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The Battleship Texas in her berth at San Jacinto Battleground State Historic Site. Photo: Abbie Salyers

The Battleship Texas served for
thirty-four years. She patrolled the
North Sea during World War I,
participated in the invasion of North
Africa and the D-Day landings at
Normandy. She bombarded the shores
at Iwo Jima and Okinawa, and carried
troops home at the end of the war.1 Yet
today sitting in a safe harbor on the
Houston Ship Channel, she is in as
much danger of destruction as when
she was amidst Kamikaze’s in the
Pacific Theater. If she continues to rest
in the waters of the Channel, she will
likely deteriorate from the corrosive
effects of water, weather, and time.
In 1948, the Navy decommissioned
Texas in an elaborate ceremony held
on San Jacinto Day, April 21, to mark
her arrival at her new home on the
grounds of the San Jacinto Battlefield.
Her lower compartments were flooded
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with water to settle her in the mud at
the bottom of the newly dredged slip,
where she remained for the next forty
years. During this time, she welcomed
numerous visitors and faced both the
good and the bad associated with
tourism. Most came to enjoy her history
and pay their respects to her veterans,
but unfortunately, many others left
marks of their visit through vandalism
and litter, while the mud, water,
wind, and rain wrought havoc on the
physical structure of the ship. A June
1972 Houston Chronicle article reported
that the Texas was “under attack”
from neglect and insufficient funding,
both of which had allowed rust and
decay to take their toll on the ship.2
By the early 1980s, concerns with
the leadership of the Battleship Texas
Commission led to the decision to
turn over control of the ship to the

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
(TPWD). Now that the ship had an
annual budget and professional staff
for the first time, TPWD instituted a
series of evaluations and improvements
to determine a future interpretive plan
and to repair the damage done over
the previous thirty-five years. After
a vigorous fund raising campaign
the staff received the $15 million
necessary to dry dock the ship from
1988 – 1990. While at Todd Shipyard
in Galveston, Texas received a new
pine deck, a fresh coat of paint, a new
complement of anti-aircraft guns, and
numerous smaller internal structural
repairs. In addition, approximately
40 percent of her hull steel was
replaced. In the sixteen years since
she returned to her slip, this time
floating, not buried, the staff has
continued to restore more spaces and
improve her structural condition.3

Houston History

Volume 4, number 2

spring 2007

10/13/10 6:15:13 AM

Unfortunately, the small staff and
limited budget does not allow for the
extent of repairs that are necessary to
return the ship to even a minimum of
Navy standards. During her years of
active service, Texas visited dry-docks
or received some amount of dockside
maintenance every few months, in
addition to the constant routine repairs
carried out daily by the 1600 man
crew. The traditional life span of a ship
like Texas was only ten to fifteen years,
and she served thirty four in active
service and is currently in her ninetysecond year. Today the extent
of her corrosion and damage
necessitate lengthy, costly, and
labor intensive repairs that
are impossible in her current
location and financial situation.

for the same result today would be
significantly higher. Even if all these
obstacles were somehow overcome and
she survived another trip to and from
dry-dock, this is only a short term
solution. In another ten to fifteen years,
she would face the same dilemma.
The solution that the staff of Texas
has arrived at is to permanently cradle
the ship in a dry berth in her current
location. TPWD is considering
numerous plans and contracts to fund
the project including private corporate
sponsors and a $16 million Texas

1500 feet of concrete pylon beams and
cribbing will rest upon this foundation
and support the 30,000 ton Battleship.
This entire structure will be enclosed
by a 1680 foot long cofferdam with a
concrete sidewalk and viewing platform
on the top, all of which is projected to
be completed by the 100th anniversary
of the construction of the ship in 2011.5
While the price tag appears high, the
long-term preservation and financial
benefits are undeniable. According to
the Executive Director of the Battleship
Texas Foundation, Barry Ward, one
privately funded option would
mean that “For the price of one
dry-docking…you can give it
a dry berth.”6 This berthing
system will not only allow
engineers and staff to repair the
damage of the last fifty eight
years, but also it will remove
the ship from the corrosive
elements of the Ship Channel.7

The short term solution
would be a period in drydock, similar to that of 1988
– 1990 at Todd Shipyard.
Second only to preservation
However, this choice has
in its importance is the
numerous drawbacks. First,
interpretive potential of this
Todd Shipyard no longer has
style of berthing. By removing
the facilities large enough to
the ship from the water, visitors
accommodate a 30,000 ton
will be able to see the entire
ship, which would require Texas
to travel across the Gulf of
structure of the ship from the
Mexico to Mobile, Alabama,
top of the foremast to the keel.
the closest large-ship dryThis perspective will provide
docking facility. Given the
a better understanding of
condition of her hull and the
the dimensions and design
fact that about 60 percent is
of the battleship, while also
still 1948 or earlier era steel, the
revealing the propulsion and
strong currents and deep waters
navigation systems of the
of the Gulf increase the risk
rudder and propeller, or screw.
of extensive damage or even
The sidewalk on top of the
The Battleship Texas steams across the ocean during World War II. Courtesy cofferdam will also provide
destruction. In addition, it is
questionable whether she would Texas Parks and Wildlife Department Battleship Texas Archives.
a unique perspective from
even make it out of the Ship
which to view in one glance
Department of Transportation grant
Channel, and the risk of her sinking
not only the superstructure, but also
under the Statewide Transportation
and therefore blocking the Channel is
what would have been underwater. To
not one that TPWD would like to take. Enhancement Program. Receiving
supplement this new berth, TPWD
these funds would allow the staff to
Given the importance of the Channel,
and the Battleship Texas Foundation
completely overhaul the slip and remove also intend to improve the shore
the financial impact of limited or
interpretive facilities by creating a
the ship from the corrosive elements of
halted traffic could be extensive and
1945-era wharf and gangway, a new
the Channel. Engineers would increase
the pressure to reopen would likely
interpretive center, a memorial park
the depth of the current slip to 38 feet
force the destruction of the ship, rather
4
below sea level before driving over 1000 to commemorate veterans, and a
than her rescue. Another problem is
the cost of the dry-docking process.
large artifact park to display some of
concrete piles into the bottom soil to
The 1988 – 1990 trip cost about $15
support a five foot thick 108,800 square the larger objects from the ship. In
million and the projected estimate
addition, most of the current shore
foot concrete foundation. A cradle of
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All photos courtesy Texas Parks and Wildlife
Department Battleship Texas Archives.

The rudder and hull of the Battleship Texas While in dry-dock at
the Tedd Shipyard in 1988-1990.

say, to heck with the bottom
floor of the battleship…If it
goes ahead and rusts, let it.
So the public can’t go into
the belly of the ship like they
did 30 years ago. So what?”9
Parker’s response was unusual
however, as numerous groups,
organizations, and political
leaders have voiced their
support, including the Harris
County Commissioners
Court, the City of La Porte,
the Economic Alliance of the
Houston Port Region, the
Naval Order of the United
States, La Porte-Bayshore
Chamber of Commerce,
and local Navy veterans.

As of December 1, 2006,
the Federal Highway
Administration pulled back
monies from the Statewide
Transportation Enhancement
Program, and turned down
Extensive corrosion forced Texas Parks and Wildlife to replace about
the Texas’ grant application,
40 percent of her hull.
which has forced TPWD to
pursue other options for both
fund raising and engineering
concepts.10 The state of Texas
already voted to release over
$12 million in bonds to the
preservation of Texas in 2001,
so these funds need only to
be released from Congress to
be put to use.11 In addition,
in 1948 the Battleship
Texas Commission received
If the Texas is permanently dry-docked as she was in this 1988
over $30,000 from school
– 1990 photo, visitors will be able to see her entire hull, keel, and
children across the states in
superstructure.
pennies, nickels, and dimes
facilities located on the southern side
donated
to
the ship’s restoration, and
of the slip would be removed to allow
the
Battleship
will no doubt benefit
the park land, which was once Sam
from Texan’s generosity again.12
Houston’s campground, to be restored
to its 1836 battlefield condition.8
The future plans of the Battleship
Texas have featured heavily in the news
recently, and while most of the response
appears to support the proposition,
there have been those who oppose the
dry-dock scheme. A May 25, 2006
article in the Lufkin Daily News quoted
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
Commissioner John Parker as saying, “I
68
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If the Battleship Texas is dry-docked,
she will once again claim a historic first.
Not only was she the first memorial
ship of her kind, but also if dry-berthed
she will be the first ship of her size to
be permanently dry-docked. The USS
Drum submarine in Mobile, Alabama,
is docked similarly, but she is only 1,526
tons in comparison to the 30,000 tons
of Texas. However, the Drum serves
as excellent evidence of the security

benefits of such a berthing system. In
2005, when Hurricane Katrina hit
the Gulf Coast, the Drum received
relatively minor damage compared
to the USS Alabama at the same
site.13 The USS Kidd in Baton Rouge,
Louisiana, is also dry-docked during
the cooler months of the year, but she
is similarly small in comparison to
Texas at 3,050 tons.14 Having so many
innovations to her credit during her
military service and having been the
first museum ship, another interpretive
first would be a fitting resolution to
the Battleship Texas’ current plight.
While her historical significance is
reason enough to preserve the ship,
TPWD must also consider the financial
benefits of saving the Battleship Texas.
According to a study conducted in
the 1990s, about half of the visitors
to the Battleship came to the site to
visit the San Jacinto Monument and
vice versa.15 In addition, the Texas
Historical Commission estimates
that preservation activities generate as
much as $1.4 billion every year and
support 41,000 jobs in Texas alone.16
The Commission claims that heritage
tourism is the fastest growing part
of the tourism industry; therefore,
sites like the Battleship are not only
significant for their cultural importance
but also for their economic impact.
Whether the primary motive is longterm financial gain, the preservation of
an historically significant artifact, or an
increase in tourist dollars, the bottom
line remains the same: the Battleship
Texas is in need of a permanent defense
against the corrosive effects of her
home waters. A dry-berth in her slip at
San Jacinto will satisfy those in many
different camps and hopefully allow her
to survive the “cancer-like death knell
of debilitating corrosion.”17 In 1948 it
was primarily the efforts of individual
citizens that raised the money and
donated the time and effort to take the
first steps in saving the Battleship Texas
from the scrap yards. Today, those who
love Texas and want to see her around
for decades to come can only hope that
the current citizenry will be as generous
as those of past generations.18 
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