Deputy hit by car fights to survive
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TUSCALOOSA | A Cottondale woman who critically injured a Tuscaloosa County Sheriff’s deputy when she hit him with her car early Saturday morning told officers that she did not see him in the road.

Deputy Cliff Hembree was assisting a Tuscaloosa Police officer with a DUI investigation on Old Cottondale Road at 3:10 a.m. Saturday.

According to a Tuscaloosa Police report, Doris Ann Dye, 38, was driving on the road, saw the emergency lights flashing and recognized the driver they had stopped, who she said was an acquaintance.

She was watching the stopped car as she drove, crossed into the opposite lane and struck Hembree, who was standing in front of his police car.

“There is approximately a quarter mile of vision prior to the wreck scene as [Dye] was driving," the report states. “[Dye] was observing the vehicle police had stopped rather than watching the road ahead of her. [Dye] stated she did not see the deputy in the roadway."

The impact threw Hembree onto his patrol car, and he suffered a severe head injury.

Late Monday, he remained in the intensive care unit of DCH Regional Medical Center. Doctors were expected to bring him out of a drug-induced coma Monday night to check the severity of his injuries.

“His condition is still extremely critical," Sheriff Ted Sexton said. “He is not out of the woods yet."

Tuscaloosa Police Sgt. Drake Jones, who is a member of the department’s accident reconstruction unit, wrote the accident report, which was made public Monday. He wrote in the report that Dye had been drinking, but did not indicate whether she was intoxicated. Investigators are awaiting results from a blood toxicology test that will determine her blood-alcohol level.

Dye was cited for not having proof of insurance, and investigators said more charges may be forthcoming.

Reached by telephone Monday, Dye declined to comment.

The collision occurred at 3:10 a.m. Saturday. By 4 a.m., Sexton had left in the Sheriff’s Office’s airplane to Baton Rouge, La., to pick up Hembree’s mother. Louisiana state police officers had picked her up and rushed her to the airport while his father drove to Tuscaloosa.

“We were told that the situation was extremely grave Saturday," Sexton said. “I have been told that the car was traveling 35 to 40 miles per hour when Cliff was struck."

Hembree, 32, has worked the midnight shift for the Sheriff’s Office since April. He and his wife Lisa moved to Tuscaloosa from Baton Rouge, where he was a state police officer for seven years.

He grew up in Winston County and graduated from Winston County High School after playing on a state championship winning football team.

The Hembrees met while attending school at the University of Alabama. After living in Baton Rouge for a few years, they decided to move back and open Planet Tan, a tanning salon on Bear Creek Road.

Hembree works at the salon during the day and as a deputy at night. Lisa, a teacher at Lloyd Wood Middle School, takes over and runs the business after school until closing time.

“They’re such laid-back people, they’re great. Cliff has a really good sense of humor," said employee and friend Christie White. “They are both huge Roll Tide fans."

White visited Hembree in the emergency room Sunday. She said that he has a broken leg and shoulder and is hooked up to several machines.

“He can respond. He knows Lisa’s voice," she said. “He looked so good considering what happened. He’s doing so good considering everything. We’ve just got to keep praying."

Lisa Hembree declined to be interviewed, but she issued a statement through the Sheriff’s Office.

“Cliff has been in law enforcement for seven years, both in the state of Louisiana and here in Alabama. He loves law enforcement, helping people and serving the community."

Sexton said that even though Hembree is a relative newcomer to the department, he has been an asset.

“He is well respected by the deputies here. It speaks volumes that he was getting out to help another officer from another agency," Sexton said.

Hembree’s is the most serious injury sustained by a deputy since Sexton became sheriff 14 years ago, he said.

“The next few days are extremely important. Each minute he survives is extremely important," he said. “We just ask everyone to put Cliff on their prayer list."

A fund to assist Hembree was established Monday. Contributions are being accepted at any Bank of Tuscaloosa office.

Reach Stephanie Taylor at stephanie.taylor@tuscaloosanews.com or 722-0210
