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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of audio tape-recorded interviews con-—
ducted by Mrs. Mary Louise McCarthy, while pursuing her Masters Degree,
for the Oral History Office of Sangamon State University, dutring the
Fall Semester of 1980. Mrs. Gay Ruble Piatchek transcribed the tapes
and Mrs. McCarthy edited the transcript.

Mr. Albert W. Banton, Jr. is the National Park Service Superintendent
for Lincoln Home in Springfield, Illinois. Mr. Banton began his career
as a seasonal Park Historian at Colonial National Historic Park at
Yorktown, Virginia in 1947. Because of hig interest in the Civil War
period of American history, he transferred to Vicksburg National Mili-
tary Park in Mississgsippi to become a Supervisory Park Historian. Later,
he was transferred to Lincoln Boyhood National Memorial Park in Indiana
and while there he assisted in the development of the new park for
George Rogers Clark. Then, in 1969, Mr. Banton was assigned to the
development of a site in Springfield, Illinois. He created the Lincoln
Home National Historic Site. As the only Superintendent the site has
ever had, he feels that the park and himself have grown up together.

He has spent a total of 33 years in the Park Service and during that
time he has been exposed to a wide range of historic areas and different
time periods. During that time Mr. Banton has become very aware of a
need for more historic preservation and interpretation. As part of
this effort twelve other historic homes adjacent to the Lincoln Home
have been preserved and arc being saved and in the future restored
through his efforts. Mr. Banton feels that it is important that the
story of Abraham Lincoln, the family man, should be told and to show
him as part of his community.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator, and
editor sought to preserve the informal conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is

not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor the views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted, and cited freely. It may not he
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Albert W. Banton, October 22, 1980, Springfield, Illimois.

Mary Lou McCarthy, Interviewer.

Q. Good morning, Mr. Banton. I'm so very pleased you've allowed me
some of your valuable time. I wonder if you would tell us some of
your early experiences with the National Park.Service.

A. T began my career with the National Park Service as the seasonal
park ranger historian at Colonial National Historical Park at York-
town, Virginia in 1947, and served in various capacities there until
1958, when I transferred to Vicksburg National Military Park where I
was the Supervisory Park Historian. 1 served at Vicksburg during the
interesting period of the late fifties until 1965 when I was trans-
ferred to Lincoln Boyhood National Memorial Park in October of 1965.
And in 1967, the state of Indiana transferred The George Rogers Clark
Memorial to the National Park Service, and that became part of my
responsibility also. 1In 1969, the congressman of the 20th district
of Illinois, Paul Findley, had put into the hopper in Washington a
bill to create a National Park Service area in Springfield, Illinois,
and being the nearest superintendent with some experience in new areas,
1 was appointed what they call a project key man, and feel like I've
grown up with this project here since its inception in 1969 to the
present time.

Q. Oh, that's wonderful. And to be in on the beginnings of things
is so exciting. How many states have you served in, Mr. Banton?

A. I've served in four states: Virginia, Mississippi, Indiana and
in Illinois.

Q. Oh, that's wonderful. How many parks in all?

A. Well, it's interesting the parks, because Colonial is a large park,
it's actually two parks. The Yorktown Battlefield area is some six
thousand five hundred acres and we just celebrated—--we being that 1
feel that part of my spirit is still there——we just celebrated this
last Sunday, the 199th anniversary of Lord Cornwallis' surrender which
is what makes that park so important. Just twenty-one miles away is
Jamestown, the first permament FEnglish Settlement in the New World,
and these two parks, one to the southeast and the other one to the
gouth of Williamsburg create what is known as the Cradle of the Repub-—
lic for it was here that Jamestown was a founding, the capital was
moved to Williamsburg, and then the British connection was broken at
Yorktown in 1781. So in a twenty-one mile area we have the story of
the colonial period of American history and this is the name--~Colonial
National Historical Park.

Q. Oh, that's wonderful. Tt makes me so excited about early history.
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Who were the people who actually planned the Lincoln Park as it is
now?

A. The Lincoln Home National Historic Site was--I can't tell you where
the plan began. Actually for this park, there have been many plans,
before the park service ever came along. The area around the Lincoln
Home, the earliest plan that I've been able to discover goes back to
just after World War I. There was a plan for this area. It's always
been interesting to me that every plan encompassed four city blocks.
So the four block area was not a new concept with the National Park
Service. 1In fact it was one of the options that we considered, we
proposed. Some of the early plans were part of a master plan for all
of Springfield and what we'd call a regiomal plan, really. One of
them called, for instance, for all of the buildings except the Lincoln
Home to be taken down in the four block area, that Seventh and Ninth
Streets, Seventh Street on the west side, and Ninth Street on the east
side would be the area reserved for state and county and city govern-—
mental buildings and Eighth Street would have become a reflecting pool
and you would have had a miniature mall like in Washington, D.C.

Q. It sounds gorgeous.

A. The Capitol building at one end of Capitol Street and at the . east
end would have been the train depot for Springfield, and this plan even
looked to a parkway on both sides of the Sangamon River from Spring-
field to New Salem.

Q. How much would something like that have cost? In the millionsg?

A. Yes, probably even in the days that it was thought of, but of
course, it didn't fly, but no plan ever flies in total. I mean if a
plan is really conceived as a plan, it exceeds money, it exceeds hope
and everything else, but it has to have a long reach if you want to
call it that beyond what you can actually accomplish, but it gives you
that stretchability to get to where you want to get.

Q. A large dream to begin with .
A. Yes, sure.

Q. Did the state of Tllinois, did it first--is that true-—that [the
state of Illinois] purchased Lincoln's home first?

A. No, the state did not purchase Lincoln's home. Lincoln's home was
a donation by Robert Lincoln to the people of the state of Illinois

by a deed in 1879. He felt that it should be a fitting memorial to
his father and so he deeded it to the people of Illinvis and the house
was open to visitors from that time and still today is. Up until
about 1955, the visitor to the home saw the first floor and that was
it——he did not see the second floor because the second floor was a
regidence for the custodian, but the governor, Governor Stratton,
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decided that the second floor ought to also be opened, so there was a
major renovation of the house, stabilization, as we call it, today,

of the house, and different patriotic groups gathered money and fur-
nishings to furnish the second floor so it could be opened to visitors.

Q. Now, most all the things in there now are authentic Lincoln?

A. Mary Lou, there are about sixty-eight original documented Lincoln
furnishings in the house, the others are all period pieces. But not
identified with the Lincoln family.

Q. But you get the full effect of how it was when the Lincolns
resided there.

A. Yes. This has been the plan all along that the house would look
as though the Lincolns had just left. We do have some problems in
this——it's very interesting--it is that this lawyer who must have
certainly done things with wills and inventories and so forth, left
none of his own. 8o, we don't know except for a few remarks made by
people in letters and there are a few bills of sale. As you know, when
Mr. Lincoln went to Washington, he went ag the president-elect. He
chose to sell some of his furniture and issued some bills of sale for
the pieces to some people, but there is no record of what he sold. We
don't know even who got all the pieces that were sold, and except for
some letters which have survived, that Mary wrote back to her friends,
about furniture that she had stored with some of her friends and
neighbors, we might not know what she left in storage. For instance,
she bought a sofa and she had stored that and she wrote to one of her
neighbors and said to her in words like, "Why don't you drop in and
see if my sofa is being taken care of?"

Q. That's wonderful. T know Mr. Sullivan is your curator, isn't he?
A. Yes.

Q. And he is dedicated to very carefully keeping all the pieces,
especially the china, chinaware and the different delicate pieces
that Mary had and more is being shown, alternating, isn't it?

A. Yes. Again, except from fragments we've found or was found, let's
put it that way, in the privy pits in the back yard, and so forth at
times when excavations took place, from the fragments that we know
that these different patterns of china were used, we've tried to get
at least two of those. Unfortunately, there are no details. No one
sits down and writeg or I should say few write a diary that says, today
I used my Blue Willoware--that wasn't Mary's—-but I'm just using

as [an example]--the details that we use this, that or the other.
Maybe at special occasions but.special occasions are that special,
they don't really tell you about people that lived every day. This

is what we want to know or would like to know more about the Lincoln
family. Because our visitors are family or they have come from a
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family--they areproducts of a family and so they could relate to them.
The special occasions are like a man becoming president-—then he becomes
a public figure and people keep all kinds of records and so forth on
them, but what was he like before. My feeling about Abraham Lincoln
as 1 said to you, T worked as the superintendent in Lincoln Boyhood
National Memorial in Lincoln City. Lincoln lived there from the time
he was seven until he was 21, and he moved on to Illinois. It's a
maddening job. Maddening because of in the history, we know that the
man in his own autobiography told us he lived there. We know that

the area for instance where his mother's buried has been identified
all these years. But when you want to know something about the people
and how they lived in the Lincoln family I've somewhat always had the
feeling that it was like the definition of a.philosopher--you're in
the position of being a blind man in a dungeon looking for a black

cat that isn't there. Well, it's not really that bad, but you know,
when Abraham Lincoln, in his own autobiography states that in 1816, we
moved from Kentucky to Hurricane township, Prairie county, Indiana

and the next statement he says "here I grew up." The next.statement
after that is "in 1816 we removed to Illinois." What does'here I

grew up" tell you?

Q. Oh, my.

A. And except for some other things like his-adventure of shooting a
turkey through the crack in the cabin wall, and he said the sight of
the blood was so noxious to him that he never wanted to kill any other
living thing. He made this statement when some were saying that he
was a butcher for the Civil War and he said how can they accuse me of
such, when he related the turkey incident. There are just the little
vignettes that keeps you looking that it's still there but when you

go to look for it, it isn't there. So many times what we have to do
is to study the neighbors. 1If we can find out about the neighbors,
then we make an assessment of what is the relationship between these
two people. Was the background similar, was their education or social
standing and if we can level those out, then we can assume that if the
known did this, then the unknown did that or something a little less
but in the same . . . so.

Q. How do we know the stories of Abe Lincoln hortrowing the book and
then traveling back to a neighbor to return the book, in order to get
an education—-anything for a book, all these things T know I learned . . .

A. Well, you have to remember that there were different values at
the time, and a man studying, reading with this all-consuming, it
seemed like attitude, for knowledge, was as odd in that time when
physical work, when a man was measured not by his knowledge, but
with his arms and with his back-—-Abraham.lLincoln was unusual.

Q. And yet he was marvelously strong, I mean he was always admired
for his strength.
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A. That's true and he said he lived with an axe from the time he was
seventeen till he was twenty-three years old. Why do people remember?
Because whomever or whatever is not a normal event. Going back,
relating to my Indiana experience, you know it wasn't until Abraham
Lincoln was assassinated that people really wanted to know anything
about Abraham Lincoln's background. And 1 can imagine the problem of,
let's say a modern day reporter going back in time to a community
where somebody had lived, some thirty-five years previous and saying
to you, "What do you remember about?" Of course, Abraham's physical
stature was unusual, I mean he was tall, long arms and big feet.

They were size thirteens and he wasn't the handsomest man, and these
are the things that people remembered, and you know, the unusual things,
but the everyday things were lost because they weren't considered
important enocugh to remember.

Q. Do you feel from your study of Lincoln, that Mary Todd and Abraham
had a happy married life. I think people frequently feel not and I
always felt that they did.

A. T don't mean to answer a question by a question, but the question
in my mind is: What is happiness? To some people, existence is happi-
ness, to other people, unless it's sublimeness, it's not happiness.

I have always felt that Abraham and Mary loved one another very deeply.
This is shown by when one of the boys got sick, and Abraham was in
Chicago, Mary sent for him. Abraham was concerned about Mary when
there were storms because he knew . .

Q. A thoughtful gesture.

A. Yes, T mean I have never remembered anything that to me was more
touching than the words inside of Mary's ring, "Love is eternal." The
more you think about it, how more positive a statement could be made?
How about a man who broke an engagement because he thought he was not
worthy of this woman? There is nothing but consideration. Everybody
has their frustrations. We explain them in one way or another, but
we accept them, vou know what T mean, as part of just being alive.
And, I think in the past some people have made too much over Mary's
headaches, Mary's pushiness, wanting Abraham to succeed, all of these
things. You know, Mary, being a very refined woman, seeing her chil-
dren die in front of her almost, today we would recommend immediately
that she go to a psychiatrist or go to somebody who could help her
with her mental problems. There wasn't such a thing. Depression.was
considered part of madness, so you know, we need to assess things in
our own time with our own background.

I always think when I'm in this frame, that in the days when I used
to take tours over the battlefield, and this of course, after World
War II, and the young children would say, "If I had a machine gun, I
could wipe out the whole British Army." The question you have to
remember is that there weren't machine guns. They were 350 yards
apart firing with flintlocks--was the standard of the time. So we
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can't make excuses, we can't say, "if" modern medicine had been to
where it is today. We just have to accept things within the frame-
work that they were, not making any excuses or anything else. There
were trials, I mean, certainly Abraham's being gone for three months
in the spring and three months in the fall was something; being left
alone. Of course there were sea captains who left for years, their
wives were left for years. But all in all, I think the two of them
had a just wonderful relationship, consideration for both. I have
never bought the detractors. I have read them and I've found that
there were too many loopholes in their work to take it really seriously,
but you have to read them to know what they're saying.

Q. Oh, well that's such a satisfaction. 1 wanted to ask about the
lovely curtains here. Now, is this a type of a copy of the curtains
that were used in that era?

A. The curtains are lace curtains, and they are of a pattern of the
period. Now, we don't know that these particular patterns were used
in this house. One of the problems that you have with buildings and
in preservation is—-that is you knew the patterns—-who makes it? Does
anyone make it? Because, it was kind of like T was loocking for some
wallpaper, and T had the particular pattern in mind, and the man said,
"Well, they're not making that now, they may make it again in ten-
yvears,'" but these things change. So just the idea that lace curtains
were used is probably the best that you can convey because the best
material is not going to last 140 years.

Q. Oh, no. But it's so0 delicate and so attractive that you get
the feeling of Mary's refinement and her background and that the Todds
were a wealthy and comfortable family.

A. One of the things that I had hoped for in .my pipe dreams which
will not come true, is that I had hoped that in the Lincoln Home,
Mary, there might be another home or two rebuilt and furnished appro-
priately for the person who lived there. One of the problems, as I
see it, is that when a person comes and sees Mr. Lincoln's home and
then he sees thirteen other buildings that we are maintaining, he has
the right to assume that everybody lived in those other buildings,
lived at this standard. Now, the reason for my personally wanting a
couple of other buildings——I think that Mr. Lincoln was no better
than some and no worse off rhan many.

There were others like Jesse DuBois who was the auditor of the state

of Illinois, who put Mr. Lincoln's name up for the nominating for
President of the United States, who was a neighbor down the street.

I've often wondered, what kind of furniture did he have in relation

to Abraham-~was it worse or better, or how about one of the ladies

who was a widow and had some children and tock inboarders——her furni-
ture couldn't have been as nice as Mr. Lincoln's. So we need, in my
eyes, something to balance things, to put Abraham Lincoln in his setting.
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Q. Have we ever found a descendant of the neighbors in Mr. Lincoln's
neighborhood?

A. Oh, yes, sure. There are neighbors, for instance, there's a large
family of Springers here. Now, Dr. Springer is the one who built the
building that we call the Arnold house. Charles Arnold was the sheriff
of Sangamon County, but the house was built and lived in by Rev. Springer.
Springer was a Lutheran minister and the Lutheran Church in Springfield
was established in his house, so there are a large number of Springers
living here in town. In fact the family had a reunion about two years
ago and they came by here to see what we were going to do about that
house. So there are still people around—-we inherited three pieces

of furniture from, I'm trying to think of--another one of the people
from the home who had a relationship with Lincoln, but these pieces
were not Lincoln Home furnishings, and we have those three pleces up

in our education building now as part of that. exhibit.

Q. T see. How many homes are you completely restoring on the Lincoln
site?

A. Well, eventually, all of the buildings that we have retained which
are some fourteen buildings, will be, I don't like to use the term
"restored'" because a restoration is usually inside and out, but what
we're doing or plan to do is to reduce the building to its size at
the time Lincoln lived here, because all these buildings have had
additions made to them. In some cases, a second story was added, in
many cases, many rooms onto the back, as many as eight rooms were
added on to the original building. Our plan is to reduce them so
that the exterior, and such things as the windows and so forth will
look, be treated like they were in Lincoln's time. The interior can
be adapted to modern living. '

Q. And then they'll be occupied by park people, perhaps or . . .

A. We don't believe that all of them should be occupied by park people.
In fact a question we're going through right now, is, if any, how many,
by park people. What we would like to do, our intention is to restore
the area.

Q. Could I ask how many people come through the home each year, Mr.
Banton?

A. Last year was over 402,000. Now, because of the energy situation
and so forth, that is not the highest year that we've had since we've
been here. 1973, we had 658,000. But since that time we have been
slowly dropping to the place that, well, let's see, we were at 450,000
in 1978, 402,000 in 1979, and we expect it will be somewhere in the
neighborhood of 425,000 this year which is a slight increase, but when
people get readjusted to our circumstances, I think our visitation
will go back up. But we have a concern, you know, our old house,

Mr. Lincoln's lovely house is now 144 years old, and the question gets
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to be how long can it hold. You see, then, the mission of the National
Park Service, in it's act of 1916 states that we are to preserve for
future generations unimpaired. So, the question always is—-how much
can you use and yet save some for those grandchildren that we have
coming on?

Q. Oh, dear. The foundations have to be redone eventually, do you
think?

A. The building, in the next two years, I believe it's in the 1983
budget, will get a going~over. We have spent almost a vear with an
engineering firm from here in Springfield going over the structure of

the building, looking at it, pulling parts of the floor off, looking
underneath, looking through--we have X-rayed the walls of the building

to see what is the condition of the building, so we can make an assess-—
ment of what needs to be done to keep the building for another fifty

to a hundred years. Analyzing these things as to what have we done
already that we might not need to do. You know, we kind of need like

the doctor, we need to look at these things once a year to get a physical.

Q. Preventive medicine.

A. Yes, you know at one time for instance, at one day the third Friday
in May in 1974, we put 6,100 school children through that building in
one day. Now, we weren't trying for a telephone booth stuffing or
anything else but we had 112 buses on that day. And when the day was
over, or within the next week, I sat here and asked myself, "What have
I done?"” It is well to say that many people went through the house,
but what have I done to the house? The moving load of these tons of
children, you know this is better than 1200 feet moving through, and

so we started then and we still have and should continue to have more
and more concern for that building.

Q. Yes, I can.certainly see that. I wanted to ask you what influenced
you to join the Park Service in the first place when you were a young
man and just thinking about going into something?

A. When World War II was over, I went to school and worked at night
and T worked for the New York Central Railroad as a telegraph operator
and leverman, in a tower. And this sort of work, in those days there
were steam engines still, and when one would park outside, why, you
would go home like a smoked ham. And T was leaving class one day and
a professor said to me, "What are you going to do this summer?" He
must have known that I worked at night seven nights a week, and from
midnight until eight o'clock in the morning. I said I didn't know.
I'd like to get a job somewhere outside. And he asked me, "Did you
even think of working for the Park Service?" And I said, "No I didn't
know anything about the Park Service except what 1'd read in Natiomal
Geographic." And he said that he'd worked a summer for the Park Service
in Washington, D.C. Well, I had a lifelong interest in the Civil War
so I wrote letters to all the superintendents in Civil War parks. 1
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didn’'t know their name, but I just wrote it to the superintendent and .
at Manassas, and Fredericksburg and Richmond Battlefields and Appomattox.
I got letters back saying that they didn't have any jobs—-this is in
1946, so I sent out the letters—-1 kept their replies, and 1 sent the
letters out to the superintendents by name and I mention that because
it was very critical. During the Christmas vacation from school in
1946, and the letter I'd sent to the superintendent at Fredericksburg,
he had transferred to Colonial. So the letter, because it had his
name on it, was sent to him at Colonial, and he replied to me that
there would be two summer jobs open in 1947, and if I'd fill out the
forms that he's sent, that they would consider my application.

Q. So, it shows a young man—--follow up.

A. Yes, be persistent. Don't take "no" for an answer. So I went to
Colonial, I went there onm a train, caught the train, a big four out

of Chicago and went to Cincinnati, Ohio and changed to a C&0, arrived
at Lee Hall, Virginia. T didn't know anything about this part of Vir-
ginia, T'd never been in the peninsula area, and I never will forget
the porter telling me that this is where I got off. T looked out the
window and saw only about a half a dozen houses and I said to him, when
I got off, I said "Where can T get a taxicab He said there wasn't
any. Well, only seven miles away from the headquarters, but a gentle-
man that was on the train said that he would be glad to take me, as

he was going that way and he had a car. So I loaded my steamer trunk
that T had and my suitcase into the back of his car, and he took me
over and T reported in on the thirteenth day of June of 1947. The
chief historian was on duty and I introduced myself to him and he said,
"Well, we're glad to see you here." He told me where I was going to
stay. My rocm was in the old steamship ticket office down on the dock
which is no longer there. But that's why I mentioned it for history,
and the next day, I was taken to the Superintendent's office which was,
you know, one of the impressionable things, here you are being sworn
into the government service. I1've been sworn into the Navy in 1942,
but here T was being sworn in and told that I was mow a ranger historian
and it was a very happy day in my life.

Q. Oh, that's wonderful. TIt's exciting to remember the first day
of a new career. You've been in the park service, then, for how many
years?

A. Well, too many years, some say, but I started in 1947, and so I've
been in about thirty-three years in the park service.

Q. Oh yes, and is there a park that you ever had a feeling for and
you didn't get to serve in that you've always kind of

A. Sure, all of them that I haven't served in. It sounds like a short
answer, but, you know that I hope when the day comes that I decide to
retire, my dream had always been to hook up my travel trailer and see
this great country of ours. I've talked to thousands and thousands of










