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“We had to make a decision on a change of leadership.
I went to bed one night as a part-time, stay-at-home mom
and woke up the next morning running the company.”
Jennifer Lawrence, the president of Chemic Engineers and Constructors Inc.
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Chemic Engineers President Jennifer Lawrence sits in her office in Hitchcock on Wednesday. Chemic Engineers is a multidiscipline, project centric,
engineering and design firm.

Marking 40 Years
Hitchcock firm weathers
oil and gas slump
By TOM BASSING
Correspondent
» HITCHCOCK

I

n an industry buffeted by
multiple market forces, a
Hitchcock-based company
that serves the refinery and petrochemical industries has thrived
for 40 years — albeit not without
challenges.
“In 2014, we were down to
about 55 or 60 people,” Jennifer Lawrence, the president of
Chemic Engineers and Constructors Inc., said. “Now, we’re
back up to 85.
“The 40 years is a huge thing.
In the past two years alone, two
of our competitors have closed
their doors.”
The company specializes in
helping refineries and petrochemical plants properly fit and

install new technologies. That
requires a team of engineers and
designers working in tandem.
The Great Recession, which
began in late 2007, jolted companies across a broad range of
industries. Then came the most
recent oil and gas slump, in part
precipitated by continued high
global oil and gas production
and, domestically, by the introduction and expansion of hydraulic fracking, which allowed
for the recovery of millions of
barrels of crude previously out
of reach, further saturating the
market.
Combined, supply exceeded
demand, and the market tanked.
“Considering that the oil and
petrochemical industries go up
and down, we nevertheless have
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Chemic Engineers employees talk during a meeting in the office in Hitchcock
on Wednesday. Chemic Engineers is one of only a few firms in its field still
privately owned and never bought out by a larger conglomerate.

“The client figures out what they want, and one of our
process engineers figure out how to make it work.”
Richard Broderick, a member of the piping design team
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survived 40 years, and we’re
well positioned to continue
to,” said Yam Hendra, the
civil and structural engineering department’s lead
advisor, and who has been
with the company for all
but the first year of its existence.
HOW AND WHEN IT BEGAN
Chemic was founded by
two mechanical engineers
who met at Houston-based
Stubbs, Overbeck & Associates Inc. One was
Lawrence’s father, Gerald
Hartenberger; the other
was partner Harvey Cappel.
Together, they launched
Chemic on Aug. 1, 1977.
“Back then, we started
with small, simple projects,
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continue to source seafood
from local markets. In
developing the third
restaurant, the Kriticos
brothers are working with
HomeTown Bank.
Pinnacle Park has been
on a hot streak when
it comes to attracting
retailers and restaurants
and major anchor tenants.
Principals with Pinnacle
Alliance Fund, developer
of the commercial center,
have lured a lineup of
restaurants and retailers, including PizzaFire,
Tilted Kilt Pub & Eatery,
Firehouse Subs, Beef Jerky
Outlet and Abuelo’s Mexican Restaurants.
Non-food related
concepts include Cabela’s,
which anchors the park;
Memorial Hermann and
Fairfield Inn and Suites,
also are underway.
Can we expect more
Olympia Grill expansion
beyond the League City
concept?
“When the lion retires,
he gets devoured,” Larry
Kriticos said.
Billion-dollar buzz: Island-born Tilman Fertitta
ranked number 212 on the
most recent Forbes’ 400
list of wealthiest Americans, which was released
last week. Forbes reporters
pegged Fertitta’s wealth
at $3.5 billion, just below
famed motion picture
director Steven Spielberg
and ahead of President
Donald Trump, who
Forbes listed at 248.
On the hunt: Meanwhile, Fertitta, new owner
of the Houston Rockets,
will be back for an all-new
season of “Billion Dollar
Buyer” premiering Jan. 3.
In the CNBC reality TV
show, the hospitality mogul helps small businesses
score big deals. The next
season of “Billion Dollar
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“The 40 years is
a huge thing.
In the past two
years alone,
two of our
competitors
have closed
their doors.”
Jennifer Lawrence, the
president of Chemic
Engineers and
Constructors Inc.
maybe 40-hour projects,”
Hendra, who was born in
Indonesia, arrived in the
United States in 1972 and
graduated with a degree
in civil engineering from
the University of Texas at
Arlington in 1978, said.
Buyer” finds Fertitta back
on the hunt for products
he can use at his restaurants, hotels and casinos.
With just one order, Fertitta can change the fate of a
small business.
Fertitta oversees more
than 600 properties and
more than 60 restaurant,
hotel and entertainment
brands, ranging from
high-end properties such
as Mastro’s and Morton’s
The Steakhouse, to such
mainstream destinations
as Rainforest Café, Bubba
Gump Shrimp Co., Saltgrass Steak House and five
Golden Nugget casinos.
Bank notes: Island-based Moody
National Bank is in the
national spotlight for how
it responded to Hurricane
Harvey.
Moody National is
featured in an inspiring
national video about
how banks responded to
rebuild their communities
after hurricanes Harvey
and Irma.
In the video, Moody
National Bank President
Victor Pierson said:
“That’s exactly what
community banking is all
about — being there for
the community when they
need you.”
The video also features
Brent Cockerham, a
Moody National banker
and Friendswood volunteer firefighter, who helped
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Chemic is a family affair. Besides Lawrence,
her father, who retired in
2008, continues to advise
as needed.
Her
brother,
John
Hartenberger, is involved
in sales, and her husband,
Jason Lawrence, is the lead
mechanical engineer at
Chemic’s branch office in
La Porte.
Jennifer Lawrence, who
earned a degree in mechanical engineering from

Texas A&M University
in 1999, took the helm in
August 2013. She had been
helping monitor processes
at the company, and her father convinced her she was
the ideal candidate to take
over.
“We had to make a decision on a change of leadership,” Lawrence said. “I
went to bed one night as
a part-time, stay-at-home
mom and woke up the
next morning running the
company.”
Her time spent analyzing
the company’s strengths
and weaknesses gave her a
head start.
“We needed to get back
on track,” Lawrence said.
“We had had some bad
contracts and quality issues in some of our departments. We were taking a
hit on our reputation.
“And we didn’t have a

clear track for where we
had to go.”
Since then, however, the
company, which had revenues of close to $13 million in its most recent fiscal
year, has grown both its
billable hours and payroll.
“We’ve made great
strides,” she said. “No company is going to be perfect,
but every day, I think about
things that we can improve
on. I want everyone in
the company to feel challenged. We have the right
leadership in place to model that behavior, but it takes
trust and faith, I can’t leave
that out of the equation. I
have to trust our people
and give them the power
and independence they
need to make the right decisions.
“After all, we’re selling
our employees’ intellectual
expertise.”

You can watch “America’s Banks Rebuild Communities After Hurricanes” on YouTube.
Urban planning: Has
it really been a year?
Georgia Meyer and Ami
Barzilay this month celebrated the first anniversary
of their gift and home
accessories shop Urban
Gypsy on 6th, 811 Sixth
St. N., suite 100, in Texas
City. Meyer and Barzilay
also celebrated an addition
to the shop — Urban Man
— which carries men’s
gifts and collectibles.
Meyer, early on, saw
Sixth Street’s potential. She
and Bonnie Baty in 2014
moved their popular Karat

Creations Jewelry to the
more than 100-year-old
building, which Meyer
renovated to make way for
11,000 square feet of retail
space on the bottom floor
and lofts on the top floor.
Along with Karat Creations Jewelry, other tenants in the same building
include Campeche Coffee
Etc. and salon and spa
Carol & Co.
Texas City officials have
invested millions of dollars
in infrastructure to lure
and retain shops to the
street that in its heyday
was the city’s retail center.
Contain yourself: Details were scarce, but in an
August pre-development

meeting with Galveston planning officials, a
structural engineer wanted
to discuss plans to build a
beach house made from
shipping containers on
Las Palmas Street on the
island’s West End.
Room service: In another recent pre-development meeting with island
planning officials, an
island businessman talked
about developing ECO
Hotel on the eastern end
of Seawall Boulevard near
Boddeker Drive. No other
information was available.
Stay tuned.

He then became the company’s third hire. “Today,
we’re dealing with much
bigger projects, which can
exceed 1,000 hours.”
Clients include Air Liquide, Ashland Chemical,
Haldor Topsoe, Kuraray
America, Marathon and
OxyChem, among others.
“As designers, we essentially take the engineering
stuff and make it work,
getting piping to go from
point A to point B,” Richard Broderick, a member
of the piping design team,
said in decidedly layman’s
terms. “The client figures
out what they want, and
one of our process engineers figure out how to
make it work. The designers figure out how to make
it fit.”
The company’s guiding
principles have earned it
client loyalty.

“Chemic has exceeded
my expectations,” said Damian Drafton, a site capital
projects manager for a major petrochemical plant in
Chocolate Bayou. “They’ve
been responsive, flexible, timely and they have
owned up to any mistakes
they’ve made and corrected them.”

for a week in the Friendswood emergency operations center during and
after Harvey, which struck
in late August and badly
flooded the north county
city and other mainland
communities.
The American Bankers
Association produced the
six-minute video, which
debuted at its annual
convention Oct. 15-17 in
Chicago.
“This video emphasizes the critical role that
community banks play in
helping communities and
businesses recover after
a disaster,” Pierson said.
“We’re very proud to be
included.”

PRIVATELY OWNED

Laura Elder: 409-683-5248;
laura.elder@galvnews.com

