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Abstract
Bernard Turnock, lllinois Statecraft, 1IST-A-L-2014-013

Biographical Information Overview of Interview: Dr. Bernard (Barney) Turnock was
born in Cleveland, Ohio, on July 26, 1947. His father worked in computer sales for IBM, and
Barney grew up in Endicott, New York, and South Bend, Indiana. After graduating high
school in 1965, Barney attended Boston College, where he majored in biology. He moved
back to the Midwest for medical school, earning his MD from the University of Illinois in
1973, the same year he married Colleen Hogan. He completed his formal education in 1976 at
Berkeley’s Master of Public Health program.

In 1977, following a fellowship with the New York City Health Department, Barney was
recruited to the Illinois Department of Public Health (DPH) by Dr. Paul Peterson. During this
initial stint as a member of the Thompson administration, Barney oversaw the development of
a statewide network of trauma centers and directed efforts to improve maternal and child-
health programs. A combination of personal and professional considerations led him to accept
a position as the deputy commissioner of the Chicago Department of Health in 1982.

Almost immediately, Turnock faced a unique and terrifying crisis when seven Chicago-
area residents died after taking cyanide-laced Tylenol capsules. He oversaw the department’s
role in the multi-agency investigation of these murders. The following year he served as
acting commissioner of health during Mayor Harold Washington’s transition, before returning
to deputy commissioner after Washington appointed Dr. Lonnie Edwards commissioner. In
1985, Barney returned to Illinois state government as the director of DPH after criticism of
the department’s response to the largest Salmonella outbreak in Illinois history led Governor
Thompson to fire Thomas Kirkpatrick as director.

These interviews begin with Turnock outlining his upbringing and education, before
shifting to his career in public health. He discusses his initial work at DPH; his years in
Chicago, including the Tylenol investigation, the impact of the early 1980s recession, public
health under mayors Jane Byrne and Harold Washington, and the emergence of the HIV-
AIDS crisis; the 1985 Salmonella outbreak; the relationships between DPH and other state
agencies; his assessment of Thompson and key staff; state initiatives in maternal and child
health; the state’s response to HIV-AIDS; and abortion politics, particularly around the
Ragsdale v. Turnock case. He also reflects more generally on patronage, the field of public
health, the politics of public health budgeting, and the relationship between public health
regulation and democracy.
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Note to the Reader: Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that this is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, interviewee and editor sought to preserve the
informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. The Abraham Lincoln
Presidential Library is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views
expressed therein. We leave these for the reader to judge.
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