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THE EDITORS OF THE FOLKLORE FORUM DEDICATE THIS ISSUE TO THE
MEMORY OF PROFESSOR EMERITUS JOHN W. ASHTON

John W. Ashton (1900 ~ 1971)

John W. Ashton died four days before the 1971 meeting of the Ameri-

can Folklore Society in Washington, which he was planning to attend, as
he usually did. He entered "his office, took off his coat, and fell deadx
He had recently been hospitalized and on the critical 1list but had been
released and permitted to return to his task of writing up the history
of Indiana University's Sesquicentennial Activities. Although formally
retired in 1970, he wus still busy and active.

From 1946 to 1965, Dr. Ashton held a number of key administrative posts
at Indiana University. He served as Dean of the College of Arts and
Sciences, Vice-President and Dean of ftudent Services, and Dean of the
Graduate School. My own career at Indiana University leaned heavily
upon him. He handled the arrangements for my interview at Indiana, help-
ed me house~hunt, and, when he became the Graduate Dean in 1958, super-
vised the Folklore Program of which I was chairman. A few graduate pro-
grams, such as comparative literature, Uralic-Altaic Studies, and folik-
lore, reported directly to Dean Ashton, and the chairmen of these pro-
grams zounted their blessings at their fortunate situation. When Dr.
Ashton reached the mandatory retirement age for administrators in 1965,
he resumed teaching duties as University Professor of English and folk-
lore, and taught a valued sequence on "Folklore in. its Literary Relations"
in the folklore curriculum. It was strange for me to have my vice-presi=-
dent and dean now & member of my department, but he made the transition
easily and continued to be a great source of strength to the Folklore
Institute.

The very fact that there is a Folklore Institute is due in good part to
Dean Ashton. It was he who engineered the crucial transition from pro-
gram to institute in 1963 that transformed the folklore operation from
an interdepartmental committee with no real substance to an independent,
autonomous department with its own faculty, courses, and budget. During
those years I was continually in contact with him discussing plans for
the development of the folklore program. After his retirement as Gradu-
ate Dean the several graduate programs were placed under the Dean of the
College of Arts and Sciences, on a competitive footing with all the es-
tablished departments from astronomy to zoology.

Dean Ashton was a marvelous administrator and a wonderful human being.

He was always available, sympathetic, interested, responsive, discern=-
ing and wise. Thorny problems withered away when he took a look at

them. Anyone who has worked within bureaucratic and impersonal organi- -
zations can appreciate the rare blessing of a friendly and accessible
superior. Dean Ashton took the curse off administration. He was a
friend, not a dean. He knew how to get people to give their best. A
man of great personal dignity, indeed externally the very image of a
dean, he could be informal, witty, and companionable with groups on every
academic level. He attended our folklore picnics and parties whenever
he could, and on occasion sang Child ballads, one of his earliest loves
and teaching subjects.



Although administrative duties heavily invaded his time, he always managed
to stay with folklore. One of the best early field collections in American
folklore, Charles Neely's Tales and Songs of Southern Illinois (1935), is
dedicated to John William Ashton, then professor of English at the Univer-
sity of Iowa, who encouraged its preparation. Dr. Ashton served as book
review editor of the Journal of American Folklore and published nineteen
reviews in JAF between 1936 and 1948. He participated in the symposium

on folklore in literature that was published in JAF in 1957, and he read
to the American Folklore Society a paper on "Three Twentieth Century Treat-
ments of the Story of Odysseus' that appeared in the Journal of the Folk-
lore Institute in 1969. His last years were clouded by the illness and
death of his wife Florence and by his own uncertain health, but he main-
tained his serenity and largeness of spirit. Folklorists are fortunate

to count themselves among his circles of friends and debtors. I will
always cherish his memory.

Richard M. Dorson
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