
TEXAS TOWER MEMORIES 1966 

I remember the Texas Tower being 
visible from most anywhere on 
campus. A very impressive building 
on a beautiful campus. Surrounded  
on all sides by a wide stone terrace. 

On the 30th of July 1966 a group 
of us newly minted college grads 
who were there for a two month 
Peace Corps/Turkey training 
program went up to the University 
of Texas Tower to check out the 
view. Two very nice old ladies were 
there to take our money and 

answer any questions once we got off the elevator. Docents of a 
sort, I think. We went around the outside terrace and took in the 
view. You could see the entire campus.  In any direction.

The next day, August 1, we went as usual to language class in the 
morning in a building just below the tower terrace. When lunch 
time came we came out, pausing under some large white globe 
style lights to discuss where to eat lunch. We immediately 
noticed that people were running....even a nun...whom I, 
probably incorrectly, remember jumping a low wall, slipping and 
rolling on the grass down the gentle slope. The nun did get our 
attention, however. Nuns in habits did not jump over walls. Not 
in those days anyway. I think someone started to tell the  old 
“What’s black and white all over” joke.  We did not hear any 
shots immediately so we stayed in place for a while talking 



about what we were seeing.   Suddenly one of the globe lights 
above us exploded with a loud pop spraying glass everywhere.  
We instantly jumped a few feet.  A light bulb went off in my 
head.

Seconds later people started to shout “shooter in the tower” or 
something and we vaguely understood we were in danger. A 
narrow miss had just occurred.  We began to move toward the 
side streets looking for cover. At first slowly then more 
quickly. As we did, a small army of Texans carrying hunting 
rifles and handguns were rushing from the side streets up the 
hill firing aimlessly at the tower.  Fortunately for us and them, 
the shooter, Charles Whitman (photo), was on the other side of 
the tower at that moment. He had already murdered his wife and 
mother and the two tower docents and taken his trunk full of 
weapons....everything from a Lugar and a .357 magnum hand 
gun to an M1 assault rife, a shot gun and hunting rifles, out 
onto the tower terrace.  He had thousands of rounds of 
ammunition, jugs of water and a fair amount of food all 
purchased the morning of his gruesome mission.  

I grew up with guns and hunters in rural Indiana so I recognized 
the sounds of his rifle firing at people on campus.   I knew what 
this guy could do from his perch atop the tower.  I was thankful 
he had missed us.

We landed in the campus cafeteria and found many students 
there glued to an overhead TV. The information was at first 
limited but quite scary. We knew a number of people had been 
killed already and that several hundred  people were pinned 
down all around the tower, hiding behind low balustrades, trees 
and hedges.  We did not know where half our group was. They 



were not in the cafeteria, however, so that was worrisome.  We 
envisioned the worst as we continued to hear the live fire 
outside the cafeteria and saw casualties being loaded into 
ambulances on television.

When the all clear came we rushed back to our dorm.  We found 
that several of us had been in the thick of it on the tower 
terrace. A few were stained with the blood of the wounded (one 
from a girl that died in one of our guy’s arms), but no one from 
our group had been shot fortunately. 

Needless to say we were all in a state of shock. The shrinks who 
had won the contract to run our Peace Corps training program 
tried to talk to us. To help us deal with our emotions. My mem is 
that they failed miserably and in hindsight simply were not 
equipped to counsel us. We took care of each other. A lot of tears.  
A lot of hugs.  A modicum of false John Wayne bravado.  And 
more booze than we could handle.  None of the 3.2 beer most of 
us guzzeled at campus joints.  The real thing.

Charles Whitman had finally been shot by  a very brave 
policeman who risked his life sneaking onto the tower deck. The 
locals firing blindly at the tower fortunately had not hit any of 
the cops attempting to take Whitman out.  He had murdered 16 
and wounded 32 innocent people. 

We were all relieved and, although numb with grief, began to 
settle back into our routine over the first week of August. Then 
it was time to fly to Ankara, Turkey and begin our new lives. 
 
I think , though, the incident stayed with most of us for a very 
long time. I for one have never picked up a gun again much to my 



brother and father’s chagrin  when they asked me to go hunting 
with them.  It was okay.  I knew no one had ever shot at them 
nor had they ever seen blood in the streets.

I  returned to Austin several times over the next three decades. 
The tower was always closed. I understand the observation deck 
was finally reopened in 1999 after 33 years. I know the mems 
are still  very much alive to this day in Austin and certainly for 
anyone on campus that day.
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