


PREFACE 

This manuscript i s  the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted 
by Judith Haynes for  the Oral History Office at S a n ~ n  State 
University i n  October, 1978. Judith Haynes transcribed the tape and 
edited the transcript. Cwlton Eldridge reviewed the transcript. 

Carlton B. Eldridge was born in A u b u r n ,  bdiana on April 4, 1911 and 
his  father died in the sam year. In 1914 he mved with his mther  
and two brothers t o  East Lansing, Michigan. 

M r .  Eldridge p a d u a l l y  los t  his signt f 'mm glaucoma when he was 
between three and five years old. Thus a t  the age of s ix  he began 
his  education at the Michigan School for the B l i n d  in Lansing. He 
learned bra i l le  and discovered a great interest i n  natwe and study. 

Choosing a career in mwic, M r .  Eldridge received his Bachelor and 
Master of Music degrees a t  Michigan State University and did advanced 
study a t  the University of Iowa. He began his music career by 
singing and i n  1940 became c h o i m s t e r  of St .  Mary1 s Cathedral in 
Lansing, Michigan, where he developed a choral score i n  brai l le .  He 
f i rmly  believes that the blind should read bra i l le  and not r e l y  
to ta l ly  on tape recorders or  ~ m r y  and has written m m y  arrticles on 
that subject . 
In 1943 he married Blythe Axford f r o m  Oxford, Michigan. They have 
two children. PIT. E l d r i d g e  mved t o  Springfield, I l l inois  in 1949 
t o  becorn the chofr director and teacher of voice and music history 
at Springfield College in I l l inois .  While there, he continued his  
own concert career &d is narredln Who's Who in the Edwest and the 
hternational  Dictionary. 

Readersofthis oral  history mmir should bear i n  rrhd that it is a 
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and 
editor sought t o  preserve the i n f o m l ,  conversational style that i s  
inherent i n  such historical sources. Sangaman State University is not 
responsible for  the factual accuracy of the mmir, nor fo r  views 
expressed therein; these are for  the reader t o  judge. 

The m u s c r i p t  rnay be read, quoted and cited fYeely. It m y  not be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  part by any mans, electronic a r  mchanical, 
without permission in writing f?om the Oral History Office, SaYlgpmn 
State University, Springfield, I l l inois ,  62708. 
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Carlton El&Ldge, October 10, 1978, Narrator1 s hone. 
Judith Haynes, bterviewer. 

Q. Me. Eldridge, where were you born? 

A. I was born 5.n Aubwn, Indiana, which is i n  the northern part of 
Indiana near the f m u s  I.iLnber Lost swamp and m h  f r o m  the s tor ies  
of Jean Stratton Porter. You ever hear of her? 

Q. No, I haven't. This  i s  what made them f m u s ?  

A. Yes. 

Q. This place . . ,. 
A. Yes. All her s tor ies  were bui l t  around t h i s  f m u s  area--area of 
a thousand lakes between there and Lake MlcPligan--[around the] l i t t l e  
village where the Aubwn car was made, which was one of the early auto- 
rmbfles, luxury autombiles-it was a ~ l l i o n a i r e 7 s  car--and the 
Duesenberg, the fmus sports car. They still  have the showrooms there 
and they have, I think, an a u t m b i l e  show every year. I think my 
grandfather gave the first mney t o  the maker of the Auburn car and it 
m t  have been a loan o r  something because we never got anything out of 
it. (laughter) 

Q. This was the Duesenberg car? 

A. The Duesenbe~g was a f m u s  sports car and the Auburn i s  the palat ial ,  
the ~ l l i o n a i r e  Is  car. 

Q. I see. And the two were paYrt of the s m  company? 

A. I don't know i f  the two were part; of the sarne company or  not. I 
donft have a ~ l y  idea of tha t  . . . It was one of the early cars back in 
the, oh I lmaghe before the teens. 

Q. And,this was  the place where you w e r e  born, where a l l  of t h i s  
happened? 

A. In A u b u r n ,  Lndiana, the l i t t l e  village. I don't how if you remmber, 
i s  it Oliver Goldsmith speaks of Auburn, the mst beautiful village on the 
plain, well we were--that was Fn lhgland--we drove throu@ the other dw 
and saw how beautiful this l i t t l e  village was [with] the t rees  met ing 
each other across the s t ree t .  I reme&er when I was real. l i t t l e ,  there 
was an elm t r e e  in the middle and the mad went around it on both sides 
and the tree nust have been at leas t  ten t o  twelve feet i n  d iamter  a t  
the trmnk and it shaded the back yards of both houses on both sides of 
the s t ree t .  



The Eldridge family arrived there i n  about 1840, 1843, o r  1853, I think 
it was. They were fYam H u r s t  Green, England. They left  R~gland in 
1841-we don't how why--the l i t t l e  town of H u r s t  Green i n  East Sussex. 

Q. Hurst Green? 

A. H u r s t  Green. Yes. East Sussex, r i @ t  on the border of Kent. 

P& grandfather was a mrchant in Auburn, and lived In a very large 
fourteen room horn, drawing room and a l l  that ,  and then mother and 
father mved t o  another srr!all place-seven rooms a l l  on one f loor as 
ny mther said--course I was born i n  1911, April 4 and father died 
May 30, I think it was. D i d  I say April 4, lgll? 

Q. Yes. 

A. I think tha t ' s  rely birthday. My father died !Yay 30 . . . and . . . 
Q. O f  that  s m  year? 

A. O f  that  sam year. 

Q. So you don't rerneuber your father? 

A. No. Seven we&s old. They lived i n  the big horn with the parents 
for  the first ten years of l i f e  and they lived seven years i n  the small 
hone. And I had a brother seven yews old and my oldest brother was 
seventeen. father was forty-seven and mthe r  as far as  we lolow 
was thirt y-seven. 

Q. And you l ived i n  your grandfather's house? 

A. No, they lived in  the f l m t  ten  years of their  lives. 

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

A. O h  yes. I was seventeen years younger than oldest brother. 

Q. By that  tim--were they s t i l l  l iving in Indiana, then? 

A. Yes. They were l iving in the seven room house, a l l  on one floor, 
as rw mther  used t o  ca l l  it, the corner of Indiana and Van Buren. In 
three years t im rrg mthe r  had sold the old, the big home, and she mved, 
we a11 mved t o  East Lansing, Echigan, where q brother was going t o  
enter PHchigan Agricultural College, which is now Wchigan State University. 

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

A. Yes. I had a cousin who had gone there and had studied ap i cu l t u r e  
and horticulture and landscape gardening so  the whole family mved. We 
le f t  the home i n  A u b m  and f inal ly sold it. 

Q. Do you know what year tha t  was? 
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A. That was in 1914. 

Q. You were about seven then? 

A. No. I was three. 

Q. Oh. 1911. Yes, I t m  somy. 

A. I remmber we came up from Auburn t o  Lansing by train. Then we 
had t o  make a change in Hillsdale. Well, the distance f s about one 
hundred miles but already we had t o  make a change and we cam in to  
Lanslng, NLchigan and mother t r i e d  t o  find bmther. &I older 
brother had preceded w and found a home mar the college. Michigan 
is an apyicultural college [and] was in  that l i t t l e  village east of 
Lansing, called East Lansing at tha t  t i m e  . . . still  called East 
Lanstlng . 
Q. Probably no longer a l i t t l e  villa@. 

A. Oh no. It was a beautiful l i t t l e  village and the campus was so 
beautiful, the college was. . . . That was rry playground, the campus. 

Q. Could you see then? 

A. Yes. I mmnber we came in to  Lansing on what they c a l l  the W e  
Shore Wlmad and my mther tried t o  fSnd a place t o  stay overnight 
o r  we could go back t o  Eas t  Lansing which was  five miles away. We 
stopped at the YWCA and ewerything was all se t  mt i l  she to ld  them 
that  we were Catholic, and the doors closed, that  was it. 

Q. Oh, dear. And then they wouldn't take you Ln? 

A. No. That ' s riet. I do not how where we went, have no idea, 
but they wouldn't t ake  us so. . . . Finally, I remerrber that on a 
Smday mrning mther  and 1-1 dontt know i f  other brother, 
the ten year old, was with me or  not, I never thought t o  ask him--we 
got off the s t ree t  car at this s t ree t  called Zewis Street in East 
Lansing. And the first thlng we saw was the familiar rocker on the 
front porch and we h e w  that  was our horn. 

Q. I see. Your fbmitm had preceded you? 

A. Yes. And older brother had mved taking mst of the flrniture, 
o r  all of the f'umiture, what they d i & ' t  get r i d  of: being i n  a 
fourteen mom first, and then a seven room house, down t o  a l i t t l e  s ix  
room house with a 'par t  of it used fo r  renting mom t o  students at the 
college* . 
Q. This was part of your income? 

A. Par t  of our ;incorn. So we cam down f r o m  massive fwni ture  and 
beautiful antiques t o  less. And as we progressed tbrougln u n t i l  I was 
in college, in 1929, we had moved into a small apartmnt over a grocery 
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store: four rooms, a hal l ,  and a bathroom i n  twenty foot square. Each 
room was 8 by LO. So we Ive gone down t o  that  and now we re st&ing 
back up. Naw we 're back up t o  ten  rooms so (laughter) that  ' s a history 
of our horn i n  the early 1900 ' s t o  1978. 

Q. D i d  you lzllind when you had t o  go t o  a smaller house? 

quite a few of the things fo r  quite a 
dissipated. We still  have som. But 
Lansing, very much. In A u b u r n  we had 
back41 think two or  three times while 

Q. You went back t o  East Lansing? 

A, To Auburn. 

Q. To Auburn. 

long ti& and they gradually 
we enjoyed Lanslng, o r  East 
mazzy, many Mends. We went 
I was qLdte young. 

A. Yes. A couple tims after we had mved t o  East Ian~ing. Not many 
of the records axe there because the courthouse burned so we can't ffnd 
out too mch about the fai-nily there. 

Q. Have you t r i ed  t o  t race your roots? 

A. We have tr ied.  I 'm trying ri@t now tracing back through Hurst 
Green, mgland. I 've corresponded with the rector of the neighboring 
village of Etchfn&m. H m t  Green is a s m l l e r  town and we think we 
have a picture of the church i n  Etchin&am, which was bui l t  around 
1360. I just sent a copy of that  picture over t o  the rector of the 
church t o  see i f  it matches the edifice there, but it seemed strange 
that  a nwrber of young people l e f t  Ehgland at that  time in 1/41,  on 
July 4th actually: Edward Eldridge , QI grandfather, and Esther Eldridge , 
his  s i s t e r ,  and another person, Thorn Baldock. They arrived i n  New York 
City on Septenber *d, and [were] In Fort; Wayne, I n d i m  on September 20th. 

Q. Did you say 17413 

A. 1841, D i d  I say 1741? 1841. We can't find out why they mved unless 
it was som of the uprisings in &gland at that t im,  the famous Corn Laws 
and the Chartism and so forth. We don't h o w  what. I 1 m t r y i n g t o  find 
out now why. Esther F,l&idge, my grandfatherls s i s t e r ,  married Thomas 
Baldock, the one that  cam over w i t h  them. We have a cousb  in Delavan, 
I l l ino i s ,  who is a descendent of Thomas Baldock and Esther Eldridge and 
that  goes back t o  that  point. 

Q. And t h i s  w a s  your grandfather and h i s  s i s t e r ?  

A. P@ grandfather and his s i s t e r ,  yes. But we've gone back, and c o h g  
t o  East Lansing was quite a thing for  us because again it w a s  a small town 
but it w a s  a different type of town, where Auburn was a town .of merchants 
and [of] people who invented and bu i l t  the Auburn zuld the Duesenberg e m .  
This of course w a s  in the early days of 1903-1904, through there, the early 
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days of the autombile. And moving t o  a strictly college town where 
mst of the people had sorry3 connection with the college, we h e w  the 
president, ri&t down. 

Q. How did you get t o  know the president? 

A. Well, became my brother being ln school-the flmt person that  
the students m.t at that time was the president, which they don't 
today. 

Q. Mre  formal then? 

A. Well, it was less  formal because it b e c m  a kind of comwllity. 

Q. I see. 

A. Every fourth of Ju ly  the faculty would still  be in the town and 
the townspeople would have a picnic on the college campus, the beauti- 
ful canpw with the Red Cedar River miming %hrou@. On one side of 
the river, the south side, were all the b m s  and poultry--everything 
that  was necessary fo r  an agricultural college. OR the north side were 
the college buildings, and then beyond that  was the town i t s e l f .  Now 
i t ' s  grown and everythhg is much, mch different,  but t o  me it was a 
very m m t i c  place, of course everything every place I've been w a s  
romantic, anyway I f e l t  that  way at least when I first arrived there. 
Even Springfield was very romantic when we f imt arrived and s t i l l  i s  
ye t  in som ways. 

Q. Did you go t o  school in  East Lansing? 

A. Well, I didn't start t o  school un t i l  I was six. The School for  
the Blind,  Michigan School fo r  the Blind, was in Lansing which w a s  
right next door and I los t  my vision gradually un t i l  I wax around four 
o r  five. I don't tl-xixk they real ly quite knew. We were i n  Nebraska 
this s m r  and talking t o  one of rr~y coushs older than rqyself and she 
to ld  me m n y  thjngs tha t  I did not know, When I was about three o r  
four years old mthe r  and rqy middle brother and I went out West t o  
visit them and she said that  they had brought some horses up t o  the 
house and asked IIE t o  look a t  the horses and I $Ad, "Em not horses, 
ems c m .  'I So, and things l ike  tha t  they remember that I had som 
vision at that  time. 

Q. But you don't recal l?  

A. Yes, I mca l l .  I recall being out there and seeing things there 
and I recal l  colors vividly and mmy things. I know I had gone t o  the 
hospital Ln Ann Arbor fo r  eye surgery when I was about three o r  four 
years old, when we f i r s t  went t o  Nchigan. After coming out of the 
hospital . . . I don't know i f  it was a return visit o r  after the 
operation . . . I remer&er walking down the sidewalk and seeing the 
shadows m r n t h e  trees and so forth. So I mnJ3er  things around East 
Lansing, somwhat. 
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Q. Not clearly, just somwhat? 

A. Not clearly, no. But the first tim that  they realized, when they 
really realized that  I los t  vi-sion entirely was. . . . My brother 
was raLsing chicks and he c a m  horn f?mm driving a gmcery truck. He 
was ten years older and he had come horn about s i x  o'clock and I had 
stepped on one of the baby Chicks and I didn't know it. And I think 
tha t ' s  the f i r s t  tire that  they realized I had los t  ny vfsion entirely. 

Q. This was something that  happened gradudlly? It d i d n ' t  happen 
suddenly as the result of an accident? 

A. Gradually, yes. No, no, [not suddenly] it was a gradual thing. 

Q. D i d  the doctors know what caused it? 

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

Q. I suppose they're so advanced today tha t  they could . . . 
A. There are ways of taking care of t W  ri&t today. It was rather 
m m a .  I went t o  som of the f inest  eye surgeons in the country at 
the Miversi ty of Michigan Hospital in Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

That was when there was the University of Nchigan and then Michigan 
Agricultural College which became eventually Wchigan State University 
and which is, I imagine, the larger of the two inst i tut ions now. A t  
that  time it w a s  the smaller. While them was nothing . . . I don't 
renmber too . . . I remmber a great deal about l iving in Eas t  Lansing. 
I could draw a picture of the house that  we l ived in. We mved from 
that  house when I was s i x  years old. We mved t o  Lansing. elder 
brother w a s  throu& school and had married and had mved away fYam home. 

I started at the School fo r  the Blind when I was s i x  years old and the 
first winter I know rqq other brother who was--would have been--let's 
see I was six-he would have been f if teen,  no, he would have been 
thirt;een or fourteen at the the. 

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

A. Yes, seven years older. We would take the streetcar  in to  Iansing 
and he wodd le t  me off at school and he would run back t o  h is  school 
which was about a mile beyond that  and so that  was a d a i l y  routine. 
Cold! (la@s) 

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

A. Yes, that  s right.  It was f ive miles so he vent t o  school in 
Lansing itself, and he'd take re t o  school and he'd pick me up in the 
afternoon and we would go horn. It mt have been a long winter for  
him. I don't remder, the only thing I remnS3er it was so cold on the 
s t r e e t a -  you had t o  sit on your hands t o  keep warm. They had one of 



these coal burning stoves in the k n t  of the car but it kept the 
mtorman warm and that  w a s  about a l l .  

We mved f r o m  Eas t  Lansing t o  Lmslvlg when I was seven ye- old, and 
m w d  into  a l i t t l e  house. These w e r e  the only two houses I lived in ,  
in Auburn and a house in East Lansing and then one in Lansing. Af'ter 
that  we lived i n  apartmnts un t i l  I was mamied i n  1961.3. So, I f v e  had 
a l l  I wanted of ap&mnts. But the l i fe  in East Lansing was beau t i f d  
because of the campus. We could play on the campus. There were t rees  
tha t  cam clear down t o  the ground. There was no danger. People, 
children, could wander as they w i l l  and I remember one t h  we were out 
and a p u p  of Gypsies cam in to  town and of course the word went m u n d  
the town and all the children were taken Ln because the stories were to ld  
tha t  they s t e a l  children. O f  course I doubt they did. 

Q. I have heard that  too. 

A. These are  the old s tories ,  you know. They came near our horn, I 
~lemenber, but that  was a l l .  Other than that ,  brother and I had free 
m of the town, the campus, no danger f 'mm anything o r  anyone. I know 
we could l i e  on the campus . . . som places w h e ~  the grass was not cut, 
the t a l l  grass, you put a blanket on the mund and of course it pressed 
a l l  the graxs down, and youfd l i e  on the b W e t  and look up at the sky 
and the t a l l  grass around you made it Seem like you were in a forest.  

Q. And you probably thought you w e r e  oompletely alone. 

A. J w t  alone, absolutely alone. A l l  these things were really the 
mst beautiful things in the world, I mean the nature m u n d  us, and I 
becam acquainted with som of the teachers at the college. One of them 
was a John Barrows, Professor John Basrows, who was an ornithologist, 
and every Sunday he and h i s  daughter-wife had died--cane t o  our house, 
and part  of motherfs income was tak- in what they ca l l  fancy 
laundry. They didn't c a l l  it anything else. She wasn't a washer lady. 
She took in fancy laundry. 

Q. Did she wash only fancy clothes? 

A. Fancy thlngs apparently, and every Sunday he would t e l l  r r ~  something 
about birds, and I learned a m a t  deal about birds fYom him. I had a 
mmry about these things a t  tha t  tinae tha t  went a l l  the way tkmugh rw 
l i f e ,  that  s t icks very, very w e l l .  

When we mved t o  Lansing we Uved i n  a small house fo r  a short time, and 
then W e  mved Into an apartmnt--an apartment, always apartmnts i n  homes, 
in second floors of homes. That was about three blocks from the school 
campus, the campus of the School for the Blind i n  Michigan, which was a 
very beautiful place a t  that time. The superjntendent w a s  a nature lover 
and planted all klnds of trees. Of cowse many of t h e m  were there f r o m  
the very beginning. That was an old, girlsf acaderrly, In the early days 
before it becanu; a s t a t e  school for the blind, and I remeber it covered, 
oh, maybe twenty acres a l l  together. And there was plenty of place t o  



roam. It was swmmded by a fence. The gates were open and a l l  that. 

Q. Were you allowed f'reedorn t o  roam? 

A. Oh yes, yes, you were allowed freedom t o  roam, just so you wouldn't 
get on the girls1 side, tha t ' s  all. 

Q. I see. 

A. On the boys1 side. 

Q. They were very s t r i c t  about keep- . . . 
A. Well, yes. You just werenlt supposed t o  be on the girlst side. 
It was just a matter of wandering many tims, but not because of girls, 
but because of wander* m n g  the trees and a l l  that w e  were found 
over on the girls1 side mce h-~ a while. But there w e r e  plenty of hills 
for sliding in the winter t h .  I was a great wanderer, I loved t o  
wander. mery txee, every h i l l ,  every glade was a magic place t o  IE, 
and always has been. 

Q. And th i s  didn't ever f r i a t e n  you, without any sight? 

A. No, no. 

Q. You have a very close feeling t o  n a t m ,  don't you? 

A. Yes, very close. I remmbemd that  near the l i t t l e  boys1 dormitory 
a t  the t b  were what they called the pines, a growth of very beautiflit 
pFne trees,  and I spent much of rriy days out of school there. 

I had t o  stay-rry rather  worked i n  a store i n  Lansing-so I w a s  taken 
t o  school in the morning, that  was before she went t o  work. brother 
took rre. He had t o  g t o  high school and t o  wo~k. He worked besides 
tha t  and I had t o  stay there u n t i l  about seven o'clock, s i x  o r  seven 
o'clock, when e i ther  one of them got off f"mm wo~k and picked me up and 
took m home. That was about three o r  four blocks f'mmthe school. 

Q. Did my of the children l ive  at the school? 

A. Oh, yes. This was a residential  school. 

Q. But you got t o  go horn? 

A. I was a day student. There were a few day students, but it was a 
residential school. They came f r o m  a l l  over the state . . . som very 
bright, . som not so b;rf@t, and out of that gmup cane lawyers, teachers, 
and sc ient is t s  and others tha t  just  didnl t do anything, and there are 
s w  wry fine musicians, some with m t i w  recogxition. I how one 
young man who w a s  older than I-he and another person with sight--they 
had a two piano team and I think they recorded fo r  Maytag, advertised 
fo r  Maytag, on radio, in the early days of radio. Things l ike that ,  so 
there it was a mt l ey  p u p .  


































































































































