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two eyes and a pair of nostrils break 
the surface of the bayou; at first glance 
much like any of the other gnarled 
driftwood rimming the shoreline. As 
I peer more closely, the six-foot-long 
body to which they are attached begins 
to take shape beneath the surface: it’s 
one of Chambers County’s 100,000-
plus alligators. Following Hurricane Ike 
in 2008, ’gators had the worst nesting 
season in history. Nearly three years later, 
they are back.

On the surface, Chambers County 
seems to have much in common with 
the alligator, its signature reptile, which 
outnumbers the county’s human 
population three to one. It’s only seeing 
what lies beneath that surface—its history, 
its people, its abundant wildlife and 
fisheries—that can really take your breath 
away. And like the alligators themselves, 
it’s rebounding with vigor.

Anchored in history

I sidle down FM 563 amidst the moss-
festooned oaks over Turtle Bayou, where, 
on June 13, 1832, a handful of Texans 
drafted and signed the first formal protest 
against Mexican rule. A few days before, 
Colonel John Davis Bradburn, in employ 
of the Mexican government, had unjustly 
imprisoned several locals, one of whom 
was William B. Travis, at nearby Fort 
Anahuac. The ensuing battle to free 
the captives would drive Travis to his 
destiny at the Alamo, and lead Texas to 
independence.

Here, in Chambers County, antebellum 
cotton-and-slave plantations bore more 
resemblance to the Deep South than the 
Wild West. Here, Texas cattle drives were 
first inscribed into legend, as chronicled 
in Jim Bob Jackson’s They Pointed Them 
East First, a recounting of Chambers 
County cattle drives to the New Orleans 
markets. Here, during the Civil War, freed 
slaves from Galveston’s cotton empires 
made homes and history in Chambers 
County. Here, a legendary woman named 
Sara Ridge Paschal Pix, daughter of famed 
Cherokee chieftain Major Ridge, escaped 
The Trail of Tears to forge a new life in 
Chambers County with her child, Emily 
“Agnes” Paschal McNeir and Agnes’ two 
young sons, Forest and Paschal. Pix and 
her descendants are buried at the McNeir 

learn what lies beneath to discover chambers county’s treasures.
by SuSan L. EbErt

Hidden 
  Chambers
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Sheriff 
John froST:  1862-1900

John Lighter Frost, who had just been reelected 
in 1900 for a third term as Chambers County 
sheriff, at age 38 still cut a boyish figure: tall, 
elegant and hard-muscled, with piercing eyes, a 
Marine jaw and a dapper mustache.
Frost was the only lawman in Chambers County. 
During the previous election, in 1898, Frost’s opponents had accused 
him of cowardice. A careful, just man, Frost was no coward. But down 
at Smith Point, three heinous souls had seized Lake Surprise, legendary 
Galveston cotton baron Col. William Moody’s private duck-hunting lodge 
near Smith Point, from two honest and enterprising brothers, Forest and 
Paschal McNeir, and threatened anyone who dared come in that they 
would “kill them all and burn their hides.”

Sheriff Frost—surely with an anvil of foreboding pressing on his heart—
mounted his steed, and rode the long trail south from Wallisville to Smith 
Point, to confront and evict the poachers and squatters.
He was never seen again.
Although all three men were brought to trial, Sheriff Frost’s body was 
never recovered. His horse was found; reins sliced. In a confession, one of 
the accused told the judge that they had cut off the bridle reins to strap 
Frost’s body down with weights before tossing him in the bay. Even with 
this confession, no one was ever convicted of this crime: no body, no 
conviction.
In 1904, a Woodmen of the World marker was dedicated in his name at 
the Wallisville Cemetery.

– susan l. ebert

Cemetery in Smith Point; Forest McNeir of 
Texas, McNeir’s 1956 autobiography of his 
late-19th- and early-20th-century life on the 
Texas Coast has become a cherished tome 
among Texas waterfowlers. Here, Cabeza 
de Vaca and other Spanish conquistadors, 
bloodthirsty pirates including the nefarious 
Jean Lafitte himself and fierce, nomadic 
Karankawa Indians—rumored to be 
cannibalistic—plied trades and wreaked 
havoc. Here, Sheriff John Frost vanished 
without a trace, and Pete Mayes made 
blues history (see sidebars).

Uprooted And rebUilt

Even today’s Chambers County 
inhabitants are pretty durned tough, 
as exemplified by one of Oak Island’s 
archetypical residents, Artie Presley.

As befitting his ancestor, you-know-who 
Presley, his engaging smile with the slight 
lip curl always snares me, and this day is 
no exception. Presley’s Oak Island Lodge, 
built shortly after the double-whammy 
of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, took a 
stunning body blow from Hurricane Ike. 
“I really had to check my sanity when I 
decided to rebuild after that,” he shrugs, 
“but the location is so good, and I knew 
it would be good for the community of 
Oak Island in general, and that it would be 
good, long-term, for me.”

Oak Island, a small coastal community 
clinging to the rim of Trinity Bay at the 
mouth of Double Bayou, was brutally 

Enter  to win at TexasSportingJournal.com/sweepstakes
Drawing will take place on October 31, 2011. Visit site for details on the prizes.

Offshore fishing in Cabo?
TSJ wants you & three friends to go.

Win a 4 day, 3 night trip with 2 days of offshore fi shing 
with Baja Luxury Fishing Villas. Explore the depths of Cabo 
with a pair of Steiner Commander V Marine binoculars 
equipped with a built-in compass.

All equipment, food & drinks are provided on the boat.
Transportation to and from the airport is included. (Airfare is not.)

LAND’S END
ROCK FORMATION,
Cabo San Lucas, México
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“oh, Double bayou,” he laughs, deep and rich 
as a river. “Gal, how’d you ever find out about me?”
I’ve been exploring Chambers County, I explain, and 
heard about you and Double Bayou Dance Hall.
“I’ve been playin’ the blues, chile, since I was four,” 
Mayes tells me. “My grandparents called it ‘the 
devil’s music’ and forbade me to play it. But I had a 
little transistor radio, and knew it was my calling.”
Pete Mayes and the Texas Houserockers first played 
the now-defunct Double Bayou Dance Hall in 1952, 
and have been gettin’ after it ever since. “I brought 
the Texas sound to the European bandstand,” 
Mayes tells me, “playing in Nice, Cannes, Bordeaux 
and other European cities. After that, we had visitors 
from all over Europe who would come to visit 
Double Bayou Dance Hall.”
As blues aficionados from the world over flocked 
to this humble shack, local women brought sweet 
potato pies, men barbecued in the yard and inside 

the hogwire-and-post low-ceilinged shack, all 
shared their love of the blues. “Used to be, they’d be 
lined up all the way to the main road, a mile away,” 
Mayes tells me, chuckling.
“There were no tables, jes’ benches around the 
sides. When I was 19, I got T-Bone Walker to come 
play here. He was my hero. T-Bone made me be 
Pete Mayes.”
Other blues legends who graced this humble 
country watering hole included Big Joe Turner, 
Clifton Chenier, Gatemouth Brown, Johnny 
Copeland and Lightnin’ Hopkins.
“They call me a legend,” he says with his graceful 
waterfall laugh. “I didn’t know I was that old. My 
hands don’t work so good anymore, so I can’t play 
guitar, but as long as I have a voice, I’ll sing the 
blues.”

– Susan L. Ebert

peTe mAYeS:  bayou bLuesMan

Pete Mayes was born and raised 
in Chambers County, in the still-
small Double bayou community 
established by former slaves. 
Live at Double bayou Dance 
Hall, by Mayes and the Texas 
Houserockers was recorded 
at the old dance hall in 2003. 
shortly before his passing in 
December 2008, I caught up with 
Mayes in Houston.
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decimated by Hurricane Ike, which rendered 90 percent of its 
home uninhabitable, including Presley’s Oak Island Lodge.

Presley, who hails from the construction industry, not only 
rebuilt the 5,800-square-foot fortress of a main lodge, separate 
guide house with 18 beds and the covered boat berths with 
hydraulic lifts, but also purchased property adjacent to Oak 
Island’s Job Beason Park to build an amply stocked convenience 
store, a 12-room motel and a water’s edge restaurant with 
the fate-taunting name of the Hurricane Restaurant and Club, 
completed in the summer of 2010. He also manages 18 boat 
slips for the county, and is building a car wash and an icehouse.

“It’s a hub for recreation,” explains Presley. “We have one all-
purpose phone number, (409) 25-2FISH. Whether booking the 
lodge for 10 to 25 people, a single motel room or a guide, one 
number does it all. My goal is to keep prices low and be an asset 
to the community.”

Oak Island has also benefited from a surprise benefactor 
after Hurricane Ike: Neil Diamond. “After playing a concert 
in Houston shortly after Ike,” relates Presley, “Diamond was 
backstage visiting with then-Houston mayor Bill White, who 
introduced him to one of our residents, Robert Jackson. Diamond 

decided to make the trip out to see Oak Island for himself and was 
deeply moved by the plight of Oak Island’s residents.”

To date, Neil Diamond has given more than $1 million to Oak 
Island since Ike, to fund the rebuilding of 14 homes for widows 
and others determined to be in the greatest need.

resilient resoUrce

Without doubt, the slow climb back from Hurricane Ike by its 
human inhabitants has been mightily surpassed by the rebound of 
its mammalian, avian, reptilian and piscatorial ones. The Trinity 
Bay system— as it is not overly developed and is nourished by 
myriad marshes and estuaries and enveined with bayous—surged 
to life post-Ike, producing throngs of shad and other baitfish 
to grow big-shouldered redfish and fat-bellied “football” trout. 
Presley relates that the dove, waterfowl, alligator and fishing 
seasons of 2010 were outstanding.
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CP EXOTIC &
WHITETAIL

PROTEIN FEEDER
• 1000, 2000 & 3000 lb.

capacity
• Shown with Optional

Fawn Tube

CF CORN FEEDER
with Solar Powered Timer 
• 1000, 2000 & 3000 lb. capacities

ENGINEERED TO WITHSTAND

THE ABUSE OF EXOTICS

BUILT WITH PRIDE
IN AMERICA

WITH AMERICAN MATERIALS

BUILT RIGHT THE FIRST TIME
TO LAST A LIFE TIME

OUTBACK PRODUCTS USE THE TIMER
12 VOLT CONTROL UNIT WITH A 5 YR. WARRANTY

ASK ABOUT OUR DELIVERY
& QUANTITY DISCOUNTS

OPTION ON
CORN FEEDERS:
TM PROTEIN
ADAPTER TUBE
& FOLD-UP CAGE

FOR MORE INFORMATION AND TO SEE OUR COMPLETE PRODUCT LINE GO TO WWW.OUTBACKFEEDERS.COM OR CONTACT US FOR A BROCHURE

U.S. PATENTS 7370605, D575908, D599503 & 6920841, D602649, D603104, D603105, D604017, D603566
U.S. TRADEMARKS 3629190 & 3625066

e-mail: rickmeritt@yahoo.com • www.outbackfeeders.com
5197 FM 2685 • Gilmer, TX 75645 • fax 903.734.3657

903.734.4210 • 800.396.6313 • 903.790.1071

Please call for current prices. We do all we
can to keep our pricing fair, however, we

have no control over the fluctuations in the
raw materials & transportation costs.

R

Heavy Duty HOG TRAP
• 2 models: Swivel Axle (shown) or Swivel Axle & Floor

TURKEY-QUAIL
COMBO FEEDER
• 500# & 1000# capacities

QUAILCENTRALFEEDER
& WATER STATION
• collects rainfall &
condensation for quail
• 500# & 1000# capacities

FISH
FEEDER
• Low profile
for pier, dock
or bank
• Includes
solar timer

CONTROL WHEN & QUANTITY
YOUR ANIMALS EAT!
The Regulator has “The Timer” incorporated inside
the gravity flow system allowing control of the feed
amount consumed by animals while maintaining
dispensed feed inside the feeder housing & long
tubes. Program to dispense feed up to 6 times per
day at the rate of 2 lbs./second & 360# per day max.

OUTBACK “PARDNER”
BULK TRAILER WITH ROAD FEEDER, GRAVITY
TUBE & OPTIONAL BLOWER SYSTEM
• Complete with tubing, fittings, ladder & spare tire
• 2 models to choose from: Standard Model includes
remote controlled Road Feeder & Gravity Tube or
Standard Model plus “Speed Feed” Blower System

AVAILABLE IN 2000 LB. CAPACITY MODELS INCLUDING:
CP 2000#, BP 2000#, CP MAGNUM 2000#, BP
MAGNUM 2000#, CP 6-TUBE 2000#, CP 6-TUBE
MAGNUM 2000#

CP REGULATOR

CP BREEDING
PEN FEEDER

• 1000, 2000 & 3000 lb. capacities
• Shown with optional fawn tube

The CP Breeding Pen Feeder is
designed to position alongside fence to

fill from outside pen. The removable
ladder attaches through the fence.

WILDLIFE GUZZLER
Water Station

• 500 gallon capacity

NEW, IMPROVED
DESIGN

COLLECTS EVEN
MORE RAINFALL

& NATURAL
CONDENSATION
FOR WILDLIFE

CHANGE ANY FEEDER LOCATION

BY PULLING WITH TRUCK OR ATV
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Looking for a full service adventure? 
Brian Davenport’s and Tony Cirillo’s 
Fin & Fowl Outfitters has exclusive use 
of Oak Island Lodge from November 
through January for its clients, and also 
books it during September dove and teal 
seasons. The six “Oak Island Boys,” all 
USCG and Texas licensed captains, of 
Oak Island Fishing Adventures also stand 
at the ready to host you. Trinity Bay’s 
more than 200 square miles of surface 
area—the largest in the Galveston Bay 
complex—is rimmed by natural reefs such 
as the Vingt-et-unes (van-TOONS; French 
for 21) and Big and Little Hodges, and 
well pads, left behind after the removal of 
gas and oil rigs, in deeper parts of the bay 
offer additional structure for holding fish.

Those preferring a do-it-yourself 
fishing adventure can put in at Double 
Bayou’s Jobe Beason Park, or one of the 
two boat ramps at the nearby Anahuac 
National Wildlife Refuge. Do-it-yourself 
waterfowling—although the hunting can 
be spectacular—is a bit more intense: 
Do your scouting first, then with hunting 
license, Federal waterfowl stamp and 
signed Anahuac NWR General Permit at 
the ready—as well as a pirogue or two, 
your dekes, guns, ammo and gear—be 
prepared to wait in line with your vehicle 
for most of the night in order to get a shot 
at a good spot.

But whatever delights the days have 
held on my visits to Oak Island Lodge, 
the setting sun pulls me like a magnet to 
the lodge’s long fishing pier. There’s just 
something about the company of good 
friends under an upside-down bowl full 
of stars, feeling the electric jolt pulsate 
through my fishing line and lifting up a 
shimmering sea trout from beneath the 
surface to the moon glow above.

if YoU Go…
oak IsLanD LoDge
(409) 252-4122
www.oakislandlodge.net

FIn & FowL ouTFITTers
Davenport: (281) 852-1939 • Cirillo: (281) 330-3976
www.finandfowloutfitters.com

oak IsLanD FIsHIng aDvenTures
(281) 923-4637
www.oakislandfishingadventures.com


