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My Voice
One Victim’s Journey to be Heard

by Jennifer Schuett

Twenty years ago, at the young 
age of eight years old, I was 
handed the title of “crime vic-
tim” after a traumatic attack. 

Kidnapped in the middle of the night 
while sleeping peacefully in my bed for 
the first time, I was sexually assaulted 
and then left to die in a field in my home-
town of Dickinson, Texas. I lay there, in 
that field, severely injured with a lacer-
ated throat and trachea. Doctors would 
later say this would leave me perma-
nently unable to speak. I believe it was in 
my attacker’s plan for me to be silenced, 
however, that was not in mine. 
	 I was discovered clinging to life by 
children playing a game of tag an esti-
mated twelve to fourteen hours after the 
attack and was then transported by Life 
Flight helicopter to John Sealy Hospital 
in Galveston, Texas. Though I was in 
pain, felt afraid and physically had no 
voice, I could not bear the thought of be-
ing silent and not helping to capture this 
man who had so viciously attacked me. 
So I began to write detailed notes in the 
Pediatric Intensive Care Unit (PICU) of 
the hospital four days after I was found, 
describing my attacker. Then miracu-
lously, and much to the surprise of my 
doctors, I regained my voice! With that 

said, I truly believe I was given my voice 
back for a reason, which is to share my 
story in hopes that I can make a differ-
ence in the lives of others. I decided to 
use my voice to encourage and empower 
other victims to become victors by using 
their voices to stand up, speak out, and 
fight back against criminals and the cow-
ardly acts they have consciously chosen 
to commit.
	 Within a couple of weeks of the attack, 
I regained my voice and strength and was 
released from the hospital to begin my 3rd 
grade year of elementary school. I had no 
clue what a long journey lay ahead of me, 
but did know that more than anything I 
never wanted another child to experience 
what I had at the hands of the man who 
attacked me. I strived daily to continue to 
remember every detail of what happened 
in the wee morning hours of August 10, 
1990. I knew that the more I could re-
member, the better the chance there was 
of my attacker being caught. I just never 
imagined it would take so long! As the 
years passed, I grew older, matured, and 
began to understand exactly what sexual 
assault was and could really comprehend 
all I had survived. I found the more I used 
my voice to speak openly about my ex-
perience, the better I felt inside and I also 

continued on page 2
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realized that I was not alone and that 
sexual assault was, unfortunately, not 
uncommon. I have to say that talking 
about what happened as much as I have 
has been the ultimate therapy for me. I 
wanted to and hoped I could someday 
make a difference and show other vic-
tims of sexual assault they didn’t have 
to be afraid and that they too could rise 
above and conquer.
	 As I graduated from high school 
and entered college in my adult years, 
I wanted to make sure investigators 
hadn’t lost sight of my drive to cap-
ture the one who had attacked me years 
before. Although I had continued to 
keep in touch with investigators over 
the years, my case had been handed 
off a few times and I found myself 
slowly becoming discouraged. I could 
tell investigators were too. No leads, 
no suspects—all we had was my rec-
ollection of events and some articles 
of clothing preserved in the evidence 
room of the Galveston County Sher-
iff‘s Office. I had to know the answer 
to the two questions that  were still lin-
gering in my head. Who had so brutally 
kidnapped and attacked me? And were 
there other victims? 
	 In 2008, during a meeting at the 
Dickinson Police Department, I learned 
Detective Tim Cromie would be tak-
ing over my case. I couldn’t help but 
cry as I felt like this was just one more 
time this “cold case” of mine was be-
ing handed off to yet another investi-
gator. As I sat there crying, Detective 
Cromie handed me tissues to dry my 

eyes, looked at me and promised that 
he wasn’t going to give up on my case. 
He said he didn’t care how long it took 
him to solve and that he was going to 
do everything he could to get me the 
answers I deserved. My frown quickly 
turned upside down. I had a new hope. 
I could see his determination and feel 
his drive. Little did I know my ques-
tions were going to be answered much 
sooner than I would ever know or ex-
pect. Detective Cromie partnered up 
with Special Agent Richard Rennison 
from the local FBI office in Texas City, 
Texas, and the three of us had another 
meeting. Things were coming together 
now. There was a plan. They both felt 
that the articles of clothing preserved at 
the Sheriff’s Office just may be hold-
ing the answers to the questions we all 
had. After learning of new DNA testing 
technology, the clothing was submitted 
to the FBI lab in Quantico, VA. Now all 
we could do was wait. 
	 In September of 2009, after receiv-
ing news of a match through CODIS 
(Combined DNA Index System), De-
tective Cromie and Special Agent Ren-
nison began preparing for the arrest. 
On October 13, 2009, in North Little 
Rock, Arkansas, Dennis Earl Bradford 
was arrested, extradited back to Texas 
and charged with Attempted Capital 
Murder in my case. I was overjoyed, 
ecstatic and could not believe that this 
was finally happening. Now it was time 
to prepare for the trial. I worked for the 
next few months, busily preparing my 
victim impact statement night after 

continued on page 3
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of the morning. I had so much to say 
and felt strongly about facing Bradford 
in court. I had to let him know that I’d 
never given up on looking for him and 
that he was never going to hurt another 
person again. I was going to also take 
this opportunity to show him how I had 
been channeling the negative experi-
ences of the attack into positive ones by 
sharing my story and encouraging oth-
ers to speak out. This was my chance to 
stand up and show him that he had not 
silenced me by any means! However, 
my day in court would never come. 
On May 10, 2010, just a few months 
before we were to go to trial, Dennis 
Earl Bradford decided to take his own 
life in his jail cell. It took me a couple 
of months to move past the shock that 
I wasn’t going to have my chance to 
be face-to-face with the person I had 
helped search for all of those years. I 
still have days now where I can’t be-
lieve it, but have come to the realiza-
tion that it’s just another obstacle in this 
journey of mine that I will have to hur-
dle. It is not in my nature to just give up 
and not finish something I started and I 
definitely wasn’t going to quit using my 
voice. So as the twenty year anniversa-
ry of my attack approached, I started to 
plan a trip to visit Bradford’s gravesite. 
I knew that come August 10th, I’d want 
to sit there and read my victim impact 
statement since I wasn’t going to have 
the opportunity to do so in a courtroom 
like I’d always hoped for. This was the 
closest I’d ever get to him. I contacted 
the funeral home I thought handled 
his burial, and they were kind enough 
to share the location with me. Pulling 
into the cemetery where Dennis Brad-
ford is buried, my heart started to beat 
so hard it felt as though it was going 

to rip through my chest. Finally, the 
moment I’d been waiting for was here. 
This was my chance to say everything 
I’d wanted to say for 20 long years. I 
walked down a gravel road and then 
up to the grave covered in rock with a 
small marker. I sat down on the dried 
grass and took a deep breath. I start-
ed to cry as I read his name out loud. 
DENNIS BRADFORD. Whew, I had 
waited to hear (and say) that name for a 
long time. The hardest thing about my 
journey was the unknown—not know-
ing who had done this to me. I now had 
a name and I was sitting with this per-
son, if that makes sense. None of it was 
in the environment or way I wanted, 
but this was my opportunity. I read on 
for about ten minutes and when I fin-
ished, I got up and dusted myself off. 
I left that day feeling empowered and 
as though he had heard me, loud and 
clear. I feel that victim impact state-
ments are very important in the healing 
process and I encourage anyone who 
has been victimized to write one and 
read it aloud in the courtroom (if you 
have the opportunity). If not, then find 
a location that suits your needs, even if 
it is in the comfort of your own home 
and read it. I wrote my victim impact 
statement not for Dennis Bradford, 
not to get any type of reaction or apol-
ogy out of Dennis Bradford, but wrote 
it for myself as a healing mechanism 
and to be the voice of other victims 
everywhere. This was important to me 
after preparing it for countless nights; 
whether my words meant anything to 
him or not, I did not care. I wanted to 
do this to show not only Bradford, but 
others that prey on children (and adults 
for that matter) that we WILL fight for 
justice and conquer crime!
	 I still advocate for victims every-

where and will continue to use my God-
given voice to share my story when-
ever the opportunity arises. Whether 
you are a victim, know someone who 
is, or have lost someone as a result of 
a crime, we owe it to ourselves and the 
ones we know or have lost to become a 
loud voice! Together it is my belief that 
we can conquer crime, one voice at a 
time. It is my hope that my story may 
inspire others to not give up in seeking 
justice. I waited almost twenty years 
for justice to be served in my case and 
as hard as it was at times, every year 
I had to wait only made me stronger. 
Fighting for justice and speaking out 
became my passion and purpose. I 
have used my experience to motivate 
myself in trying to understand what 
others in similar situations to mine are 
feeling. I’ve always wanted justice not 
only for myself, but for victims every-
where and can only hope that my story 
may show proof that justice does pre-
vail! I have been fortunate enough to 
hear from crime victims locally and all 
over the world that have so graciously 
and bravely opened up and shared their 
stories with me. These stories have 
kept me feeling strong and comforted 
throughout my long journey for jus-
tice. 
	 No matter how long it takes, or how 
many challenges we may face in the 
process, may we all feel victorious in 
using our voices to channel our nega-
tive experiences into something posi-
tive. I say, may we help not only our-
selves, but each other along the way in 
healing as well as gaining the feelings 
that we all deserve of fairness, dignity, 
and respect!

*The Office for Victims of Crime (OVC) has developed a guide to help assist victims with cold cases titled “Serving Survivors of Homicide Victims During Cold 
Case Investigations: A Guide for Developing a Law Enforcement Protocol”. You may access this resource at: http://www.sheriffs.org/sites/default/files/uploads/
guidefordevelopingalawenforcementprotocolaugust172011.pdf
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Mike 
Jones Program Supervisor III

by Lauren Reynolds
TDCJ Victim Services Division, Texas Crime Victim Clearinghouse 

	

 


      
    
    
 

   

   



    
      
    



      

     

 
    
   
 



   
    

    


cal knowledge was best applied as the 
editor of the Victim’s Informer news-
letter. For the last ten years, Mike first 
helped to design the layout of the In-
former before eventually taking on the 
task of crafting the whole thing. Mike 
passionately took the Informer on and 
never ran out of important stories or 
relevant ideas. The content he supplied 
always had a fresh approach and per-
spective. 
 I was lucky enough to be able to 
work closely with Mike and for the 
past two years, he never failed to im-
press me with his skills and passion to 
work with victims. His light-hearted 
sense of humor and wit were profes-
sionally conveyed in each article he 
wrote. It also kept a smile on every-
one’s face in the office. Mike offered 
so much to VSD staff, victims of crime 
and dozens of professional colleagues. 
I feel privileged to have gotten to know 
him and lucky to have learned so much 
from him. 
 Mike has effortless talent complet-
ing any task given to him. He left 
behind numerous accomplishments 
I hope he is proud of. Everyone at 
Victim Services sorely misses him—
Mike became the designated provider 
of Big Red at every function, could 
be counted on to make your day bet-
ter with his jovial sense of humor and 
always had a new phone. Even though 
our computer problems go unsolved 
and the once shared refrigerator is a bit 
understocked, we all wish him the best 

at DPS. After settling in his new posi-
tion, I asked Mike to reflect on the time 
he spent at VSD and this is what he had 
to say: “Even though I got to do an in-
credible array of jobs and experienced 
some very interesting and unique situ-
ations over the years, above everything 
else, the most important thing to me 
working in Victim Services was work-
ing one-on-one with victims. I felt I 
truly was blessed to have been given 
that opportunity, and I am very grateful 
to the people who gave me the chance 
to get involved. I hope I was able to 
make a positive change, even a small 
one, on each of the lives of the victims 
I got to work with.”
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 NEW!

2011 Revision

by Kristi Heiman
TDCJ Victim Services Division, Texas Crime Victim Clearinghouse 

	 The Victim Impact Statement (VIS) 
has been given a makeover!  The Texas 
Code of Criminal Procedure (TCCP) 
56.03 (h) states, “Not later than De-
cember 1 of each odd number year, 
the Texas Crime Victim Clearinghouse 
with the participation of the Commu-
nity Justice Assistance Division of the 
Texas Department of Criminal Justice 
and the Board of Pardons and Paroles, 
shall update the VIS form.” This year 
the VIS Revision Committee was orga-
nized by the Texas Crime Victim Clear-
inghouse and consisted of Victim Assis-
tance Coordinators (VACs) from across 
the state as well as representatives from 
the Texas Board of Pardons and Paroles 
(BPP), Texas District and County At-
torneys Association (TDCAA), Texas 
Youth Commission (TYC), the Com-
munity Justice Assistance Division 
(CJAD), and the Office of the Attorney 
General of Texas (OAG). The commit-
tee was also grateful that a crime victim 
served on the committee and provided 
insight from a victim’s point of view. 
The committee met in June, July and 
August to discuss ways that the VIS 
could be improved. From the onset of 
the first meeting, it was clear that the 
committee’s main goal for this revi-
sion session was to make the VIS more 
user-friendly and easier for victims to 
complete. They believed by achieving 
that goal they would also meet their 

secondary goal, which was to increase 
the rate of return of completed VISs by 
victims. The committee went through 
the VIS page by page, phrase by phrase, 
and word by word in an effort to iden-
tify the sections that tended to be more 
difficult to understand and caused the 
most confusion for victims completing 
the form. The meeting room became 
a literal “think tank” of creative ideas 
and innovative suggestions that led to 
a VIS makeover that will take Texas 
by storm! This article will walk you 
through the many improvements made 
to the new VIS.
Crime Victim Information Sheet  
	 One of the first things that the com-
mittee brought up was that the Crime 
Victim Information Sheet was filled 
with great information. However, be-
cause there is so much information on 
one page, the committee expressed con-
cerns that the victims who receive the 
VIS may not take the time to read all of 
the information about the VIS and it’s 
role in the criminal justice process. The 
committee agreed to retain the Crime 
Victim Information Sheet because the 
information on it is very important to a 
victim. They addressed their concerns 
by creating a Cover Sheet for the VIS 
that briefly lists some of the main points 
made on the Crime Victim Information 
Sheet. The committee agreed that this 
new Cover Sheet will help to get the 

victim’s attention and make him/her 
more likely to read it, and hopefully 
want to complete the VIS. As for the 
Crime Victim Information Sheet, minor 
changes were made in order to make it 
more specific and a graphic was added 
to the top to make it more inviting in 
appearance. No changes were made to 
the Crime Victims’ Rights page.  
Confidential Information Sheet
	 The next section that the commit-
tee tackled was the Confidential Infor-
mation Sheet. There was a consensus 
among committee members that this 
page must be easy for the victim to un-
derstand. Any confusion might result 
in the victim not completing the rest 
of the VIS. VACs will notice several 
changes to the layout of this page. The 
Offense Information section (which is 
to be completed by the VAC) has a new 
format that gives the VAC the ability 
to list all the defendants on one VIS.  
The committee felt this was impor-
tant so VACs can send one VIS to a                                                                                                                                                
victim when there are multiple de-
fendants involved. In Section 1, No-
tification, the committee agreed that 
referring to the Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice (TDCJ) as “prison” 
would be an easy association for vic-
tims to make. The wording was also 
changed in the question that asks if the 
victim wants any contact with the de-
fendant if he or she is sent to prison.  

continued on page 6
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The committee advised that the previ-
ous wording was too confusing to the 
victim. In Section 2, the information 
that the victim is asked to provide re-
mains almost the same; however the 
information is now separated by boxes 
that make it more organized and eas-
ier to read. The committee agreed on 
the importance of getting the victim’s 
correct contact information in order to 
provide them with notification, should 
they request it. This section of the VIS 
is vital to collecting this much needed 
information.
Victim Impact Statement – Page 1 of 
2
	 The committee then found itself 
ready to look at the actual Victim Im-
pact information section—the part of 
the VIS that can be emotionally dif-
ficult for some victims to complete. 
They wanted to make this part of the 
VIS packet as user-friendly as possible 
for the victim. In the “Emotional/Psy-
chological Impact” section, the com-
mittee replaced “Marital Problems” 
with “Marital/Relationship Problems” 
in order to include victims who are not 
married, but still feel the crime has im-
pacted their relationship with a signifi-
cant other. In order to give the victim 
the opportunity to indicate counseling 
needs and how the crime has affected 
his or her relationships, as well as those 
of his or her family, the following ques-
tions were added to this section:

Has the victim or the victim’s family •	
sought counseling as a result of the 
crime? 

How has this crime affected you, •	
your family or those close to you?  
Please feel free to discuss your 
feelings, thoughts, and general 
well-being.  (Please attach addi-
tional page if used.)

Also, the offender information box at 
the top of this page now matches the 
box at the top of the Confidential Infor-
mation Sheet.
Victim Impact Statement – Page 2 of 
2
	 On page 2 of 2, the committee short-
ened the wording for the “Physical In-
jury” section and added a line for the 
victim to indicate the medical center 
where he or she was treated for injuries. 
The “Economic Loss” section is now 
called “Financial Loss”. “Doctor/Hos-
pital Bills” has been changed to “Medi-
cal/Dental Expenses” in order to cover 
a larger array of injuries that a victim 
may receive. The committee also dis-
cussed the “Amount Covered by Insur-
ance” question and advised that many 
victims don’t know yet what or how 
much will be covered by insurance. 
So the question was changed to, “Were 
any expenses covered by insurance or 
other sources? Yes or No”. By letting 
the victim know to attach receipts, bills, 
and canceled checks only if they have 
that documentation available, the com-
mittee hoped to ease some of the pres-
sure and stress that victims feel when 
having to collect all of the documents 
they were originally asked to send in. 
In addition, the toll-free phone number 
to the Office of the Attorney General 
of Texas was added to this section in 
case the victim would like to apply for 
Crime Victims’ Compensation (CVC). 
The victim will no longer be asked to 
provide the CVC claim number.  
Victim Impact Statement Supple-
mental – Court Ordered Child Cus-
tody Orders
	 At the meetings, the TDCJ Victim 
Services Division advised that a very 
low number of these forms are received 
by our office and of those received, 

many do not need to be completed based 
on the circumstances of the crime. The 
committee discussed the confusion 
that the VIS Supplemental page may 
be causing for victims. Therefore, the 
VIS Supplemental page has been sepa-
rated from the standard VIS packet, but 
can still be downloaded from the TDCJ 
VSD website.
Be on the Look Out!
	 When the 2011 VIS Revision Com-
mittee meetings came to a conclusion, 
committee members expressed confi-
dence that the newly revised VIS will 
be easier for victims to understand.  
On that note, they hope more victims 
will complete it. The opportunity to 
complete a VIS in the criminal justice 
system is an important right afforded to 
victims of crime. The new VIS aims to 
provide the court system and Board of 
Pardons and Paroles with a voice from 
the most important person involved 
with the case—the victim. The new 
VIS is available to print and download 
on the TDCJ VSD website (http://tdcj.
state.tx.us/publications/pubs_victim_
impact_statement.html#vis). 
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c a l e n d a r
__
December 13-15, 2011
Responding to Crime Victims with Disabilities
National Training Conference 
National Center for Victims of Crime

JW Marriott Orlando Grand Lakes,
Orlando, Florida.

www.ncvc.org
__
January 5 & 6, 2012
Child Abuse Conference 
presented by ChildSafe

Crowne Plaza,
San Antonio, Texas

www.childsafe.sa.org
__
January 8-13, 2012
Texas District and Country Attorneys Association’s 
January 2012 Prosecutor Trial Skills Course

DoubleTree North Hotel,
Austin, Texas

www.tdcaa.com
__
January 26 & 27, 2012
2012 Conference on Family Violence

Collin College Spring Creek Campus,
Plano, Texas

http://cccfv.com

__
January 30 - February 2, 2012
2012 OVC Mass Violence & Emergency National 
Training Conference

Hotel TBD,
Jacksonville, Florida

www.ovc2012.org
__
February 26 - March 1, 2012
The Texas Association Against Sexual Assault 
(TAASA) 30th Anniversary Annual Conference

El Tropicano Riverwalk Hotel,
San Antonio, Texas

www.taasa.org
__
February 27 - March 1, 2012
2nd World Conference of Women’s Shelters 
(WCWS)

Gaylord National Hotel & Conference Center,
National Harbor, Maryland

www.worldshelterconference.com
__
March 19 & 20, 2012
2012 Annual Conference on the Prevention of Child 
Abuse

Westin Galleria Houston,
Houston, Texas

www.preventchildabusetexas.org
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Victimization 
of the 

Homeless

S

by Dawn Perkins, M.A. and Jennifer Denton, M.A. candidate
Community Relations and Volunteer Coordinator/VISTA Homeless Coalition Liaison, Front Steps 

ome of you may remember 
the story of a homeless man 
named John McGraham who 
was set on fire and killed on 

October 8, 2008 in California. His 
murder sparked outrage, and spurred 
the National Coalition for the Home-
less to lobby for two hate crime bills 
sponsored by Texas Representative Ed-
die Bernice Johnson to include home-
less people as a protected class1.  While 
these bills did not pass, other states, 
such as Florida, took the necessary 
steps to include crimes against home-
less men and women as hate crimes. 
 Therefore, when Front Steps was ap-
proached by the Texas Crime Victim 
Clearinghouse to write an article on 
the victimization of homeless men and 
women, we were eager to accept the job. 
Front Steps is a non-profit organization 
that manages the Austin Resource Cen-
ter for the Homeless, permanent and 
transitional housing programs and a 
Recuperative Care Program. Those of 
us that work and volunteer for Front 
Steps are very aware of our clients be-
ing victims of crimes. However, it was 
not until we delved into the research 
that we discovered the topic is not 
often discussed, reported, or tracked. 
While it is fairly easy to find data on 
the number of crimes committed by 
homeless people, it is much harder to 
find information about the crimes com-

mitted against them. We conclude:
1. Homeless men and women do not 
feel comfortable reporting these crimes 
to people in positions of authority, such 
as the police.
2. Homeless men and women are not 
aware of the number of crimes being 
committed against them–such as ex-
ploitation or fraud.
3. Homeless men and women do not 
feel that anyone will care, believe them, 
or act upon their claim.
4. Homeless men and women are not 
aware of services that may be available 
to them.
 While the victimization of the home-
less population is not an issue unique to 
Texas, there is a significant lack of data 
and information surrounding the sub-
ject on both the local and state level.  
One challenge is that the reports avail-
able from law enforcement do not re-
flect whether the victim or perpetrator 
of a crime is considered to be homeless. 
This lack of data poses a significant 
challenge in determining the number 
and nature of crimes against the home-
less population. Additionally, public 
information sources do not make avail-
able the addresses of victims or perpe-
trators of crimes. No reported address 
by the victim would seem a simple 
method of determining whether that in-
dividual is homeless, yet law enforce-
ment statistics either do not record, or 

do not publish this information.  
	 A second challenge in researching 
data on the victimization of the home-
less is the under-reporting of crimes.  
The National Coalition for the Home-
less reported that in 2009, ten Texas 
cities reported seven crimes com-
mitted, lethal and non-lethal, against 
homeless individuals among a total re-
ported homeless population of 36,761. 
While this measure of safety and secu-
rity would be considered ideal among 
advocates for the homeless, it is unreal-
istic to believe that a vulnerable popu-
lation such as the homeless is isolated 
or protected from a higher crime rate. 
The under-reporting of crimes poses a 
significant challenge to law enforce-
ment agencies gaining a clear picture 
of the volume and nature of criminal 
activity among a population, regardless 
of whether that population is housed or 
homeless.
	 For these reasons and for the pur-
poses of this article, we decided that 
perhaps our best source for informa-
tion on the victimization of the home-
less would be the homeless population 
itself. The Austin Resource Center for 
the Homeless (ARCH), managed by 
Front Steps Inc., sees a daily average 
of 600 people in search of basic needs 
services and from whom data is col-
lected as part of the intake process. The 
intake form used when assessing the 

continued on page 9
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status of every ARCH client collects 
information required by the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment and includes information on do-
mestic violence, but no other type of 
crime. Between September 2010 and 
September 2011 the ARCH collected 
information from 9,028 individuals, 
recording a total of 536 instances of 
domestic violence among individu-
als considered episodic or chronically 
homeless. Of those recorded instances, 
291 were reported by males, 246 by fe-
males and 2 by transgendered individu-
als. Further breakdown reflected that of 
the 536 instances reported, 57 victims 
identified themselves as veterans, 368 
identified as Caucasian, and 158 identi-
fied as Black/African American.  
	 Another source of data on the vic-
timization of the homeless population 
came from one Austin-area Emergency 
Room managed by the Seton Health-
care Family. From July 2010 through 
June 2011 there were 355 recorded 
instances of visits to one emergency 
room by homeless individuals, 72.39 
% of which were the result of homicide 
and or injury purposefully inflicted by 
another individual. The most common-
ly recorded incident, or cause of the in-
juries reported, was “assault by striking 
with blunt or thrown object (72 visits), 
assault by unspecified means (63 visits) 
and unarmed fight or brawl (60 visits)” 
(Seton, 2011).  
	 In addition to the data collected 
from clients on intake and information 
received by Seton Hospital, we chose 
to collect survey data to determine the 
number and nature of crimes commit-
ted against the homeless population 
visiting the ARCH. A seven question 
survey was designed to elicit voluntary 
and anonymous responses from clients 

over a seven day period. Beginning 
on September 28, 2011, survey boxes 
were placed in three locations inside 
the ARCH, with one additional survey 
box placed at an off-site service pro-
vider agency in hopes of capturing re-
sponses from a homeless female popu-
lation who do not regularly frequent the 
ARCH. Information was collected on 
gender, age and if they had ever been 
the victim of a crime while homeless. If 
they answered yes, we asked the nature 
of that crime, to whom they reported it, 
and what resources they believe exist 
to protect themselves.
	 In one week, 83 total responses were 
recorded with 78.31% indicating they 
had been the victim of a crime while 
homeless. Of the 63 men that respond-
ed, 74.6% were victimized. There were 
19 female responses recorded, with 
89.47% of them reporting victimiza-
tion. One victim identified as trans-
gendered and reported being the victim 
of a crime while homeless. The most 
common crimes reported by all respon-
dents were theft/robbery (46.9%), as-
sault/battery (33.73%) and exploitation 
(26.51%) defined as “not being paid for 
work performed” or being taken advan-
tage of.  Domestic violence and sexual 
assault occurred at a rate of 24.10% 
and 8.43% respectively among the en-
tire population, with rates of 42.11% 
(domestic violence) and 26.32% (sex-
ual assault) among female respondents, 
and 17.46% (domestic violence) and 
3.17% (sexual assault) among male re-
spondents.  Men were victims of crimes 
more often than women, with 33.73% 
of the total population reporting they 
were the victim of more than one crime.  
Among the 65 victimizations recorded, 
only about half (48.19%) were reported 
to the police. Women were more likely 

than men to report their victimization 
to law enforcement.  
	 Whether a crime was committed 
by another homeless individual or by 
someone outside the homeless popu-
lation is difficult, at best, to decipher.  
One cannot determine simply by visual 
observation of another whether that 
person is homeless or housed, there-
fore we chose not to include a question 
about this on the survey.  Surprisingly, 
we did receive one survey response 
from an individual who chose to anon-
ymously self-report that he/she had 
been the perpetrator of a crime against 
someone else, but did not include the 
nature of the crime committed.  
	 We were disappointed to find that 
while many homeless people stated 
that they reported their victimization to 
the police, there is little data available 
on crimes committed against homeless 
people. Of 83 surveys, only one person 
listed Safe Place as a resource to pro-
tect themselves, while a few mentioned 
having a lawyer or case manager to as-
sist them. We found it interesting that 
more people listed “learn self defense”, 
“don’t walk alone”, and “spirituality” 
as resources to protect themselves.
	 So, what are the resources available 
to homeless victims of crime? If our 
homeless are escaping domestic vio-
lence, Safe Place has extensive servic-
es and an emergency shelter, though, 
like many agencies, they are limited 
in whom and how many people they 
can serve. Other agencies, such as Rio 
Grande Legal Aide, provide some legal 
services to people experiencing home-
lessness, but other than reporting the 
crime and perhaps going to the emer-
gency room, there do not seem to be 
many outlets for support, advocacy, or 
therapy for the homeless who are vic-

continued on page 10
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tims of crime. 
	 Even while many agencies, such 
as Front Steps have Licensed Profes-
sional Counselors on site, it is hard for 
the counselors to provide therapy if 
they do not know the scope of the is-
sues their clients may be facing. In the 
larger picture of homelessness, being a 
victim of a crime may not rise to the 
top of priorities when it comes to other 
issues such as “Where will I sleep to-
night?”, “Where/How will I find em-
ployment?”, “How can I maintain 
sobriety?”, or “How can I get into per-
manent housing?”. Being a victim of a 
crime, especially a violent one, may be 
viewed as yet further evidence that this 
marginalized population have become 
so insignificant that even crime against 
them is allowed to go unnoticed and  a 
lack of resources is acceptable.
	 In researching this article and talk-
ing with people who are homeless as 
well as agency representatives, we 
confirmed that crime against the home-
less is an issue not often discussed 
or tracked in the Austin community. 
Though there are many individuals and 
organizations providing basic needs, 
housing, employment skills, advocacy 
and other programs, a gap in services 
and data exists for those who have been 
victims of crimes. 
	 Considering national statistics that 
“Over 1 in 4 attacks that are reported 
against the homeless end in murder”2, 
the issue of crimes against the home-
less is deserving of greater attention. 
As agency representatives, volunteers 

and advocates discuss issues related to 
homelessness, we should include this 
topic in our dialogue and vocabularies 
alongside concerns regarding mental 
health, substance and alcohol abuse, 
cycle of poverty, lack of affordable 
housing and a Universal Living Wage. 
This issue also reminds us that in addi-
tion to suffering the hardships of hav-
ing no safe place to call home, little 
to no support system, and barriers to 
housing and employment, the home-
less men and women we serve must 
constantly guard their personal safety 
at risk of losing their very lives. At a 
minimum, service providers and ad-
vocates must encourage our clients to 
report crimes to local law enforcement 
and agency professionals and bring this 
issue of safety and security for all our 
community to the forefront.

 1http://www.time.com/time/nation/
article/0,8599,1852825,00.html

 2http://www.time.com/time/nation/
article/0,8599,1852825,00.html#ixzz1aVBys4Tb
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The Lost Pines
A Visit to an Active Texas Disaster Zone

by Lauren Reynolds
TDCJ Victim Services Division, Texas Crime Victim Clearinghouse 

	 To be a Texan means you have seen 
it all and have earned the brand of re-
siliency. That definition was brought to 
a whole new level in 2011. A year long 
drought, almost 70 days of triple digit 
temperatures and severe strains on wa-
ter resources combined to create hor-
ribly fantastic conditions for wildfires. 
Week after week, fires were spawned 
and spread across the state, pushing the 
limits of emergency services. In Austin 
and the surrounding areas, the month 
of September left behind nothing but 
resiliency and ashes.  Labor Day week-
end first brought a sliver of hope that 
everyone’s prayer for rain would be 
answered by Tropical Storm Lee; how-
ever the only thing that swept in was 
wind over 40 mph. Crispy conditions 
coupled with the strong gusts left the 
holiday weekend as a charred reminder 
for residents of Bastrop County when 
on September 4, two power lines 
sparked a fire that changed the lives of 
thousands of Texans.
	 As the week progressed, so did the 
blaze. Local and state officials began 
describing it as “mean”, “big” and “nas-
ty”. After several days it was only 60% 
contained and had already consumed 
34 thousand acres in Bastrop County. 
The number of victims affected by the 
fire in such a short amount of time was 
astonishing—over 1300 homes were 
destroyed in six days. TDCJ Victim 
Services Division’s Director, Angie 
McCown, inquired as to what was be-
ing done to assist the people who tragi-
cally had lost everything. That Friday, 

September 9, I went to go find out. 
	 As I headed east on highway 71, 
things seemed eerily normal. The 
ominous black and hazy smoke that 
signaled destruction was no where to 
be seen, the morning radio DJs hap-
pily chattered to me in the car, the sun 
shone bright and clear. It wasn’t until I 
hit the intersection of highways 150/21 
and 95 that things suddenly began to 
look surreal. The Bastrop Convention 
and Exhibit Center sits in the north-
west corner of the intersection, behind 
an abandoned movie theatre. It was 
9:00 am and the oversized parking lot 
teemed with emergency fire vehicles. 
It was extremely inspiring and hum-
bling to witness how many different 
agencies had responded to the disas-
ter: volunteer and professional fire 
departments from all over Texas, New 
Mexico, and Arizona, the U.S. Forest 
Service, and the Bureau of Land Man-
agement grouped together to organize 
and debrief before going to battle with 
the still-raging flames. Due to high-
way barricades I could go no further 
so I stopped at the Bastrop Christian 
Outreach Center and began my quest 
to document the aid being given to 
victims of the wildfire. The Outreach 
Center had initially opened it’s doors as 
a shelter earlier in the week, but more 
organized, longer term shelters had 
since been created at other churches. 
Just because the Outreach Center was 
not housing victims long-term did not 
mean they had slowed down. They 
provided free legal aid, free hot meals 

and planned to set up a tent in Tahitian 
Village—an area scoured by the fire—
with donations directly available to the 
residents who had been allowed to re-
enter the area. When I asked where I 
could unload my trunkful of donations 
from our office, I was directed across 
the highway to Foundation Christian 
Ministries. The church was teeming 
with volunteers swiftly moving and 
organizing donations—flatbed trail-
ers full of water were being unloaded 
and stacked under a canopy and large 
piles of boxes filled with donated items 
were being sorted. A free showering 
area was set up as well for anyone to 
use. For all the donations and services 
both of these places offered, I didn’t 
see many victims and began to wonder 
where everybody was. I decided to re-
turn to the Convention Center (deemed 
the wildfire headquarters) and noticed 
the firefighters had taken their trucks 
to go meet the blaze head-on. Clus-
tered up by the front of the Convention 
Center were several news channel vans 
and satellites. I went inside and entered 
into a room full of press and local resi-
dents. A podium stood equipped with 
half a dozen microphones; cameramen 
bustled around, positioning themselves 
in the best available spot to shoot the 
apparent press conference. Wildfire 
victims milled about, some checking 
in at a table near the door, striking up 
conversation with strangers or carry-
ing pets. The majority of them were si-
lent with anxious expressions. Around 
10:00 am, the Lieutenant Governor, 

continued on page 12
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David Dewhurst addressed those in 
attendance and provided an update on 
the fire. It was day six of the fire and 
the level of devastation was still get-
ting worse. Lieutenant Governor Dew-
hurst stated that since January 1, 2011, 
18,876 wildfires had occurred in Texas, 
burning a total of 3.6 million acres—34 
thousand of those in Bastrop County. 
Texas still had not been declared as a 
state-wide major disaster area, mean-
ing FEMA was unable to provide any 
assistance. Several  Bastrop County 
residents began asking questions and 
voicing their concern over looting and 
the lack of information provided to 
them about housing. The Lieutenant 
Governor explained they were entering 
Phase 1, which was to let people back 
into their neighborhoods as it became 
safe. Despite the briefing, people re-
mained upset, frustrated and worried. 
One man was escorted out as he re-
peatedly challenged officials as to why 
they would not answer his questions. 
Fear was expressed through anger for 
many people and the atmosphere felt 
tense. I silently exited the room and by 
going through the double doors, anger 
gave way to gratitude. A woman stood 
next to a large smoky painting of fire-
fighters hosing a blaze. The word “He-
roes” labeled the top of the canvas. A 
sign invited people to sign the paint-

ing, thanking those who were risking 
their lives to save the community. As 
I passed, a mother and her teenage 
daughter paused to write a message on 
the painting. As they stood back and re-
flected on the artwork, I saw tears fall 
from the daughter’s face as her mother 
wrapped her arm around her shoulders. 
Outside, the Convention Center pillars 
were covered with pages upon pages 
of confirmed destroyed structures, all 
duct-taped together. Donations were 
piling up with a separate section specif-
ically for firefighters. I assumed water 
and clothing would be at the top of the 
list, but surprisingly found chapstick 
to be the thing everyone needed most. 
Constant exposure to wind and smoke 
made the victim’s and firefighter’s skin 
dry and chapped. 
	 I got back in the state car and turned 
north onto 95 to visit a long term shel-
ter that was in operation at the Celebra-
tion Community Church. Taped to the 
glass door was a “Missing” poster with 

photos of 5 family pets separated from 
their owner in the wake of the evacu-
ation. Walking in, I was greeted by a 
volunteer manning a table of forms. I 
explained to her who I was and that I 
was interested in talking to someone 
about how the shelter worked and what 
services were provided. She told me a 
woman named Rachel was in charge, 
but wasn’t available at the moment. I 
ended up chatting with the volunteer 
who knew more than she thought! 
She explained all the forms to me that 
were displayed on the table. When a 
single person or family came to the 
shelter, they could go no further until 
they filled out an information sheet and 
signed it. FEMA papers were available 
for victims to fill out as well so that 
once FEMA was cleared to move in 
and help, the process would go much 
quicker. The shelter allowed for people 
to stay overnight as well as just stop in 
and take advantage of the available do-
nations, services and aid. If you stayed 
the night, you wore a green bracelet. 
This allowed for shelter volunteers to 
keep a count of occupied cots. Sleeping 
areas were divided up—families in one 
area, single people in another. In the 
singles room, approximately 30 cots 
were set up. The church had opened its 
doors as a long term shelter on Septem-
ber 5, and was currently slated to pro-
vide services for three weeks. Victims 
could receive hot meals, showers, a cot 

continued on page 13
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to sleep on, legal aid and services pro-
vided by Chaplains, Bastrop County 
Sheriffs Department Victim Services 
and Bluebonnet Trails Community Ser-
vices. As I asked my questions, several 
members of the National Guard began 
showing up. I was told the operation of 
the shelter was being taken over by the 
state (much to the relief of the volun-
teers and those in charge). The state had 
contracted the services out to the Bap-
tist Child and Family Services (BCFS). 
Dr. Charles Dodson, Executive Direc-
tor of BCFS, collaborated with the 

National Guard. Soon enough, Rachel 
came to greet them and announce that 
lunch was being served—catered by 
Johnny Carinos. I introduced myself 
to Rachel and could tell she needed 
to be at about ten other places at that 
moment. She claimed she was grateful 
BCFS had arrived as she knew nothing 
about running a shelter. “I do mortgag-
es!” she exasperated. Lunch was being 
served in a small room toward the back 
of the church. Clothing donations took 
up a third of the space and volunteers 
were separating garments into gender 
and size piles. Victims and members 

of the National Guard sat side by side, 
enjoying a hot, hearty meal. 
	 I had explored the assistance being 
given to victims in the form of basic 
necessities, but wanted to know if crisis 
services were being offered to victims 
as well. I can’t imagine the feelings 
many of the victims had after losing 
their homes to such a monstrous disas-
ter. I drove south, back to the Bastrop 
Convention Center. Pulling through the 
old movie theatre parking lot, I noticed 
a school bus parked in the middle of 
the unoccupied asphalt. Large packs, 

spanning the length of the bus, lay on 
the ground and men dressed in green 
pants and black shirts mingled about. 
I read the back of one shirt: “Navajo 
Scouts Fire”. It looked like more help 
had arrived. I spoke to a couple of the 
men and discovered they were a fire-
fighting team from Navajo Nation, 
Arizona. It took them 14 days to get to 
Bastrop on the school bus, but the crew 
was ready to go wherever they were 
needed. I asked them about the packs 
and they explained each one contained 
everything 1 man needs—the men are 
used to traveling around the country 

fighting wildfires and setting up camp 
each night. I thanked them for coming 
all this way to help and wished them a 
safe experience.
	 I entered back into the Convention 
Center and approached the long row 
of tables where volunteers were giv-
ing information. I asked one volunteer 
if he knew what immediate counsel-
ing or grief services were being given 
to victims. After explaining who I was 
and what I was doing there, I was ush-
ered into the back room and after much 
circling around, ran into Lisa Jackson, 

who works for the Sheriff’s office as 
a Victim Assistance Coordinator and 
handles critical incidents. She told me 
crisis counseling was being given in a 
small green building directly adjacent to 
the Convention Center. Lisa explained 
the importance in keeping a secure lo-
cation and that volunteer counselors 
were going to the Convention Center 
during each briefing and giving infor-
mation to victims who gathered there. 
Counselors from Bastrop and the sur-
rounding area were volunteering their 
time to help the victims with no other 
resources. I sat down at the round table 

continued on page 14
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and began talking with Linda Seale, a 
licensed counselor, who was volunteer-
ing her time. She explained that when 
people come in, they mainly requested 
an ear. The majority of people just need 
someone to vent to and be able to talk 
about the magnitude of losing all their 
personal belongings. Linda told me the 
most helpful thing they could do was 
listen. People were confused, sad, an-
gry, and felt helpless. They sat and lis-
tened to each story and if victims had 
no direction in where to go or what to 
do, they refered them to the insurance 
tents set up to receive claims, family 
crisis centers and sometimes offered 
pro bono visits to their private practice. 
Linda told me that earlier in the week 
she and a few other volunteers took 
some supplies to one of the short term 
shelters at the Bastrop Middle School. 
Linda’s daughter works for  Kohl’s and 
they agreed to donate needed items. 
Among the various donations were a 
large stack of pillows. Linda explained 
how humbling it was when out of all 
the things they brought: food, clothing, 
toothbrushes, etc the thing people got 
most excited about were the pillows. 
One man, seeing Linda carrying a pil-
low, asked her if those were for the 
shelter. After telling him yes, the man 
asked her if he could please have one. 
Things we all take for granted every 
day, these people considered a luxury. 
	 As I continued my conversation with 
the volunteer counselors, a man walked 
in and announced that he had lost his 
home, but was here to volunteer and 
help others. He introduced himself as 
Jim Davenport and wasted no time in 
detailing his story to the group. Jim ex-
plained that he and his wife had been at 
a wedding in Louisiana over the Labor 
Day weekend. On their way back home 

that Sunday, they began getting phone 
calls alerting them certain roads were 
closed due to a wildfire. When they 
finally returned to the area, his neigh-
borhood had been blocked off, but he 
and his son were able to get through a 
barrier and he photographed the scene. 
His pictures were already developed 
and he passed them around the table. 
Through the hazy smoke and burning 
trees, you could make out the remains 
of his home. His two dogs were gone 
and his wife was constantly checking 
the Facebook page established for the 
purpose of reuniting owners with their 
pets. Shelters posted photos of animals 
with singed whiskers and eyebrows as 
animals began turning up. His wife had 
gone to a shelter where she hoped their 
lab was waiting for them. Jim didn’t 
seem to even take a breath and I real-
ized Linda was right—these people 
just need to talk. With no prompting, 
Jim told us all of how he has lost ev-
erything except his suit he wore to the 
wedding and a free t-shirt he got from 
his insurance company when he filed 
his claim. Jim told us he was a guitar 
collector and stopped filling out his in-
surance claim when he hit 60K worth 
of guitars in one closet. His wife is a 
quilter and their home had several 
priceless antique quilts, now gone. He 
voiced his frustration with media cov-
erage and admitted his anger mostly 
came from having to wait. This seemed 
to be the consensus of how the majority 
of victims felt. They could do nothing 
but wait; wait to discover if their home 
was spared, wait for temporary hous-
ing, wait for financial assistance, wait 
for their resilience to pay off. I couldn’t 
help but feel selfish as I drove back to 
Austin to return to my home and pos-
sessions while all of those affected by 

this extreme disaster had nothing but 
questions. The next week, the scorch-
ing fire was finally contained by the 
constant and dedicated work from the 
colossal group of firefighters, including 
the motivated group of Navajo Scouts. 
With the immediate threat of disaster 
over, families began to salvage what 
they could and grasp some hope for the 
future.
	 Jim voiced his frustration and I felt 
his emotion was one of consensus. So 
many people affected by the wildfire 
were all doing the same thing—wait-
ing. Their patience only tested their 
resiliency, which is as strong as ever. 
Now, almost two months after the fire, 
people are rebuilding and starting over. 
Bastrop County has seen a boost in 
jobs as demolition work is in high de-
mand and new construction is lined up 
throughout next year. As devastating as 
the wildfire in Bastrop County was, the 
resiliency of the residents there is shin-
ing through.   

On behalf of our agency, I would like to thank all the volunteers who provided services to all the victims 
of all the wildfires across Texas.




