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���3�:�+"�:��34����, a 
widowed mother chose to starve to 
death in a Fayette County jail cell rather 
than die in the electric chair for the 
killing of a farmhand.
 She lost 150 fatal pounds.
 Before she died, Mary Dach wished aloud to 
someday be free, and to get a job in the jail that 
con!ned her.
 Perhaps she did.

Can anyone say, beyond a reasonable doubt, whether 
Dach’s spirit lingered and led to the many mysterious occur-
rences reported in the old 1883 Victorian Gothic stone jail 
in downtown La Grange? Eerie episodes over the decades 

include sightings of orbs and apparitions, doors slamming, 
lights swinging, objects moving and even the sounds of heavy 
chains toppling.

“"ere are unsettled spirits” in the old jail, said Cathy Cha-
loupka, who o#ced in the renovated jail as director of tour-
ism for the La Grange Chamber of Commerce for nine years, 
until 2005. “"ey got used to me, and I got used to them.”

Could the phantom presence of Mary Dach, a towering 
woman with braided black hair wound around her head, 
have turned on darkened lights, opened drawers meant to be 
closed and creaked loudly on the wooden staircase?

Some say yes; others say no way. 
But few can argue that the saga of Mary Dach — which 
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 Before she died, Mary Dach wished aloud to 
someday be free, and to get a job in the jail that 
con!ned her.
 Perhaps she did.

Can anyone say, beyond a reasonable doubt, whether 
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rences reported in the old 1883 Victorian Gothic stone jail 
in downtown La Grange? Eerie episodes over the decades 

include sightings of orbs and apparitions, doors slamming, 
lights swinging, objects moving and even the sounds of heavy 
chains toppling.

“"ere are unsettled spirits” in the old jail, said Cathy Cha-
loupka, who o#ced in the renovated jail as director of tour-
ism for the La Grange Chamber of Commerce for nine years, 
until 2005. “"ey got used to me, and I got used to them.”

Could the phantom presence of Mary Dach, a towering 
woman with braided black hair wound around her head, 
have turned on darkened lights, opened drawers meant to be 
closed and creaked loudly on the wooden staircase?

Some say yes; others say no way. 
But few can argue that the saga of Mary Dach — which �POUJOVFE�PO�QBHF�$$
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made international headlines at the time, but is little known or 
talked of today — has not lost its shock factor.

If someone’s afterlife spirit really could be unsettled, hers 
would be a contender.

* * *
Mary Dach, a woman of German heritage who spoke little 

English, confessed to fatally shooting the farm helper she hired 
after her husband died of cancer in 1929 or 1930, leaving her 
alone with three young children on a 168-acre farm 17 miles 
south of La Grange. According to period accounts, Dach 
claimed farmhand Henry Stoever had been abusive to her and 
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the children, two girls and a boy, ages 8, 
6 and 4 at the time. 

Dach’s oldest daughter, who is now 
deceased, !nally broke the family’s 
public silence about the case with the 
Fayette County Record when she was 
89. "e farmhand who was murdered 
was mean and abusive, regularly assault-
ing her mother and little brother, she 
said. She did not witness his murder but 
remembered circumstantial evidence 
that someone other than her mother 
killed Stoever. "e grown daughter, 
Annie Polnick, remembered hearing 
someone tell her mother that she and 
her three children would be killed if the 
truth came out.

“Mama was real dumb as she could 
have told the truth and got her life safe,” 
Polnick said in a 10-page, handwritten 
memoir dated 2001 — the year she 
told her own three children about their 
grandmother for the !rst time. By then, 
her oldest child was 55. “So to me as I 
understand it, she died for us kids.”

"e o#cial version of the Mary Dach 
crime story began in mid-April 1933, 
when Fayette County law o#cers began 
searching for Stoever after his brother 
reported him missing. Dach gave con-
$icting accounts about Stoever’s where-
abouts each time law o#cers visited her 
farm during their !rst week of inquiry. 
On the seventh day, investigators found 
Stoever’s body. It was burned and buried 
in an 8-by-16-foot hole !lled with 
debris and dirt and topped by a new 
chicken coop, just 18 feet from Dach’s 
farmhouse.

After being taken into custody and 
interrogated in German and English 
by four investigators for four hours, 
Dach admitted to shooting Stoever in 
the head with a shotgun as he slept to 
protect her family, according to press 
accounts.

"e Austin Statesman, the capital 
city’s afternoon newspaper at the time, 
reported that the “Widow Dach” admit-
ted shooting her laborer “because he 
was cruel to her children and herself, 
threatened their lives and swore he 
would throw their bodies into a hole he 
had dug near the house for a $ower pit.”

Instead, the paper noted, “it was his 
body which !nally rested in that grave 
he had dug with his own hands,” per-

their curiosity and interest,” stated a 
May 25, 1933, article in the weekly La 
Grange Journal. Dach required an inter-
preter to translate the English dialogue. 
“She remains mute as she sits beside her 
attorney and regards the proceedings.”

When the verdict came at 9 p.m. on 
May 25, Dach couldn’t understand 
much besides the word “death.” 

She was found guilty and sentenced to 
be executed. She would have been the 
!rst woman in Texas to be put to death 
in the electric chair at the state peniten-
tiary in Huntsville. 

“She received the verdict without a 
word,” according to the La Grange Jour-
nal. “Her face blanched when the word 
‘death’ was pronounced, but she made 

haps as a planned cellar.  
 "e sad case only turned more tragic 
when Dach refused to eat after her 
arrest. “I’ll not eat until I know what 
they are going to do with me,” she told 
jailers, according to a June 1935 Fa-
mous Detective Cases magazine article 
that recounts the case in an as-told-by 
format with then-Fayette County Chief 
Deputy Sheri% Jim Flournoy. (He later 
became sheri% and reluctantly shut 
down the infamous “Chicken House” 
brothel after an exposé by a Houston 
reporter.)
 Dach lost 50 pounds in the !ve weeks 
between her arrest on April 18, 1933, 
and opening day of her four-day trial in 
La Grange on May 22. She had sipped 
little more than a bit of soup and some 
co%ee. “She held out for thirteen days, 
then began to eat slowly. She cried con-
stantly and asked to see her children,” 
stated an Associated Press story in "e 
Dallas Morning News.
 It took two days of questioning two 
jury pools — 125 men — to !nd 12 
quali!ed jurors. Women were not 

allowed to sit on a jury in Texas until 
1954. “Many of the talesmen [potential 
jurors] disquali!ed themselves because 
they said they were opposed to in$iction 
of the death penalty on a woman,” the 
AP reported. 
 “"e court room is crowded and the 
heat is !erce but the spectators, men 
and women are not to be robbed of 
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their curiosity and interest,” stated a 
May 25, 1933, article in the weekly La 
Grange Journal. Dach required an inter-
preter to translate the English dialogue. 
“She remains mute as she sits beside her 
attorney and regards the proceedings.”

When the verdict came at 9 p.m. on 
May 25, Dach couldn’t understand 
much besides the word “death.” 

She was found guilty and sentenced to 
be executed. She would have been the 
!rst woman in Texas to be put to death 
in the electric chair at the state peniten-
tiary in Huntsville. 

“She received the verdict without a 
word,” according to the La Grange Jour-
nal. “Her face blanched when the word 
‘death’ was pronounced, but she made 

allowed to sit on a jury in Texas until 
1954. “Many of the talesmen [potential 
jurors] disquali!ed themselves because 
they said they were opposed to in$iction 
of the death penalty on a woman,” the 
AP reported. 
 “"e court room is crowded and the 
heat is !erce but the spectators, men 
and women are not to be robbed of 

no e%ort to speak. She was entirely alone 
in the courtroom, no relatives were there 
to comfort her. She was lead (sic) slowly 
away to her cell, where she gave way to a 
burst of weeping, but still refused to say 
anything about the sentence.” 
 Even though her attorney immediate-
ly !led a motion for a new trial, Dach 
told a jailer, in German, “I will not eat.” 
according to a media report. “It is no 
use to live any longer,” she reportedly 
said. “It is about all over with me, I 
fear.”
 She sought comfort from a German 
bible. And she reportedly hung the chair 
in her jail cell from the ceiling to place 
the “the electric chair out of reach,” the 
La Grange Journal reported.

 News accounts of the day often gave 
varying ages and !rst names for Dach. 
Public records and christening docu-
ments show her name inconsistently as 
Maria, Marrie, Marie and Mary. Con-
$icting reports varied her age from 34 to 
43. Her 1933 death certi!cate states she 
was 43.
 O#cials did not try to force feed 
Dach. Days before her death on Aug. 
23, 1933, “she was unconscious on the 
cot in her jail cell. A physician watched 
her closely and then began to treat her 
for a stomach ailment,” according to 
an AP story. Dach's three children were 
reported to be present at the time of 
their mother's death. 
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�JOE�PVU�BCPVU�DBSFFST�BU��MVFCPOOFUOn her death certi!cate, the cause of 
death was “voluntary starvation.” 

She weighed 100 pounds.
Dach’s children were raised by their 

maternal grandmother. "e family 
— and the community — was tight-
lipped about the entire ghastly episode. 
Even today, not everyone in Fayette 
County feels comfortable talking about 
the 1933 event.

In her memoir, Dach’s oldest daugh-
ter, Polnick, wrote about then-Fayette 
County Sheri% Will Loessin and deputy 
Flournoy accompanying the young 
Dach children to school after their 
mother’s death: “"ey both talked to all 
the kids in school and then they took 
us in and introduced us to the children 
and (there was) not a one time that one 
of the children would mention anything 
about us.” 

"at silent community pact kept 
Mary Dach’s grandchildren from know-
ing what had happened.

“It was mind-boggling to the entire 
family” when Polnick revealed the story 
to her own children in 2001, said her 
oldest son, Sonny Polnick of Houston, 
the oldest grandchild of Mary Dach. 
She decided to open up after a writer 
sought her out, he said. 

Suddenly, he said, it made sense “why 
people looked at me kind of weird” dur-
ing childhood when he was introduced 
as Annie Polnick’s son.

Annie Polnick raised her family in 
Houston, where she worked for the 
National Biscuit Co. and volunteered 
for 13 years at the Harris County Sher-
i%’s O#ce to help children in need. It 
is not known whether Annie Polnick 
knew that her mother had a similar as-
piration to work with law enforcement. 

Mary Dach had told the Austin 
Statesman after her conviction: “I tell 
myself sometimes, if I get out of my 
trouble maybe I could get a job at the 
jail doing some kind of work.”

Sonny Polnick has visited the old jail 
in La Grange, where just a remnant of 
a jail cell remains. He said “it was eerie” 
to see the cell and couldn’t imagine his 
grandmother “being cooped up in there 
and starving herself to death.” He won-
ders whether his grandmother would be 
convicted if her trial were held in today’s 
criminal justice system — with modern 
forensics, a diverse jury, accommoda-

��6������5�����53	� 
Cooperative Inc. is one of the largest 
electric cooperatives in Texas and has 
been serving its members since 1939. 

"e cooperative serves more than 
107,000 meters and owns and main-
tains more than 11,900 miles of power 
lines across more than 3,800 square 
miles within 14 Central Texas counties.

In accordance with federal, state and 
local laws, Bluebonnet does not discrim-
inate on the basis of race, color, religion, 
national origin, sex, age, disability 
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tions for language barriers and the rights 
a%orded today’s criminal suspects. 

 * * *
 Although Sonny Polnick never felt his 
grandmother’s presence in the old jail, 
others say they have. “I did see her im-
age one Saturday morning,” Chaloupka 
said. “It was just a $eeting kind of 
thing for me.” But one of Chaloupka’s 
colleagues worked in the area where 
the women’s jail cell had been, on the 
second $oor, and saw a !gure watching 
him one day. “It made the hair stand up 

on the back of my neck,” that worker 
told the Houston Chronicle in 2002.  
 When unsettling things happened 
to Chaloupka — such as the sound of 
heavy chains dropping to the ground 
behind her chair or a light bulb $y-
ing out of its socket toward her — she 
tried to tell the spirits that she needed 
to work. After the light bulb incident, 
“I would sing ‘Amazing Grace’ in the 
mornings, and it never happened 
again,” she said. “"ey got used to me, 
and I got used to them.” 
 However, “sometimes the toilet lid 
would $y up with a loud bang. I think 
that was Sheri% Jim’s joke,” she said, refer-
ring to Flournoy.
 "e old jail now houses the Texas 
Heroes Museum, which honors Texas 
veterans. At least one otherworldly 
episode has occurred since the museum 
opened in 2016. A no-nonsense, all-
business volunteer was surprised to see 
a second-$oor security camera pick up 
the image of a large white orb $oating 
in the air. “It was about the size of a bas-
ketball,” the volunteer said. “I watched 
it for about 10 minutes.”
 Paranormal activity by de!nition can-
not be explained. 
 Today, the museum simply displays a 
visitor information sheet about deaths 
in the old jail. It concludes: “You’ll need 
to come visit and decide for yourself if 
there are any unhappy souls still not at 
peace in the old jail.” Q
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