Greta A. Fryxell

Noted oceanographer, female pioneer in academia, 

Professor Greta Albrecht Fryxell died from congestive heart failure on September 24, 2017 at her home in Claremont, Ca., USA at the age of 90. She was born November 21, 1926 in Princeton, Illinois to Esther Andreen Albrecht and Arthur Joseph (“Ham”) Albrecht. She graduated summa cum laude from Augustana College in Rock Island, Illinois in 1948. After college, she taught math and science for several years at junior high schools in Davenport and Ames, Iowa. She married Paul Arnold Fryxell on August 23, 1947. She began her postgraduate studies at Texas A&M University, where she was among the first classes of women to enroll at the former all-male university at a university where women were not accepted as students, let alone as faculty. In 1969 she earned a master’s degree in education, with a major in earth sciences. A PhD in oceanography followed in 1975. After postdoctoral studies in Oslo, Norway under Prof. Grethe R Hasle, she continued her research and taught at Texas A&M, becoming a professor of oceanography, and again blazing a trail as one of the school’s first female professors. She reached full professor Texas A&M University and won all of their faculty awards. That certainly seemed to be her vocation, and her professional momentum would have been sufficient to carry her career into her late-70s.

Professor Fryxell was a specialist in marine phytoplankton and took part in research oceanographic cruises in the North Atlantic, Gulf of Mexico and in the waters around Antarctica, working with living cultures as well as with preserved samples from the open ocean. She published widely on her findings in professional journals. Samples were also collected for her project from the equatorial Pacific. Many of these samples are now archived at the University of Texas, Austin, where she and her husband lived in their early retirement years. 

Most of her professional career was devoted to open ocean phytoplankton, particularly diatoms, including variation in abundance, life histories and patterns of species succession. Her interests included life cycle stages, sexual/asexual reproduction, morphology, systematics, and ecology, and extended through the water column to the benthos and into the sediment record. In her later career, she became concerned with studies of the sometimes neurotoxic diatoms in the genus Pseudo-nitzschia. This genus is often found in ocean waters near the sea coast, apparently stimulated in part by the pollution resulting from increasing populations of people living near coastlines.

Professor Fryxell received many honors, including the Outstanding Doctoral Candidate Award from the Former Students’ Association at Texas A&M in 1975. She was recognized as the Outstanding Woman of Brazos County in 1979 by 13 cooperating community organizations and received the Outstanding Achievement Award from Augustana College Alumni Association in 1980. An American Association of University Women fellowship named in her honor was contributed by the Bryan/College Station branch of the AAUW. In 1988, she shared the Provasoli Award of the Phycological Society of America for a paper published in the Journal of Phycology that year with two colleagues, A.M. Wood and R.S. Lande. She also received the 1991 Faculty Distinguished Achievement Award in Research from Texas A&M’s Former Students’ Association, followed by a gold medal from the Geosciences and Earth Resources Advisory Council in 1992. She received the Lifetime Award of Excellence in Phycology in 1996 from the Phycological Society of America, and was selected as a Fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in 1997. She is listed in American Men and Women in Science, Who’s Who of Professional and Business Women, Personalities of the South, Who’s Who in America, Who’s Who of American Women, Who’s Who in the Frontiers of Science and Technology, Who’s Who in the South and Southwest, and Who’s Who in the World. 

Professor Fryxell felt blessed with excellent students and laboratory assistants, her family shared, and their lives and achievements continued to be of interest and great personal satisfaction to her, as were the many achievements of her family members. She was an active Unitarian Universalist for five decades, serving in many roles in her churches, from religious education to administration. 

She was predeceased by her husband of more than 63 years, Paul Arnold Fryxell. She is survived by her sons Karl Joseph Fryxell and his wife Peggy Kraft Fryxell and Glen Edward Fryxell and his wife, Lenita Ann Fryxell, and her daughter Joan Esther Fryxell and her husband, Timothy Michael Ross; five grandchildren and six great-grandchildren; and six nephews. 

Below are tributes/memories from some of her graduate students and post docs:

from Linda K. Medlin

I needed to add a final member to my committee for my master’s degree.  One of my committee members, Dr. Elenor Cox, suggested that I contact Greta Fryxell in the Oceanography Dept at Texas A&M because she had just finished her PhD and was looking for students. I went to see her and was greeted warmly with the comment: “So glad that you have seen the light!”:  the light being to work on diatoms.  I was her first graduate student and went on to complete my PhD under her co-supervision with Dr. Cox and continued as a colleague and friend until her death.  I was the only person in her lab not to work on phytoplankton because my project was on epiphytic diatoms.  Still my work and contribution to her laboratory were valued and my opinions were treated with respect.  The training and the kindness she showed to all of her graduate students followed me into my own career as a diatomist and influenced how I treated and trained my own students. A true mentor in every aspect of the word. We were all drawn into reviewing grants and manuscripts, all being considered as part of our training to be independent scientists. Being in her lab in the early days of electron microscopy were very exciting times.  New discoveries were common and I can well remember testing the limits of the LM to see if we could see the same thing as we just saw in the SEM. Our friendship continued throughout her life and I valued her opinion long after I left her lab.  I recall her comment of “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” when I started my molecular phylogeny work and the praise and admiration when the Skeletonema story was published.  I have never been able to match the glowing referee letters she wrote for her students. Other little tidbits of knowledge still ring in my head:  I stopped the first car that contained two people. I stopped the first car, which contained two people.  Now do you know when to use which and when to use that???   I do, thanks to Greta, along with many other things I have to thank her for.  She will not soon be forgotten.

from Gregory J. Doucette

Having developed an interest in diatoms as an undergraduate with the freshwater diatomist, Dr. Rex Lowe, I sought out a Master’s advisor that would help me to delve deeper into this fascinating group of microalgae. The fact that a world-class scientist like Greta not only answered my letter of inquiry, but welcomed me warmly into her laboratory, made my decision to attend Texas A&M an easy one – it was the beginning of a long professional relationship and friendship with an amazingly gifted woman. Greta was a mentor in the truest sense of the word. She provided instruction, guidance, and wisdom. She was demanding yet fair and showed by example what was required to excel as a scientist – lessons that have served me well throughout my career as an oceanographer. One of the most important gifts that Greta gave me was a true appreciation for the beauty, complexity, and importance of phytoplankton – especially the glass-walled diatoms that were her focus and clearly brought her much joy. In these fast-paced days of rapidly advancing technology, it is still a pleasure to stop and look through a simple microscope and be able to appreciate the natural beauty of the microscopic world that Greta introduced me to – I will always be indebted.

From Rick Gould

Greta Fryxell was my Ph.D. advisor from 1981 until I graduated in 1987.  She was a mentor in every sense of the word.  Her passion was phytoplankton (the “grass of the sea”, as she would say), especially diatoms, and especially species of the genus Thalassiosira. Greta strived to instill a deep scientific curiosity in all her students.  She expected a lot from her students, but never more than she expected of herself.  I spent many late evenings working in the lab on the microscope, and many of those nights, Greta was there as well.  Yet, she was always available and approachable for help.  Greta helped us stock our scientific toolboxes, by adding a wide variety of tools and teaching us how to use them.  She strived to develop “complete” students; she demonstrated not only the principles of the scientific method and how to formulate experiments, collect, process, and analyze data, interpret and synthesize results, but also technical and proposal writing and project management.  I particularly recall a cruise I went on with Greta to the Antarctic in 1986.  It was a fantastic expedition with broad scientific goals addressing the complex ecosystem at the ice-edge zone (phytoplankton, zooplankton, squid, birds, seals).  Greta gave me the opportunity to experience that unique environment, and I sincerely thank her for that (even though the work was not directly related to my research topic).  After graduation, my career path diverged somewhat from my graduate studies, as is often the case, but I was able to go in new directions because of the strong foundation Greta help me develop.  Greta was caring and considerate, she took an interest in her students’ lives, and she was concerned about both their personal and professional development. I remember dinners and parties at Greta’s house near campus, with her husband Paul (and sometimes with their children).  The environment was always stimulating and enjoyable at the same time.  Greta spent a lifetime pursuing her scientific interests and encouraged her students to pursue their dreams as well.

From Tracy Villareal

I was a Master’s student in her lab in the early 80s.  My interests were not really in phytoplankton (coral reefs, actually), but she had money to support me so that was fine with me. Under her guidance, I developed a true interest in diatoms that has lasted a lifetime and developed a floristic appreciation that carved out a unique niche for me as my career developed. She had a insightful, detailed knowledge and critically challenged thinking without attacking the individual (me, specifically).   I think, though, that the real measure of her mentoring was in the development of me as a scientist and an individual. She was patient, generous, and wise in ways that many of the other faculty were not. I’ve always tried to remember that in my dealings with my own students.  Her struggles as one of the few women in the department were transformative to my understandings of how gender issues play out in academia. She readily shared the richness of her life experience with her students and delighted in their success.  I did not truly appreciate the mark she left on me for years and I am deeply grateful I had the chance to learn from her.  She remained a friend for the rest of her life, but I did not stay in contact as much as I could have.  However, I did call her a few months before her passing and it was like I had just seen her the week before.  Cheerful and generous as always, she thanked me enthusiastically for some apparently important thing involving departmental politics that I did for her 35 years ago that I have no recollection of. I smile as I think about it still. Thank you, Greta, and farewell. 
from Mike Hoban

Greta was a first-rate scientist who did research for the joy of knowledge. All of the students who were lucky enough to work with her respected her. From her work on the diatom genus Thalassiosira to her later work on domoic acid, her research was done with a sense of adventure and curiosity. One of my fondest Greta memories is the 1986 Marine Ecosystem Research at the Weddell Sea Ice Edge: The AMERIEZ Program. Greta was on an ice-breaker in the ice, and I was on a research vessel just outside the ice edge. We managed to collect a wonderful set of samples of the early spring phytoplankton bloom. Greta was one of the most patient teachers I have ever known. She brought the best out in each of us. I can remember working on the Scanning Electron Microscope and bringing the prints into her office where we would spread them out and discuss them, often with another graduate student or two. In that office the politics of academia and pressures of graduate school melted away. Finally, Greta was a steadfast friend to her students and continued to be interested in their careers after they received their degrees. Long after I had graduated and was working as an environmental scientist, we would discuss issues that were often morally confused and politically charged. Her students could always count on her ability to cut through the densest politics and moral ambiguity. She was our friend, and we will all miss her as researcher, teacher, and friend.

from Mike Meyer

I was a Master’s student with Dr. El-Sayed and came to know Dr. Fryxell through a summer job maintaining the culture collection.  It was a privilege to have Greta accept me as her doctoral student, being tops in her field and rumored to actually care about her students.  She was open-minded and open–hearted, but not uncritical.  She put in the time to make us better researchers and people. Greta provided everyday support and lessons to be learned.  For example, she is the only person to give me a thorough critic in writing, not just a grammar correction, but how to write to convey ideas in the scientific literature and in proposals, and the difference. We wrote a proposal together in which she put me as the Principal Investigator.  As a graduate student, this is not allowed, but of course, Greta fought the university system and the proposal won, supporting my doctoral research.  I regret not writing this earlier, so that she would know:  Greta, thank you for the heart, knowledge, and discipline you gave me that made a world of difference.

From Kurt Buck

I don’t know what transpired between my major professor, Sayed El-Sayed and Greta who was on my committee too but they got me into a job that I was not prepared for but changed my life. Funding from the Smithsonian Institute was available to process net tows collected by the El-Sayed’s group aboard the USCG Icebreaker Burton Island on a cruise to the Weddell Sea in 1977. I was anointed with this task and this is how I began working in the Fryxell lab. I’m pretty sure I knew next to nothing about the art/science of microscopy or diatom identification. I don’t remember the specific instructions that Greta gave me but I’m guessing that it was hands on by her but they were certainly detailed. It was the rinse, rinse, rinse part of the protocol that launched me on the subject of my thesis and the first chapter of my career for a number of organisms, namely choanoflagellates, that did not survive the violent cleaning part of the protocol needed to reveal the intricacies of the diatom cell wall. Even though Greta’s first love was the diatoms, she encouraged me to follow through on the choanoflagellate identifications when we realized how unique the discoveries were. I appreciated Greta’s tutelage and continued to work with her for some time after departing for Santa Cruz in 1981 to work with Dave Garrison on ice algae. We shared a cruise in 1983 on the USCG Icebreaker Glacier to the Antarctic. Our path’s crossed again in the early 90’s when a domoic acid outbreak, from the toxic diatoms, Pseudo-ntizschia, occurred in my backyard of the Monterey Bay. Greta had done the early work on these HAB species and my job was to describe the autecology of this bloom. My favorite story about Greta involves a balloon trip that she took partially because I had built up a trip I had taken. Even though I felt some guilt when she broke her leg on the landing, she only seemed to remember that I found her a car with an automatic transmission so she could continue to get around. I can safely say that were it not for Greta’s early intervention in my graduate career, I would not have had as good and as satisfying career as I did. It was rare that my publications were not accompanied by images of the various organisms I have worked with. Greta was perhaps the most genuine person I ran across in my career and I shall miss her.

from Jose Iriarte
Dr. Greta Fryxell was a great and always a positive person who inspired me. I was her Master student back in 1991 at Texas A&M University. She was one of the greatest teachers I ever had during my graduate studies. I can still remember her passion to teach diatoms, and she also taught important lessons that prepared me for life. I will truly miss her.

From Sung-Ho Kang

I have many fond memories of Professor Fryxell starting from the very first day I joined as a graduate student in September 1986 in TAMU until the day I graduated in December 1992. Her heartfelt warmth and love along with the help she extended towards me brightened my days in College Station. I still cherish these memories. She listened to my complaints, both in the laboratory and in private, with utmost patience and sympathy. She had a way of communicating with me that resonated far beyond what most professors ever managed to achieve. I remember the strong personality and strict principles behind her gentle smile and polite behaviour. She had always been my teacher, friend, guide, counselor and mentor. Words cannot express my grief at her death. Professor Great A. Fryxell will always be remembered by her students whom she taught the importance of diatoms and by her friends who felt the warmth and obviously by her colleagues in universities with whom she served in her lifetime. I do not want to mourn her death rather I am thankful that such woman lived among us.

From Celia Villac

As the last one of Greta's many students, I had the opportunity to hear about and learn from the experiences of those who preceded me. Just before she moved from Texas A&M to her "retirement" at the University of Texas in Austin, Greta and I spent countless days organizing the closet of samples that held many stories from various projects, places, and people. What an honor! Her guidance reached beyond the classroom and the laboratory. She has always been, and always will be, in my mind and in my heart.

from Ed Theriot

I had the opportunity to work for Greta for a year at Texas A&M University in 1984 because of our mutual interest in the diatom order Thalassiosirales.   TAMU had only 20 years before became co-educational on a “limited basis”.  And Greta had also gotten her Ph.D. at TAMU, which then, as now, can cause difficulties for a scientist trying to climb the academic ladder.  But she clearly was not going to let any of this get in her way.  At scientific meetings, she kept her students and post-docs together and introduced us to other scientists of her generation.  Some called her “Mama Hen”, but I always looked at her as sort of a Mama Bear.  She was sometimes tough on her lab, but also generous and supportive. And she was very protective!  After 1984, I continued on my career path elsewhere. In some ways, however, I came full circle.  Greta retired to UT Austin along with Paul.  She left UT Austin just about the time I arrived here in 1997.  I inherited her office, and now sit at her old desk, surrounded by many of her old books, reprints and countless SEM images and samples, which we still use in my lab’s studies of the Thalassiosirales and other marine diatoms. 
 from Irena Kaczmarska and James M. Ehrman (who was part of the TAMU electron microscopy unit)

Greta's research program and her lab at Texas A&M University’s newly established Oceanography program was the place to be if one was interested in biological oceanography in general, and thalassiosiroid phytoplankton in particular, in the late 70's and early 80's. I will never forget the exhilaration I felt sitting at the brown-bag lunch seminar while watching some of the first ever nearly-live satellite images of the Atlantic warm core rings - the oceanic structures few scientists of the time hypothesized existed, while thinking I am the part of this amazing wave of new understanding of the ocean world. Greta had a keen sense of where the important discoveries might be coming from and lost no time placing her students and collaborators in the position to take advantage of them, if you were ready to work hard enough to capitalize on them. That meant for example taking the “red eye” shifts in the EM Center in order to maximize the number of SEM images per research dollar. Not for the faint hearted or wannabe! But Greta was always right there as well – she never asked of others what she wasn’t herself prepared to do. On a personal note, we will remember Greta as a person with a very big and kind heart, and as a loyal friend. She was one of those rare and precious individuals who did not have to be asked to help whenever and wherever she saw that someone was in need. 
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