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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted by
Deborah Brothers for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University
during the autumn of 1984, The tapes were transcribed and edited by
Deborah Brothers.

Ivan Lee Dodge was born July 1, 1915 in rural loami, Illinois. A forceps
delivery injured his eyes at birth and left him with partial vision.

Ivan's sight gradually degenerated until he became completely blind, in his
early twenties.

Ivan's parents, Ross and Mary, farmed for a living. Until the age of

eight, Ivan lived in Loami, gathering eggs, pumping water, listening to the
victrola and learning to play harmonica. He continued this musical interest
at Jacksorwille School for the Blind, where he received all of his formal
education fram 1923 until 1936. Braille music notation and lessons were
not his style however, and at fourteen, he began playing guitar by ear. He
later added tenor banjo, mandolin and fiddle to his repetoire.

For almost fifty years, Ivan Dodge has made his living by his music. He is
a piano tuner and private music instructor by trade, but the real heart of
Ivan Dodge lies in performing. He has been a member of several area country
and folk bands, and played on countless stages and ralio stations. As a
song writer and performing musician, Ivan offers a memoir full of vivid
stories and detail. He has been both witness and participant to the growth
of local country and folk music performers and the radio technology boom--
from crystal sets to a marketing media industry.

Ivan and his wife Mabel make their home in Waverly. They are active in
their church and take pride in their yard full of flowers. Ivan frequently
plays children's concerts and guest appearances on WSSR radio station's
program, ''Bluegrass Breakdown."

Deborah Brothers was raised in southern Illinois and graduated from Southern
Illinois University at Carbondale with a Bachelor's Degree in Cinema and
Photography. She received a Master of Arts in Communication from Sangamon
State University in 1985. ©She is active in researching and documenting the
experiences of visual and performing artists.

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, comnversational 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 manuscript 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, 62708.

Ivan Dodge's original music on the tapes is protected by copyright law. It
may be enjoyed by listening to the tapes, however, any requests to reproduce
or use it must be directed to the composer.




Ivan Dodge, Fall 1984, Waverly, Illinois.

Deborah Brothers, Interviewer.

A
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Ivan, would you tell me where you were born?
At Toami, Illinois,

On a farm?

Yes, it was on a farm.

Rural Route?

Rural Route Two.

And vhen was that?

July lst, 1915,

How long did you live on the fam?

I lived there from that date until about 1936.
With your parents, both parents?

(long pause)

Or your mom? (pause) Mom and dad?

Yes.,

Did you have brothers or sisters?

Well I had--two sisters. And then a half-brother.

Were they younger or older?

My sisters are younger, well they all three are younger than I am. My
father died. My mother remarried. And so my younger brother, he was their

child, my mother and step-father,

Q: Yes.

on the farm?

A: Yes, oh yes.

Did you have particular chores to do when you were a little kid

I used to pump water for the stock and put out feed.
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Did you have a lot of cows or pigs?

A: Mostly hogs. We never had so many cows as we did hogs.

LA - A O - A -~ - g

Yes? They smell real good. (laughs)

Oh yes, I know. (laughs)

So did you have to slop them, give them food and stuff?
Yes.

You could see then couldn't you? Or had partial sight?

I had partial vision.

So, you knew when to stay away from the big pigs?

You bet. I never got in there with the big hogs anyway.
I've heard stories where they can really tear somebody up.
Yes, I would say.

Did you have other things to do besides that?

Well, I used to help with the chickens too, you know.
Collect eggs?

Yes.

Did you ever get pecked?

No, not too much. (laughter) I got flogged a couple of times from the

chickens, hens. 1I'll tell you, they're very sensitive about moving their
chickens, 1 found that out,

Q: How did you find that out?

A: Well, I just was picking up a chicken to look at it one day, the hens
didn't like the idea at all.

Q:

> o o »

Did it peck you?

Did it ever. It flew all over me too. (laughs)

Did you have any other animals on the farm?

We had horses.

Did you ride?

Yes, some. And then, I used to go visit my uncle in the summertime,
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down here at Waverly. My cousin had a pony. I got to where I could ride
it.

Q: What kind was it, a Shetland?

A: Shetland. But you know, the fumny thing, it would let me catch it when |
it wouldn't my cousin. |

Q: So it liked you better than your cousin. (laughs) |

A: Well, I don't know whether it was that, or whether it sensed there was
something wrong with my eyes, or something, you know. Animals can sense
things like that.

Q: Yes. Well when you say that you hal partial sight, you mean you could
see colours . . .

A: Colors, yes. Colors and maybe a little bit of big print, if it was
real big, but it would have to be real large.

Q: Did the doctors ever say why, was it like that from birth?

A: They said it was an eye injury. Due to an eye injury at birth. And,
the eye kept, what do you call it, degenerating for some reason. It kept
going downhill. One of them told me that in time, I'd lose my sight. So
it did not come as a shock, I was glad of that.

Q: Yes.

A: I knew it was coming.

Q: So did you learn braille?

A: Yes, oh yes. I got all my education in braille,

Q: And that was where?

A: Illinois School for the Blind then. At Jacksorwville.

Q: So how old were you when you started there?

A: FEight, I started in 1923,

Q: How big was that place then? How many students, do you know?
A: Three-hundred and something,

Q: Were your classes large?

A: Yes, some of them were pretty large as 1 remember.

Q: What did you take there?

A: Well of course, from the start, they started me at kindergarten
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on up. And then of course the first few grades were about like a normal
school, I mean you had your reading, spelling of course, and arithmetic,
and English and so forth., And then after I got up a few years, they
started giving us industrial work of different kinds. I took brushmaking
and woodwork some.

Did you like making, what did you make, furniture and things like that?
Yes., I kind of liked it.
Who took you to school, how did you get there?

N S A

My parents took me in the car over there. Of course I stayed there at
m.ght, it was a residential .

Q: Oh., So you came home on weekends?

A: On weekends about twice a month usually. Like I told Bill [Bill Furry]
a while ago, if the weather was bad I told them not to come after me.

Well, the roads were a little different then, than what they are now.
(laughs)

Q: Were they mostly dirt roads?

A: They had a dirt road as far as Bates, then of course they had the
highway fram there to Jacksonville, through New Berlin arnd on through. We
had an old Model T Ford at that time.

How old was it, about what year?

It was about a 1923,

So it was pretty new?

Yes, it was a pretty new car.

What was your favorite subject in school?

Idon't know. I liked English pretty well, a lot of students didn't.
Different stories, literature?

Yes, literature. Poetry, and I kind of liked to write compositions.
Yes?

Maybe that's why I liked to write music later, write songs.

o r Lo o e re >»e

Do you remember one of your first poems?

A: let me see. I was trying to think. I made up sort of a comical poem.
It was a real cold Spring, it was in May and it was still real cold. So,
(laughs) I wrote this sort of satire-poem, I guess you'd call it. ([Recites
poem]
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"Oh blow ye chilly winds of May

When there should be a warmer day.
When each little crocus and daffydilly
Comes forth, and then gets chillyl"

(laughs) Something like that. I can't remember how the rest of it went.
That was about the general idea of it.

Q: About how old were you when you wrote that?

A: T think I was about ten maybe. Something like that,

Q: That is pretty goaod.

A: I know the class got a kick out of it at the time.

Q: So who taught there? Do you remember teachers . .

A: Well let's see. The first teacher I had, my kindergarten teacher was

Miss Eckert, Helen Eckert. Then my first grade teacher was Irene Fritch.
Then my second grade teacher was Fmma Rainer. Now the last I heard of her,
she was still living, she's over a hundred years old, Emma Rainer.

Q: And where is she living?

A: Jacksorwille. (long pause) I don't know whether she ever passed away
or not, but the last I knew, she's getting way up there. She came from
England originally.

Q: Where did your family come from?

A: Well, part of them from Kentucky. And I think the others from Missouri,
originally.

Q: So they were pioneer kind of people?

A: Yes, oh yes. Maybe that's where I get that music at, liking bluegrass
and all that.

Q: Was the guitar the first instrument that you played?
A: Well, if you don't count the harmonica. I used to get harmonicas for

Christmas when I was a youngster, they were pretty cheap back then. I'd
usually get about three or four. (laughs)

Q: Different keys I guess. (laughs)
A: Yes.
Q: So you started playing harmonica when you were just a little-bitty kid?

A: Yes, I was just about five or six years old, probably. Somewhere
back in there,
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Were you making up your own masic then?
No, just mostly playing what I heard at that time.

e L

Did you have any music at Jacksorwille, at the school?

A: Yes. I took piano for awhile. But, I never did care mxh to read my
misic. Braille music, you've got to memorize it a measure at a time. You
kmemeanyoucantread it and play it both at the same time.

Q: Because you need both hands to play.
A: Yes, That's right. I found out T could do better learning it by ear.
Q: But did you take lessons for awhile?

A: Yes, I tell them that, "I plays them the way that I hears them.'" That
is just about the truth too.

Q: Do you remember who taught you lessons?

A: Yes. Ethel Kimmel. She was a blind teacher. She was a student there
and went on and became a teacher.

Q: When you first started to school in Jacksonwville, and you knew you'd be
living there, was that pretty frightening?

A: Yes. First--the first month I would say, was the hardest, actually.
Then after that, wild horses couldn't have kept me away, you know what I
mean, I liked it.

Q: You had a lot of friends there.

A: Yes. I think that was it. When I began to make friends. It takes
about a month for you to get used to everybody and for them to get used to

you.
Q: Did you get into a lot of meanness there?
A: Yes, sometimes,

Q: Do you remember anything in particular?

A: T could tell you several. (laughter) I remember one time that, just
because they'd told us there was not to be any beer or liquor on the grounds,
me and a friend of mine we--we used to have parties. Now they used to let
us do that on Friday nights. We had a group we called the T—G-I--F club,
Thank-Goodness-It's-Friday club. We'd celebrate. We would go out and buy
some lunch meat and make sandwiches, you know get the bread .

Q: (pause) You must have been older then.

A: Yes we were at that time. Anyhow, we thought it would be smart to . .
. we emptied up a jar of pickles, so that is all we had. We took this jar
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down to the tavern and had a guy fill it up with beer. Smuggled it in. Oh
boy.

Q: Did you get caught?

A: No. No. Oh let's see, I don't know. I was trying to think of something.
I did of course, a few things like everybody else. I don't know as I ever
did anything real bad.

Q: Always had your conscierxe there?

A: Yes. I never liked to steal from anybody, for example, or anything
like that. I was just some little trick like, on Halloween maybe moving
the teacher's desk somewhere it oughtn't to be. (laughs) Some deal like
that. One thing we did do, me and another guy one time. We had a chapel
there. We swiped, we did--borrow a guy's alarm clock. We set it to go off
during chapel service. (laughter)

Q: What did the minister do?

A: They finally found out who did it. They questioned everybody. They
didn't do a whole lot to us for that. Usually they didn't if you didn't
destroy any property.

Q: So you went to school there until you were 20?7 Is that right, I thought
I heard you say 12 years.

A: Yes. Actually, I was almost 21 because I left there in 1936, Spring of
1936.

Q: So after playing harmonica, you picked up what, guitar?

Guitar. I was about 14 when T started that.

Where did you get it?

My folks got it for Christmas. They didn't think I would stay with it.
You'd never played before, right?

ez e r

A: No. They kept asking me what I wanted though that fall, for Christmas.
I said, "I want a guitar." And so, I came home for Thanksgiving and they
said, "Well, what do you want?" and I said, "I still want a guitar.' They
said, '"Well that's the first time you ever made up your mind. You usually
change your mind half-a-dozen times, you must want that pretty bad" and I
said, "yes, I do." So I got that., I told them I quit playing it after I
wore it out. It was a little, $3.98 one that they got.

Q: Where did they get one that cheap?

A: Montgomery Ward. You could get them in those days, of course--at that
time, you could get a small Gibson for $28.00.
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Q: And now they run about what?
A: The cheapest Gibson is about two-hundred isn't it Bill, or do you know?
0: (Bill Purry) Yes, almost three-hundred.

That's what I thought, something like that. Martin is likewise. That
small Martin is real expensive. I know a friend of mine got a Martin V-18
in 1946 even, now this shows you the difference. It was ninety-five dollars.
That same guitar today sells for one-thousard.

Q: That's crazy.

A: Yes,

Q: Did you start writing music as soon as you started playing?

A: No, oh no, see-~I played several years where I played just what somebody
else had written. I don't know, I finally decided, "well vhy not?" So, I
started to write a tune or two. I've never written a whole lot of them,

but I do come up with one every once-in-a-while.

Q: I'm going to stop right here.
End of Side One, Tape One

Q: The other day when we were talking, I didn't get enough information
about your farm life. I wanted to go back ard to ask you about your parent's
names, your parents. I didn't ask you anything about that,

They were Mary and Ross.

Yes. (long pause) And Ross was your father?

Yes, yes. !
You said he died . . .

Yes.

How old were you?

I was quite a-~I guess about the teens when he passed away.
Yes. And your mother remarried a man . . .

Yes. Patterson.

Patterson?

e r e e r e o

Yes. About 1938, along in there.
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Q:
A:
Q:
A;
Q:
A:

What was his first name?

Arthur.

Arthur?

Yes.

What did you like best about the farm, Ivan?

Well--I, oh you asked me the billion dollar question. I think one

thing, the country eats. (laughter) Really though, I could get out--in
the air you know. I could do little jobs, like helping around.

Q: Right.

A: Like putting feed out for the horses and things like that,

Q: Yes.

A: See, now every horse has a certain stall that they will go t I
mean--you put the feed in that horse's stall and you can depend on it that
he'll go there.

Q: Every time?

A: Yes. And the ones they work, they put out more feed, about twice as
much as they do for the ones that they're not working. Things like that.
Those are things that you have to know on a farm., I could pump the water--
of course then we didn't have motors and stuff like that on the farm like
they've got today. You had to pump it up by hand.

Q: Right. Did your horses do a lot of the work around the farm?

A: Yes. Back in those days, my folks plowed a lot even with horses.

Q: And what year was this probably?

A: Until way up in the 1930's, mid-thirties even beyord. There were a few
tractors in the neighborhood but not everybody had them,

Q: Yes. How long would it take approximately, do you know, to plow an
acre with a horse?

A: T really don't know. I never thought about it. I'd probably say about
an hour or two at least.

Q: That quickly? That is interesting. So the plows, were they the metal
plows, or the steel plows that you held on to?

A: Yes. They were metal. They had several kirnds, they had what you call
the cultivators, like for corn they'd have three or four shovels on them,
see they'd be spaced.
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Q:
A:
Q:
A
Q:
A:
Q:
A:
g

Now you were able to play that because . .
It works with a little slide see?

th yes, right.

You take the bar in your hand.

And then you don't have to do any fingering?
No.

It's just picking and sliding.

Picking and sliding, yes. Of course, you have to angle that slide to
et different combinations of tones.

th, 1 see.
That gives you different harmonies.
But were you able to use that?

Yes, I could do that pretty well. I thought for awhile, maybe that's
way 1 was going to have to do it from there on, but fortunately .

(pause) It didn't turn out that way.

”*9%??*9?'9

Not quite that way. I still like to play around with it. I've got a
teel guitar here. Mine is what they called a dobro, that's a . . .

Q: Okay, so that's a dobro.

A: That's a dobro. It's an unamplified, steel guitar. Most of them are,
the one I have is metal, a metal guitar.

Q: So that's a lot of instruments there. Those are the ones you play the
most?

Yes.

You play fiddle too.

Oh yes, I play fiddle some.
When did you learn that?
1957.

e r Lo =L

So that wasn't until later.

A: That was much later. Well though, I'll tell you the--fiddle players
started dying off. Howard Simms, he's the one that's in this picture up
here with me. I played with him for forty years, played background music
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Q: The songs you have written down, do you copyright them?
A: One or tw I did, but most of them I don't.

Q: What about a song you've done [written] that probably summarizes best
your feelings or philosophies, or personal beliefs.

A: let's see. Mabel said something about a hymn, you've heard that haven't
you the other day on Bill's program?

Q: No.

A: I call this "Blessed Happy Day." 1It's in F. I do most of my composing
in F. I've got one or two in C. (begins playing)

In this life we know but sorrow

But there'll be a brighter day tomorrow.

When we leave this world below

With its bitter tears,

We shall be rewarded for our labors through the years.

Over there,

Where we walk the golden streets.

Over there,

Our loved ones we will meet,

With our Savior,

Forever we will be.

What a blessed happy day for you and mel

Here we're saddened,

When our loved ones have to go.
And they leave us

In this cruel world below.

But there will be

A great reunion on that day,
When all the Saints of God

Are gathered Home to stay.

Over there,

Where we walk the golden streets.

Over there,

Our loved ones we will meet.

With our Savior,

Forever we will be.

What a blessed happy day for you and me!

In that city.

We are told there is no night,
Where the glory

Of God in Its light.

There forever,

We shall dwell with our kin.
Through the erxdless ages,

His praises we will sing.













