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TRIBUTE TO DR. EDWARD TOWLE

By Dr. LaVerne E. Ragster 
President
University of the Virgin Islands, St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands
Good morning to all present — Honorable Chief Minister of the British Virgin Islands, Dr. Orlando Smith, President of the H. Lavity Stoutt Community College, Dr. Michael  O’Neal, Mrs. Judith Towle and members of the Towle family, members of the Island Resources Foundation Board, friends and fans of Ed Towle, ladies and gentlemen. 

Let me first declare that this is a celebration of a great man’s life, and I am privileged to be here to offer three tributes to Dr. Edward Towle.

First, as President of the University of the Virgin Islands, I bring a statement of condolences to Judith Towle for the loss of her husband, Dr. Edward Towle, on behalf of the Board of Trustees and the UVI community.  My statement also includes a message of gratitude from the University’s Board for Dr. Towle’s contributions to the development of the then College of the Virgin Islands when he served as Director of the Caribbean Research Institute from 1967 to 1972.  The evolution from college to university, from the Caribbean Research Center to the Eastern Caribbean Center and the goals of UVI today in 2006 have elements of the vision that Ed Towle had for the institution in the 1970’s.  We are proud and grateful to include Dr. Edward Towle in the legacy of the University of the Virgin Islands.
I also bring condolences for Judith and expressions of gratitude for Dr. Towle’s contributions to UVI and their tenure at CVI/UVI from Dr. Frank Mills, the Director of the Eastern Caribbean Center, and former president of the University, Dr. Orville Kean.
My second responsibility today is to forward the tribute offered to Dr. Towle by the U. S. Coral Reef Task Force at its meeting in St. Thomas, USVI in October of this year.  The U.S. Coral Reef Task force recognized Dr. Towle “for his work conserving and restoring the environment of small islands, particularly in the Caribbean”. I am pleased to have this opportunity to publicly present the award plaque to his widow Judith Towle today. In October, the award was presented before a full house at a plenary session, naming him “Coral and Island Ecosystem Champion”.
The third tribute I will present today is a personal one.  It is an honor to be offered the opportunity to pay tribute publicly to the life of Ed Towle.  Judith, I truly appreciate that you have included me in this celebration of the amazing person that you have known as a husband and partner.  By the way Judith, I hope you know that I am also grateful to you for all the interventions and calming of Ed that you did on my behalf when things went wrong or I made life hard for you both.  In my mind, one of Ed’s successes in life was his loving, dynamic partnership with you.
My story about Ed Towle begins around 1968-69, the year I graduated from the Charlotte Amalie High School with intentions of becoming a “great marine biologist”.  Ed hired me to work as a summer research intern as a part of one of his initiatives at the Caribbean Research Institute (CRI) at the then College of the Virgin Islands.  In those days the CRI office was in the old World War II hanger that served as the gymnasium and CRI office space for the College.  Today, the same building is the Sports and Fitness Center with a very different look.   Because Ed never, ever wasted an opportunity to help someone achieve their potential, especially if they asked for help, he put me to work on a project that would help build my skills as a marine scientist.  He empowered me to fully participate in a project to collect and analyze water samples that would monitor the impact of dredging in Brewer’s Bay, St. Thomas.  He was usually calm when he heard my stories about the Zodiac inflatable slowly leaking while we were collecting samples and watching sharks pass in the water.  I had a ball learning about the joy of hands-on experience, the value of data and information in decision–making, and the importance of working to meet a standard.  These bits of knowledge about science, teaching and learning, project management, and people have been useful and used by me over the last 37 years.  Thanks Ed.
Many today and elsewhere have noted that Ed Towle’s great legacy as a proponent for conservation and restoration of small islands included internationally recognized scholarly works on the policy and science needed to make appropriate decisions about development and wisely use our natural resources.  I certainly concur with these conclusions and statements, but to me this is an incomplete assessment of the impact of the life of a complex human man who grew on personal and professional levels over his lifetime. Another piece of the portrait of Ed would be to see the significant impact he had on the development of the mind-set or philosophical approach of persons he trained or worked with over the years.  Ed’s indomitable spirit and enthusiasm for good science and the use of appropriate information were formidable weapons in his arsenal to convince others to see issues from more than one perspective and to grow as professionals.  
I truly appreciated being a part of the historic USAID-CCA-IRF Country Environmental Profiles Project for the Eastern Caribbean that began in the late 1980’s and were published in 1990-91.  These profiles are still used today as the basis for policy updating and development exercises by governments and the private sector.  The rigor and consistency evident in the work were a part of the signature of Ed’s life work.  I remember fondly Ed barely controlling his frustration and exasperation with academies who could not seem to understand the importance of focus (on the problem), connectivity of issues and the need to meet deadlines.  Ed was very gentle with me in this learning phase (maybe Judith helped him again) and did not become overly excited about a long report from my field trips that included quantification of how many roaches I killed in my room.
Ed Towle came to love and accept the people of this part of the world and his humanist core spread to the way he approached working to improve conservation on small islands over the years — for that feat of human development he will always have my respect.  
Please allow me to quickly share four lessons I learned, through my professional and personal relationship with Ed who supported all my major career decisions.
1. Find out what is important to achieve and stay focused despite the challenges.

2. Share your passion and information, and let others see your vision as you seek partners and supporters.

3. Enjoy the challenges that come with change, learn from anything and everything, including mistakes and pay attention to the connection between human and environmental systems.
4. Learn to laugh at yourself and life.

Ed Towle left much more than footsteps in the sand during his time on this earth.  His contributions to the development of small islands will be felt for years to come through the lives he touched (like mine) and his scholarly works.  
I am happy he took his time on earth seriously — we are better off because he lived and shared himself with us.  I now have to learn to live without a mentor and friend.  Judith, Roy Watlington and I once debated for some time what would be a good definition of a Virgin Islander.  We settled on a person who wanted to be buried/interred here.  I somehow knew Ed would fit the definition.
Thank you again for allowing this moment of celebration and closure to happen.

