo-
ple behave differently when they
are being watched,” Fort Bend
County District Attorney Brian
Middleton said during a news con-
ference last week. “The people in-
volved will have greater account-
ability because they know their ac-
tions are being recorded. It applies
topolice officers and to thepublic.”

On the anniversary of George

Floyd’s death in May, Fort Bend
County commissioners unani-
mously approved a body-worn
camera policy for law enforcement
agencies.

The policy aims to address the
needs of law enforcement officials
and the concerns of their commu-
nity in the current climate, espe-
cially transparency and account-
ability.

“Officer safety is paramount,
and public transparency and trust
is paramount,” said Sheriff Eric Fa-
gan. “Youhavedifferent versionsof
an incident. But with these cam-

eras, we can see what actually hap-
pened. This will save time, save
money, andmost importantly, save
lives.”

Some law enforcement agencies
had their own bodycam policies in
place, but there were minor differ-
ences in each case.

A committee was formed in Oc-
tober to help craft a countywide
policy to serve as a uniform guide-
line for all of Fort Bend’s law en-
forcement agencies. It was ap-
proved in November.

“Weneed thebodyworncamera
evidence so that not only can crimi-

nal prosecution be enhanced, but
also the civil litigation that results
fromtheseactions,whether it’s for-
mulating stronger defenses or set-
tling with families that have been
donewrong,” said Fort Bend Coun-
ty Attorney Bridget Smith-Lawson.

Recordingswill be automatically
stored on evidence.com and each
law enforcement agency will have
its own account through the deal
with tech company Axon.

The body cameras will be up-
graded every 30months. The actu-
al devices will be refreshed every
five years.

Fort Bend officers will get bodycams, a new digital system
By Juhi Varma
STAFF WRITER
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Christopher Casasanta and
mom Donna pray in March.

Courtesy

Holly Marie Clouse was left at
a church in Arizona.

Donna Casasanta got the call
this week, a call she’s spent half
of her life praying for. It was
about Holly Marie.

More than 40 years ago, her
son, Harold Dean Clouse, moved
to Texas fromNewSmyrna, Fla.,
taking his wife, Tina Linn, and
their young daughter.

Then, they’d all abruptly van-
ished, a disappearance that
stretched from weeks, to
months, to decades.

The questions over that time
never ceased.

“You can’t lay it down,” Casa-
santa said earlier this year. “You
can’t put it to the side.”

Then in October, genealogists
called Casasanta and her rela-
tiveswith painful and disturbing
news: Police had discovered the
couple’s bodies, back in 1981,
dumped ina copseof trees in east
Harris County.

They died violently, the gene-
alogist explained.

Deanwas beaten to death. The
woman with him — later identi-
fied as Tina — had been stran-
gled.

There was no sign of their ba-
by, Holly Marie.

Thisweek that changed.Holly
Marie is alive and well in Okla-
homa, where she lived after be-
ing adopted by a family there.

Investigators from the Texas
Attorney General’s Office

walked into Holly’s workplace
onTuesday and toldherwho she
was.

Hours later, Holly and her
grandmother and aunts and un-
cles met in a raucous Zoom call.

It was Tuesday, the day that
her father would have turned 63.

“Finding Holly is a birthday
present from heaven since we
found her on Junior’s birthday,”

Couple’s child found after 40years
Relatives of pair discovered slain nearHouston in1981 finally learn fate of long-lost girl

By St. John Barned-Smith
STAFF WRITER

Texas Attorney General’s Office Cold Case Unit via FHDForensics

Holly Marie Clouse holds a picture of herself as a baby with her parents, Tina Gail Linn and
Harold Dean Clouse, whose bodies were found in 1981 but not identified until 40 years later.Baby continues on A9
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Hundreds of Texans
will gather in Houston on
Saturday to rally in favor
of new gun safety mea-
sures, just 2½weeks after
a gunman killed 21people
at a Uvalde elementary
school.

Hundreds more will
protest in San Antonio.
And Austin. And Dallas.
And Wichita Falls. And
Pharr. And Frisco. And
Longview. And Rock-

wall.
Young activists affiliat-

ed with March for Our
Lives have organized
more than 300 local ral-
lies across the nation, in-
cluding at least13 inTexas
— a coordinated series of
protests by an organiza-
tion launched after the
2018 shooting at Stone-
man Douglas High
School in Parkland, Fla.

They’ve been pulling
the events together since
two days after the Uvalde
shooting, making calls

and counting heads for
the group’s first major
march in four years.

“We have grown up
with school shooter
drills,” said George Tata-
ris, the 18-year-old execu-
tive director of the
group’s Houston chapter.
“You keep imagining:
What if this is not just a
drill?What if this is reali-
ty?And it is the reality for
so many of us. And we
truly believe that our gen-
eration is pivotal in
changing this.”

They’ve heard the sto-
ries and the death tolls all
their lives, too—13 people
at Columbine High
School in1999; 27 at Sandy
Hook Elementary School
in 2012; 17 at Stoneman
Douglas, 10 at Santa Fe
High School in 2018, two
months after the first
march.

And now, 19 children
and two teachers at Robb
Elementary School in
Uvalde on May 24, 2022.

“These kids are like us
— they’re waiting for

summer break, they’re
worried about their test
next period, and they’re
worried about graduat-
ing,” said 18-year-old
James Thompson, a
movement organizer
based inMcKinney. “That
was one thing that hit me
hard about the Uvalde
shooting — that I was
graduating that same
week, and these kids will
never be able to graduate
and will never be able to
celebrate that accom-

Teenswork ‘to end a crisis …we didn’t start’
By Cayla Harris
AUSTIN BUREAU

Rallies continues on A9

WASHINGTON — The
chairman of the House
committee investigating
the Jan. 6 Capitol insurrec-
tion and Donald Trump’s
effort to overturn the 2020
electiondeclared atThurs-
day’s prime-time hearing
that the attack was an “at-
tempted coup” that put
“two and half centuries of
constitutional democracy
at risk.”

Rep. Bennie Thompson,
D-Miss., said “the world is
watching” the U.S. re-
sponse to the panel’s year-
long investigation into the
Capitol riot and the defeat-
ed president’s extraordi-
nary effort to stop Con-
gress from certifying Joe
Biden’s election victory.
He called it a “brazen at-
tempt” to overturn the
election.

“Democracy remains in
danger,” Thompson said.
“We must confront the
truth with candor, resolve
and determination.”

The committee present-
ed never-before-seen 12
minutes of video of the
deadly violence that day
and also of Trump admin-
istration officials in the
chilling backstory as the
defeatedpresident, tried to
overturn Biden’s election

Panel
blames
riot on
Trump
By Lisa Mascaro,
Mary Clare Jalonick
and Farnoush Amiri
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Hearing continues on A6

NASA is taking UFOs
— now called UAPs for
unidentified aerial phe-
nomena — seriously.

The agency is com-
missioning an indepen-
dent study it hopes will
transform this largely
classified area of re-
search into a public data-
base ripe for discovery.

Learning about obser-
vations that cannot be
identified as aircraft or
known natural phenom-
ena could have implica-
tions for national securi-
ty, air safety and overall
science.

“Don’t ever underesti-
mate what nature can
do,” Thomas Zurbu-
chen, NASA’s associate
administrator for sci-
ence, said during a news
conference. “Sometimes

we have this assertion
that we understand the
natural world, and ev-
erything that’s not ex-
plained with the laws of
nature thatwe have right
now is somehownot nat-
ural. I just really believe
that there’s a lot to learn
still.”

Thursday’s an-
nouncement is the latest
in a string of government
initiatives focused on
unidentified aerial phe-
nomena.

And while there is
currently no evidence
that UAPs are extrater-
restrial (aka aliens), Zur-
buchen didn’t shy away
from discussing NASA’s
congressional directive
to look for life on other
planets, whether it be ti-
ny extinct lifeforms that
once lived on the surface
of Mars or current intel-

NASA joining push
to research UFOs
By Andrea Leinfelder
STAFF WRITER

NASA continues on A6

Two sheriff’s deputies
from Zavala and Uvalde
counties helped Border
Patrol officers end the
May 24 mass shooting at
Robb Elementary School,
the SanAntonioExpress-
News has confirmed.

Zavala County Sheriff
Eusevio Salinas Jr. said
Thursday he learned that
one of his deputies, Jose
LuisVasquez,was among
the “stack” of officers
who went into two class-
rooms at the end of the
massacre and fired at the
gunman, Salvador Ra-
mos.

Salinas, who also went

to the scene and helped
evacuate students from
classrooms in other
buildings, has not spoken
to his deputy about the
incident, but was told by
state police investigators

that they took Vasquez’s
M4 military-grade ser-
vice rifle to examine it as
part of the investigation.

“I know he went in,”
Salinas said. “I know be-
cause they recovered his
weapon. He fired some
rounds at him and that’s
why they took his weap-
on.”

It had been widely re-
ported that a Border Pa-
trol tactical team ob-

Deputies
helped
kill mass
shooter

Pete Luna/Uvalde Leader-News file

Two teachers and 19 students were killed onMay 24
in the mass shooting at Robb Elementary in Uvalde.

By Guillermo
Contreras
STAFF WRITER

Uvalde continues on A7
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House passes “red flag”
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Out-of-town officers find
tensions running high. A6
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Casasanta said in a statement re-
leasedbya familyspokeswoman.
“I prayed for more than 40 years
for answers and the Lord has re-
vealed some of it.”

On Thursday, First Assistant
Attorney General BrentWebster
announced the information at a
news conference in Austin.

Dean Clouse grew up in New
Smyrna, a beach town in central
Florida. Casasanta remembered
himas agood student andawan-
derer. Dean — that’s what most
people called him, except for his
mom,who called him “Junior”—
had a thick mop of brown hair
and an easy smile.

He was a searcher, a rascal, a
bit of a vagabond. In the
mid-1970s,he’drunoffand joined
a cult.

Hewasworkingasa carpenter
for a construction company,
when he met Tina Gail Linn.
Soon, the two were in love and
married in a surprise courthouse
wedding.

They had Holly soon after.
Clouse told his mom he want-

ed to move to Texas. His bosses
promised better pay, money he
could use to support Tina and
Holly.

He borrowed Casasanta’s se-
dan, and in1980, the familyhead-
ed west.

She heard from them for a
time— letters arriving from their
home in Lewisville, a Dallas sub-
urb. The last letter came in Octo-
ber of that year. Then, silence.

She wondered what had hap-
pened, why the letters had
stopped.

The only clue she had was a
call, a fewmonthsafterhisdisap-
pearance, someone who said he
was in California and had her
car.Thecallerasked formoney to
bring the car back to Florida; Ca-
sasanta agreed.

Three women dressed in
whiterobesdrove itbacktoFlori-
da. They met at the Daytona
Speedtrack late at night. The
leader of the trio, “Sister Susan,”
told Casasanta that Dean had
joined a cult, renounced his
worldlypossessions, andwanted
nothing to do with his family or
his past.

“The police reportedly took
the women into custody,” Web-
ster said at the news conference,

“but there’s no record of a police
report on file.”

That’s not uncommon given
the age of the case, he said. Inves-
tigators are still “on the hunt” for
that report, he said.

And he said the car that the
cult members returned was in-
deed Casasanta’s 1978 two-door
Red Burgundy AMC Concord.

Casasanta said the encounter
frightened the family, “and we
started searching and search-
ing.”

Worry turned to panic, then
that faded to grief. The questions
never ceased, however.

A terrible discovery
Just a couple of months after

the last letter from Tina and
Dean, aGermanshepherd in east
Harris County trotted back to its
owner’s house, a decomposed
humanarmin its jaws. ItwasJan.
6, 1981.

Police began searching the
area, bringing prison inmates to
help sweep the quiet patch of
land about 11 miles east of down-
town Houston.

A week later, investigators
found the bodies of a youngman,
beaten to death, and a woman,
who’d been strangled. The re-
mains suggested the two people
had been dead for some time.
They found a pair of green gym
shorts and a bloody towel dis-
carded near their bodies.

In themonths after the discov-
ery,medical investigators hired a
pastel artist to create sketches
based on photos of the corpses.

The move was “probably our
last shot,” the now-deceased
medical investigator, Cecil Win-
go, said.

In Florida, Casasanta and the
couple’s other relatives inquired
with the Social Security Admin-
istrationand theSalvationArmy.
Theyregistered thenamesonan-
nual missing persons lists.

They hoped for the best, in
spite of the long silence.

“Weprettymuch thought they
had joined this religious group
and didn’t want to have contact
with us,” said Les Linn, Tina’s
brother.

Forty-two years after Dean
and Tina went missing Casasan-
ta got a call from her daughter,
Debbie Brooks. A pair of geneal-
ogists had news — they’d finally
found Dean.

Identifinders International, a
California-based organization
that performs genetic genealogy
for law enforcement, had asked
officials at the Harris County In-
stitute of Forensic Sciences for
permission to test remains of the
John and Jane Doe discovered
nearWallisville Road.

They uploaded the genetic in-
formation into Gedmatch.com, a
genealogy site that allows users
to share their data with law en-
forcement agencies across the
country in the hopes it might
help solve such crimes. (Other
sites, such as 23andme or
ancestry.com, do not share their
information with police.)

They quicklywere able to con-
nect Clouse’s DNA to relatives in

Kentucky — who ultimately
helped point them toCasasanta’s
daughter, Debbie Brooks.

It had taken them 10 days to
track down the identity of a man
who’d beennameless for four de-
cades.

In Florida, Casasanta and her
children absorbed the newswith
shock. The woman found with
Dean was likely Tina, they told
the genetic investigators, an as-
sumption that was soon con-
firmed.

“I totally lost it,” Casasanta
said, in January after the news
became public. “I kept praying
for God to show me what hap-
pened and where he died, but I
don’t know why anyone would
want to hurt my son and (his)
wife.”

The news brought a certain
kind of closure— but also raised
a whole new reservoir of ques-
tions: While police had found
Dean and Tina’s corpses amid
the palmettos and live oaks in
that isolated spot out by Wallis-
ville Road, they’d never found
any of Holly Marie’s remains.

What had happened to her?
Had scavengers carried the
young girl’s body off?Had some-
one murdered the couple in or-
der to abduct the toddler?

InMarch,Donna andher chil-
dren, Tess, Cheryl and Debbie,
and her son, Chris — now them-
selves middle-aged — as well as
LesLinn,Tina’s brother, traveled
to Houston.

They went first to the site
where police had found the bod-
ies, then to the paupers cemetery
where the couple were buried.

Itwashard standingout there,
grieving again the fact they’d
never gotten to say goodbye.

Investigation restarts
With the new information, of-

ficials in theTexasAttorneyGen-
eral’s Office took over the case.

They set about trying to find
out what they could learn about
Holly Marie.

Casasanta wondered if she
would be able to findHolly— as-
suming her granddaughter was
still alive — before old age took
her.

And then it happened. Investi-
gators found Holly. She was liv-
ingOklahoma,withherhusband
of more than 20 years. She has
five children and two infant
grandchildren.

Holly was left at a church in

Arizona by two women who
were barefoot andwearingwhite
robes, Webster said Thursday.
He did not disclose at which
church they left Holly.

“The beliefs of their religion
included the separation of male
and female members, practicing
vegetarian habits and not using
or wearing leather goods,” Web-
ster said. The women also said
they’d“givenupababybeforeata
laundromat.”

Investigatorsbelieve thegroup
the women belonged to traveled
around the southwestern United
States, including Arizona, Cali-
fornia and possibly Texas, and
had been spotted around Yuma,
Ariz., in the early 1980s asking
townspeople for food.

Webster said the family who
raisedHollywere not suspects in
the case.

Relativesdescribed finally see-
ingHolly on theZoomcall earlier
this week.

“After finally being able to re-
unite with Holly, I dreamed
about her and my sister, Tina,
lastnight. Inmydream,Tinawas
layingon the floor rolling around
and laughing and playing with
Holly like I saw them do many
times before when they lived
with me prior to moving to Tex-
as. I believe Tina’s finally resting
inpeaceknowingHolly is reunit-
ing with her family.

“I personally am so relieved to
knowHolly is alive and well and
was well cared for, but also torn
up by it all. That baby was her
life,” said Sherry Linn Green,
Holly’s aunt.

Unanswered questions
Two puzzles in this grand jig-

sawarenowsolved.But the reve-
lation has only raised new ques-
tions. Who were the people who
took Holly to Arizona?

Did Dean and Tina actually
joina cult?Whowere thewomen
who had Casasanta’s car? Did
they know anything about Tina
and Dean’s murders?

Who killed the pair? How did
a couple living near Dallas end
up in the woods near Houston?

But Casasanta has kept her
pledge to find her granddaugh-
ter.

And Holly Marie Clouse has
foundhergrandmother,her fam-
ily and her past.

st.john.smith@houstonchron-
icle.com
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Donna Casasanta and daughter Debbie Brooks stand in front of a
painting of Harold Dean Clouse, Tina Gail Linn andHollyMarie.

plishment.”
“I think it’s being able

to relate to the stories —
that these youth are being
killed, and we are youth.
And I think that’s what
motivates a lot of our
work.”

The Uvalde massacre
renewednationwidepleas
for gun regulations, and
young advocates have
been leading the grass-
roots work to inspire
change.

They’re asking for a
host of reforms — ban-
ning assault-style weap-
ons or raising the age to
purchase one from18 to 21;
outlawing high-capacity
magazines that can hold
many rounds of ammuni-
tion; implementing “red
flag” laws to temporarily
remove firearms from in-
dividuals deemed a dan-
ger to themselves or oth-
ers; expanding back-
ground checks to include
all gun sales; and estab-
lishing a “cool-off” period
for someone seeking a
firearm.

In the two weeks since
the attack on Robb Ele-
mentary School, located
85mileswest of SanAnto-
nio, Texas’ top GOP law-
makers have shut down
those proposals, instead
focusing onmental health
resources and school se-
curity. They say they don’t
want to restrict law-abid-
ing gun owners, and that
those intent on such vio-
lence will get guns no
matter what.

But Thompson feels
this time is different. The
nation is reeling from a
string of mass shootings
in Buffalo, N.Y., and Tul-
sa, Okla., and “people are
realizing that enough is
enough,” he said. “I think
they’re acknowledging
thatmaybe something can
be done.”

It’smostly teenagers or-
ganizing the local rallies,

assuming jobs that could
be considered full-time
advocacy work if they
were out of school.

Levi Langley, a 16-year-
old high school student, is
organizing the Austin
march at the Texas Capi-
tol, where she’s expecting
more than 2,000 people.

She’s interested in the
big changes but also the
small ones, too. Persuad-
ing Gov. Greg Abbott to
form a committee on gun
violence prevention
would be a victory, she
said.

“We are the next gener-
ation of voters, andpeople
who are supposed to be in
charge … aren’t really do-
ing their jobs,” she said.
“Young people have to
grow up fast and demand
action ourselves because
we’re in these schools
where the shootings are
happening.”

She’s made a number of
executive decisions over
the past few days, includ-
ing applying for permits,
working with the League
ofWomen Voters to regis-
ter people to vote at the
rally, and finding commu-
nity leaders who can
speak to the crowd. It’s a
similar story elsewhere
across the state as orga-
nizers rally people to
come out in 100-plus de-
gree heat.

“This was a really short
time frame that we were
given,” Tataris said.
“We’ve beenworking long
hours, we have late-night
calls, we have to keep dai-
ly communication with
everyone on our team.
We’re high school stu-
dents. Some of my col-
leagues are still in school;
they haven’t finished their
spring semester. It’s
working to balance that
and hopefully putting up
a successfulmarchonSat-
urday.”

But the real challenge
will emergewhen the peo-
ple clear the streets and
take their signs home, as
activists hope to keep
pressure on lawmakers
after the news cycle fades.

“Young people are ex-
hausted,” said 20-year-
old Luis Hernandez, the
co-founder of the New
York-based advocacy
group Youth Over Guns,
which focuses on margin-
alized communities. “We
don’t want to spend our
Saturdays and our after-
school hours working to
end a crisis that we didn’t
start.”

Hernandez added that
his organization and oth-
ers “do thisworkwhen it’s
not popular” — and, most
of the time, young Black
and Brown people have
been leading the charge.

“Marches like this are
definitely important for
bringing awareness and
attention to this issue, but
this work continues even
after attention dies
down,” said Mariana Me-
za, a 19-year-old activist
fromEl Paso. “Iwould say
it’s more important to
bring attention to the
smaller community vio-
lence intervention organi-
zations in the underrepre-
sented areas that are be-
ing affected. … This vio-
lence continues even after
you stop hearing about
mass shootings.”

cayla.harris@express-
news.net

RALLIES
From page A1
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George Tataris, 18, is
executive director of the
Houston chapter of
March for Our Lives.



The last time anyone
saw Patricia Elaine Thom-
as-Wardell was back in the
summer of 1970. The 18-
year-old new mother had
hopped on a bus headed to
downtown Houston,

where she was studying to
become a court reporter.

Patty didn’t come home
that night of July 17.

Her family walked their
northeast Houston neigh-
borhood. Her mother filed
a police report. She called
the FBI. The family con-
tacted reporters, spoke to
radio stations, hired a pri-
vate investigator, even con-
tacted true-crime TV
shows, urging them to in-

vestigate the case. Patty’s
sister, Maxine Hines
McNeely, went to the local
office of the Social Security
Administration, asking to
see if anyone was using
Patty’s Social Security
number.

No tips or leads panned
out. The family didn’t

know it then, but Harris
County deputies recovered
skeletal remainsof a young
woman six months later,
just a few miles from
where Patty lived. They
weren’t able to identify the
corpse, however, and the
remains went unnamed,
listed as “ML71-0299.”

The corpse sat in the
morgue for five years be-
fore it was buried in a pau-
per’s grave.

Tens of thousands of
families across America
suffer similar anguish,
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No resting in peace

By St. John
Barned-Smith

and Alexandra Kanik
STAFF WRITERS

and Cecilia Garzella
CORRESPONDENT

Hundreds of Texas bodies remain
unidentified despite new technology

Block walking in Houston
led to a Texas law helping
to ID remains. A31

Key to a Fort Bend cold
case was hiding in plain
sight for decades. A32

Unidentified continues onA30

Marie D. De Jesús/Staff photographer

The remains of Cynthia Wardell’s mother, Patricia
Thomas-Wardell, weren’t identified for decades.
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GregAbbott is seeking a
record-tying third term as
governor amid a rightward
shift in Republican politics
that had him overseeing
one of the most conserva-
tive stretches in Texas po-
litical history.

While always a conser-
vative’s conservative
through three decades in
Lone Star State politics,

not even his past cam-
paigns could foretell how
he would transition from
solid Republican to con-
servative culture warrior.

“I’m governing from my
principles,” Abbott said
during a debate in Edin-
burg last month when
asked about his shift to the
right.

In the last year, he’s
signed a complete ban on
abortions in Texas, even in
cases of rape and incest.

He’s ordered Child Protec-
tive Services to investigate
parents of transgender
children for possible child
abuse. And he twice called
special sessions to man-
date how teachers in Texas
can talk about racism and
slavery in the classroom.

It’s a far cry from his
first run for governor in
2014 when he promised to
free teachers from Austin
mandates, talked about
women having months to
make a decision about
abortion before the state
would get involved, and
touted his successes on bi-

partisan issues.
Abbott says he’s not the

one who has changed, it’s
the left: Liberals have in-
truded into all kinds of
areas of public life, he says,
forcing Republicans to re-
spond. Nowhere is that
more apparent than in
public schools, he said.

“It’s completely differ-
ent now,” he said. “It’s like
everything has completely
changed. There was no
teaching or attempt to
teach anything like critical
race theory or some of
these provocative progres-

ELECTION 2022

Abbott’s turn further right tightens race for 3rd term

Jon Shapley/Staff photographer

Gov. Greg Abbott has signed a total ban on abortions
and restrictions on what is taught in public school.

Decades-long broad appeal fades as
he shores up conservative support

By Jeremy Wallace
AUSTIN BUREAU

Abbott continues on A14
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Shortstop Jeremy Peña celebrates with Jose Altuve after Peña’s solo home run in the top of the 18th inning lifted
the Astros past the Mariners 1-0 in a marathon Game 3 of the American League Division Series on Saturday in
Seattle. The win gave the Astros a sweep of the the Mariners and put them back into the American League

Championship Series for the sixth straight year. For full game coverage, go to houstonchronicle.com/sports

EXTRA-ORDINARY!
Inearly 2019, as theDefenseDe-

partment’sbureaucracyseemedto
be slow-walking then-President
Donald Trump’s order to with-
drawallU.S. forces fromSyria, Joe
Kent, a CIA paramilitary officer,
called his wife, Shannon, a Navy
cryptologic technician who was
still in Syria working against the
Islamic State group.

“ ‘Make sure you’re not the last
person to die in a war that every-
one’s already forgotten about,’ ”
Kent said he told his wife. “And
that’s exactly what happened,” he
added bitterly.

The suicidebombing that killed
Kentandthreeotherservicemem-
bers days later set off a chain of
events — including a somber en-
counter with Trump — that has
propelled Kent from a storied
combat career to single parent-
hood, from comparing notes with
other antiwar veterans of Iraq and
Afghanistan to making increas-
ingly loud pronouncements that
the 2020 presidential election was
stolen and that the Jan. 6, 2021, ri-
oters are political prisoners.

In fiveweeks, Kent, 42, a candi-
date for a House seat inWashing-
ton state that was long represent-
ed by a soft-spoken moderate Re-
publican, may well be elected to

Trumpian
veterans
set sights
onHouse
By JonathanWeisman
NEW YORK TIMES

Veterans continues on A25
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part of a silent mass disaster.
Some 600,000 people go miss-
ing every year, authorities esti-
mate. At least 1,800 unidenti-
fied bodies lie in morgues and
pauper’s graves across Texas,
according to theNationalMiss-
ing and Unidentified Persons
System (NamUs), a voluntary
federal database created to
trackmissing persons, uniden-
tified remains and unclaimed
bodies.

In recent years, genetic test-
ing and other investigative re-
sources have brought light to
cases that had gone unsolved
for decades: Dean and Tina
Clouse, a young couple from
Florida, whose corpses were
discovered east of Houston;
John Almendarez, a beloved
Houston father who disap-
peared in 2002 butwasn’t iden-
tified until 2014; and Peggy
Anne Dodd, a Fort Bend wom-
anwhodisappeared in late1984
but wasn’t identified until ear-
lier this year.

A Houston Chronicle inves-
tigation found that while ad-
vances in forensic science now
offer hope for answers in once
unsolvable cases like these, a
host of obstacles leaves families
across Texas and elsewhere in
the U.S. suffering, while the
dead are laid to rest nameless.

• Texas (government) fo-
rensic labs aren’t equipped to
perform more advanced tests
necessary to conduct genetic
genealogy.

• Police departments focus
on fresher cases, meaning old
cases often languish.

• While experts estimate
Texas has at least 20,000 un-
solved homicides, most of the
state’s policedepartmentsdon’t
have cold case units or detec-
tives.

• The state’s largest depart-
ments have backlogs of 500 to
1,000 cases — but only one or
two detectives tasked with in-
vestigating them.

• Relatives of missing per-
sons report not being taken se-
riously or being told that “it’s
not illegal” to leave one’s situa-
tion, family or community.

• Record-keeping is often
incomplete or outdated.

• Lack of communication
between departments hampers
investigations, leading to cases
where remains of missing per-
sons are discovered just miles
from where they disappeared.

• Texas’ fragmented death
reporting system (with hun-
dreds of elected justices of the
peace) leads to further commu-
nication breakdowns.

• While government offi-
cials have passed laws to ad-
dress the problem by entering
missing persons cases or un-
identified remains into Na-
mUs, the Chronicle found a
number of instances of cases
where counties apparently are
not following those laws.

• NamUs is notwell known,
even among law enforcement.

• Many departments have

yet to establish policies or
funding to embrace new foren-
sic testing techniques, leaving
individual detectives to search
for grants or other resources to
solve old cases.

• The federal government
has spent hundreds of millions
clearing out untested sex-as-
sault kits — but allocated only
$4 million for genetic genealo-
gy to dig into nameless dead
cases.

The result: Cases go un-
solved unless civilian investi-
gators pick up the slack, identi-
fying possible matches and
teaming up with true crime
podcasts or other commercial
entities to reopen old cases or
performDNA testing and anal-
ysis on remains that have lan-
guished for decades.

The Houston Chronicle re-
quested information on un-
identified remains from the
state’s 800 justices of the peace
and medical examiner’s offices
from more than a dozen of the
largest counties in Texas. Re-
porters interviewed families of
missing persons, investigators,
forensic anthropologists, law-
makers andmedical examiners
and reviewed hundreds of pag-
es of related documents. The
families’ stories made clear the
scope and cost of the failures in
the system.

Many, many walks
The youngest of 10 siblings,

Thomas-Wardell had married
just a year before and was rais-
ing her infant daughter, Cyn-
thia Denise. Her father worked
as a barber, grocer and land-
scaper. A small army, the kids
came with him to work, bag-
ging groceries at his store, or
raking leaves and pushing
lawnmowers.

They weren’t rich, but most
ofThomas’ childrenmade their
ways into middle-class careers
at local chemical companies or
in public service jobs, as educa-
tors and firefighters.

Thomas-Wardell was deter-
mined to improve herself,

HinesMcNeely said. Everyday,
she’d head to Durham’s Busi-
ness College for her stenogra-
phyclass, returninghours later
to her daughter.

But not that day.
Her brother, Leroy Thomas,

heard the news when he
stopped at his mother’s house
after his shift at Houston Fire
Station 42 for a morning cup of
coffee.

“How can she be missing,”
he recalled thinking, “It con-
fused me.”

Over the years, Thomas
walked theTexasKilling Fields
inLeagueCity,wondering if his
sister’s bodywas among the re-
mains that had been found
there over the years.

“I went on many, many
walks,” he said. “Iwalked them
Killing Fields until my feet
were sore.”

When they went to the po-
lice, theyweremet with skepti-
cism, he said. She’d probably
run away, they told him. She
could be “doing anything and
everything,” he said. She was
probably on drugs.

“It really made me mad,” he
recalled. “This is my sister —
they didn’t want to do any-
thing.”

Patty’s parents adopted and
raised her baby daughter, Cyn-
thia Denise Wardell.

She didn’t learn about her
mother’s disappearance until
she was 7, when her grandpar-
ents sat her down and told her
that her absent father wanted
to visit her.

“It bothered me all my life,”
she said. She looked through
newspapers, wrote letters to
God, prayed, always wonder-
ing what happened to her
mother.

Creating NamUs
In 2007, decades after ML71-

0299’s body had been buried in
a pauper’s grave, the Depart-
ment of Justice created NamUs
— housing it at the University
of North Texas in 2011 — to
track missing persons, name-

less dead and unclaimed bod-
ies. The voluntary database al-
lows law enforcement, medical
examiners and the public to en-
ter details about missing per-
sons and unidentified bodies
and cross-reference them to try
to match the puzzle pieces to-
gether. Law enforcement and
others credit the database with
helping resolve thousands of
cases across the U.S..

But many law enforcement
agencies don’t make use of Na-
mUs, andother issues continue
to make identifying Jane and
John Does difficult, including
lack of communication among
agencies. A 2015 investigation
from thepublic radio investiga-
tive program and podcast “Re-
veal” found a host of problems
hinders the identification of
Jane and John Does.

“We just don’t communicate
well,” Rodriguez acknowl-
edged.

Until 2021, just 12 states re-
quired law enforcement and
medical examiners to enter
their nameless dead into Na-
mUs. Texas passed a law last
year, but its legislation did not
require departments to add old
cases, meaning that if someone
died and was unidentified in
Texas before the John Doe law
went into effect, they don’t
need to be retroactively added
to the NamUs system. Further,
lawmakers didn’t create any
accountability mechanisms to
ensure that departments com-
ply.

While Congress recently
passed The Missing Persons
and Unidentified Remains Act,
lawmakers didn’t actually set
aside any money for that task
or require the sharing of infor-
mation among federal data-
bases.

One more try
In 2016, Hines McNeely de-

cided to call theHoustonPolice
Department again.

“I never got any peace,”
Hines McNeely recalled. “I
wanted to find out what hap-

pened to my sister.”
Twopatrol officers arrivedat

her home on Seeker Street and
took a report. They couldn’t
find any past records on War-
dell-Thomas.

Hines McNeely kept calling.
Eventually, she and her family
met with HPD Missing Per-
sons Detective Darrin Buse,
who took over the case on Oct.
16, 2016.

He met with the family and
took DNA from Hines McNee-
ly, one of Thomas-Wardell’s
brothers, andher daughter.Af-
ter he left that meeting, he
logged on to NamUs and found
two cases that looked promis-
ing.

He sent the family DNA
samples to the University of
North Texas, which, at the
time, housedNamUs. InMarch
2017, he learned that the first
lead had not panned out. He
waited for the lab results on the
other set of remains: a body
found in January 1971 in a va-
cant lot in northeast Harris
County.

There hadn’t been much
there: a decayed purse, some
sandalswith chunkyheels, and
the skeletal remains of a young
woman. The skull had a miss-
ing tooth and was damaged,
perhaps by a blow to the head.

Years went by with no up-
date. Every February, he filed a
report noting that he was still
assigned to the case. Then, ear-
ly thisApril, he received anoth-
er email froma forensic analyst
at the North Texas lab.

“A Missing Persons DNA
Associationhasbeen issued for
this Missing Person case,” he
wrote in a report detailing the
developments.

He was finally able to speak
withHinesMcNeely onApril 15
— it was Good Friday — and
gave her the news: They’d
found her.

“It spanned six years, wait-
ing on DNA,” he said. “I really
don’t know why it took so long
to get a hit on it.”

Chronicle findings
Several factors lead to such

delays in identification, the
Chronicle found, among them
lack of funding, lack of urgency
in investigating such cases,
lack of knowledge about re-
sources available, lack of inves-
tigative expertise.

But a year after Texas re-
quired counties to enter infor-
mation about unidentified per-
sons intoNamUs,many are not
complying.

In response to its requests,
the Chronicle received 274 re-
cords from justices of the
peace, medical examiners and
district attorneys’ offices
across the state. At least 13 un-
identified bodies found after
John and Joseph’s Law took ef-
fect still were not entered into
NamUs.

For example, Maverick
County’s Precinct 3 Place 1 jus-
tice of the peace sent records of
seven nameless dead found af-
ter September 2021. Yet the
county’smost recent case regis-

Marie D. De Jesús/Staff photographer

Cynthia Wardell gets emotional as she talks about her mother, Patricia Thomas-Wardell, who disappeared in 1971 when she was an 18-year-old new mother.

Marie D. De Jesús/Staff photographer

Patricia Thomas-Wardell’s brother, Raymond Thomas, wears a T-shirt with a photo of his sister.
The youngest of 10 siblings, Patricia had married the year before she disappeared.

Unidentified continues on A31
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McNeely and her siblings in
limbo for more than half a cen-
tury.

Houston Police Homicide
Sgt. Richard Rodriguez said he
couldn’t speak to how the case
was handled when Thomas-
Wardell first went missing, but
“looking back on these old re-
ports, and these old cases, it
was a lot different than what it
is now.”

“We’re required to get a lot
more data now,” he said.

Harris County Sheriff ’s Ho-
micide Lt. Robert Minchew
said the outcome — at the time
— reflected the reality of trying
to investigate those cases in an
age when technology was
much more limited.

“This was pre-internet, pre-
computer, pre-fax machine,
missing persons posters were
put up at police stations and on
telephone poles in neighbor-
hoods. The sheriff ’s office had
very little chance of knowing
about this with the limited in-
formation they had,” he said.

To make matters worse, the
sheriff ’s officehadonly skeletal
remains—which amedical ex-

aminer had said, back then, be-
longed to a white female.

The lack of reliable, accessi-
ble records is widespread.
When the Chronicle requested
information from the Galves-
ton County Medical Examin-
ers’ Office, officials said their
records from 1993 to 2010 were
available only in old handwrit-
ten journals/log books that are
searchable only by flipping
pagebypage, lineby line to find
unidentified cases.

In several of the cases the
Chronicle reviewed, investiga-
tors weren’t able to find initial
missing persons reports.

At the Houston Police De-
partment, the state’s largest
municipal police department,
homicide detectives have only
just started seeking forensic
genetic genealogy testing in
some of its Doe cases, said Ro-
driguez, the cold case sergeant.
The department does not have
any dedicated funding for such
testing — leading him and his
peers to seek outside grants
from nonprofits, the Depart-
ment of Public Safety or else-
where.

tered in NamUs is from 2017.
Lubbock CountyDistrict At-

torney’s Office sent the Chron-
icle 25 unidentified cases, but
two-thirds did not reference
the date the body had been
found, making it impossible to
tell whether the county is in
compliance with the new law.
Only two cases for the entire
county are listed in NamUs.

Many of the 800 justices of
the peace contacted by the
Chronicle either did not re-
spond to the Chronicle’s re-
quests or noted that they did
not have to comply with them
because the judiciary is not
subject to the Texas Public In-
formation Act. (Medical exam-
iners, on the other hand, are re-
quired to make such informa-
tion public).

In other cases, many JPs in
smaller counties said they did
not know of any cases, even
though they’d been listed in
NamUs.

In Austin County, for exam-
ple, Precinct 4 Place 1 Justice of
the Peace Bernice Burger said
she hadnot handled any name-
less dead case in her precinct.
But her records are not com-
puterized, she said. The docu-
ments aren’t even in her office.

“If youwant something from
before 2015, it will take quite
some time and research, which
will incur a $25 fee,” she wrote
in response to the Chronicle’s
questions. “Let me know if you
wish to proceed.”

NamUs shows two active
cases listed in Bee County, but
officials in July told the Chron-
icle there were none there.

The lack of communication
between jurisdictions is a com-
mon problem.

The discovery in 1971of Patty
Thomas-Wardell’s body was
handled by the Harris County
Sheriff ’s Office, but her family
had reported her disappear-
ance to the Houston Police De-
partment. The agencies either
hadn’t communicated orhadn’t
taken the missing persons re-
ports seriously, leaving Hines

“Before I got here, it was not
discussed,” he said. “It wasn’t
being used here.”

The toll
For relatives of themissing, a

suddendisappearance can lead
to unending agony, a trauma
that freezes them in time, said
Vaile Wright of the American
Psychological Association.

“In these kinds of experienc-
es, what you end up sometimes
having happen is this sense of
not being able to really live
one’s life,” she said. “There’s
this constant sense of, ‘what
else is bad is going to hap-
pen?’ ”

That’s a feeling thatAliceAl-
mendarez remembers all too
well.

She last saw her father, John
Almendarez, in June 2002,
when she was 16. After he dis-
appeared, her family filed a
missing persons report. Like
Thomas-Wardell’s family, they
spent days scouring their
neighborhood, talking to any-
one who would listen.

At the Houston Police De-
partment, investigators told

her they couldn’t do anything.
“They told me that maybe

my father didn’t want to be
found or that maybe he turned
away from the life he had been
living,” she told the podcast
documentary series “Reveal” in
2015.

Almendarez never stopped
searching.

“There’s no normal day for
you,” she recalled recently. “Ev-
eryone else keeps living. I felt
stuck at 16.”

In 2014, she learned about
NamUs, pored through its re-
cords, and found the remains
of someone who she thought
might be her father. She donat-
ed a sample of herDNAtoUNT
for entry into CODIS (Com-
bined DNA Index System, a
program that operates local,
state and national databases of
DNA profiles from convicted
offenders, unsolved crime
scene evidence, and missing
persons), facilitatedbyNamUs,
hoping theycould compare it to
the remains.

More than a decade after her
search began, she got an an-
swer: the John Doe was her fa-
ther.

First responders had pulled
John Almendarez’s corpse
from Buffalo Bayou just a few
weeks after his disappearance.
His remains had decomposed,
leaving him unrecognizable,
and he’d been listed as a John
Doe.

ForHinesMcNeely, the relief
at finally getting an answerwas
tempered by other feelings:
frustration, rage.

Her sister’s body had been
discovered just a year after she
went missing. It had sat in cold
storage for five years, thenbeen
buried in apauper’s grave a few
years later. It had been right
there, waiting to be identified.

She thought of her mother,
who had wondered about her
youngest daughter’s fate until
she died in 1984.

Not knowing “was really
hard on her,” she said. “She
would have had some peace.”

st.john.smith@houstonchron-
icle.com
alexandra.kanik@chron.com
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Patricia Thomas-Wardell’s siblings, from left, Raymond Thomas and Maxime McNeely, and her
daughter, Cynthia Wardell, talk about Patricia’s disappearance.

State Rep. Lacey Hull ini-
tially became aware of the
thousands of unidentified
bodies in Texas while block-
walking on her first political
campaign.

The Houston Republican
knocked on the door of David
Fritts and learned he is the fa-
ther of a Joseph Fritts, a young
Houstonian whose remains
were discovered in 2017 two
days after he disappeared but
weren’t identified until close to
two years later.

Fritts told Hull about Na-
mUs, a national database of
unidentified bodies that can
help police and families search
for missing persons — and
how law enforcement agencies
weren’t required to use it.

“I was shocked,” she re-
called. “Because there’s no re-
quirement to use it … and peo-
ple assume it’s something
that’s already happening.”

After Hull’s election, she
called Fritts back and ulti-
mately sponsored HB1419,
known as “John and Joseph’s
Law,” named for John Almen-
darez and Joseph Fritts.

The law requires police to
enter missing persons reports
into NamUs within 30 days
and for justices of the peace
and medical examiners to en-
ter nameless dead caseswithin
60 days of the death being re-
ported.

But the bill requires entry of
cases only after it took effect in
September 2021. Advocates for
the nameless dead say that
could leave relatives of uniden-
tified older Jane and JohnDoes
in the lurch, their cases unex-
amined. And they noted that
the bill doesn’t have any ac-
countability metric to ensure
police or medical examiners
do as required. But one analy-
sis of the law found that the
number of missing persons
cases doubled after it went into
effect.

“The hope was that they
would do the right thing,” Hull
said. “Andwhat we’ve seen is a

huge uptick in the reporting.”
Nevertheless, the Chroni-

cle’s analysis showed that
some counties are not entering
information about unidenti-
fied or missing persons into
NamUs.

Federal legislation
Still, Texas has done more

than the federal government,
where lawmakers have failed
to pass legislation that would
require data collection at the
Department of Justice, such as
integrating NamUs with the
National Crime Information
Center. Proposed legislation
know as “Billy’s Law” would
mandate that local depart-
ments enter nameless dead
cases into NamUs and NCIC.

The first effort to passBilly’s
Law went down in flames in
2010, recalled former NamUs
spokesman Todd Matthews.

“It was devastating,” he re-
called. “It’s a setback and loss
of uniformity.”

In late 2020, federal law-
makers finally passed a bill

that addressed some issues for
unidentified bodies. TheMiss-
ing Persons and Unidentified
Remains Act, introduced by
Sen. John Cornyn, is aimed at
preventing migrant deaths
and improving efforts to iden-
tify missing persons and
nameless dead found along the
border. The legislation autho-
rizes the government to dis-
tribute grant money to help
improve reporting of missing
persons to federal databases
suchas theCombinedDNAIn-
dex System and NamUs.

Matthews now is trying to
get laws passed at the state lev-
el, a process that promises to
take far longer. When Texas
lawmakers passed John and
Joseph’s Law in 2021, it was on-
ly the 12th state to do so.

Unfunded mandates
Investigators say the Texas

bill brought its own set of
problems: a mandate that add-
ed extra work for investigators
without any financial or logis-
tical support and the lack of a

retroactive entry requirement.
“For smaller agencies, it’s

not a big deal,” said Darrin
Buse, a longtime missing per-
sons investigator who recently
retired from the Houston Po-
lice Department. “But for big
agencies, that’s a lot of time
away for an investigator to be
entering data when they could
be investigating cases.”

When the Chronicle asked
justices of the peace across
Texas for information about
their nameless dead, many JPs
in smaller counties said they
did not know of any cases,
even though they’d been listed
in NamUs.

InAustin County, Precinct 4
Place 1 Justice of the Peace Ber-
nice Burger said she had not
handled any nameless dead
case in her precinct. But her
records are not computerized,
she said. Nor are they even in
her office.

“If you want something
from before 2015, it will take
quite some time and research,
whichwill incur a $25 fee,” she

wrote in response to the
Chronicle’s questions. “Let me
know if you wish to proceed.”

NamUs shows two active
cases listed in Bee County, but
officials in July told the Chron-
icle there were none there.

“Unfortunately, we do not
have any cases fitting your de-
scription/request,” they
wrote. ”If you have any ques-
tions, please feel free to contact
our office.”

The lack of a retroactive en-
try requirement also has been
criticized by families and ad-
vocates. But such a require-
ment would have torpedoed
the bill, Hull said.

“Trying to get something
like that passed, it was just the
cost,” she said.

The costs associated with
identifying remains are high.
Each John Doe case ends up
costing about $7,500, said
Misty Gillis, a civilian genetic
genealogist who works with
medical examiners’ offices
across the U.S. That cost fig-
ures in extracting DNA from
remains and having them se-
quenced, then analyzing the
results using genealogy web-
sites to home in on a match.

In the years since police in
California used genetic geneal-
ogy testing to identify the no-
torious Golden State Killer in
2018, federal authorities have
awarded just over $833,000 to
academics to study the tech-
nique. This past year, the De-
partment of Justice announced
new grant funding of about
$4.4 million available for law
enforcement across the United
States to try to identify re-
mains of nameless dead. The
funding is far below the levels
that would be needed to begin
to address the issue.

“There’s such a backlog,”
said Alice Almendarez, whose
father’s body was discovered
in Houston in 2002 but not
identified for another 12 years.
“Cases are sitting in desk
drawers — but that’s some-
one’s family.”

st.john.smith@houstonchron-
icle.com

Blockwalk led to bill to help ID remains

Melissa Phillip/Staff photographer

State Rep. Lacey Hull said she was “shocked” to learn that there’s no requirement for law
enforcement agencies to use the national database of unidentified bodies.

By St. James Barned-Smith
STAFF WRITER
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It came down to a few
strands of hair on a hairbrush
sitting in an evidence room
for almost 40 years.

Fort Bend County deputies
had found her body — little
more than a skeleton — in a
pasture east of FM 762. She’d
had a pair of red denim shorts,
an “Ocean Pacific” T-shirt, a
yellow cigarette lighter, two
athletic bags. She’d had some
dental work done, but her
teeth were natural and in
good shape.

They guessed she was
around 5 feet, 3 inches. At the
morgue, medical examiners
couldn’t find any obvious
signs of foul play.

No one claimed the body.
Eventually, it was buried in a
cemetery on Williams Way,
where it has lain for decades.

Then in 2020, Fort Bend
County Sheriff ’s Detective
Scott Minyard began rum-
maging through the depart-
ment’s cold case backlog.

Minyard had joined the
sheriff ’s office in 2014 after a
career in the U.S. Navy and
then stints at law enforcement
agencies in Wyoming and
Austin County.

He had been set to retire but
become intrigued when then-
Sheriff Troy Nehls sought ex-
perienced law enforcement
officers to join the department
as investigators.

He had helped resolve two
cold cases during his time in
Austin County. Fort Bend had
a backlog of about 75 cold cas-
es.When he pulled out the ev-
idence, he found the gym
bags, the clothes — and an old
hairbrush, full of hair.

“OK, I got hair,” he recalled
thinking. “What can I do with
hair?”

Hot cases over cold cases
Were it not forMinyard, the

case might well have been
overlooked.

“You can’t do ‘hot cases’
and cold cases at same time,”
he said. “Why is that? ...
When a murder goes down,
it’s all hands on deck ... Every-
one’s running hot. And heavy.
And if you’re working (on
those), you can’t dedicate the
time that’s required to really
do justice to these things.”

As police departments in
Texas and elsewhere are grap-
pling with a surge in homi-
cides, they’ve seen their suc-
cess at clearing those crimes
fall — even when they know
who the victims are.

When the Texas Attorney
General’s Office stood up a
statewide cold case unit two
years ago, officials surveyed
hundreds of the state’s law en-
forcement agencies. About 90
percent responded that they
did not staff a cold case divi-
sion, said Mindy Montford, a
senior prosecutor in the unit.

Huge backlog of cases
The Texas Attorney Gener-

al’s Office cites a statewide
backlog of more than 20,000
cold case homicides dating
back to 1980, but when the
Chronicle asked for a break-
down by county, officials
there said one does not exist.

“The OAG does not main-
tain state-wide data pertain-
ing to cold cases,” a records
officer wrote in response to
the Chronicle’s request. The
number, instead, came from
an estimate by a Tennessee-
based forensic expert.

Cold cases, including those
involving unidentified vic-
tims, often take lower priori-

ty. Most departments don’t
even have cold case units — or
investigators — and even the
largest cities in Texas, besides
Houston, have only one or two
detectives assigned to these
types of cases.

Departments across the
state report staggering back-
logs. In Houston, four to six
cold case detectives must
grapple with more than 560
cold cases, according to infor-
mation obtained via a records
request.

At the department’s Miss-
ing Persons unit, nine to 11 in-
vestigators have juggled annu-
al caseloads of nearly 10,000
missing persons cases for the
past five years.

The lone, part-time, Harris
County Sheriff ’s Office homi-
cide investigator tasked with
reviewing cold cases has a
backlog of more than 650. Al-
most 40 of those are nameless
John and Jane Does.

That’s far fewer detectives
than were working cold cases
in 2012, when the department
shuttered its cold case squad,
said Lt. Robert Minchew.

“Back then, we were active-
ly reviewing cases,” Minchew
said. “Now ... there’s not
enough hours in a day.”

He sometimes passes cases
to reserve deputies willing to
investigate. But the toll is
clear: Families don’t get clo-
sure. And when cases go un-
solved, murderers don’t get

caught.
“It feels like no one cares,”

he said.
The Fort Worth Police De-

partment’s backlog tops more
than 1,000 open cold cases, ac-
cording to a department re-
cords officer. Since 2015, the
department has had one inves-
tigator assigned to review
those cases. And in 2019 and
2021, they asked a couple of re-
serve officers to help look at
old cases as well.

A lone Bexar County Sher-
iff ’s detective works a backlog
of about 180 cold cases. Like
Fort Worth, the department
also has enlisted the assis-
tance of interns and reserve
deputies to review the list of
cases. Numbers from the Dal-
las Police Department were
unavailable, despite repeated
requests over a period of more
than two months.

In lieu of any statewide pol-
icies to address the issue, civil-
ian investigators have picked
up the slack, poring through
NaMus, identifying possible
matches and teaming up with
true crime podcasts or other
commercial entities to flag
possible cases for departments
to re-examine.

A dead end — then ‘bam’
In Fort Bend, Minyard sent

the hair to a nonprofit forensic
lab in Utah. The first efforts
failed; the hair had no roots.
Then, they tried another

method — and that one
worked.

“And bam, they got a DNA
profile,” he said.

He turned the profile over to
a genetic genealogist who up-
loaded the profile to a family
tree website and began look-
ing for possible relatives.
Weeks later, they told him
they’d found a possible broth-
er, living in Nebraska, and a
woman who might be a sister.
She lived in nearby Damon.

He called a man who could
be the victim’s brother with a
question: Had a relative of his
gone missing?

Yeah, the man responded.
His sister, Peggy Anne Dodd.
She had been missing since
1984.

“That’s it,” Minyard re-
called thinking, clapping his
hands at the memory. “Got it.”

Later, he spoke with a wom-
an he believed was Dodd’s sis-
ter, Blake Kennedy.

Kennedy was 68, living in
Needville — not far from
where the woman’s body had
been discovered.

When he spoke to her, Ken-
nedy told him they had grown
up together in the ’60s and
’70s, in Fort Bend and else-
where.

Their mother worked to
support them, selling sub-
scriptions for the Wall Street
Journal. But she commuted
daily from Fort Bend to down-
town Houston and was rarely

home.
Kennedy joined the U.S. Ar-

my and by 1973 was married, a
union that would last nearly
50 years before her husband—
a longtime operator at local
petrochemical plants — died
of cancer in 2021.

Peggy’s life took amuch dif-
ferent tack: She was sweet and
kind, Kennedy recalled. A tal-
ented athlete who loved to
draw. Pictures from the time
showed her smiling and relax-
ing, reclining on a couch with
their mother.

But the trouble — there was
a lot of that, beginning as a
teen.

She skipped school. She fell
in with the wrong crowd.
She’d hitchhike. There were a
lot of drugs. Stays in private
psychiatric facilities. She mar-
ried and had a son, but the
union fractured after five
years, and she lost custody of
the child.

“She was ‘a blessing,’ for a
long time,”Kennedy said. “She
was just a real lost soul.”

Their mother did all she
could to help, she recalled. But
soon, Dodd was grappling
with serious mental health
and substance abuse issues.
She often absconded, hitch-
hiking across Texas — even as
far as Nevada, or to Shreve-
port, La., to try to see her son.

She kept returning to Ro-
senberg and the Richmond
area— and then leaving again.

Then, Dodd went missing
sometime after Easter in 1984.

Kennedy remembers her
mom saying her sister had dis-
appeared again.

“What else is new,” she re-
calls thinking, assumingDodd
would resurface, the way she
always did.

Her mother reported
Dodd’s disappearance to the
Houston Police Department.

But this time, Dodd didn’t
return. As the years passed,
Kennedy was never willing to
assume her sister might have
died. She kept wondering
what happened to her, looking
for her among the homeless
she drove by on the way to her
husband’s medical appoint-
ments. Her siblings gave up.
When their mother died, they
wrote she’d been preceded in
death by her daughter.

“I was so upset,” Kennedy
said. “Why would I think she
had died? She was always
hitchhiking. She was always
disappearing.”

News hits like a punch
Then came Minyard’s call,

in late March.
He wanted to collect DNA

and see if his Doe was Kenne-
dy’s sister.

A rancher had found the re-
mains in December 1984 while
searching for his cattle. There
hadn’t been much left; a skull
and some other bones scat-
tered beneath the pecan tree,
along with the clothing and
gym bags.

Minyard uploaded Kenne-
dy’s DNA into an ancestry
website, and the genealogist
hewasworkingwith reviewed
the sample. Weeks after the
initial call, he had an answer.

“That was the final confir-
mation we needed,” he said.
He called Kennedy back. The
remains were her sister’s.

Dodd had died just shy of
her 29th birthday.

Decades later, the news still
hit like a punch. Kennedy had
held out hope, even though
her sister had disappeared
from everyone’s radar years
before.

They weren’t sure what
happened, and themedical ex-
aminer listed the cause of
death as “undetermined.” She
didn’t have any water bottles
with her — she likely died of
dehydration, Minyard said.

Kennedywonders about her
sister’s demise. About why it
took so long to connect the
dots. How all this could have
been solved with better com-
munication between Fort
Bend and Houston.

And then the shockof learn-
ing her sisterwas buried in the
cemetery over on Williams
Way, just a few miles away.

“Here she’d been in plain
sight,” she said. “We had no
idea.”

st.john.smith@houston
chronicle.com

Key to cold casewas hiding in plain sight

Mark Mulligan/Staff photographer

Blake Kennedy and her daughter, Jenny Estes, recently learned that the remains of Blake’s
sister, Peggy Anne Dodd, had been found and identified.

By St. John Barned-Smith
STAFF WRITER

Mark Mulligan/Staff photographer

Detective Scott Minyard points out what he believes to be the final resting place of Peggy Anne
Dodd to Dodd’s sister, left, and niece at the San Gabriel Cemetery in Richmond.

Mark Mulligan/Staff photographer

A picture of Peggy Anne Dodd, right, sits on a table at her
niece Jenny Estes’ home in Damon.

Mark Mulligan/Staff photographer

A temporary grave marker for Dodd, who disappeared in 1984,
was put down by the detective who helped identify her remains.
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Private school vouchers were
within a handful of votes of be-
coming Texas law in May 2005.
Former Rep. Carter Casteel still
remembers the constituent who
confronted her in her office that
day.

“He kind of threatened me,

not to harm me, but that I
wouldn’t be re-elected if I didn’t
vote for the vouchers,”Casteel, a
NewBraunfels Republican, said
in an interview. A public school
teacher and school board mem-
ber before she served in the Leg-
islature, Casteel is and was a
staunch opponent of private
school vouchers.

“I explained to him my posi-

tion, and hewasn’t very happy, I
remember that,” she said. “If
you want your child to go to a
private school, then that’s your
choice andyou spendyourmon-
ey, but you don’t take taxpayer
dollars away.”

Debate on the floor of theTex-
asHouse stretched on for hours,
and the voucher bill was gutted
following a series of back-and-
forth, close votes. Casteel voted
no, saying publicly that she was
willing to lose her House seat
over it.

In a dramatic capstone to the
proceedings, Rep. Senfronia
Thompson ran across the floor
and yanked the microphone out
of the bill author’s hand, yelling
for attention to a procedural
mistake in the bill that led to its
death.

That day was the high-water
mark in efforts to pass private
school vouchers in Texas.

In the years since, policies of-
ten have passed the state Senate,
but they have been blocked by a
powerful coalition of Democrats

and rural Republicans in the
House. In fact, the House has
routinely and overwhelmingly
supported a statement policy
that outright bans taxpayer
funds from going to private
schools in sessions since.

But advocates for vouchers
believe that those legislative dy-
namics that have been frozen for
the last 17 years finally might be
thawing.

As Republicans for the past
year have raised alarms over

School vouchers fight heads toHouse
Advocates argue tide is turning in Texas as
educators accused of liberal indoctrination

By Edward McKinley
AUSTIN BUREAU

Vouchers continues on A9

F
rances St. John Smith ar-
rived at breakfast
dressed for class in a
simple orange dress, tan
shoes and a brown coat

lined with skunk fur. It was the be-
ginning of the spring semester at
Smith College in western Massa-
chusetts: Friday, Jan. 13, 1928.

That unseasonably warm, mid-
winter day marked the last time
anyone saw my great-aunt alive.

Over the course of the next 14
months, there’d be a frantic search
to find her, sparked in part by un-
founded fears about a serial kid-
napper prowling the Smith cam-
pus.

Eventually, it died down.
But, nearly a century after her

disappearance, unsolved elements
of Frances’ case continued to nag at
my family and me.

Givenmy job as a crime reporter,
this personal experience inspired
me to write numerous stories
about Texas’missing and unidenti-
fied dead, including one on the
identification, after 40 years, of a
young Florida couple murdered in
1981— and the finding of their baby
daughter, now an adult who is alive
and well.

Through it all, I kept coming
back to the great-aunt I never

MY FAMILY’S
MYSTERY
Houston Chronicle reporter St. John Barned-Smith spent

months investigatingmissing persons cases, except
the one in his own family ... until now

By St. JohnBarned-Smith STAFF WRITER

A $1,000 reward, raised to $10,000 days later, was offered for information on Frances St. John Smith.

Mystery continues on A11

History is part of what drew
Tomikia LeGrande to 146-year-
old PrairieViewA&MUniversi-
ty, and likemany of the adminis-
trators before her, it defines her
goals for the school.

LeGrande, who is Prairie
View’s next president, said she
was moved on a recent walk
around campus by the remind-
ers of the people who were en-
slaved on the former Waller
County plantation. It signified
how the same grounds became a
place of opportunity, and she
wants to build on that — send-
ing more students forth in grad-
uation gowns despite their ini-
tial barriers to education.

“I have dedicatedmy career to
institutions that have really fo-
cused on serving individuals

PVAMU,
new leader
share goal
By Samantha Ketterer
STAFF WRITER

LeGrande continues on A12

They never had a chance.
Fumbling blindly through

cratered farms, the troops from
Russia’s 155th Naval Infantry
Brigade had no maps, medical
kits or working walkie-talkies,
they said. Just a fewweeks earli-
er, they had been factory work-
ers and truck drivers before be-
ing drafted in September. One
medic was a former barista who
had never had any medical
training.

Now, they were piled onto the
tops of overcrowded armored
vehicles with Kalashnikov rifles
from a half-century ago and vir-
tually nothing to eat, they said.
Russia had been at war most of
the year, yet its army seemed
lessprepared thanever. In inter-
views, members of the brigade

‘Stupidity’
triumphs in
Putin’s war
NEW YORK TIMES

Russia continues on A23
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knew.
What had happened to her?
With some trepidation — did

I really want to reopen this
Pandora’s box?— I logged on to
Newspapers.com and typed
Frances’ name.

There were more than 5,000
stories.

Dreamlike
Frances came from East

Coast privilege. Her father, St.
John Smith Sr., grew up in
Maine, where his ancestors had
started a successful grocery
business in Portland. He’d
moved to New York, where he
worked as a stockbroker, living
in a brownstone at 129 E. 70th
St. with his wife, Florence
Howland, and two children,
Frances and St. John Jr., my
grandfather. They spent sum-
mers in westernMassachusetts
on a rustic, 77-acre farm that
they’d nicknamed “The Ledg-
es.”

In one childhood photo, my
grandfather and his sister walk
hand-in-hand on a wooded
path. The sepia-tinged picture
has a dreamlike quality to it,
the children looking calm and
inquisitive.

Just a fewyears later, Frances
enrolled at Smith, the elite
women’s college founded in
1871.

Frances’ friends and Smith
officials realized she’d disap-
peared on Jan. 14, the day after
her final breakfast at Dewey
House on campus. Her best
friend, Joy Kimball, came look-
ing for her after leaving a note
that went unanswered the day
before.

“I have (not) see(n) you for so
very long!,” she wrote in the
note, preserved in the Smith ar-
chives. “I wish you would come
over just for a second after
lunch to show me you are alive
and kicking!”

When police arrived, they
found Frances had left her
dorm without packing any
clothes or taking money. But
she’d made her bed, tidied up
her closet.

Her parents rushed to Smith.
They stayed at the Northamp-
ton Hotel, attempting to lead
the search even as they were
“prostrated” by grief, newspa-
pers wrote at the time. At
Smith, the school newspaper
carried a brief note about
Frances, saying her disappear-
ance was “a source of great
worry to the college.” Beyond
Smith, the story landed on doz-
ens of front pages on papers
across the nation: A young, at-
tractive, wealthy college coed
had gone missing on Friday the
13th. And she’d vanished two
years after another Smith stu-
dent—Alice Corbett—haddis-
appeared, also on a Friday the
13th.

Were the two related? Was a
serial kidnapper prowling
western Mass?

The disappearance proved a
nightmare for Smith President
WilliamAllan Neilson. Report-
ers noted Frances’ disappear-
ance was at least the fifth in 42
years.

Neilson received somany let-
ters from scores of anxious par-
ents (at least one removed his
daughter from the school) that
the school’s alumni association
sent out letters to families to
debunk the more egregious ru-
mors and reassure them of
their children’s safety.

The search
My great-grandfather, St.

John Smith, immersed himself
in the search. News photogra-
phers snapped photos of him in
a black suit and a black bowler,
looking very much the stock-
broker. He offered a $1,000 re-
ward but within days had
raised it to $10,000. He did in-
terviews with reporters and
hired private investigators.

State troopers and North-
ampton police scrambled to
find the missing freshman.

In Massachusetts, the Bos-
ton Globe reported possible
sightings in towns across the
state: Deerfield. Westfield.
Portland. Lynn. A train con-
ductor in Canada claimed he’d
seen her and she was planning
to go live in a convent. Stories
reported sightings inMichigan,
Florida, Missouri — and at
least one in Paris.

Frances’ mother wrote
heartbreaking appeals in
newspapers across the state.

“We want you to know we
are thinking of nothing but
your safety and happiness,”

she wrote. “If you are safe and
wish to make a different life for
yourself we do not want to in-
terfere. … We only want to care
for you and to know you are
safe. We get through the days
only because we hope every
hour to hear from you.”

As the story spread, tips
flooded in, and detectives ran
down tips of possible sightings
across the country, responding
to telegrams from Louisiana,
Washington, D.C., Iowa and
elsewhere.

Smith employees used grap-
pling irons to drag Paradise
Pond, wondering if Frances
had plunged through the ice.
Police enlisted the aid of local
Boy Scout troops to comb near-
by woods.

State Police searched by air.
They looked along and in the
Connecticut River.

My great-grandfather hired
an inventor from Indiana
equipped with an underwater
light to again search Paradise
Pond and eventually drained
the whole thing in the hopes of
finding Frances’ body. Later,
they considered dynamiting
the river to try to dislodge re-
mains on the riverbed — in the
chance that’s where she’d met
her demise.

Dozens of psychics, spiritu-
alists and mediums also sent
notes. Some claimed she was
dead; others wrote of having
had visions or dreams and
knew where she was.

On Jan. 20, a Globe story re-
vealed a tip from a psychic in
Malden, who claimed Frances
ran awaywith the family chauf-
feur.

It was a blizzard of informa-
tion, most of it junk.

At the hotel in Northampton,
my great-grandparents rifled
through the letters, at times
more than 50 a day. Some were
from readers moved by the sto-
ry, sending prayers and tips.
Others came from detectives,
private investigators or track-
ers.

None of the leads panned
out.

Worse still were the ransom
notes, extortionists hoping for
a quick payout.

“Smith girl is somewhere in
Phila.,” one read. “She will be
returned safely if $5,000 is left
at the NE corner 5th Wallace
Street at 1230 a.m. no later than
Feb 1. 1928. — If not, well, you
know the consequences —
don’t forget harm will come to

her if any of us are captured by
the cops.”

Another stomach-churning
letter demanded $50,000 deliv-
ered to P.O. Box 515 in North-
ampton.

Frances’ father mentioned
the note to a friend a few days
later in a letter that hinted at
the fury and pain he must have
felt.

“They did not even promise
to return Frances,” my great-
grandfather wrote. Police soon
caught the ransom-note writer,
a silk worker who lived near
Smith. But a federal grand jury
refused to indict him because
there wasn’t a federal statute
outlawing blackmail.

It felt like poor justice, for
someone to add to their tor-
ment and walk away without
consequence.

An investigation
This past October, 94 years

after my great-aunt’s disap-
pearance, I traveled to Smith.
In the special collections wing
of Neilson Library — yes, the
same President Neilson who
dealt with the furor over Franc-
es’ disappearance — I found
files full of letters from the pub-
lic to my great-grandfather;
correspondence with the pri-
vate detectives he’d hired and a
trove of other documents.

In one folder, I found my
great-aunt’s journal and other
items investigators had found
in her desk — letters from an
admirer at nearby Amherst
College, thank-you notes she’d
started writing to her aunt and

uncle, and notes friends had
left for her. She filled her agen-
das with to-do lists. One entry,
on Sept. 30, 1927, showed plans
to go to chapel with her friend
Joy and later have lunch with a
friend named Sally — and at
4:30 p.m. that day, tea with an-
other friend.

At first, my great-grandfa-
ther wrote to his private detec-
tives about advertisements in
local newspapers — how to de-
scribe his daughter, what strat-
egies might be most successful
in finding her.

The tone shifted as theweeks
passed.

“As time goes on, Mrs. Smith
and I feel that there is less and
less that we can do,” he wrote
four months after Frances’ dis-
appearance, “and our discour-
agement increases. Mrs. Smith
however still hopes Frances is
alive and will be found.”

Over the course of my career,
I’d interviewed many families
whose relatives died or disap-
peared. I ask relatives to tell me
stories about their loved ones:
their favorite music, their fa-
vorite foods, lessons they’ve
learned from the missing and
the dead.

Now, I had full access into
the inner thoughts of the peo-
ple at the center of the story, my
family’s story.

I foundmyself undone, read-
ing my great-grandfather’s let-
ters, holding those pages, tak-
ing in the long, looping lines of
his cursive. He always ended
those with a formal “Very sin-
cerely yours,” but for me they
seemed to vibrate with tension
and worry.

It put into perspective the
pain of those about which I’d
written.

I thought of all the Housto-
nians I’d interviewed over the
years whose relatives had dis-
appeared: the parents of a re-
porter kidnapped in Syria. The
union worker whose mother
disappeared when she was just
a baby. The woman whose fa-
ther vanished in 2002, when
she was 16, but who wasn’t
identified until 2014.

“There’s no normal day for
you,” she’d told me. “Everyone
else keeps living.”

That must have been how St.
John and Florence felt — the
world moving forward for ev-
eryone else, but they remained
frozen in time. Every ring of the
doorbell, every letter, every
telegram must have brought a

fleeting stab of hope, just as
quickly dashed.

Searching for a reason
Reporters and police

searched for an explanation for
Frances’ disappearance.

Reporters dug up an article
Frances had written for the
Milton Magus, her high school
newspaper, in which she’d said
her idea of “unalloyed bliss”
was to run away.

Joy told a detective that
Frances seemed “more than ab-
sent-minded,” and very de-
pressed. “Frances told her
what a failure she was and that
there was nothing for her to do
but three things — “to jump in
the river, to run away, or to go
home.”

Her friends and family suf-
fered in agony.

Classmate Anne Morrow
wrote to her mother the day af-
ter her disappearance.

“I can’t understand tragedy
like this,” Morrow said. “I feel
convinced that it was suicide. …
She was depressed … and she
had so few friends and did not
confide in anyone.”

She blamed herself.
“If only I had talked to her af-

ter vacation,” she wrote. “If on-
ly I had gone up to her room.”

It would not be the last time
Morrow would lose a loved one
to a tragic disappearance. She
married Charles Lindbergh in
May 1929. Less than two years
after their son’s birth, the in-
fant was kidnapped and mur-
dered.

Friends said Frances felt iso-
lated at Smith. She’d wanted to
room with Joy, her high school
friend. But school officials had
placed her in Dewey House.
The structure, a stately, three-
story wood building that now
houses Smith’s philosophy de-
partment, was the dorm for the
school’s most affluent students.

While Frances had been a
star student in high school,
winning prizes for her musical
talents, she struggled at Smith.
That was one clue school offi-
cials and relatives seized on.

“Nothing seems to matter,”
Neilson quoted her as saying,
“and I wish I was dead.”

Her poor grades got her a
scolding from her mother.

“She was a delicate, sensitive
soul,” my great-grandmother
told reporters. “I believe she
ran away because she felt cer-
tain she would fail in her mid-
year examinations. I am sure
she is hiding somewhere and
that we will hear from her.”

But recently, Frances had
seemed to be finding her stride,
writing about how surprised
she’d been to get B’s in history
and French.

“If only I had not been lazy
before,” she’d written. “But
there’s no use regretting and
the marks show that it is more
than possible for me to get the
registrar’s (honors) list.”

The search ends
As the weeks passed, hope

that Frances might be alive fad-
ed.

Searchers returned to Para-
dise Pond and then turned
their attention to the nearby
Connecticut River.

In letters, Frances’ father re-
turned again and again to the
river, and therewas a plan from
his advisers of using dynamite
to dislodge Frances’ body.

The search would end 14
months later, onMarch 29, 1929,
in the river’s swirling currents,
19 miles south of Smith, near an
aviation field in the town of
Longmeadow.

Two factory workers were
trawling the river, looking for
the body of a friend of theirs
who’d fallen in days before.

Instead, they found the body

MYSTERY
From page A1

Boston Globe

The Jan. 16, 1928, front page of the Boston Globe featured the disappearance of Frances St. John
Smith from Smith College days earlier. Her case made front pages in newspapers across the U.S.

Smith family photo

A family photo shows Frances
St. John Smith and her
younger brother, St. John
Smith Jr., in the 1920s.

Boston Globe

A Jan. 19, 1928, front page of the Globe includes a photo of
people searching for Frances along the Connecticut River.

St. John Barned-Smith/Staff

Frances’ student agenda shows notes from her freshman year
at Smith College in western Massachusetts.
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administration right from the
very beginning.”

Commitment to service
LeGrande’s ascension inhigh-

er education has taken her
through both predominately
white universities and histori-
cally Black colleges and univer-
sities — but she said it’s impor-
tant to know that she started her
own journey at an HBCU.

Picking up from her parents,
who attended Savannah State
University but didn’t graduate,
LeGrande earned a bachelor’s
degree in chemistry from the
same institution and a master’s
degree from North Carolina
A&T State University.

After earning a doctorate of
education in higher education
administration from Texas Tech
University, she returned to
North Carolina A&T as a gradu-
ate recruiter. That spring-board-
ed her into a career focused on
admissions and student success,
taking her to Winston-Salem
State University and the Univer-
sity of Houston-Downtown in
rising positions.

Since 2018, LeGrande has
been atVirginia Commonwealth
University, where administra-
tors said she has championed
student success and college ac-
cessibility initiatives.

Aashir Nasim, VCU’s vice
president for institutional equi-
ty, effectiveness and success,
called LeGrande a “visionary”
who sees her plans 10 or 15 years
in the future. At VCU, she also
developed a financial services
model that has helped reduce
the amount of debt that students
hold upon graduation.

“It’s not just rhetoric with
her,” he said.

A 14-member search commit-
tee at the A&M System selected
LeGrande along with two other
candidates as their preferred
choices to follow Simmons as
president, said David Rembert,
speaker of the Faculty Senate
and a member of the committee.

LeGrandeblew the committee
away in interviews, he said.
Chancellor John Sharp in No-
vember announced her as the
sole finalist to be Prairie View’s
ninth president, and the board

who have been historically un-
derserved,” she said. “Prairie
View being a historically Black
college resonated with me per-
sonally, frommypast experienc-
es as a student and as an admin-
istrator. Themission of the insti-
tution aligned with me.”

The Texas A&M System
Board of Regents earlier this
month unanimously approved
LeGrande, 42, to lead the land
grant institution. Currently
serving as vice president for
strategy, enrollment manage-
ment and student success at Vir-
ginia Commonwealth Universi-
ty, she will begin this summer at
Prairie View under a charge to
increase enrollment and im-
prove student successmeasures,
including graduation and reten-
tion rates.

While the university has
made significant gains in fund-
raising and research under cur-
rent President Ruth J. Simmons,
Prairie View A&M enrollment
has fluctuated over the past five
years. First-year retention has
remained steady,with 73percent
of the 2021 cohort returning the
next fall. Graduation rates were
much lower, with 20 percent of
the 2018 cohort graduating in
four years, and 51 percent of the
2016 cohort graduating in six
years, according to the universi-
ty.

Commitments to change have
earned LeGrande some buzz
from students, faculty, alumni
and members of the wider com-
munity. A town hall last week
drew dozens of people from
around the university, and lead-
ers of the Faculty Senate said
they are optimistic aftermeeting
with LeGrande.

“When you’re around a
strong leader, it tends to rub off
on you,” said Tabitha S.Morton,
vice speaker of the Faculty Sen-
ate. “She’s very confident, she’s
very powerful. The way she car-
ried herself, the way she spoke,
the way she listened to us was a
way we haven’t really experi-
enced before. … She created
these lines between faculty and

approved her less than a month
later.

She said she feels well-posi-
tioned to succeed: Simmons, an
innovator in higher education
and the first Black president of
an Ivy League school, came out
of retirement to become Prairie
View’s president in 2017 and bol-
stered the university’s fundrais-
ing efforts and research status
during her five years in the role.

Simmons announced in
March that she would be step-
ping down after a long career,
having only “anticipated a brief
stint at the helm.”

“Whowouldn’twant to follow
Dr. Simmons? She’s a trailblaz-
er,” LeGrande said. “When I
think about the opportunity to
receive a baton from somebody,
to take the institution to its next
leg of the race, I consider that to
be a privilege.”

Goal to be a top HBCU
Much of her first year in office

will be spent listening to stu-
dents, faculty and staff, Le-
Grande said. But she has at least
one specific goal: transforming
Prairie View into a Top 15-
ranked HBCU.

The school is currently
ranked 26th in the U.S. News
andWorldReport rankings, and
LeGrande said investing time in
student success initiatives, re-
search and fundraising can help

the university
make the jump.

She added that
she feels Prairie
View has room
formorepartner-
ships with area
companies and
universities, and

she is open to exploring new
programs — especially interdis-
ciplinary ones — that might fit
the needs of the Houston-area
workforce. She’s also hoping to
financially bolster programs
that focus on student leadership
and culture, such as the March-
ing Storm Band.

LeGrande said she will also
explore opportunities to im-
prove financial aid packages, al-
though she said she doesn’t
know how that might take
shape. At Virginia Common-
wealth, she created a “culture of
care”model,which takes into ac-
count the whole student and re-
moves barriers to education that
relate to a person’s myriad iden-
tities, including race, ethnicity,
sexuality and religion.

“Students that we serve today
are very different than those
long ago, but many institutions
were constructed, their process-
es and systems were construct-
ed 100 years ago,” she said. “So
it’s time to change them a little
bit.”

LeGrande said shewas equal-

ly attracted to Prairie View as
theA&MSystemwas to her. She
wasn’t on a one-trackmission to
become a university president,
she said, but she wanted to be
Prairie View’s president in par-
ticular. On top of the school’s
history and commitment to un-
derserved populations, she felt
the university was perfectly lo-
cated near an economically
thriving city andwithina system
that has resources to lift stu-
dents higher.

“I’ve always had my eye on
Prairie View,” she said.

LeGrande’s term will begin
toward the end of the upcoming
legislative session, but pushing
for more higher education fund-
ing often falls to presidents —
and she said she’s prepared for
that duty, especially given she
has a background in advocacy.
(Other higher education issues
are expected to surface this ses-
sion, with Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick
planning to end eligibility for
tenure at public universities,
and add the teaching of critical
race theory as cause to remove
tenure.)

Rembert, the Faculty Senate
speaker, saidhe isn’t tooworried
that LeGrande seems to be fo-
cused more heavily on student
success than faculty initiatives.
Simmons left them in a good
place with research growth, and
LeGrande has already floated
ideas on how faculty can keep
the momentum going, he said.

But LeGrande will especially
have to prove her stated commit-
ment to shared governance, a
long-standing principle in high-
er education that faculty should
be involved in decision-making
at every step of the process,
Rembert said.

“We’ve got administrators
who don’t quite …we’re not sure
if they’re for or anti-shared gov-
ernance at this time,” he said.

Prairie View is the second-
oldest public higher education
institution in Texas. LeGrande
would oversee about 9,000 stu-
dents and a $312 million budget,
according to the university’s lat-
est enrollment and budget data.

samantha.ketterer@houston-
chronicle.com

Melissa Phillip/Staff photographer

The next president of Prairie View A&M University wants to
turn the institution into a top-ranked historically Black college.

LeGrande

LEGRANDE
From page A1

of a young woman, caught in
the branches of a willow tree.
The remains were badly de-
composed, one of the fingers
missing. There was a scrap of
fabric clinging to the body.

Decades later, the airfield is
long gone, replaced by agricul-
tural fields. Piles of spoiled egg-
plant and squash lined the
fields’ edges when I visited in
October. A farmhand pointed
me toward the river, which was
blocked by dense forest. A nar-
row path twisted through ma-
ple saplings and towering oaks
and beech trees. Unmowed
grass, mixed with lady’s man-
tle, reached to my knees.

I bushwhacked through
thorn-covered vines, dodging
discarded mattresses and hop-
ping over fallen logs grown
musty with age. After a few
hundred yards, the river came
into view, shrouded in mist. A
few sticks drifted in the clear
water. Looking north, I saw a
low-hanging branch popping a
few yards out into the water.

I wondered if that could be
the tree where searchers found
the body.

Identification
Florence and St. John at first

denied the possibility it was
their daughter.

The body pulled from the riv-
er weighed a bit more than
Frances had. The lone piece of
clothing on the corpse was the
wrong color. Detectives said
pollution could have changed
the color and worn the rest of
the clothing away.

Others argued that no body
could have remained intact that
long in the river. Fourteen
months in the tumultuous cur-
rents, trips over dams, and bot-
tom-feeding catfish or other
creatures surely would have
destroyed the cadaver.

But a local police chief and a
medical examiner both said
they believed it to be Frances.
The next day, the family’s den-
tist, Dr. Carleton Wood, exam-
ined the body.

The dentist found “two
strands of platinum wire link-
ing the cuspids of the lower jaw,
and used to straighten the teeth
between” — essentially a re-
tainer.

The work was his, he said,
matching it with an earlier ver-
sion she’d worn. With that,

Frances’ parents dropped their
objection. They’d have to take
the word of the dentist.

They never recovered. My
great-grandmother died four
years later of a heart attack.
What must those years have
been like? Empty, waiting for
answers that never came.
Searchers had found a body —
but hadn’t been able to answer

any of the central questions of
her daughter’s disappearance.

When I read her will, I found
she’d made a provision setting
aside funds for Frances, should
she ever “reappear or make her
whereabouts known.”

Frances’ friends had said she
was absent-minded or forget-
ful. Had she suffered from
some mental condition that

could have been treated more
effectively today? I could iden-
tify with the loneliness her
friends said she suffered from;
the depression that’s stalked
me over the years. I found my-
self looking for other similari-
ties: her love of the outdoors
and music.

I wasn’t prepared for the in-
tense sadness that would sur-

face as I pored through those
old letters or during conversa-
tions with relatives. At the
same time, I felt grateful for the
sense of connection I’d felt
learning about part of my fami-
ly that had long been a mystery
to me.

The grave
I went to visit my great-aunt

at a cemetery in Amherst with
my parents in mid-October. We
found her at the back of a slop-
ing hill, amid a copse ofmaples,
pines and sweet gums. Her
mother’s and father’s tombs lay
next to hers, and a few yards
beyond, her younger brother’s
— my grandfather.

Moss and lichen covered
parts of the grave markers, and
moisture had aged the stone in
other places, turning the ce-
ment gray nearly black.

As I scraped the stones clean,
I felt another wave of grief. The
force of it surprised me, this
sorrow for ancestors I’d never
met.

The trees’ leaves had turned
a brilliant yellow, and thewhole
area seemed to glow as bright
sun filtered through the tree
cover.

Frances’ marker was per-
haps 4 feet high, a concrete
cross sitting atop a stone plinth.

The back read “Beloved
daughter of Florence and St.
John Smith.” Her name was
etched on the other side, with
the dates of her birth and death.

Below, they’d left an epitaph:
Child of Grace.

From page A11

Kay Barned-Smith

St. John Barned-Smith is the great-nephew of Frances St. John Smith, who is buried alongside
her parents at a cemetery in Amherst, Mass. Her body was found later in the Connecticut River.

St. John Barned-Smith/Staff

Frances’ disappearance left her parents heartbroken. Her
mother died four years after her body was found in March 1929.

Kay Barned-Smith

St. John Barned-Smith photographs his father, St. John Smith,
during their trip to the Connecticut River near Longmeadow.
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