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Blue Bell’s
layoffs tough
for hometown
Outbreak spurs furloughs, too
By Mark Collette
H OUST O N CH RO NI CLE

Photos by Bob Owen / San Antonio Express-News

City workers set up a barricade at Overbrook and Danville on Friday. This week’s rains have pushed the
city’s precipitation total for the year to 17.1 inches, well above the norm of 9.7.

Blue Bell Creameries
on Friday announced a
massive round of layoffs
and furloughs across
multiple states that will
be felt keenly in its hometown of Brenham, already
hurt by cuts in other
industries.
The layoffs affect 750
full-time and 700 parttime employees, with
furloughs for an additional 1,400 — moves that
reach nearly 75 percent of
the Texas-based compa-

Plenty of rainfall,
but fewer problems
Projects
seem to be
reducing
flooding

Rains no
friends of
old septic
systems

By John W. Gonzalez

By Lynn Brezosky
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Bexar County’s $500
million flood control
initiative, which has
raised public awareness
of high-water dangers,
appears to be paying off
at several chronic problem areas, officials said
Friday.
This week’s droughtbusting precipitation that
left the city’s rainfall total
for the year at 7.4 inches
above average produced
no major problems, although many low water
crossings were inundated
as usual.
It’s the next inevitable
major flood that officials
are most concerned

over Leon and Huebner
creeks, and $4 million in
upgrades to Olmos Dam.
“The flood control
program is performing as
we intended it to,” County Engineer Renee Green
said Friday.
“The lack of calls, the
smaller number of highwater issues that come
up, are a result of the
program,” she said. “We
are alleviating a lot of
problems at low water

Heavy rains mean
“tiptoe around the septic
system” for those built
before regulations ensured that such systems
functioned properly in
the San Antonio region’s
rocky soil.
Kerry Dike, a homeowner in the older section
of Shavano Park, says her
four-person household is
going on alternate-day
showers and low-to-no
laundry days until things
dry up.
It’s a neighborhood
headache that dates back
to the 1950s, when municipalities including Shava-

Flooding continues on A17

Septic continues on A17

Rain collects in the unfinished Laddie Place III
stormwater retention facility on Fredericksburg
Road. The site should be completed in the summer.

about, and they’re increasingly convinced that
recent drainage upgrades
will reduce perils in another big storm like the
deadly inundations of
2013, 2002 and 1998.
The county is in the
eighth year of a 10-year
construction program
with 80 projects, including a $30 million stormwater retention pond at
3700 Fredericksburg
Road, a $7.4 million
bridge on Ingram Road

B.B. KING 1925-2015

Music legend went beyond blues
WA SHI N GT ON P O ST

With his guitar Lucille,
B.B. King sang and played
his way out of the Mississippi cotton fields and
onto international concert
stages. Squeezing and
trilling the strings way up
the neck with his amp
cranked, King, who died
Thursday at 89, left an
indelible mark on Jimi
Hendrix, Eric Clapton,
Buddy Guy and more.
“One of the things that
enabled B.B. to have such
a profound effect on generations of rock-blues
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B.B. King plays at the Majestic Theatre in 2010. He
played many times in San Antonio over his career.
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guitarists, from Eric Clapton and Jimi Hendrix to
the present day, was (his
music’s) very accessibility:
its emotional accessibility
in the high-flying, singlestring focus of his soloing
and its musical accessibility in the broad range of
sources from which he
drew,” blues historian
Peter Guralnick said.
The guitar accounted
for only part of King’s
popularity. “The World’s
Greatest Blues Singer,” as
he often was introduced,
could shout and exhort
King continues on A17
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ny’s workforce.
It seemed an almost
inevitable day of reckoning because a listeria
outbreak dogging the
company since March has
halted production, likely
for months longer.
For a company that
prides itself on work ethic
and loyalty, the cuts
stung all the more for
some because of past
assurances.
“In our entire history,
we’ve never had layoffs.
It’s not happening now,”
spokeswoman Jenny Van
Blue Bell continues on A17

Death is
punishment
for bomber
A federal jury
condemns Boston
Marathon bomber
Dzhokhar Tsarnaev
for deadly attack. A8
FBI / New York Times

Bills on grading,
fixing schools OK’d
By Lauren McGaughy

More: Go online for the
latest news
from the Texas

AUST I N B U RE AU

AUSTIN — With most
Capitol watchers distracted this week by
issues such as same-sex
marriage and annexation, the House quietly
passed two important
education bills, including
a proposal to grade campuses on an A-F scale
while overhauling how
those grades are determined.
The other bill, which
would put tough mandates on districts to turn

Legislature.

around their failing
schools, passed Wednesday with little debate or
notice. It could force
seven Texas schools to
face closure or emergency supervision.
Originally, House Bill
2804, the A-F accountability measure, sought
only to revamp the way
Education continues on A4
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FROM THE COVER
BLUE
BELL
From page A1
Dorf had said April 22.
Last week, a company
spokesman stepped back from
that, responding to questions
about layoffs by saying officials
were evaluating all operations.
On Friday, CEO Paul Kruse
took to video to describe what
he called “the most difficult
thing I have had to deal with in
my life.”
Employee responses on social media ranged from outrage
to resignation to a determined
support for a beloved institution.
“My husband was one of the
people let go, no explanation as
to why he (or anyone else) was
picked to be ‘permanently laid
off,’” wrote Hannah Averitt.
“He was there a total of 13
years. No information. No
warning. It was very poor handling of the entire situation.”
But it seemed just as many
were sympathizing with the
company, offering prayers and
rallying for a recovery.
“Thank you Blue Bell for
doing everything you can to
take care of the employees,”
wrote Frances Herndon, whose
husband was furloughed. “Ten
years later and, whether or not
he stays, we will still continue
to support the company.”
The layoffs affect 37 percent
of the Blue Bell workforce of
3,900, the company said in a
statement.

FLOODING
From page A1
crossings.”
A key part of the program is
the $5.3 million HALT system,
with warning systems at 50 low
water crossings. Most are in
suburban areas where its cumbersome to place — and remove
— temporary barricades during
storms.
Friday, for example, warning
flashers automatically were
activated at a few of the 50
crossings, all of which can be
monitored on the Internet. The
Bexar County Commissioners
Court, which authorized the
flood program in 2007, recently
expanded the HALT system to
90 more sites, most of them in
San Antonio.
Many of the program’s biggest projects are in San Antonio, often straddling multiple
political boundaries that sometimes made it difficult to
achieve action on vast, costly
construction efforts.
One unforeseen benefit of
having so many projects, each
involving multiple community
meetings with affected residents and businesses, is that
they “created a public awareness that didn’t exist before,”
Green said.
“People are developing safer
driving habits,” she said.
County and city officials
were closely monitoring this
week’s storms, which boosted
the city’s official rainfall
amount for the year to 17.1 inches, well above the norm of 9.7.
The increase is attributed to a
weak El Niño weather pattern.
Yet because the rainfall
largely has been slow and

Furloughed employees will
get partial pay with the expectation that they will return to
work as production resumes.
The company said employees
essential to operations, cleaning
and repair efforts will continue
to work but have their pay cut.
The downsizing, effective
immediately, is the first in the
108-year history of Blue Bell.
It’s a morale crusher for
Brenham, which will see about
250 of the layoffs and 300 furloughs. Blue Bell, with a local
workforce of about 850, is
Washington County’s secondlargest employer, after a statesupported living center.
In the past few weeks, 224
workers lost jobs in Brenham,
said Page Michel, president of
the Brenham-Washington
County Chamber of Commerce.
Agricultural equipment producer Valmont Industries laid
off 160, while machining company MIC Group cut 64.
“We’re calling it an economic
hurricane,” Michel said.
With so many out of work,
and creamery tours off just as
prime vacation season arrives,
shops, restaurants, gas stations
and other satellite businesses
will see revenues melt away.
Brenham is no bedroom
community. Far more workers
commute to the city each day
than leave it, according to Michel’s figures.
That is bound to change as
hundreds of job-seekers look to
the region for help. And they
will begin looking in an area

“The lack of calls, the
smaller number of
high-water issues that
come up, are a result of
the (flood control)
program. We are
alleviating a lot of
problems at low water
crossings.”
Bexar County Engineer Renee Green

steady, some of the county’s
anti-flood measures haven’t
fully been tested.
The retention facility on
Fredericksburg Road, which
had been called the Laddie
Place III regional stormwater
retention facility during development, is nearing completion.
When finished this summer,
it’ll be known as the Old Spanish Walking Trails and Flood
Control Basin. Designed to
impound water that would
flood nearby Woodlawn Lake,
the vast pond won’t be fully
engaged unless there’s a major
deluge.
That project, along with the
Ingram Road bridge that puts
motorists well above flood
danger, are two of the most
significant projects, Green said.
Still, even when the construction program finishes,
more work awaits. When the
program started, $2 billion to $3
billion in flood-related improvements were identified.
“We’re not done yet,” Green
said.
jgonzalez@express-news.net
Twitter: @johnwgonzalez
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T-shirts are sold at the Blue Bell Creameries Country Store in Brenham last month. In the wake
of a listeria outbreak, Blue Bell is laying off workers for the first time in its 108-year history.

already teeming with laid-off oil
industry employees. Michel
said the chamber is working
with other institutions to put
on job fairs.
“Blue Bell employees are
renowned as some of the most
loyal and hardworking people
you can find,” she said.
Friday’s news also sent those
at Brenham City Hall scrambling to assess budgets because
the city is also the local utility
provider, and Blue Bell is its
biggest customer. City Manager
Terry Roberts wasn’t prepared
to say how much the long-term
shutdown will dent coffers
because he hasn’t discussed it
with the City Council. But he

no Park, Hollywood Park and
Hill Country Village were incorporated without city sewers.
The city of San Antonio
sprawled out around the small
cities, but many of the neighborhoods never got connected
with the San Antonio Water
System’s sewer lines.
“We all live in fear of our
septic,” said Dike, a real estate
agent and appointed Shavano
Park planning and zoning
official. “We baby it. Because
the day it fails, the way (state)
law is written, you can’t fix it.
You have to replace it.”
Septic systems have evolved
over the years and are fairly
common. In fact, on-site waste
systems may be the only option
in picturesque Central Texas
growth areas such as Kendall
and Comal counties. Nationwide, about a quarter of households use septic, according to a
study by the University of Florida-affiliated Institute of Food
and Agricultural Sciences.
“If a city sewer’s not within
200 feet, then mostly they’re
likely on septic,” said Pam Van
Delden of Boerne-based Van
Delden Wastewater Systems.
After days of rain, Ken Munson of Kerrville-based In or
Out Water Services starts getting nervous calls about
“marshy areas” in backyards.
“At that point, we basically
tell them give it a little while till
the rain passes,” he said. “If
the rain passes and it starts
drying out but water continues
to surface, then at the point the
drain field has failed — it won’t
ever accept more water.”

San Antonio Express-News file photo

B.B. King performs in 2008 at the Majestic Theatre. He received
15 Grammy awards over a career that spanned decades.

last ever in San Antonio, King
performed just six songs, including a 10-minute rendition of
“You Are My Sunshine.” King
attempted but failed to kick off
two songs, eventually letting his
drummer do it. And while introducing his band, he forgot
the pianist’s name.
Nationwide, many of King’s
blues contemporaries, such as
Lightnin’ Hopkins, John Lee
Hooker and Muddy Waters,
consciously played to their rural
roots, but King’s style drew on

with jobs available for laid-off
employees.
In some ways, Brenham is
looking on the layoffs as a painful down payment on a robust,
if long, recovery, Michel said.
“Everyone I talk to says
Brenham will come through
this,” she said.
But all that hinges on Blue
Bell.
There is both faith that the
company will carry through
and come back stronger and
fear that a longtime symbol of
Texas country life — and all the
simple values that icon tries to
represent — could disappear.
mark.collette@chron.com
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KING
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the blues in a harsh, blustery
baritone like a backwoods
preacher, then caress the words
with a soft falsetto plea in the
same verse.
King was no stranger to San
Antonio, performing in the area
at least eight times since 2004,
including six concerts at the
Majestic Theatre and one each at
Gruene Hall and Sunset Station.
Reviewing King’s 2010 Majestic show, music critic Jim Beal Jr.
wrote, “King and his band were
in rare form … offering up the
blues in all its hues, along with
stories, jokes and enough hot
licks to scare a pack of dogs.”
Gruene Hall owner Pat Molak
said it was “an honor” to have
King perform at the New Braunfels dance hall in 2011, his only
appearance there.
“He was in a wheelchair but
was totally cordial,” Molak said.
“The show was a little off, but
everybody wanted to see B.B. at
Gruene Hall.”
More recently, the increasingly frail King came under heavy
social media criticism for his
rambling, often incoherent performances. During an almost
two-hour show in May 2014, his

gave a general idea: The city’s
general operations budget is
about $16 million. The utility
operations budget is more than
$40 million.
As Blue Bell expanded to 23
states, it maintained quality
control by owning its own distribution, so the announcement
will be felt acutely in that part
of the operation. The company
is suspending work at distribution centers in 13 cities in
10 states outside Texas, anticipating limited capacity once
production resumes. Distribution centers typically serve a
75-mile radius.
Blue Bell said it is reaching
out to find other businesses

gospel music and big-band jazz.
As a consequence, he found a
much wider audience.
King grew up in the Jim Crow
South and lived to see the blues
evolve into a musical hybrid.
Performers both black and
white embraced his style.
His career reflected an intense
drive for self-improvement. King
conquered a childhood stammer
to become a radio performer in
the late 1940s. After learning
music by ear, he studied music
theory from books between
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In Fort Worth, recent rains flooded Rick Maxey’s septic tank,
which led to a bump in his yard. In the San Antonio region, one
culprit for things going wrong in septic systems is the soil.

Water goes down the drain
and into the septic tank and
from the tank into perforated
pipes called lateral lines. The
lines are surrounded by gravel
beds that, ideally, serve as
storage space until the wastewater can permeate into the
ground outside the beds.
There’s no “treatment” or sanitation; the ground acts as a
filter.
Largely because of concerns
about the Edwards Aquifer
and other water sources, Texas
in the mid-1980s put in regulations mandating more effective septic systems, such as
dual compartment systems that
filter out solids or aerobic systems that treat the wastewater
with chlorine.
But older “tank and drain
field” systems may be at the
point where age has affected
their ability to absorb water,
Van Delden said.
That means that “when we
have these big, heavy floods, it
just floods everything out,” she
said. “You definitely don’t want

to use a lot of water in your
house if you’re underneath that
issue.”
It’s all about gravity, Munson
said.
“If that ground is saturated,
there’s nowhere for the water
to go other than up,” he said.
One culprit for things going
wrong is the soil, which in
many areas of Central and
South Texas is nonabsorbent
fractured rock. Then there are
all the household things that
work against the system, such
as oils and fats that coagulate
into barriers and detergents
that kill the bacteria needed to
break down the waste.
When there are problems,
city or county officials usually
hear about them after the
rains, said Monica Ramos, a
Bexar County spokeswoman.
“We hardly ever get called
out unless it flows into the
neighbor’s yard, and then the
neighbor starts complaining
and calls the county,” she said.

engagements.
“My only ambition is to be
one of the great blues singers
and be recognized,” King told
music journalist Michael Lydon
in 1974. “If Frank Sinatra can be
tops in his field, Nat Cole in his,
Bach and Beethoven and those
guys in theirs, why can’t I be
great and known for it in the
blues?”
His touring career began in
the 1950s with one-nighters on
the “chitlin’ circuit”: taverns and
small theaters that catered to
predominantly black audiences.
King was a steady seller on the
R&B charts with such hits as
“Woke Up This Morning” (1953),
“Every Day I Have the Blues”
(1955), “Please Accept My Love”
(1958), “Sweet Sixteen” (1960) and
“Rock Me Baby” (1964).
In the late 1960s, an aggressive new manager, Sid Seidenberg, pushed King into an entirely different set of venues just
as blues-rock musicians such as
Clapton and Paul Butterfield
were fostering an awareness of
blues among white listeners.
Seidenberg booked the bluesman into the Fillmore West in
San Francisco — his first engagement in front of a counterculture and rock audience —
and Caesars Palace in Las Vegas, a venue more associated

with pop stars.
At 45, after two decades of
hits on the R&B charts and
nonstop touring, King broke
through on the pop charts in
1970 with “The Thrill Is Gone.”
King received 15 Grammy
awards and, in 1988, he was
given a lifetime achievement
Grammy. In 1991, he was awarded the National Medal of Arts.
In 2006, President George W.
Bush bestowed on King the
Presidential Medal of Freedom.
Riley B. King was born Sept.
16, 1925, on a plantation near Itta
Bena, Mississippi, to a sharecropping family. He said he
never knew what his middle
initial stood for; his stage name,
B.B., was short for Blues Boy,
from his early radio billing as
the Beale Street Blues Boy.
King’s parents split up when
he was 4, and his mother died
when he was 9. King ran away
from his father’s home and
settled in Indianola, Mississippi,
supporting himself by picking
cotton.
He discovered blues through
78-rpm records by singers Lonnie Johnson and Blind Lemon
Jefferson.

lbrezosky@express-news.net

Express-News Staff Writer Hector
Saldaña contributed to this report.

