	

	Tuscaloosa County Sheriff’s Deputy Cliff Hembree stands with his guide dog, Sampson. Hembree was struck by a vehicle in 2003 while on a DUI stop. Hembree suffered severe head injuries and was left blind as a result.


Deputy still struggles with injuries, anger
Woman whose car hit him faces no charges
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It’s been a little more than a year since Cliff Hembree’s life  was turned upside down and inside out.

The career law enforcer has been forced to learn how to live without sight.

He has had to deal with a blown-out knee and a right arm that, for some time, was functionless.

In the midst of it all, he had to bury his mother, Patricia Ann Hembree, in May.

Today, the 33-year-old Hembree/shasn’t lost his sense of humor, and he said he is thankful to be alive.

But he is also angry.

He is angry that his health was snatched from him and no one was prosecuted.

He is angry that he can no longer have a glass of wine with dinner and that his wife, Lisa, now has to leave prepared meals for him because he can’t leave the house or cook his own lunch.

And he is angry that his condition has made returning to the career he loved all but impossible.

“My life is not like I know it," Hembree said. “Being blind is not fun ...

“It’s been hellacious. Every day I wake up, it’s total darkness."

In the blink of an eye

In the blink of an eye
Hembree, a Tuscaloosa County sheriff’s deputy, was severely injured in the early morning hours of Nov. 29, 2003, while assisting a Tuscaloosa Police officer on a DUI traffic stop on Old Cottondale Road.

While standing in front of his patrol car and running a check on a gun found in the truck that the police officer had stopped, Hembree was struck by a 1993 Nissan Maxima traveling at what crash scene investigators determined was between 26 and 45 mph.

The impact threw Hembree’s body onto the hood of his patrol car. Investigators said his blue sheriff’s office windbreaker, blood and “other bodily fluid trails" were still there after he had been taken by ambulance to DCH Regional Medical Center.

A crash reconstruction report compiled by the Tuscaloosa Police Department said the Maxima was marked by Hembree’s body and gear from the fender to the door on the driver’s side. The side view mirror was knocked from its anchor and was dangling by wires.

The plastic rain guard around the driver’s window was shattered.

Hair from Hembree’s head was stuck in the side of the windshield.

Hembree’s injuries put him in the intensive care unit for 32 straight days. The pressure inside his skull grew to 30 times more than normal, and he lost 31 pints of blood.

No one, not even the doctors in Tuscaloosa and later in Atlanta, expected him to live. Nurses have since told the couple that they didn’t expect to see him again when they went home after their shifts.

“He wasn’t supposed to come out," said Lisa Hembree, 30. “The fact that he’s still alive and coherent is a miracle."

Recovery’s lonely road

Recovery’s lonely road
While Cliff Hembree lay unconscious in a Tuscaloosa hospital bed, his wife estimates that more than 300 friends, relatives and fellow law enforcement officers came to visit.

But as the months went on, Cliff and Lisa Hembree said the number of visitors and well-wishers became fewer and fewer.

“As soon as he was out of the woods," Lisa Hembree said, adding that she and her husband feel like all but Sheriff Ted Sexton have forgotten about them.

Conventional medicine allowed him to regain much of his life. He can walk now, and the injured right arm is becoming more useful.

However, he can no longer run as he once did, and the routine trips that the couple took to workout facilities are no more. Two 50-pound dumbbells that Cliff Hembree used for a variety of weight-lifting exercises sit unused in their Northport living room.

“I think people look at Cliff and think he’s physically OK," Lisa Hembree said. “They don’t realize the severity of his blindness."

His lack of sight led Sexton to introduce Hembree to Pilot Dogs Inc., a Columbus, Ohio-nonprofit organization that pairs guide dogs with newly blind patients.

Sexton was familiar with Pilot Dogs through his dealings with training drug and other specialty dogs and from his youth. The sheriff went to school a son of one of Pilot Dogs’ founders.

In July, Sexton flew Cliff Hembree to Columbus for a month’s worth of training with his new dog, Sampson.

“And Sheriff Sexton was nice enough to fly him home in time for our wedding anniversary," Lisa Hembree said.

In October, the Hembrees turned to acupuncture to try to restore Cliff Hembree’s eyesight.

Lisa Hembree discovered a Northport acupuncturist on the Internet, and that specialist referred the couple to Dr. John Stump in Anniston.

In their “previous life," before her husband’s accident, Lisa Hembree said she never would have considered acupuncture as a form of treatment. She said she felt the same way about stem cell research. “I thought only God had that right," she said.

But, she said, “I don’t want to ever look back on this situation and think there was something we didn’t do."

Responsibility averted

Responsibility averted
Cliff Hembree said he was angered the day he realized he was permanently blind.

That fury rivals what he felt when he learned that the woman behind the wheel of the car that struck him would face no criminal charges.

“I thought DUI was against the law in this town," Cliff Hembree said.

According to the crash reconstruction report, the driver, who is not being named because she faces no criminal charges, was not legally drunk. Her blood-alcohol content at the time was .04, which is half the legal limit of .08 in Alabama.

The report concluded that the driver, who was driving without insurance, did violate state law by looking away from the road and driving into Hembree.

The crash investigators said that the woman was looking at the driver involved in the DUI stop, a man she had been out drinking with earlier that night, and allowed her car to drift over the center line.

“It is the opinion of this report that [the woman] failed to comply with the law when she gazed away from the road," the report said.

Tuscaloosa Police Chief Ken Swindle said his officers did all they could to build a case against the driver, but what District Attorney Tommy Smith presented to a grand jury just wasn’t enough.

“All the information that was collected was turned over to the district attorney’s office and taken to the grand jury, but the grand jury failed to indict," Swindle said.

Smith did not return repeated calls seeking comment about the matter.

So now, the Hembrees are seeking the only kind of compensation they can get. Civil lawsuits claiming negligence have been filed against both the Tuscaloosa County Sheriff’s Office and the Tuscaloosa Police Department.

“He’s very angry," Lisa Hembree said of her husband, “but he’s got every right to be. She got away with murder ... She took his life away from him."

The suits have alienated some of those who once supported the Hembrees, but Sexton and Swindle said they are supportive of the couple.

“It’s a tragedy for anyone to be struck down who’s out supporting the community," Swindle said. “Our hearts and prayers go out to the Hembree family. It just tears us apart when we think of Deputy Hembree and the condition he’s in."

Sexton noted that Hembree is still, technically, a deputy of Tuscaloosa County.

“As of this date, Cliff is still a member of this office," Sexton said. “There are a number of questions as to the future, but they have to be answered by Cliff."

“I will support, to the best of my ability, any decision that he makes."

Reach Jason Morton at jason.morton@tuscaloosanews.com or (205) 722-0200.
