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Born in London in 1913, Professor Ashton was educated at King's College, London, and
Westminster Hospital Medical School. Soon after qualifying in 1939 he specialised in
pathology and was appointed to the Kent and Canterbury Hospital as pathologist from
1941 to 1945 before carrying out his military service with the RAMC in West Africa and
Egypt in 1945-7. In 1948 he was invited to be director of pathology in the newly created
Institute of Ophthalmology, a position he has held ever since. During this period he has
built up a laboratory of international repute which, besides providing a clinical service for
Moorfields Eye Hospital and hospitals further afield, contributes extensively to research.
His own research contributions have resulted in over 200 papers covering many aspects of
ocular pathology but dealing in especial depth with retinal vascular disease. His unique
achievements have won him many honours, including election to FRS in 1971, the award of
an honorary doctorate by the University of Chicago, and most recently the award of the
Gonin medal by the International Council of Ophthalmology.
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Editorial: Norman Ashton
It seems incredible that Norman Ashton, the doyen
of British and European ophthalmic pathology, will
shortly be relinquishing the chair of pathology at
the Institute of Ophthalmology in the University of
London, a position he has held since its inception.
For those who have benefited from his considerable
diagnostic skill, for those who have been instructed
and encouraged by him in the demanding fields of
both clinical and experimental research, and for
those who have been privileged to work alongside
him it is a cause not only for disbelief but also for
intense regret. He will be sorely missed.
To enumerate his many honours and awards is

unnecessary: it is sufficient to note that there is
scarcely a major distinction at home or abroad
which has eluded him. He is one of a very select few,
whether in the disciplines of ophthalmology or
pathology, to be a Fellow of the Royal Society, a
distinction accorded in 1971, while more recently
his services to medicine were recognised publicly in
his being appointed a Commander of the British
Empire. More recent still has been acknowledge-
ment of his numerous contributions to the under-
standing of retinal disease in the award of the
Gonin Medal at the International Congress of
Ophthalmology in May this year.
When, in 1948, Sir Stewart Duke-Elder invited

him to be director of the pathology department in
the newly-formed Institute of Ophthalmology the
state of the subject left much to be desired. Eye
pathology was almost completely ignored by
pathologists in general, so much so that the histo-
logical reporting of ocular material fell to the lot
of the already hard-pressed surgeon. Correspond-
ingly, fundamental research in the field was extremely
meagre, and it is in large part due to the efforts and
example of Norman Ashton that the position is
now vastly different. Indeed so successful has he
been that it is now the accepted practice for
ophthalmic pathology in Britain to be regarded as a
legitimate branch of pathology the seal of
approval being its recognition as a topic which can
be included in the examination for membership of
the Royal College of Pathologists and for this
development to be welcomed by ophthalmologists.

His reputation has ensured a steady flow of trainee
ophthalmic pathologists through his department,
so that laboratories throughout Britain and as far
apart as Australia and Germany, as Sri Lanka and
the United States of America, are staffed by those
who learnt their subject at his hands. A lively and

inquiring mind allied to tremendous enthusiasm
and energy has guaranteed that his department has
been in the vanguard of those seeking to apply the
newly introduced techniques of electron microscopy
and tissue culture and concepts of immunology to
ophthalmic problems.

His personal achievements as a research worker
are legion. Among them are fundamental contribu-
tions to the understanding of vascular retinal disease
through his investigations into the nature and
pathogenesis of cotton-wool spots, microaneurysms,
and disturbance of the blood-retinal barrier. The
mechanism of hypertensive retinopathy and the
nature of diabetic retinopathy have also been fields
in which he has made conspicuous contributions,
and he will ever be remembered as the first to
demonstrate the role of oxygen excess in promoting
the irreversible vaso-obliteration which lies at the
root of retrolental fibroplasia. An abiding fascination
with parasites has led to studies of toxocara, nosema,
and amoebic infections of the eye. Indeed there are
few aspects of ophthalmic pathology to which he
has not contributed in some measure.
These things are well known, but not so widely

appreciated in the ophthalmological world are his
achievements in the political context of general
pathology. Intimately involved in the founding of
the College of Pathologists and at present a member
of its council, he has done much to rescue ophthalmic
pathology from its Cinderella status and to make it,
if not the belle of the ball, at least respected by the
wider circle of pathologists. This is of the utmost
importance if ocular pathology is to thrive, for unless
pathologists of high ability are attracted into the
field it will gradually revert to its earlier condition.
A convinced academic, he has always insisted that

pathology is integral to the overall care of a patient
and not merely an ancillary service. The pathologist
exists to help unravel the nature of disease processes
as well as to assist in diagnosis. Research as he sees
it is an inescapable function of the 'complete
pathologist', whether it be related to the search for
an understanding of an individual patient's disorder
or to more basic questions concerning the nature of
eye diseases. One result of this attitude has been a
persistent advocacy for the retention of research
achievement, as measured by published work, as a
criterion for admission to membership of the Royal
College of Pathologists.

His talents are not confined to pathology,
however, as anyone who has heard him as an after-
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dinner speaker will confirm. There can be few who
have upstaged Bob Hope as did Norman at the
inauguration of the Friedenwald Wing of the Wilmer
Institute. Also an artist of great ability, his still-life
studies are widely admired, and, for those so
privileged, one of the delights of the Christmas
season is to receive a greeting card bearing a photo-
graph of his latest work.

In regretting his departure from the Institute it
would be a mistake to assume that he will cease to
contribute to either ophthalmology or pathology.
Rather, it seems likely that he will be as busy as
ever, with presidencies of the Association of Clinical

Editorial

Pathologists in 1978-79 and the Ophthalmological
Society of the United Kingdom in 1979-81, and as
much research as he can find time for, using labora-
tory facilities at the Royal College of Surgeons.
With the Festschrift issue a fraction of those who

have worked with him, of his contemporaries and
friends on both sides of the Atlantic (several of them
members of the European Ophthalmic Pathology
Society he was largely instrumental in creating), pay
their tribute to a man who not only epitomises the
best in ophthalmic pathology but whose warmth
and integrity have won him a permanent place in
their affection and esteem.
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