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Bug collection staying at
Ashland County History
Museum
By Irv Oslin T-G Staff Writer Published: September 11,
2013 4:00AM

Reprieve! The Thomas E. Thornburg Insect Collection
remains in Ashland.

When Edison Primary School students toured the Ashland County History Museum in May, it was believed
they would be the last group of local schoolchildren to see the collection here. Thornburg's heirs were
prepared to donate the collection to The Ohio State University Museum of Biodiversity in Columbus. It had
been in the Ashland community for 74 years.

At the time, it appeared as though the Ashland County Historical Society was powerless to stop it. The
collection was donated to Ashland High School in 1939. It later was moved to its present location inside the
carriage house, which became Historical Society property. Furthermore, there was no known paperwork
establishing ownership of the collection, which numbered nearly 15,000 insects from around the world.

In a 1939 Times-Gazette article, it was reported that Thornburg had been planning to donate the collection
to his hometown for 25 years and that he had refused offers for it, including one from The Ohio State
University.

Days before OSU Museum of Biodiversity curators were to pack up the collection for the move to
Columbus, Thornburg's heirs agreed to let Ashland County Historical Society keep it.

The ACHS board had been resigned to letting the collection go. Then Ashland attorneys Robert DeSanto
and Joe Mason got involved.

It all started when DeSanto's wife, Judy, read a Times-Gazette article about the proposed move.

"I was sitting in the living room and Judy came up with the paper and asked, 'What are you going to do
about this?' " DeSanto said.

He and Mason did some research, discussed the situation with legal counsel representing Thornburg's
family and the rest is history -- history that will remain in Ashland County.

"It was pretty clear the ownership belonged to the Historical Society," DeSanto said. "I think the Historical
Society is going to make sure it's preserved and promoted and an inspiration for the kids and available for
everyone to see."

DeSanto envisions the collection inspiring school children the same way Thornburg was inspired when he
started his collection at age 8.

Ashland County Historical Society director of operations Chris Box was grateful for DeSanto's and
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Mason's efforts.

"We're glad that it will stay in Ashland," Box said.

She also praised museum volunteers Gaylord and Kay Abrams, who have served as caretakers for the
collection for nearly a decade.

To mark the occasion, the Abrams led a walk-through tour of the collection Tuesday afternoon. Robert and
Judy DeSanto were on hand, along with Box and Cloyd McNaull, a longtime admirer of the Thornburg
collection. Joe Denbow made a video recording of the event.

For the Abrams, the story has a happy ending -- and a happy beginning for area schoolchildren who will
have the opportunity to see it under their guidance.

The Abrams believe that's the way it should be, the way Thornburg wanted it.

"He wanted it to stay in Ashland," Gaylord Abrams said. "That was his wish and he got his wish."

Irv Oslin can be reached at 419-281-0581, ext. 240, or ioslin@times-gazette.com.


