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SEA AGGIES
Galveston Campus Celebrates 50 Years
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Dr. Thomas Iliffe dives in the 
Atlantida Tunnel, a submarine 
lava tube cave on the island of 
Lanzarote, Canary Islands.
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THE FIRST DAY OF 
class brought 23 cadets 
to study at the Texas 
Maritime Academy in 
1962. Pictures show a 
group of young men 
wearing standard-
issue Corps of Cadets 
dress uniforms with a 
circular Texas Maritime 
Academy patch sewn 
on the left sleeve. These 
archival photos depict 
cadets aboard ships and 
seated in classrooms 
and on the beach while 
a golden sunset drops 
below the horizon. In 
photos, this history of 
Texas A&M at Galveston 
and the Texas Maritime 
Academy seems 
easy, effortless and 
photogenic.

Pictures sometimes lie.

BY 
STEPHANIE 
JETER 
CANNON ’06

Celebrating Sea Aggies:
A&M-Galveston Turns 50

Texas A&M’s Galveston Campus Celebrates Half A Century
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Fifty years ago, Texas A&M took that 
plunge, jumping off the Galveston Sea-
wall and into the deep waters of higher 
education. Off the Gulf of Mexico’s 
shoreline, the establishment of Texas 
A&M University at Galveston was a re-
sponse of Galvestonians who asked the 
question, “Why can’t Galveston have a 
maritime academy?”

 It was meant as a casual question, 
said Stephen Curley, TAMUG 
regents professor and cam-
pus historian. Asked of Rear 
Admiral Walter Ford during 
Galveston’s annual Maritime 
Day Banquet, the party going 
on around them meant there 
was not time for a long answer 
by the deputy administrator of 
the federal Maritime Admin-
istration. But when he offered 
encouragement and advice, the 
gears started moving.

Within 24 hours, Galveston 
had penned and sent its fi rst 
formal letter of inquiry. The response 
came quickly, and the fi rst committee 
was formed.

At fi rst, there were six of them, a 
group of businessmen along with a 
school superintendent, penning cor-
respondence and gaining support from 
legislators as the calendar fl ipped from 

week to week. Galveston knew that it 
was up to the citizens to get the school 
started, but “they also knew they 
couldn’t run the school,” Curley said. 

Enter Texas A&M.
A&M already had a presence on the 

island, Curley wrote in his book Aggies 
by the Sea. An A&M-run marine lab 
was housed in part of the former army 
barracks at Fort Crockett, so a connec-

tion between their proposed Maritime 
Academy and Texas A&M seemed like 
the right fi t. Besides, the building had 
extra space, and if the committee was 
looking for a building with history and 
resolve to accommodate their dream, 
they found it. During the First World 
War, Fort Crockett was used to as-

semble troops, and during the Second 
World War, it guarded the coast against 
German U-boats and housed German 
prisoners of war, Curley wrote in his 
book. If those walls could have talked, 
they would have had more than one 
kind of battle story—the challenge 
Galveston undertook to get its acad-
emy established was a fi ght in itself.

Because, while Texas A&M agreed 
that running the academy 
sounded like a great idea, the 
Galveston committee was about 
to run into their fi rst big snag.

During a meeting with then 
university President Dr. Marion 
Thomas Harrington ’22, the 
committee learned that there 
was state legislation in place 
since 1931 that allowed Texas 
A&M to administer a nautical 
school, but prohibited the State 
of Texas from “ever appropriat-
ing any money for the school.”

It was a blow, yes, but, not the 
end. Harrington encouraged the group 
to get the Texas Legislature to scrap 
that roadblock, and then make the trip 
to his offi ce for another try, Curley said. 
So they did, and found success in two 
weeks.

The success was short-lived though, 
as trouble followed them to the next 

TAMUG Timeline

1931
Statute passed by 
Texas Legislature 
that “interested 
citizens” could 
establish “in one 
of the harbors of 
the State of Texas a 
Nautical School…”

1959
Committee 
confronted with fi rst 
major challenge: 
a 28-year-old 
legislative obstacle 
to creating a 
maritime school in 
Texas.

1957
Marine Laboratory 
of the oceanography 
department of 
Texas A&M College 
authorized to 
move to a surplus 
building on Fort 
Crockett. 

1952
The Marine 
Laboratory 
established.

1961
State funds 
for the Texas 
Maritime Academy 
appropriated.

1958
Annual banquet 
held in Galveston 
to celebrate 
National Maritime 
Day. Committee 
established to 
help create a state 
maritime academy.

The coast is a place of incredible ambition where 
ideas are swept to sea by the tug of the tide. Float, 
sail or sink, it takes a strong swimmer to make it.  

Texas A&M University President Dr. R. Bowen Loftin ’71 with 
Charlotte and Sammy Ray at the dedication of McCloy Arena.

Tom Lliffe
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milestone—when some shipping 
executives and maritime unions didn’t 
want an academy in Galveston—and 
the next—when Texas A&M started 
backing off from its support of the 
academy due to lack of funds—and the 
next, Curley said.

But, the citizens of Galveston kept 
on, and in doing so made a good friend 
in the new Texas A&M president, Gen. 
James Earl Rudder ’32. In a man-
ner suitable only to the retired major 
general and D-Day hero, Curley said, 
Rudder redirected their efforts.

The problem now was money. The 
University of Houston had placed a 
bid to enter the state college system, 
Curley wrote, and that meant money 
would be redirected to get that school 
going. With no extra cash to fi ll the 
new hole in the budget, other public 
colleges in Texas were told to cut the 
excess. They wouldn’t have enough 
money to fund current projects, Curley 
wrote, let alone a new one like the 
Texas Maritime Academy. Like all 
the other public colleges, Texas A&M 
signed an agreement that it wouldn’t 

ask the State Legislature to fund any 
new projects, Curley said.

That agreement meant that Texas 
A&M could no longer endorse the 
Texas Maritime Academy. The loss of 
endorsement meant that the Galveston 
citizens could not petition the Com-
mission on Higher Education, and 
without the Commission, they couldn’t 
get funding.

What a letdown—until Rudder came 
at them with a different idea. Since 
they were a collection of citizens, they 
weren’t under the authority of the 

1963
The dedication 
of Fort Crockett 
campus postponed 
because of the 
assassination of 
President Kennedy.

1962
Academy cadets 
started their fi rst 
semester ever.

1970
The fi rst structure 
on the new Pelican 
Island campus—a 
docking facility—
completed.

1965
Cadets took fi rst 
cruise aboard the 
renamed Texas 
Clipper. George 
Mitchell donated 
100 acres on 
Pelican Island.

1964
Fort Crockett 
campus dedicated. 

1967
Charter class of 
cadets graduated. 
Texas A&M named 
a Sea Grant 
institution.

An aerial view of the 135-acre 
Texas A&M University George 
Mitchell campus on Pelican Island.
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Commission on Higher Education, he 
said. They could pack up their bags 
and completely bypass that blockade, 
going straight to the Legislative Budget 
Board for funding, Curley said.

Not knowing that this story has a 
happy ending, one might be tempted to 
throw in the towel, Curley said. 

They were cussedly stubborn, he 
said. So they kept on, made powerful 
allies in State Rep. Peter Lavelle, Sen. 
A.R. “Babe” Schwartz ’47 and others, 
and made their case for establishing a 
nautical school in Galveston.

For four years, the committee fought 
innumerable obstacles, dealt with high 
personal sacrifi ce, long road trips, ex-
citing successes, disappointing failures, 
close calls, and even a killer hurricane. 
But, on Jan. 26, 1962, triumph could 
fi nally be declared when Texas Gover-

nor Price Daniel and A&M President 
Rudder authorized the Texas Maritime 
Academy.

“And the rest is history,” Curley said.
Several hundred people attended the 

1964 dedication at Fort Crockett as the 
campus of the Texas Maritime Acad-
emy. The federal government provided 
a training ship, the 15,000-ton Texas 
Clipper, a former passenger-cargo liner 
and U.S. Navy vessel, in 1965.

The Texas Maritime Academy was 
the forerunner of Texas A&M Uni-
versity at Galveston. In 1968, Galves-
tonian George P. Mitchell ’40 and the 
Mitchell-Dobbins Land Corp. provided 
100 acres, and three years later added 
another 35 acres adjoining the Mitchell 
campus. In addition, TAMUG acquired 
the 14-acre Offatts Bayou Campus on 
Teichman Road, which houses the 

Center for Marine Training and Safety, 
as well as research and recreational 
facilities. 

But even then, said Dr. Sammy Ray, 
“Everyone said it wouldn’t work; it’ll 
never work.”

Ray, a TAMUG professor emeritus 
and world-renowned oyster researcher, 
came to Galveston as an employee of 
the A&M Marine Lab in 1960. He heard 
the naysayers who said the university 
could never make it on its minuscule 
budget. He heard the opposition to 
having resident courses. He heard the 
“tsk tsks” from critics who said failure 
was just around the corner, and he 
never listened to them. “I like working 
on things that people think will fail,” 
he said. “If you believe in something 
strongly enough, and have persistence 
and are willing to not let anything deter 

1971
Everyone moved 
to Pelican Island, 
and for the fi rst 
time, freshmen 
(and sometimes 
sophomores) didn’t 
have to stay at the 
main campus.

1979
TAMU System Board 
of Regents renamed 
institution Texas 
A&M University at 
Galveston. The $2.4 
million classroom 
laboratory building 
opened for classes.

1976
The fi rst dormitory 
building and the 
student union 
opened.

1975
The Texas 
Coordinating Board 
approved a new 
bachelor of science 
program in marine 
biology.

1982
Marine fi sheries 
added to the 
campus curricula.

1978
The fi rst on-campus 
outdoor athletic 
facilities offi cially 
opened.

The waterfront at Pelican Island. Two 
key fi gures in TAMUG’s founding were 
shipyard executive Emmett O. Kirkham 
and harbor pilot Sherman Wetmore.

William “Bill” Seitz leads the Class 
of 2011 at Commencement.
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you from that goal, good things will 
happen.

“If you turn up enough rocks, the 
answer will be under one of them,” he 
said.

Galveston found its answer time and 
time again. And, over time, Ray—who 
has held every position from professor 
to interim president, during which he 
even hired current Texas A&M Presi-
dent Dr. R. Bowen Loftin ’71—watched 
the student body go from a handful to 
around 2,000.

“I can’t believe what’s going on 
here,” he said. “I can’t believe how far 
the school has come.”

In January, Texas A&M at Galveston 
opened its state-of-the-art Sea Life 
Facility. Designed for marine research, 
it will also serve as a resource for the re-
covery of at-risk or damaged sea turtles. 

The facility is part of the even bigger 
Ocean and Coastal Studies building 
that opened last year. The $53 mil-
lion complex is known as the premier 
marine research facility on the Gulf of 
Mexico and earned a gold rating from 
the Leadership in Energy and Environ-
mental Design.

The 55,509-square-foot Powell Ma-
rine Engineering Complex was dedi-
cated in 2010 as the new base for the 
school’s engineering programs. Two 
new residence halls are set to open in 
2012, and renovations and expansions 
continue across campus.

“It is incredible to see what Texas 
A&M at Galveston has become,” Ray 
said.  

Yet the timeline of how Texas A&M 
at Galveston morphed from a school 
that few people thought would suc-

ceed to one known for its technol-
ogy, research and high-performing 
graduates is lined with people, not new 
construction.

There are numerous experts at 
Texas A&M at Galveston who pro-
vide students with excellent aca-
demic training and are called upon by 
external communities, governments 
and businesses for their know-how. 
A sampling of these experts includes 
Dr. Samuel Brody, who led the team 
that created the Coastal Communities 
Planning Atlas--an interactive, online 
atlas that provides maps of the Texas 
coastline and helps predict its future.

“I want to make Galveston a gateway 
for research by looking at the entire 
Gulf Coast, not just the Texas coast,” 
said Brody, professor of marine scienc-
es and urban planning, director for the 

1984
Propeller of a 
WWII seagoing 
tug installed on 
campus.

1983
Hurricane Alicia 
caused half a 
million dollars in 
damage to TAMUG.

1995
Anchor from Texas 
Clipper I installed 
in the center of 
the quadrangle (to 
make way for the 
clock tower eight 
years later).

1989
TAMUG in the US 
News & World 
Report Top 10 
rankings for small 
colleges in the West 
for the fi rst time.

1985
First commencement 
ceremony held in 
Galveston.

1990
TAMUG began 
implementing 
its merger with 
the College of 
Geosciences at Texas 
A&M University. 
Enrollment broke the 
1,000 mark.

Texas Maritime Academy cadets during O-Week.

PURSUING EXCELLENCE  
IN THE CORPS 
TAMUG’s student body includes a record-breaking 
enrollment of 400 in the Corps of Cadets of The Texas 
Maritime Academy. One of six state maritime academies 
in the U.S. and the only mariner-licensing program on the 
Gulf of Mexico, the academy gives students opportunities 
to operate and maintain ocean-going vessels, which 
can lead to careers in the U.S Merchant Marine. Other 
opportunities include the Strategic Sealift Offi cer 
Program, which allows students to receive an offi cer 
commission in the Naval Reserves, any other branch of 
the military, the U.S. Coast Guard, or National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration. The academy also hosts 
the Naval Reserve Offi cers Training Corps for students to 
receive an Active Duty commission in the Navy.
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Center for Texas Beaches and Shores, 
and the George P. Mitchell ’40 chair 
for sustainable coasts. Coastal sustain-
ability is our future, he said. Examples 
of not doing it right are everywhere—
from hurricanes to tsunamis. “Yet, at 
the same time, we keep growing on 
the coast and adding more and more 
people,” he said.

While Brody looks at the coastline, 
Dr. Tom Iliffe, professor of marine biol-
ogy, surveys the depths of the ocean. 
Iliffe has been featured in multiple pub-
lications, including a cover of National 
Geographic (and this cover of Texas 
Aggie) for his research expeditions into 
marine and freshwater caves around 
the world. He’s explored fl ooded caves  
worldwide, during which he and other 
scientists have discovered more than 
300 new species of organisms. 

“It’s important to understand our 
planet, to understand the evolution 
and origin of life on it,” he said. The 
Remipedia class of organisms—a type 
of “living fossil,” Iliffe said—was fi rst 

documented in 1981. “Up to now, we 
have 25 different species of these, and I 
found about half of them.” 

He dives to dangerous depths in 
treacherous conditions. “When you’re 
diving in a cave, you never know what 
might be around the next corner,” he 
said. “You’re going into places that are 
unexplored and where no human has 
ever been before.”

Then there’s Dr. William Merrell ’71, 
the George P. Mitchell ’40 chair in ma-
rine sciences, who is the only person 
to have received the Distinguished 
Service Award from the National Sci-
ence Foundation twice. He’s the head 
of marine sciences at TAMUG, and a 
former vice chancellor for The Texas 
A&M University System, university 
president at TAMUG, and found-
ing president of the Heinz Center in 
Washington, D.C. He’s also the brain 
behind the Ike Dike, a 17-foot-high 
wall that could stretch along the Texas 
coast to protect citizens and land from 
hurricanes. Merrell saw how well a 

coastal barrier can work as a protectant 
when he was in the Netherlands for 
the Ocean Drilling Program, an inter-
national effort to study the composi-
tion and structure of the world’s ocean 
basins. It remains the largest project 
that Texas A&M has ever had, he said. 
The Ike Dike promises to be just as 
impressive.

“We’re working on different ap-
proaches that can protect this area 
from hurricane surges … how we deal 
with the more destructive forces of 
nature … how to keep the environment 
and the economy going,” he said.

He’s an idea man, he said. That’s 
what universities are supposed to do, 
fi nd new and better ways of doing 
things. “And we do,” he said. “And 
we’re having a good time at it.”

As Texas A&M at Galveston con-
tinues to be recognized as one of 
the global players in the pursuit of 
knowledge, the university gets better 
students, more research money and 
more acknowledgment, he said.

1996
The Texas Clipper 
II embarked on its 
maiden voyage.

2002
TAMUG offered its 
fi rst independent 
graduate degree.

1999
TAMUG fi rst 
appeared in the 
College Guide 2000 
Princeton Review 
of Time magazine’s 
top 500 colleges 
nationwide.

1997
First bachelor of 
arts program on 
campus approved.

2003
Bracewell clock 
tower erected and 
dedicated.

2000
The bachelor of 
science degree 
in Ocean and 
Coastal Resources 
authorized.

Sam Brody and associates view 
maps from the Coastal Atlas project. Alexandru Balaban 
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“In a broad sense, the whole world 
is moving to the coast,” he said. “That 
Texas A&M has a coastal campus 
means the university can continue to 
be in the middle of the most exciting 
discoveries.”

Another notable TAMUG professor, 
Dr. Bernd Würsig, is among the world’s 
most renowned marine biologists and 
was the fi rst to discover one of the 
reasons dolphins leap. By studying 
dolphins, whales, porpoises and other 
cetaceans in the wild, Würsig is able to 
understand more about these awe-
inducing creatures.

He was instrumental in discovering 
the openness of dolphins’ societies, 
documenting that they live in fl uid 
groups, joining and leaving communi-
ties easily. “They all seem to know each 
other and have highly organized social 
structures,” he said.

Back in the 1990s, he developed a 
photographic identifi cation program 
that uses images of a dolphin’s dorsal 
fi n; it’s now used worldwide. Students 
have joined in on his research, helping 
to track and identify dolphins using 
photographs. 

Another celebrated TAMUG expert 
is chemical engineer and organic 
chemist Dr. Alexandru T. Balaban, who 
sits on a list of “most famous chem-
ists in central and Eastern Europe.” 
Balaban discovered a new synthesis 
for pyrylium salts—salts which express 
the extremes to which one can push 
chemical stability related to building 
blocks of our DNA genetic material. 
Balaban seeks to understand these 
limits. Balaban also focuses on chemi-
cal applications of graph theory, which 
could lead to the creation of new 
medicinal drugs. Using mathematical 
equations known as the Balaban Index, 

he can correlate chemical structures 
with certain biological activities. As a 
consequence, biological testing could 
lead to new medicinal drugs.

Balaban was born in Romania and 
has taught in Bucharest and presented 
lectures all over the world. With each 
discovery, Balaban said, he is “add-
ing new bricks to the tall tower that 
represents the advancement of sci-
ence.” With each semester that brings a 
classroom full of students, he is happy 
to share his enthusiasm for science in 
general, and chemistry in particular.

Dr. William Seitz is Texas A&M at 
Galveston’s senior vice president and 
chief academic offi cer and TAMU’s 
associate provost. Seitz works on the 
complexity theory, which “is a catchall 
for how one tries to understand sys-
tems that have multiple components,” 
he said.

“When a system has so many in-
terconnected parts, you can’t predict 
what’s going to happen over time,” he 
said. This area of research is sometimes 
referred to as Chaos Theory. Seitz 
also works with coastal erosion and 
policy-making. In the 1980s, working 
with colleagues in Galveston, he was 
involved very early in the fi eld of nano-
technology, working to understand the 
stability and structure of “buckyballs.” 

The discovery of buckyballs, soccer 
ball-shaped molecules made up of 60 
atoms of carbon , inaugurated the fi eld 
of nanotechnology.  

“They revolutionized material sci-
ence and the world,” he said. “They’re 
everywhere.”

They’re everywhere. It’s a fi tting 
phrase for Texas A&M at Galveston. 
The university’s and maritime acad-
emy’s students, professors, scientifi c 
fi ndings and the maritime academy’s 

merchant marine offi cers, naval of-
fi cers and reputation continue to grow, 
passing regional, state and national 
boundaries. Just as the full story of 
Texas A&M at Galveston could never 
be told with a word limit, neither can 
its discoveries.

In 50 years, a little university on the 
coast that no one thought would make 
it has been part of discoveries and 
people who have changed the world.

A PART OF 
THE MAIN
TAMUG is a branch campus 
of Texas A&M University. 
Qualifying students can receive 
an Aggie Ring and a Texas 
A&M University diploma. 
TAMUG also is home to the 
Texas Maritime Academy—the 
only maritime academy located 
on the Gulf Coast.
One of the things Sea Aggies 
are known for—much like their 
land-locked counterparts in 
College Station—is loyalty to 
Aggie traditions. Sea Aggies 
take part in such time-honored 
Aggie traditions as Big Event, 
the Aggie Ring, Elephant Walk, 
Howdy, Muster and the 12th 
Man, but they also have their 
own traditions, including the 
Maritime Ball and SALT Camp.

2007 

Texas Clipper 
deliberately sunk 
off Port Isabel 
Texas as an 
artifi cial reef by 
Texas Parks & 
Wildlife.

2005 

Stephen Curley’s 
history of TAMUG, 
Aggies by the Sea, 
published.

2012 

TAMUG celebrates 
50 years.

2008 

Sept 10: TAMUG 
campus closed for 
hurricane evacuation.
Sept 12: Hurricane 
Ike hit Galveston directly; three-quarters of 
Galveston under water. TAMUG relocated to 
College Station for remainder of fall semester, 
retaining more than 90 percent of its students.

2011 

The $42 million, 
110,000-square-
foot Ocean and 
Coastal Studies 
building opened.

2009 

Jan 20: TAMUG 
classes resumed in 
Galveston.

A more complete story on each 
of these experts can be found at 
tx.ag/TAMUGalveston.
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