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Wilton Newton Melhorn, professor emeritus at
Purdue University, passed away on 25 November 2003.
He died at Home Hospital in Lafayette, Indiana, from a
hideous disease called Progressive Supranuclear Palsy
(PSP), a relative of Parkinson’s Disease. Unable to care for
himself, he spent the last three and one-half years of his life
in extended care at the hospital. He was 83 years old at the
time of death.

Bill was born on 8 July 1920, in Sistersville, West
Virginia, to Ralph W. and Pauline V. Melhorn. He grew up
in Owosso, Michigan, where he attended grade school and
high school, but he always felt that West Virginia was his
true home. His father, a geologist, died when Bill was still a
young man, which left a huge void in his life.

Melhorn graduated from Michigan State University
with a B.S. degree in geology (1942), then obtained an M.S. in meteorology from New York
University (1943). He returned to Michigan State for an M.S. degree in geology (1951), followed
by a Ph.D. from the University of Michigan (1955), where his dissertation was directed by
Professor James A. Zumberge. At Michigan, he served as a teaching fellow for three years.

Bill’sfirst geology position was as a part-time student employee with the Michigan Geological
Survey, where he worked in subsurface stratigraphy (1940-1942). During the summers of 1941
and 1942, he was employed by the Oliver Iron Mining Company doing underground mapping and
supervising diamond drilling,

During World War II, from 1942 to 1946, Bill was an on-board meteorologist with the U.S.
Army Air Force in Hawaii and the Philippines. He subsequently served in the Air Force active
reserve (1946—1960) and then in the inactive reserve until 1966. He retired from the Air Force
with the rank of major.

Upon his discharge from active duty in the Air Force, Melhorn returned home to Michigan
to work as a hydrogeologist with the Michigan Geological Survey (1946—1949), followed by a
year with the U.S. Weather Bureau as a hydrologist-climatologist. He then returned to graduate
school, first at Michigan State and then the University of Michigan.

In 1954, Bill joined the faculty of Purdue University as assistant professor in the School
of Chemical and Metallurgical Engineering. Two years later, he was promoted to associate
professor in the School of Civil Engineering. From 1966 to 1970, he held a joint appointment
in the Department of Geosciences (which he founded) and the School of Civil Engineering,
where he served as head of the Division of Engineering Geology (1966—1967). From 1967 to
1970, Bill served as head of the Department of Geosciences, and in 1970, he was promoted to
(full) professor in the Department of Earth and Atmospheric Sciences (called the Department of
Geosciences until 1986). Bill retired in 1991 and was named professor emeritus. He served on
the department’s Graduate, Library, Field Camp, Map Collections, and AMS Search committees.
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His all-university committee service included the Military Affairs Committee, the University
Water Resources Council, and the Committee on Collective Bargaining. Bill also held the title
of Research Geologist in the Laboratory for Application of Remote Sensing (LARS) at Purdue
from 1968 to 1974.

While employed as a field geologist with the Indiana Geological Survey (summers, 1955—
1958), Bill met Bonnie Leigh Beck, a widow with two young children. She was the next-door
neighbor in Bloomington to another geologist with the survey, who introduced them. They were
married in Bloomington on 21 August 1961. Bonnie died in 1993.

During the early 1960s, Bill was associated with the University of Illinois as a visiting
associate professor (1960-1961), as a visiting lecturer at the geology field camp in the Big
Horn Mountains of Wyoming (summer, 1961), and as a senior lecturer during the summers of
1963—1965. He served as an adjunct professor at Mackay School of Mines at the University of
Nevada—Reno from 1973 to 1982, as a visiting research fellow at the Desert Research Institute
(1971-1972), and as director of the geology field camp during the summers of 1973 and 1975.

Professor Melhorn’s principal professional interests were geomorphology, glacial geology,
and geohydrology. But during his tenure at Purdue, he taught more than 15 different courses,
including geomorphology, glacial geology, meteorology, geohydrology, economic geology,
historical geology, and soil mechanics. His students were extremely important to him; his
daughter Kris recalls that some were invited to their home frequently for dinner. He directed 29
graduate theses, 17 of them Ph.D. dissertations. Nils Johansen, one of Bill’s students, wrote, “Bill
was much more than just a professor; we spent many hours just talking about ideas of landscape
development and geologic processes, and always, we related this knowledge to how I could use
this information in my work as a geotechnical engineer.”

Bill received well over a million dollars in grants and contracts, including research grants
from the Geological Society of America (GSA; Penrose Grant), the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration, and the National Science Foundation by award from the American
Museum of Natural History. Among the more significant of these awards were three grants from
the Environmental Protection Agency for inventorying, mapping, and monitoring groundwater
resources in Indiana, and several from the Purdue University Water Resources Research
Center (WRRC). He co-authored more than a dozen technical reports, the majority of them
for the WRRC. These dealt with a variety of geohydrology subjects, including groundwater
use and replenishment, aquifer characteristics, fluvial processes, hydrogeology of glacial
deposits, computer programs for stream network analyses, and the systematic development of
methodologies in planning urban water resources for medium-sized communities.

Public service played an important role in Bill’s life. He was a member of the Advisory
Committee on Water Resources for the Water Resources Commission of the Indiana General
Assembly. He was appointed by the governor to the Indiana Hazardous and Solid Waste Facility
Site Approval Authority, serving on this group for ten years as a member and vice chairman. He
acted as consultant to the Indiana Attorney General and the Indiana Port Commission.

Dr. Melhorn also served as a consultant on geologic problems to other public organizations,
private companies, and numerous individuals. These included the City of Valparaiso, Indiana
(groundwater); the Cook County, Illinois, Highway Commission; Environmental Consultants,
Inc., Dallas, Texas; California Nuclear, Inc. (subsurface disposal of solid low-level radioactive
waste); the Martin Company, Baltimore, Maryland; and Black and Decker (Apollo, lunar coring,
and MoLab projects).

Bill joined the GSA in 1955 and was elected a Fellow in 1960. He regularly attended both
annual and sectional meetings of the Society and authored or co-authored more than a dozen
papers at these meetings. In 1982, and again in 1989, Bill co-led geomorphology-glacial geology
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field trips at meetings of the North-Central Section. For the 1983 GSA Annual Meeting in
Indianapolis, he was the principal organizer of a symposium on the geology and hydrogeology of
the Teays-Mahomet Bedrock Valley System. GSA Special Paper 258, of which he was the senior
editor, stands as a landmark publication on that subject.

Bill was also an active participant in the Midwest Friends of the Pleistocene, seldom missing
the annual spring field excursion. In 1956, he co-led the meeting with Jim Zumberge, his Ph.D.
mentor, to examine the red till in northwestern Lower Michigan, which was well known for many
years to Midwestern glacial geologists as “the Valders of Melhorn.” In 1983, he co-led the trip in
the Wabash Valley with Ned Bleuer and others. Bill’s first Friends trip was in 1953. In 1993, on
one of Bill’s last trips, six of us celebrated our professional friendship at the buried Two Creeks
Forest Bed in eastern Wisconsin, where we had met forty years earlier, to the very day. On this
same 1993 trip, I remember Bill by my side at several of the stops, making witty remarks while
supporting my geological arguments and conclusions, particularly with regard to the genesis of
red-till units.

Dr. Melhorn was an extremely active member of the Indiana Academy of Science, which he
joined in 1955. In 1969, he was elected a Fellow. He served the academy in many capacities: as
chair of the Geology and Geography Section (1969), as a member (1979-1982) and chair (1983—
1985) of the Committee on Fellows, as a member of the Publications Committee (1967-1982), as
president (1988), as executive officer (1992-1993), and as chair of the Amendments Committee
and parliamentarian (1995).

In addition to GSA, the Friends of the Pleistocene, and the Indiana Academy of Science,
Bill was a member of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, the American
Association of Petroleum Geologists, the American Meteorological Society, the American
Quaternary Association, the Archeological Institute of America, the Association of American
Geographers, the Clay Minerals Society, the Geoscience Information Society, the Michigan
Academy of Arts, Science and Letters, the National Association of Geoscience Teachers, the
Society of Economic Paleontologists and Mineralogists, the National Speleological Society, Sigma
Xi, Sigma Gamma Epsilon, the Society for Archaeological Sciences, and the Explorers Club.

Although many of his professional colleagues were seemingly unaware of'it, Bill possessed a
delightful, albeit somewhat unusual, sense of humor. We corresponded frequently over the years,
and I was always amused by his humorous remarks coupled with a masterful use of the English
language. I particularly remember his entertaining letters when we, as senior editors of separate
GSA Special Papers, were having a private race to see which volume would be completed first.
Many Quaternary geologists will readily recall a hilarious event at a North-Central GSA meeting
about twenty-five years ago when Bill presented an extemporaneous bogus paper that left a large
audience, including the executive director of GSA, reeling in their seats with unabated laughter.

Nils Johansen recounts two stories that illustrate Bill’s wonderful sense of humor. The first
occurred on a field trip to Baraboo, Wisconsin, as the group was walking across the upland
adjacent to Devils Lake one foggy morning. A discussion led to the theory that peneplanation
was the product of basal erosion by a cloud cover, with one of the supporting arguments being
that clouds do not occur below ground! The second occurred on a field trip in the karst area
of southern Indiana, where it was theorized that there is a correlation between the number of
sinkholes and the lower quality of geologic education at Indiana University, located south of
the glacial margin, as compared to that at Purdue University located in the glaciated sink-free
northern part of the state. (Persons familiar with the rivalry between Purdue University and
Indiana University will appreciate this humor the most.)

Stamp and coin collecting were Bill’s hobbies. His daughter writes that “he became
fascinated with stamps as a young boy and thus began a life-long addiction which he continued
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until he could no longer look through the catalogs. While he was in extended care, he had some of
his stamps and a couple albums with him. He would love to look through his box of loose stamps,
which drove the nurses crazy because more of the stamps fluttered to the floor than went in the
box.” His favorite sport was apparently baseball. As a pitcher, Bill played ball in college and had
aspirations of playing in the minor leagues, a hope that never materialized.

Bill was a member of the Masonic Lodge in Michigan and the Scottish Rite Valley of
Indianapolis. In 1989, he was honored by the governor of Indiana when he was named a Sagamore
of the Wabash for his many years of devoted service to the state.

Wilton N. Melhorn is sadly missed by his students, his professional colleagues, and his
family. He is survived by two daughters, Kristina (Joe) Payne of Thorntown, Indiana, and
Kimberly Ogg of Indianapolis, and by three grandchildren. His sister Marilyn and wife Bonnie
preceded him in death.

I gratefully acknowledge the help of Bill’s daughter Kris in writing this memorial. I also
thank Ned Bleuer for his assistance.

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY OF WILTON N. MELHORN

1956 Valders drift in the southern peninsula of Michigan, in Zumberge, J.H., Spurr, S.H., and
Melhorn, W.N., The northwestern part of the southern peninsula of Michigan: Midwest
Friends of the Pleistocene, 7th Annual Meeting Field Conference Guidebook, University
of Michigan Department of Geology, p. 13—19.

1958 Stratigraphic analysis of Silurian rocks in Michigan Basin: American Association of
Petroleum Geologists Bulletin, v. 42, p. 816—838.

1958 Revision of Mississippian-Devonian boundary in White and Benton Counties, Indiana:
Indiana Academy of Science Proceedings, v. 67, p. 194—198.

1959 Geology of Mackinac Straits in relation to Mackinac bridge: Journal of Geology, v. 67,
p. 403—416.

1959 (and Smith, N.M.) The Mt. Carmel Fault and related structural features in south-central
Indiana: Indiana Geological Survey Report of Progress 16, 29 p.

1960 The Parrish and Glasford mastodons: Indiana Academy of Science Proceedings, v. 69,

p. 189-192.

1960 (with Winslow, J.D., and Gates, G.R.) Engineering geology of dam site and spillway
areas for the Monroe Reservoir, southern Indiana: Indiana Geological Survey Report of
Progress 19, 19 p.

1960 (with others) Field conference guidebook: 7th Congress of the International Society of
Soil Science, Tour I, Section IV, p. 44—66.

1961 (with Beals, H.O.) An extinct conifer, Larix(?) Pleistocenicum, n.sp., from Yarmouth
Interglacial deposits of Indiana: Journal of Paleontology, v. 35, p. 667—-672.

1961 (with Smith, N.M., and Sunderman, J.A.) Breccia and Pennsylvanian cave filling in
Mississippian St. Louis Limestone, Putnam County, Indiana: Journal of Sedimentary
Petrology, v. 31, p. 275-287.

1962 (and White, J.L.. Ulrich, H.P., and Yoder, E.J.) Guidebook to field trip held in conjunction
with the Ninth National Conference, October 5, 1960, in Clays and Clay Minerals, v. [X:
New York, Pergamon Press , p. 1-11.

1963 Geology in urban planning and development: Purdue University Engineering Bulletin,
v. 47, no. 6 (Engineering Extension Series 114), p. 110-117.

1964 (with Lounsbury, R.W.) Clay mineralogy of some Paleozoic K-bentonites of the eastern
United States, Part I, in Clays and clay minerals, v. XII: New York, Pergamon Press,

p. 557-565.



MEMORIAL TO WILTON NEWTON MELHORN 49

1967 A century and a half of geology in Indiana: Indiana Academy of Science Proceedings,
v. 76, p. 103—-115.

1970 (with Johansen, N.I.) Proposed origins for the Hadley Lake depression, Tippecanoe
County, Indiana: Indiana Academy of Science Proceedings, v. 79, p, 270-280.

1971 (with Lounsbury, R.W.) Clay mineralogy of some Ordovician Missouri and Virginia K-
bentonites: Virginia Journal of Science, v. 22, p. 122.

1972 (with Coffman, D.M., and Keller, E.A.) New topological relationship as an indicator of
drainage network evolution: American Geophysical Union Water Resources Research,
v. 8, p. 1497-1505.

1973 (with Ash, D.W., and Ruark, M.) Karst development in calcareous tufa deposits along
Flint Creek, Tippecanoe County, Indiana: Indiana Academy of Science Proceedings,
v. 82, p. 361-367.

1973 (with Keller, E.A.) LAND-Landscape aesthetics numerically determined: applications
to highway corridor selection, in Photogrammetric analysis of urban and rural
environments: Highway Research Record, NAS-NRC no. 452, p. 1-9.

1973 (with Keller, E.A.) Bedforms and fluvial processes in alluvial channels: selected
observations, in Morisawa, M., ed., Fluvial geomorphology: Proceedings of 4th Annual
Geomorphology Symposium, State University of New York Binghamton, p. 253-282.

1973 (and Sinnock, S.) Recognition of surface lithologic and topographic patterns in southwest
Colorado with ADP techniques, in Symposium on significant results obtained from
the Earth Resources Technology Satellite-1: v. I, Technology presentations, Section A,
National Aeronautics and Space Administration Special Publication 327, p. 473—48]1.

1974 (with Sinnock, S., and Mroczynski, R.P.) Application of machine processed ERTS-1
data to regional land use inventories in arid western Colorado: Proceedings of 4th
Annual Conference on Remote Sensing of Arid Lands, University of Arizona,

p. 107-124.

1974 (with Sinnock, S.) Evolution of the upper Colorado River as interpreted from ERTS-

1 MSS imagery: Proceedings of 4th Annual Conference on Remote Sensing of Arid
Lands, University of Arizona, p. 199-218.

1974 (with Sinnock, S., and Montgomery, O.M.) Machine-aided analysis of land use—
landform relations from ERTS-1 MSS imagery, Sand Hills region, Nebraska, in
Shahrokhi, F., ed., Remote sensing of Earth resources, v. 111, Proceedings of 3rd
annual sensing of Earth resources conference: University of Tennessee Space Institute,
Tullahoma, Tennessee, p. 503-526.

1974 (with Baumgardner, M.F., and Kristof, S.J.) Mapping of soils and geologic features
with data from satellite-borne multispectral scanners, in Nagira, N.A., ed., Genesis,
classification, and geography of soils: Transactions, 10th Congress of the International
Society of Soil Science, Moscow, v. 6, pt. 2, p. 650—659.

1975 (with Frater, J.B.) Geomorphic interpretation of Skylab photography collected over
the Nevada portion of the Great Basin, in Shahrokhi, F., ed., Remote sensing of Earth
resources, v. [V, Proceedings of 4th annual sensing of Earth resources conference:
University of Tennessee Space Institute, Tullahoma, Tennessee, p. 21-42.

1975 (with Sinnock, S.) Reflections concerning machine-aided analysis of ERTS-1 MSS data:
common fallacies and misconceptions, in Shahrokhi, F., ed., Remote sensing of Earth
resources, v. [V, Proceedings of 4th annual sensing of Earth resources conference:
University of Tennessee Space Institute, Tullahoma, Tennessee, p. 713-733.

1975 (with Peterson, J.B., and Goodrick, F.E.) Delineation of the boundaries of a buried
preglacial valley with Landsat-1 data: National Aeronautics and Space Administration
Technical Memorandum No. X-58168, v. I-A, p. 97-103.



50 THE GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF AMERICA

1975 (and Flemal, R.C., eds.) Theories of landform development: Proceedings of 6th Annual
Geomorphology Symposium, State University of New York Binghamton: London,
George Allen & Unwin, 316 p.

1975 (with Edgar, D.E.) The case for episodic erosion surfaces: a proposed geodynamic
model, in Melhorn, W.N., and Flemal, R.C., eds., Theories of landform development:
Proceedings of 6th Annual Geomorphology Symposium, State University of New York
Binghamton: London, George Allen & Unwin, p. 243-276.

1977 (and Trexler, D.T.) The Maria effect: equilibrium and activation of aeolian processes
in the Great Basin of Nevada, in Doehring, D.O, ed., Geomorphology in arid regions:
Boston, Allen & Unwin, p. 271-272.

1978 (with Keller, E.A.) Rhythmic spacing and origin of pools and riffles: Geological Society
of America Bulletin, v. 89, p. 723-730.

1979 (with Delleur, J.W., and others) Methodologies in planning urban drainage systems
for medium size communities: 6th International symposium on urban storm runoff,
Lexington, Kentucky, p. 349-358.

1980 (with Keller, E.A.) Reply, in Roy, A.G., Abrahams, A.D., Keller, E.A., and Melhorn,
W.N., Rhythmic spacing and origin of pools and riffles: Discussion and Reply:
Geological Society of America Bulletin, v. 91, p. 249-250.

1982 (with Barnard, R.S.) Morphologic and morphometric response to channelization: the case
history of Big Pine Creek Ditch, Benton County, Indiana, in Craig, R.G., and Craft, J.L.,
eds., Applied geomorphology, Proceedings of 11th Annual Binghamton geomorphology
symposium (held at Kent State University, Ohio): London, George Allen & Unwin,

p. 224-239.

1982 (with Bleuer, N.K., and Fraser, G.S.) Geomorphology and glacial history of the Great
Bend area of the Wabash Valley, Indiana: Geological Society of America, North-Central
Section, 16th Annual Meeting field guidebook: Purdue University, 63 p.

1982 Glaciers and glaciation, in Burchfiel, B.C., and others, Physical geology: the structure
and processes of the Earth: Columbus, Ohio, Charles E. Merrill Publishing Company,
p. 338-368.

1982 Deserts and arid zones, in Burchfiel, B.C., et al., Physical geology: the structure and processes
of the Earth: Columbus, Ohio, Charles E. Merrill Publishing Company, p. 370—394.

1982 (and Kaplan, P.G.) The geological observations of General George A. Custer: Journal of
Geological Education, v. 30, p. 80—85.

1983 (with Bleuer, N.K., and Pavey, R.R.) Interlobate stratigraphy of the Wabash Valley,
Indiana: Midwest Friends of the Pleistocene, 30th Annual Meeting Field Conference
Guidebook, 136 p.

1983 Physical contexts: Natural history of Monitor Valley, in Thomas, D.H., ed., The
archaeology of Monitor Valley, 1. Epistemology: Anthropological Papers of the
American Museum of Natural History, v. 58, pt. 1, p. 92-99.

1983 (with Trexler, D.T.) Geology and geomorphology of Mill Canyon, in The archaeology of
Monitor Valley, 2. Gatecliff Shelter: Anthropological Papers of the American Museum
of Natural History, v. 59, pt. 1, p. 29-38.

1983 (with Davis, J.O., Trexler, D.T., and Thomas, D.H.) Geology of Gatecliff Shelter, Physical
Stratigraphy, in The archaeology of Monitor Valley, 2. Gatecliff Shelter: Anthropological
Papers of the American Museum of Natural History, v. 59, pt. 1, p. 39—-63.

1983 (with Trexler, D.T.) Geology of Gatecliff Shelter, Stratigraphic and climatic interpretations,
in The archaeology of Monitor Valley, 2. Gatecliff Shelter: Anthropological Papers of the
American Museum of Natural History, v. 59, pt. 1, p. 88-98.



MEMORIAL TO WILTON NEWTON MELHORN 51

1985 Space imagery and some geomorphological problems of the Guiana Shield. S.A., in
Hayden, R.S., ed., Global mega-geomorphology: National Aeronautics and Space
Administration Conference Publication 2312, p. 46-53.

1986 (with Trexler, D.T.) Singing and booming sand dunes of California and Nevada:
California Geology, v. 39, p. 147-152.

1987 (with Laffoon, C.J.) Perceptions from beyond the stacks—A user’s view of geoscience
libraries: Geoscience Information Society Proceedings, v. 16, p. 1-10.

1988 (with Trexler, D.T.) Physical stratigraphy of Triple T Shelter, in Thomas, D.H., ed., The
archaeology of Monitor Valley, 3. Survey and additional excavations: Anthropological
Papers of the American Museum of Natural History, v. 66, pt. 2, p. 242-249.

1989 (with Bleuer, N.K.) Glacial terrain models, north-central Indiana—the application
of downhole logging to analysis of glacial vertical sequences: Geological Society of
America, North-Central Section, 23rd Annual Meeting field guidebook: University of
Notre Dame, p. 41-93.

1990 (with Curry, B.B.) Summit Lake landslide and geomorphic history of Summit Lake
Basin, northwestern Nevada: Geomorphology, v. 4, no. 1, p. 1-17.

1991 (and Kempton, J.P., eds.) Geology and hydrogeology of the Teays-Mahomet Bedrock
Valley System: Geological Society of America Special Paper 258, 128 p.

1991 (and Kempton, J.P.) Introduction, in Melhorn, N.M., and Kempton, J.P., eds., Geology
and hydrogeology of the Teays-Mahomet Bedrock Valley System: Geological Society of
America Special Paper 258, p. 1-2.

1991 (with Bleuer, N.K., Steen, W.J., and Bruns, T.M.) Aquifer systems of the buried Marion-
Mahomet trunk valley (Lafayette Bedrock Valley System) of Indiana, in Melhorn, W.N.,
and Kempton, J.P., eds., Geology and hydrogeology of the Teays-Mahomet Bedrock
Valley System: Geological Society of America Special Paper 258, p. 79-89.

1991 (and Kempton, J.P.) The Teays System: A summary, in Melhorn, W.N., and Kempton,
J.P., eds., Geology and hydrogeology of the Teays-Mahomet Bedrock Valley System:
Geological Society of America Special Paper 258, p. 125-128.

1993 Mansfield Natural Bridge, Parke County: Requiem for a vanished Indiana landmark:
Indiana Academy of Science Proceedings, v. 101, p. 179-186.

1993 (with Kenaga, S.G.) Geologic setting of Ross Camp vicinity, Tippecanoe and Warren
Counties, Indiana: Indiana Academy of Science field guide for Spring Meeting, 16 p.

1994 (and Kenaga, S.G.) Dr. Ryland T. Brown, 1807-1890: Medical topography, scientific
agriculture, and geological surveys: Indiana Academy of Science Proceedings, v. 98,

p. 329-345.

1994 Donald William Levandowski (1927-1994): American Association of Petroleum
Geologists Bulletin, v. 78, p. 1881-1882.

1996 Memorial to Donald William Levandowski (1927-1994): Geological Society of America
Memorials, v. 26, p. 25-27.

Boulder, CO 80301-9140, USA OF AMERICA

3300 Penrose Place * P.O. Box 9140 ‘ F THE GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY
Printed in U.S.A. on Recycled Paper ‘






