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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded infterviews conducted
by Judith Haynes for the Oral History Office at Sangamon State
University in October, 1978. Judith Haynes transcribed the tape and
edited the transcript. Carlton Eldridge reviewed the transcript.

Carlton B. Eldridge was born in Auburn, Indiana on April 4, 1911 and
his father dled in the same year. In 1914 he moved with his mother
and two brothers to East Lansing, Mlchigan.

Mr., Eldridge gradually lost his sight from glaucoma when he was
between three and five years old. Thus at the age of six he began
his education at the Michigan School for the Blind in Lansing. He
learned braille and dlscovered a great interest in nature and study.

Choosing a career 1n music, Mr. Eldridge received his Bachelor and
Master of Music degrees at Michigan State University and did advanced
study at the University of Iowa. He began his music career by
singing and in 1940 became choirmaster of St. Mary's Cathedral in
Lansing, Michigan, where he developed a choral score in braille. He
firmly believes that the blind should read braille and not rely
totally on tape recorders or memory and has written many articles on
that subject.

In 1943 he married Blythe Axford from Oxford, Michigan. They have
two children. Mr., Eldridge moved to Springfield, Illinois in 1949
to become the choir director and teacher of voice and music history
at Springfield College in Illinois. While there, he continued his
own concert career and is namedin Who's Who in the Midwest and the
Internatlonal Dictlonary.

Readers of this oral history memolr 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 historlcal sources. Sangamon State University is not
respongible for the factual accuracy of the memolr, 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, Il1linols, 62708.
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Carlton Eldridge, October 10, 1978, Narrator's home.
Judith Haynes, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Eldridge, where were you born?

A. I was born in Awburn, Indiana, which is in the northem part of
Indiana near the famous Idmber Lost swarp and marsh from the storles
of Jean Stratton Porter. You ever hear of her?

Q. No, I haven't. This is what made them famous?
A, Yes.
Q. This place . . .

A. Yes. All her stories were bullt around this famous area——area of
a thousand lakes between there and Lake Michigan—[around the] little
village where the Auburn car was made, which was one of the early auto-
mobiles, luxury automobiles—it was a millionaire's car-—and the
Duesenberg, the famous sports car. They still have the showrooms there
and they have, I think, an automobile show every year. I think my
grandfather gave the first money to the maker of the Auburn car and it
mist have been a loan or something because we never got anything out of
it. (laughter)

Q. This was the Duesenberg car?

A. The Duesenberg was a famous sports car and the Auburn is the palatial,
the millionaire's car.

Q. I see. And the two were part of the same company?

A. I don't know if the two were part of the same company or not. I
don't have any idea of that . . . It was one of the early cars back in
the, oh I i1magine before the teens.

Q. And this was the place where you were born, where all of this
happened?

A. In Avburm, Indiana, the 1little village. I don't know if you remenber,
ig it Oliver Goldsmith speaks of Aubum, the most beautiful village on the
plain, well we were--that was in England—we drove through the other day
and saw how beautiful this little village was [with] the trees meeting
each other across the street. I remenber when I was real little, there
was an elm tree in the mliddle and the road went around it on both sldes
and the tree must have been at least ten to twelve feet in diameter at

the trunk and it shaded the back yards of both houses on-both sides of
the street.
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The Eldridge family arrived there in about 1840, 1843, or 1853, I think
it was. They were from Hurst Green, England. They left England in
1841—we don't know why——the little town of Hurst Green in East Sussex.

Q. Hurst Green?

A. Hurst Green. Yes. East Sussex, right on the border of Kent.

My grandfather was a merchant in Auburn, and lived in a very large
fourteen room home, drawing rooms and all that, and then my mother and
father moved to another small place——seven.rooms all on one floor as
my mother sald—-course I was born in 1911, April 4 and my father died
May 30, I think it was. Did I say April 4, 19119

Q. Yes.

A. T think that's my birthday. My father dled May 30 . . . and . .
Q. Of that same year?

A. Of that same year.

Q. So you don't remember your father?

A. No. Seven weeks old. They lived in the big home with the parents
for the first ten years of life and they lived seven years:in the small
home. And I had a brother seven years old and my oldest brother was
seventeen. My father was forty-seven and my mother as far as we know
wag thirty-seven.

Q. And you lived in your grandfather's house?

A. No, they llved in the first ten years of their lives.

Q. I see. You were much younger than your brothers.

A. Oh yes. 1 was seventeen years younger than my oldest brother.

Q. By that time——were they still living in Indiana, then?

A. Yes. They were living in the seven room house, all on one floor,
as my mother used to call it, the corner of Indiana and Van Buren. In

three years time my mother had sold the old, the big home, and she moved,
we all moved to East Lansing, Michigan, where my brother was going to

enter Michigan Agricultural College, which is now Michigan State University.

Q. This was the reason for the move, primarily?

A. Yes. I had a cousin who had gone there and had studied agriculture
and horticulture and landscape gardening so the whole family moved. We
left the home In Auburn and finally sold it.

Q. Do you know what year that was?
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That was in 1914.

A.
Q. You were about seven then?
A, No. I was three.

Q.

Oh., 1911, Yes, I'm sorry.

A, I remember we came up from Auburn to Lansing by train. Then we
had to make a change in Hillsdale. Well, the distance 1s about one
hundred miles but already we had to make a change and we came into
Lansing, Michigan and my mother tried to find my brother. My older
brother had preceded us and found a home near the college. Michigan
is an agricultural college [and] was in that little village east of
Lansing, called East Lansing at that time . . . still called East
Lansing. '

Q. Probably no longer a little village.

A. Ohno. It was a beautiful little village and the campus was s0
beautiful, the college was. . ... That was my playground, the campus.

"~ Q. Could you see then?

A, Yes. I remenber we came Into Lansing on what they call the Lake
Shore rallroad and my mother tried to find a place to stay overnight
or we could go back to East Lansing which was five miles away. We
stopped at the YWCA and everything was all set untll she told them
that we were Catholic, and the doors closed, that was it.

Q. Ch, dear. And then they wouldn't take you in?

A. No. That's right. I do not know where we went, have no idea,
but they wouldn't take us so. . . . Finally, I remember that on a
Sunday morning my mother and I-—I don't know if my other brother,
the ten year old, was with me or not, I never thought to ask him--we
got off the street car at this street called Lewls Street in East
-Lansing. And the first thing we saw was the familiar rocker on the
front porch and we knew that was our home.

Q. I see. Your fumiture had preceded you?

A, Yes. And my older brother had moved taking most of the furniture,
or all of the furniture, what they didn't get rid of: being in a

- fourteen room first, and then a seven room house, down to a little six
room house with a part of it used for renting rooms to students at the
college. . . . ‘

Q. This was part of your income?
A, Part of our income. S0 we came down from masslive furniture and

beautiful antiques to less. And as we progressed through until I was
in college, in 1929, we had moved into a small apartment over a grocery
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store: four rooms, a hall, and a bathroom in twenty foot sguare. Each
room was 8 by 10. So we've gone down to that and now we're starting
back up. Now we're back up to ten rooms so (laughter) that's a history
of our home in the early 1900's to 1978.

Q. Did you mind when you had to go to a smaller house?

A, I didn't know the difference. I'm sure my mother did. She kept
quite a few of the things for quite a long time and they gradually
dissipated. We still have some. But we enjoyed Lansing, or East
Iansing, very much. In Auburn we had many, many friends. We went
back I think two or three times while I was quite young.

Q. You went back to East Lansing?
A, To Auvburn.
Q. To Auburn.

A. Yes. A couple times after we had moved to East Lansing. Nof many
of the records are there because the courthouse burned so we can't find
out too much about the family there.

Q. Hawve you triled to trace your roots?

A. We have tried. I'm trylng right now tracing back through Hurst

Green, England. I've corresponded with the rector of the neighboring
village of Etchingham. Hurst Green is a smaller town and we think we

have a picture of the church in Etchingham, which was bullt around

1360. I just sent a copy of that picture over to the rector of the

church to see if it matches the edifice there, but it seemed strange

that a nunber of young people left England at that time in 1741, on

July 4th actually: Edward Eldridge, my grandfather, and Esther Eldridge,
his sister, and another person, Thomas Baldock. They arrived in New York
City on Septenber 3rd, and [were] in Fort Wayne, Indiana on September 20th.

Q. Did you say 17412

A. 1841, Did I say 17412 1841. We can't find out why they moved unless

it was some of the uprisings in England at that time, the famous Corn Laws

and the Chartism and so forth. We don't know what. I'm trying to find

out now why. Esther Eldridge, my grandfather's sister, married Thomas

Baldock, the one that came over with them. We have a cousin in Delavan,

. I1linois, who is a descendent of Thomas Baldock and Esther Eldridge and
that goes back to that point.

Q. And this was your grandfather and his sister?

A, My grandfather and his sister, yes. But we've gone back, and coming
to East Lansing was quite a thing for us because again 1t was a small town
but it was a different type of town, where Auburn was a town of merchants
and [of] people who invented and bullt the Auburn and the Duesenberg cars.
This of course was in the early days of 1903-1904, through there, the early
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days of the automobile. And moving to a strictly college town where
most of the people had some comnection with the college, we knew the
president, right down. '

Q. How did you get to know the president?

A, Well, because my brother belng in school--the first person that
the students met at that time was the president, which the_.y don't

today.

Q. More formal then?

A. Well, it was less formal because it became a kind of community.
Q. I see.

A. Every fourth of July the faculty would still be in the town and
the townspeople would have a picnic on the college campus, the beauti-
ful campus with the Red Cedar River running through. On one side of
the river, the south side, were all the barns and poultry--everything
that was necessary for an agricultural college. On the north side were
the college buildings, and then beyond that was the town itself. Now
it's grown and everything 1s much, much different, but to me it was a
very romantic place, of course everything every place I've been was
romantic, anyway I felt that way at least when I first arrived there.
Even Springfield was very romantic when we flrst arrived and still is
yet 1In some ways. '

- Q. Did you go to school in East Lansing?

A, Well, I didn't start to school until I was six. The School. for
the Blind, Michigan School for the Blind, was in Lansing which was
right next door and I lost my vislon gradually until I was around four
or five. I don't think they really quite lmew. We were in Nebraska
this summer and talking to one of my cousins older than myself and she
told me many things that I did not know. When I was about three or
four years old my mother and my middle brother and I went out West to
visit them and she said that they had brought some horses up to the
house and asked me to lock at the horses and I said, "Ems not horses,
ems cows." So, and things like that they remember that I-had some
vision at that time.

Q. But you don't recall?

A. Yes, I recall. I recall being out there and seeing things there
and I recall colors vividly and many things. I know I had gone to the
hospital in Ann Arbor for eye surgery when I was about three or four
years old, when we first went to Michigan. After coming out of the
hogpital . ... I don't know if it was a returm visit or affer the
operation . . . I remember walking down the sidewalk and seeing the
shadows from the trees and so forth. So I remenber things around East
lansing, somewhat.
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Q. Not clearly, Just somewhat?

A. Not clearly, no. But the first time that they realized, when they
really reallzed that I lost my vision entirely was. . . . My brother
was ralsing chicks and he came home from driving a grocery truck. He
was ten years older and he had come home about six o'clock and I had
stepped on one of the baby chicks and I didn't know it. And I think
that's the first time that they realized I had lost my vision entirely.

Q. Thls was something that happened gradually? It didn't happen
suddenly as the result of an accldent?

A. Gradually, yes. No, no, [not suddenly] it was a gradual thing.
Q. Did the doctors know what caused 1t?

A, Well, it was the glaucoma in one eye. -The other one went sympathet-
lecally which they say would not happen today.

Q. I suppose they're so advanced today that they could . .

A, There are ways of taking care of that right today. It was rather
unusual. I went to some of the finest eye surgeons in the country at
the University of Michigan Hospital in Amn Arbor, Michigan.

That was when there was the University of Michigan and then Michigan
Agricultural College which became eventually Michigan State University
and which is, I Imagine, the larger of the two Institutions now. At
that time 1t was the smaller. While there was nothing . . . I don't
remember too . . . I remember a great deal about living in East Lansing.
I could draw a plcture of the house that we lived in. We moved from
that house when I was six years old. We moved to Lansing. My elder
brother was through school and had married and had moved away from home.

I started at the School for the Blind when I was six years old and the
first winter I know my other brother who was-—-would have been--let's
see I was six—he would have been fifteen, no, he would have been
thirteen or fourteen at the time.

Q. This is the brother that is seven years older?

A. Yes, seven years older. We would take the streetcar .into Lansing

and he would let me off at school and he would run back to his school
which was about a mile beyond that and so that was a daily routine.
Cold! (laughs)

Q. This was so that you could get there safely?

A, Yes, that's right. It was five mlles so he went to school in
Lansing itself, and he'd take me to school and he'd pick me up in the
afternoon and we would go home. It must have been a long winter for
him. T don't remember, the only thing I remenber it was so cold on the
streetcar: you had to sit on your hands to keep warm. They had one of
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these coal burming stoves in the front of the car but it kept the
motorman warm and that was about all.

We moved from East Lansing to Lansing when I was seven years old, and
moved Into a little house. These were the only two houses I lived in,
in Auburn and a house in East Lansing and then one in Lansing. After
that we lived in apartments until T was married in 1943. So, I've had
all I wanted of apartments. But the life in East Lansing was beautiful
because of the campus. We could play on the campus. There were trees
that came clear down to the ground. There was no danger. People,
children, could wander as they will and I remenmber one time we were out
and a group of Gypsies came into town and of course the word-went around
the town and all the children were taken in because the storles were told
that they steal children. Of course I doubt they did. \

Q. I have heard that too. '

A. These are the o0ld stories, you know. They came near our home, 1
remenber, but that was all. Other than that, my brother and I had free
run of the town, the campus, no danger from anything or anyone. 1 know
we could lie on the campus . . . some places where the grass was not cut,
the tall grass, you put a blanket on the ground and of course it pressed
all the grass down, and you'd lie on the blanket and look up at the sky
and the tall grass around you made it seem like you were In a forest.

Q. And you probably thought you were completely alone.

A, Just alohe, absolutely alone. All these things were really the

most beautiful things in the world, I mean the nature around us, and I
became acquainted with some of the teachers at the college. One of them
was a John Barrows, Professor John Barrows, who was an ornithologist,
and every Sunday he and his daughter—wife had died--came to our house,
and part of my mother's income was taking in what they call fancy
laundry. They didn't call it anything.else. She wasnh't a washer lady.
She took in fancy laundry.

Q. Did she wash only fancy clothes?

A. Faney things apparently, and every Sunday he would tell me something
about birds, and I learned a great deal about birds from him. I had a
memory abou’c these things at that time that went all the way through my
1life, that sticks very, wvery well.

When we moved to Lansing we lived in a small house for a short time, and
then we moved into an apartment--an apartment, always apartments in homes,
in second floorsg of homes. That was about three blocks from the school
campus, the campus of the School for the Blind in Michigan, which was a
very beautiful place at that time. The superintendent was a nature lover
and planted all kinds of trees. Of course many of them were there from
the very beginning. That was an old, glrls' academy, in the early days
before it became a state school for the blind, and I remember it covered,
oh, maybe twenty acres all together. And there was plenty of place to
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roam. It was surrounded by a fence. The gates were open and all that.
Q. Were you allowed freedom to roam?

A. Oh yes, yes, you were allowed freedom to roam, just so you wouldn't
get on the girls' side, that's all.

Q. I see.
A. On the boyé' side.
Q. They were very strict about keeping .

A. Well, yes. You just weren't supposed to be on the girls' side.

It was Just a matter of wandering many times, but not because of girls,
but because of wandering among the trees and all that we were found
over on the girls' side once in a while. But there were plenty of hills
for sliding in the winter time. I was a great wanderer. I loved to
wander.  Every tree, every hill, every glade.was a magic place to ne,
and always has been.,

Q. And this didn't ever frighten you, without any sight?
A. No, no.
Q. You have a very close feeling to nature, don't you?

A. Yes, very close. . I remembered that near the little boys' dormitory
at the time were what they called the pines, a growth of very beautiful
pine trees, and I spent much of my days out of school there.

I had to stay—my mother worked in a store in Lansing—so I was taken
to school in the morning, that was before she went to work. My brother
took me. He had to go to high school and to work. He worked besides
that and I had to stay there until about seven o'clock, ‘8ix or seven
o'clock, when either one of them got off from work and picked me up and
took me home. That was about three or four blocks from the school.

Q. Did any of the children live at the school?
A. Ch, yes. This was a residential school.
Q. Bubt you got to go home?

‘A, I was a day student. There were a few day students, but 1t was a
residenfial schocl. They came from all over the state . . . some very
bright, .some not so bright, and out of that group came lawyers, teachers,
and sclentists and others that just didn't do anything, and there are
some very fine musiclans, some with national recognition. T know one
young man who was older than I—he and another person with sight——they
had a two plano team and I think they recorded for Maytag, advertised
for Maytag, on radlo, 1n the early days of radio. Things like that, so
there 1t was a motley group.




































































































































































































