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Preface

This mamuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Elaine Birtch for the Oral History Office in the spring of 1984.
Margaret Reeder transcribed the tapes and Kay Johansen edited the
transcript. Dr. Barringer reviewed the transcript.

Dr. Floyd Barringer was born April 7, 1915 in Emden, Illinois. He was
the second and yourgest son of a country doctor. Floyd's formal
education began at a junior college in Lincoln, Illinois. The
smalltown boy continued his education at the University of Illinois in
Champaign and then moved on to Chicago where he completed his medical
training. In early 1941, in response to a radio plea from President
Roosevelt, Floyd volunteered his services to the Doctors for Britain
Project. The move to England set the course for Dr. Barrimger's life.
It was there that he met and married his wife, Winifred, and began
working in the specialized medical field of neurosurgery. It was also
in England that Floyd began pursuing his interest in historical
research and preservation. After his return to the States and the
opening of his private medical practice in Springfield, Illinois,
Floyd became actively involved in the Abraham Iincoln Association and
the Sangamon County Historical Society.

Floyd Barringer's memoir is an exemplification of the compassion he
had for humankind in his medical practice as well as the expertise he
had in his secord career, that of historian. His recollections
include colorful charaterizations of perscnalities as well as
pictorial descriptions of the homes in which they lived. Floyd's
medical and historical contributions to Sangamon County and the city
of Springfield are a meaningful addition to the history of Illinois.

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 for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The maruscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
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 62794-9243.
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Floyd Barringer, Springfield, Illinois, Spring 1984.
Elaine Birtch, Interviewer.

Q: Floyd you have made an impact in the Springfield community both as
a physician and as a local historian. Perhaps the thread that weaves
the two together could be your belief in preservation, in medicine of
course you were concerned with the preservation of life and in your
avocation as an historian in the preservation of the heritage and the
ideals from one generation to the next. A good place to begin this
story of Floyd Barringer would be in Emden, Illinois which I
understand is a small town near Peoria, or would it be closer to
Lincoln?

A: Lincoln.

Q: I would like to know what it was like growing up in Emden,

Illinois. You have told me that it hasn't changed too much over the
years. Perhaps we could talk a little bit about the influences that
you continue to feel having grown up in Enden. When were you born?

A: I was born April 7th, 1915. Yes, I'm sure that a small town hangs
with you longer than your high school or your college or medical
school or almost any other organization. You belong to a small town if
you were born in one. You may divorce yourself from your hlgh school
or college or other groups and go on without them, but you just never
quite divorce from the place you were born and raised.

Interesting story, when I was leaving England, a very fine surgeon,
probably the greatest neurological surgeon of that day in London, was
at a meeting I was attending and I was introduced to him and he was
told that I was just leaving to go back to the States and he asked me
vwhere I was going. I said to Lincoln, Illinois. He said, "Well, how
large is that town?" I said, "It's about fifteen thousand, sir." He
said, "Oh my dear boy, you'll starve to death there." (laughter)
Then, I think he caught the expression on my face, which was one of a
little disappointment, to put it mildly. He said, "Well, I don't
know. All the great surgeons of Lordlon come from small Scottish
villages and work their hearts out to make enough to retire back to
small Scottish villages. I wish you well in Lincoln." Sir Wylie
McKissoch now (1989) lives in Gairloch, Scotland five miles from Loch
Ewe where I landed in 1941.

Q: But you didn't go back to Emden, Illinois. It's still a part of
you in many ways because you seem to appreciate, not just the
countyside but the values that we often associate with small towns as
opposed to urban areas. When you were growing up in Emden did you
















Floyd Barringer 6

rush occured. He made a great deal of money out there breaking sod
with a team of oxen, just out south of Dodge City, lost ew ing by
putting it into wheat, and then walked all the way back to Illinois.
He was really a picneer of that period, ard a very colorful sort of
fellow. He didn't go into medicine until very late in life.

Q: You said one time that it might have been meeting your mother and
perhaps her influence.

A: That's what it was.
Q: Because she had been a teacher.

A: That's right. Dad taught school at Witt, Illinois. He taught the
fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth grades and Mother taught the first,
second, third, fourth grades there in Witt, Illinois, that's right
near Hillsboro. She inspired him or urged him to ¢go on and practice
medicine. In his autobiography he said that he worked for his meals
and room and boarded at the home of the President of Garfield
University. Iet's see, I think his name was Mentor, was the president
of Garfield University at that time and he named it Garfield because
this man had been a minister in the church that President Garfield
attended back in Chio.

Q: Vhere was Garfield?
A: In Wichita, Kansas.

Q: But what I wanted to know was did your father study with a doctor
or did he just read bocks and that's how he became a doctor?

At He went to medical school. You're right, they did, in those early
days, they read medicine with another doctor most of the time. Dad
was a little bit beyond this, you see, he didn't go into medicine
until his late forties or his mid forties, I guess it was. Working at
this home, this president's son, who Dad said was about as dumb a kid
as you could ever see, was going to be a doctor. Dad says, at that
time, I thought, "By golly, if he can do it so can I." But it took
Mother to stimulate him further. Then he went on to what was then
known as Illinois Medical College in Chicago. It was one of the
diploma mills of that day. That's before the days of Flexmer, in 1912
when they really reformed the medical schools, when they were passing
"poachers." It added to a doctor's prestige if he started a medical
school. Arxd so the qualifications were sometimes very, very poor. But
this particular medical school catered to school teachers, so Dad
taught school for five winters and then for three months of the summer
he attended lectures in Chicago at the Illinois Medical College; never
saw the inside of a hospital. After five years he was given a degree.
But if you read his autcbiography he was so fully aware of the lack of
education he had had, and one particular phrase stuck in my mind, he
says, "I never met a doctor I didn't learn something from. I only
regret I had so little to offer in return." But in his autobiography
he mentions the names of Doctor Butler, there at Hartsburg, the little
village that's five miles away. And some of the other doctors, like




























Floyd Barringer 15

stop talking. She never raised a hand but she just commanded the
respect of everybody in that school. Boy, she was a doll. Marcella,
Marcella Whetsler.

Q: I think it's remarkable that you remember their names.

A: Oh, vividly, Miss Coogan was another English teacher that I had.
In this Cracker Barrel thing I brought up, "How many of you had a
career screening, so to speak?" No one had. I said, "How many of you
are willing to admit that you got into the wrong occupation?" Of
course, no one raised their hand, except me. Now, I've loved medicine
but English and history would have been to me far more inspiring than
medicine. Medicine was a trememdous challenge and I don't regret it,
not regret it at all. But if I had talked to, if there had been a
counselor around who got to know me, I can't help but feel that he
would have noticed it.

Q: You might have gone into teaching?

A: Winifred says all the time, by the way I keep notes on everything,
"You should have been an archivist in a library scmewhere. That's
what you're cut ocut for."

Q: Well, that's not quite the same as teaching Fnglish or . . .

A: No. History has always been just fascinating to me because I had
a vivid imagination. I think that is very important in history. I
can put myself in the place of the, in fact for Miss Brook's class in
English I was terribly embarassed but very, very proud because she
read, we all had to do compositions, essays. When you're in grade
school they are compositions, when you are in college they are essays.
I did one, "Why I go to the Movies." It was my own idea; she let us
pick any subject. For the first time I really began to romanticize a
little bit in writing. I kept a diary for many years. God, I hope my
children never see it. It's just so trite, you know. It's sort of
like a walk down Main Street. "She looked at me. Oh, wow."

(laughter)

Q: Think what fun your grandchildren are going to have with that.

A: They're going to get a charge out of that. When I'm not here I'll
let them see it. In this essay, Miss Brooks was terrifically taken
with it and so she read it. Of course, I'm sure my complexion told
everyone in the class who wrote it. I was putting myself in the place
of Clark Gable and what have you. That's what I should have been, I'm
sure,

Q: In a way your interest in literature and history has been a
profession. We call it an avocation, but I like to think that you
really had two professions in your life.

A: Well, Elaine, you are perfectly right. I know of many doctors who
lack, totally lack, the ability to communicate. That's a bad word now
that Reagan is considered the great communicator. But literally, I






















































































































































































































Floyd Barringer 86

ity by editing and writing these books., So you were mentioning
that your motivation for doing this was just your deep interest and
enthusiasm in recording it.

A: This sounds bragging but T hope you don't think I mean it that
way. I think I just.happc?ned to be lucky because I was the first guy

Q: Now this was strictly on your own? It was not under the auspices
of the Historical Society?

the museum at that time, Milt was his sponsor, and Milt was intrigued
hehadSeennynote.sandmypictures, etc. So he suggested that he
i i 1lbur Peet, Milt Thompsion,

went throught the pictflres and Peet was just ecstatic. This was just
his thing and he says, "oh my God, you've got to put this in print,

Q: Who published it?

A: T published it myself and paid for it myself. The Phillips
Brothers Printing. well you don't get pecple for projects like this
onyourovmthepublishexsaren'tgoingtotakeontheriskcf
bublishing something and being left with a thousand books.,

Q: How was it merchandised?

A: T think we ran two little ads in the paper about it and Winifreq
says we should have done more having seen other bocks come out since
then. I should have done a great deal more about it at the time,
However, that sold two printings., It's out of print now.

Q: Oh it is? Did you make any money on it? I know that wasn't your
intention at all but did you ever make any money?

A: No, becausealltheexpenseoftravelingaromﬂanditwaswera
long period of time too.

Q: You talked about all the interviews that you had with people who
were still living in the homes or were descendants. I bet just this
in itself was tremendously enjoyable experience for you.














































































































































Floyd Barringer 132

A: The Presbyterians and the Baptists were complaining.

A: The inspiration for that was that first of all that cemeteries are
a way of life with me. I've been nicknamed "Tombstone Barringer" you

know, but more specifically, The Walk Through Cak Ridge %, the
title is taken from a similar book, A Walk Bellfonta
Cemetery in St. Iouis, written or composed by % great John Alsbury

Bryant. Mr. Bryant was the historic architect about st. Louis back in

Imper
house here. He says, "That style did not reach central Illinois until
about the 1870s and you say this house is 1855. T don't think that's
qu%te right." But he also went into this aspect of it ard it was so

Q: That's a good term.

A: But Mr. Bryant brought this out which T hadn't realized before.
'Ihiswasinthedayswhentheymmgeagerbeayezs from England had

Baltimore, New York and Philadelphia. You could buy those books in
three places and he says, "The builders in Illinois," he says,
"Doctor, they weren't axuhitegt:s, they were builders. They would

a catalog." He said, "They would sit there when they were going to
plan a house and they'd thumb through this ang they'd say, '1'd like a
little of this and I'd like a little of that and some more of this.!
Well what do you have? You have a mongrel style which is classic
















































































































