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Keith Ludden:  Let me start with a little housekeeping first.    
 
Mike Rogers:  Sure. 
 
KL:  Do you mind if I ask what year you were born?   
 
MR:  No, I was born in 1940.   
 
KL:  1940.  Can you say your name and where you live?   
 
MR:  Yes.  My name is Mike Rogers, and I live in Berwick, Maine. 
 
KL:  Mike, I think you told me this story once, but refresh my memory a little bit.  Tell me a 
little bit about how you become a person with a disability. 
 
MR:  Well, I have retinitis pigmentosa, and it was a slow progressing disease.  I actually had 
good sight until my thirties.  It declined.  By the time I was thirty eight, I had to retire from my 
teaching job, and by the time I was probably – I'm going to say, around forty, forty-one, the sight 
was pretty much gone.   
 
KL:  About what year was that?   
 
MR:  Around 1980.  I retired from teaching in 1978. 
 
KL:  This is something that you've been dealing with for quite a while?   
 
MR:  Yes, for over thirty years anyway.   
 
KL:  How did that change your life? 
 
MR:  Well, it was a major change because I was a high school remedial reading teacher, but I 
was also a part time musician.  It was a gradual – I went through a lot of emotional changes.  It 
was hard to deal with, but eventually, I came out the other side and developed my music ability 
and put it to work for me. 
 
KL:  That happened before the ADA came into existence? 
 
MR:  Yes, it did. 
 
KL:  What was it like then, without the ADA? 
 
MR:  Well, there really wasn't much when I first retired.  The state of Maine, for example, didn't 
do a whole lot with people [who were visually] impaired as far as rehabilitation because there 
were some people who worked for – they had these stands, like a concession stand, in 
government buildings where they sold sandwiches and cigarettes and whatever.  So there were a 
certain amount of people who did that and some of the older people who were blind were 
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actually living at the Maine Center for the Blind in Portland [now the Iris Network], and they did 
chair caning, which I learned to do by going up there and studying.  They also made brooms.  
The women did sewing.  They made vest and they made some other things, bags and stuff.  
That's pretty much what was going on, at that time.  Fortunately, I learned to do chair caning, 
and I did cane chairs for many years, but it was not a money making craft.  You spend a lot of 
time for little bit of money.  I also developed my musical skills, and eventually, I was fortunate 
to get with Very Special Arts [VSA].  We lived down in Georgia for a time, and I developed a 
program to use in schools with harmonica workshops, introductory for kids, and I would go in, 
and we would talk to the kids because Very Special Arts would bring disabled artists into the 
mainstream schools, and it would bring artists to people with disabilities.  It was really a start in 
the right direction, and I developed my harmonica workshop.  Beverly and I would go into 
schools and work with kids with disabilities, all kinds of disabilities.  Give them a little lesson on 
the harmonica and a lesson in striving to use whatever they had for skills to make a happy life.   
 
KL:  When did you start playing the harmonica?   
 
MR:  I actually started when I was fifteen, and I started playing professionally, out in clubs and 
things, when I was probably twenty-nine, thirty, and I did it part-time while I was teaching.  I 
would work on vacations and work during the weekends.  That's how I got started.   
 
KL:  How much, if any, of a change was it to play music with sight versus without sight? 
 
MR:  Well, for me, it was really wasn't – when you play the harmonica, you got it in your mouth 
anyway. [laughter] So, I never really considered losing my sight as being a big problem for my 
music.  What was harder was the fact that I became dependent on other people to get me here 
and there, and, even in clubs, I had to have assistance.  The clubs are all – they are hard to get 
around in and stuff, and I did concerts and things, too.  Wherever I played, the only difference 
was that I needed assistance to set up, that kind of assistance, but it didn't really affect my 
musical skills any.  
 
KL:  Now transportation is something that you (inaudible).  You live here in Berwick, two or 
three miles out of town in a rural area.  How does that work?   
 
MR:  Well, I've been very fortunate because Beverly and I have been married for over fifty 
years.  She actually has become part of my music, and she takes me everywhere that we need to 
go, and she sings with me, and we do nursing homes during the day, and we have a folk group 
called Salt River that performs.  She's very familiar with equipment and everything so she helps 
set up and tear down the equipment.  She does the driving, and she does the books for our 
business.  That's been a big help for me.  That's why I've been able to do what I've been able to 
do.   
 
KL:  Now you talked a little bit about some of the clubs and things not being terribly accessible. 
Tell me a little bit more about that. 
 
MR:  Well, clubs are usually crowded. There are tables everywhere.  It’s not something you can 
walk through. You have to get up and on stage a lot of times, and I would need assistance with 
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that.  Just as an example of that kind of thing, the other day I was playing an outdoor concert, 
and they had a temporary stage set up, and in order to get on the stage, you had to climb up three 
steps of a step ladder and then step over onto the stage. So I had to have somebody hold the 
ladder for me and somebody grab my hand to get on it.  That's when you realize – plus my age, 
I'll be seventy-four in a couple weeks, and, along with my sight, I just have to be very careful so 
I don't fall and break something.   
 
KL:  Were you at all involved in the Disability Rights Movement? 
 
MR:  Yes, I was, to an extent. Back in the early 80s, I served on a couple of taskforces.  One of 
them was an early consumer taskforce that was connected to voc rehab.  I was on it with some 
other people of visual disabilities, and that particular task force was pretty ineffective.  It was 
early stages.  I think people wanted to get ideas, but we didn't have any power to do anything.  
Then, it must of been again in the early 80s after that, I served on a state taskforce for the 
visually impaired and blind with Senator Walter Hichens, who was a State Senator from Eliot.  
There was was an eye doctor on the panel.  There were other people, not just people with visual 
problems.  Senator Hichens was very active in helping get things going because he was involved 
in getting the voter law changed so that blind people and people [who are] visually impaired 
could actually go into the voting booth with somebody of their own choosing, because before 
that, you had to go into the booth with an official from the town you were in.  So they knew how 
you were voting, and, in order to get privacy, he worked to get this law through in the state that 
you could go into the booth with a person of your own choosing, which I thought was a big 
thing.  He also worked to protect blind people from being physically assaulted.  He was 
instrumental in helping change the law that way.  So, I think that task force was a lot more 
useful.  And then, I also served on the task force for accessibility a few years ago with – the 
Maine Arts Commission had a task force, which still is in existence, but I was on it for about 
three or four years.  
 
KL:  Tell me a little bit more about the issues with the voter booths.  When was that? 
 
MR:  With the what? 
 
KL:  With the voter booths. 
 
MR:  This was back again in the early 80s.  I can remember when I first was unable to read, I had 
to go and I'd have to get an official – one of the people that were actually at the booth, one of the 
volunteers, would have to go into the voting booth with me, and they would read, and then they 
would mark the ballot for me.  Well, of course, you just had to trust that they were writing down 
– and more than likely they were, but you had no idea what was going on the paper.  After 
Senator Hitchens worked on getting the law changed, I can remember, one point, right after it 
changed, I went to vote and the official told me I had to get somebody, and I showed him the 
paper, so they had to let my wife go in with me.  She’s been doing the voting with me ever since.  
I think that was a big step for us.   
 
KL:  Is Senator Hichens still living? 
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MR:  I don't think so.  No, I think he died several years ago.  He was a great help to people with 
visual impairment back in those early days.  
 
KL:  You also mentioned legislation that related to assaults on the visually impaired.  Was that a 
big problem? 
 
MR:  Well, I don't know if it was a big problem, but I think it was a way of perhaps making 
somebody think twice before they attacked a person that was visually impaired.  I never really 
studied that law, but I think, if I'm not mistaken, it boosted the penalty from just an assault – if 
you assaulted someone that was disabled.  
 
KL:  Was there a catalyst for it?  Was there an incident that made people say, "Hey, we need to 
do something about this?" 
 
MR:  Not that I am aware of, but there may of been.  I know Senator Hichens was always 
looking out for people with visual impairments.  He was very good that way.   
 
KL:  Did you follow the Americans with Disabilities Acts legislation as it went through 
Congress? 
 
MR:  Well, just in general.  I was working with Very Special Arts, so everybody was really 
interested in it at the time.   
 
KL:  You were in Georgia at the time.   
 
MR:  Yes, I was working with VSA Georgia, and then I worked with VSA Maine and VSA New 
Hampshire when I moved back here in 1998.   
 
KL:  Do you remember the day it passed or the day it was signed?   
 
MR:  Well, not really the exact day, but I remember hearing about it from the people at VSA.  
They were very happy to see that go through.   
 
KL:  Was there a lot of buzz about it?   
 
MR:  I don't think there was a lot of buzz about it.  It was a law that impacted a lot of people, but 
probably a smaller percent of the population than you think.  Nothing was immediate when it 
went through, I don't think.  The changes kind of came gradually; you began to see ramps and 
you began to see brail on things, see things that made it easier to get around.  
 
KL:  Could you notice the changes?  
 
MR:  I noticed in public buildings there would be a lot of easy access ramps, especially in newer 
buildings.  I find, even today, it seems to me there's a lot of older buildings that are very hard to 
get in and out of for people with disabilities, if you are in a wheelchair particularly.   
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KL:  So you think there's quite a bit left to do?   
 
MR:  I do, I do.  I think, especially in that aspect, improving – I'm not aware of how you 
determine whether a building has to do it because, it seems to me, there's a lot of buildings that 
you go into that are still not that accessible.   
 
KL:  What do you think still needs changing?   
 
MR:  I would like to see more railings put in places.  These are things that never used to bother 
me, as a younger person, but now that I'm older, my balance isn't as good, and I'm a little more 
timid going up and down stairs and things.  If there's not a rail, it really makes me nervous.  I've 
taken to using a solid cane just because I worry about my balance, so I would like to see more 
railings, and it could be a simple thing as like two or three steps could have a railing, because I 
can remember, not too many years ago, we were in a shop, and when I came out of the shop, 
there were only two steps down, but the steps were kind of rounded on the ends, and I hit that, 
and I went right down.  It was only two steps down, but if there had been a railing there and I 
grabbed on, it wouldn't of happened.   
 
KL:  Has the ADA really made a difference? 
 
MR:  I think it's made a big difference.  I notice when we do adult education programs, Beverly 
and I, and some of these schools, the newer schools we go into, have ramps, where it used to be 
all stairs, and they're just gradual ramps. To me, that makes a big difference for somebody, those 
gradual ramps.   
 
KL:  Tell me a little bit more about performing.  Once you get on stage, do you feel like the 
audience is with you? 
 
MR:  Well, it really depends on the audience.  Once I'm on stage, I'm usually alright.  I have a 
microphone with a good solid stand in front of me, and I usually keep one hand on it to keep 
myself grounded.  It helps with my balance and keeps me – I try to keep directionally pointed 
towards the audience.  Every now and then, I'll get turned around a little bit.  I'll get off to the 
side or something, but once I'm in place on stage, it's usually not a problem.  It's getting there, I 
do have to have somebody help me get to the microphone.  I usually keep my equipment right 
next to me that I use.  My instruments are all right where I can get right at them.  I've kind of 
developed that.  I have a belt that I keep my harmonicas in, for example, when I play.  I wear it 
so I don't have to grope around to find anything.  There are things you have to do for yourself.  
The ADA Act is a wonderful thing, but at the same time, if you have disabilities, you got to use 
your head and figure out ways to get around certain issues. 
 
KL:  Tell me how've you done that.   
 
MR:   Well, like I say, I did that with my belt.  Also, I have a friend in Portland, (Carl Pabst?), 
who’s also a disabled and he makes canes.  He makes these nice walking canes that people use.  
What I've switched to now is, I have his walking canes made a little bit longer than normal so 
that I can use them in front of me like a white cane, but they are actually solid, rugged canes, and 
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I can lean on them.  I use that a lot to get up and down stairs just to keep myself leveled.  I find 
that another thing I do is I carry a lot of stuff with shoulder straps so that my hands are free, so I 
can hang on to somebody, and I can have my cane in the other hand so I can do that to guide 
myself.  Like I say, I've put clips on certain things and hang them off my belt so I don't have to 
go look for them.  I keep my harmonicas in a belt.  That's just things to help myself so that I don't 
have to depend on other people all the time.   
 
KL:  Do you think there has been very much of a change in public attitude towards people with 
disabilities?   
 
MR:  Yes, I think there really has.  I can remember a time when we would be out, and people 
would stare at you.  I wouldn't be aware of it because I can't see, but Bev would tell me about 
people look at you like you were some kind of a sideshow.  I think people are much more aware 
that there are so many disabilities, and I think the ADA Act – just the fact that it's there – has 
brought in aware to people.  There are all kinds of disabilities, and many disabilities are hidden; 
you don't see them.  I think there is more of a tolerance.   
 
KL:  Do you think that is because of the ADA? 
 
MR:  I'm sure it's helped.  I think it's the ADA and probably the age we live it.  Attitudes keep 
shifting and changing.  Because of the Internet today, people are more aware of all kinds of 
issues that people weren't involved with before.   
 
KL:  How's your life been different than you've imagined?  Did you imagine yourself teaching 
until you retired?   
 
MR:  Well, yes, I did.  Yes, it's changed a lot.  After I left my job, it was very scary for a while 
there, but gradually, once you get over the fear, you just have to say to yourself, "Well, this is the 
way it is and it's not going to [change].”  Your sight's not gonna come back, so you just have to 
make up your mind that you have to find other things to fill your life.  You have to find other 
ways to get from A to B.   
 
KL:  I imagine it was probably quite a difficult process to go from a point where you had a full-
time job that depended on your sight to a point where you had to find something else to do.   
 
MR:  Yes.  I went through a period of about three years where I had depression – not clinical 
depression, but I had depression.  I really had to come out of that.  You have to reach a point – 
otherwise, you just end up in a chair.  I had to reach a point where I said, "Okay.  I have to see 
what it is that I can do to fulfill my life," and it did come around.  The music really helped.  I 
think the biggest help was when I – it wasn't the fact that I just had this music ability; it was the 
fact I was given a chance to develop a program to present to other people as an education tool.  
That was a big turn around for me.  Because of my teaching background, once again, I was 
teaching.  I wasn't teaching long courses, but I was teaching people.  I was teaching kids, and it 
was very enjoyable.   
 
KL:  So the teaching was a major element in it.   
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MR:  Yes, I think so.  It brought me back into what I could do.  It brought me back into using my 
teaching skills along with my music skill.  Also, being an example to kids, to show them that 
everybody has things.  That was my theme, was that everybody has something special that they 
can develop, and you may not know what it is when you’re young, but you have to be on the 
alert for it and when you find it, work it.   
 
KL:  How did you find yours?   
 
MR:  Well, I guess it was mainly – I was given a harmonica when I was fifteen.  This was like a 
Christmas gift.  I learned to play it just for my own amazement for years.  By chance, one of the 
teachers that I worked with was a musician, and he was doing a concert at school, and just by 
chance, I played with him at the concert, just for fun, and it led to a whole new career for me.  
Sometimes it's that little – those doors open up and you got to be ready to jump through them.   
 
KL:  When was that?   
 
MR:  That was back around 1970, I think.   
 
KL:  I think you told me one time about opening for – was it the Eagles? 
 
MR:  Yes.  (John Perrault?).  I played with a songwriter named (John Perrault?).  We actually 
opened for the Eagles and a group called Mountain up at the Portland--at the time it was where 
the Armory is.  That was the big concert center back in the ‘70s until the opened the Civic 
Center.  We opened for them.  We also opened for Emmylou Harris and Jonathan Edwards and 
John Paul Hammond.  I've open for several big acts over the decades.   
 
KL:  Those were when you still had your sight. 
 
MR:  I had sight, yes.  When I started playing music, I had sight.  But it gradually – during my 
30's, it declined.   
 
KL:  It must of been quite a thrill opening for people like Emmylou Harris and the Eagles.  
 
MR:  It was quite a what? 
 
KL:  Quite a thrill. 
 
MR:  Yes, it was.  It was a big thrill, but what I found over the years, it's a big thrill until you do 
it, and then you get up the next morning and it's just another day.  [laughter] But, yes, I've been 
able to open for several major acts, and it's been a lot of fun.  
 
KL:  Has the disability changed your relationships with other people? 
 
MR:  Yes, probably.  Sometimes, I think people – well, some people.  It depends on the person.  
Some people I think – I feel like maybe I'm an inspiration in some ways, to keep going for some 
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people I meet.  There are some people who are very nervous around people with disabilities.  I 
think it's almost human nature when you see someone with a disability, you think, "Oh, god.  I 
hope that doesn't happen to me."  So it can make you nervous to be around, or you don't know 
what to say.  Sometimes, I feel like people, who don't have an obvious disability, feel 
uncomfortable, can feel uncomfortable.  Not everybody does, but I think there are some.  I think, 
for the most part, I have a positive relationship with people. 
 
KL:  What do you do about that discomfort?   
 
MR:  I think the best thing, the only thing you can do, is act naturally – the way you act.  You 
have to try to show the person – like, I try to make people comfortable when I'm with them.  I try 
to look where their voices are coming from, if I can and just try to make them feel that in other 
ways, I'm normal, whatever that is.  I guess that's the big thing.  Try to make people feel 
comfortable being around you.  That’s what I try to do.  I don't want them to feel that they have 
to tiptoe around me.  I don't want them to feel that they have to watch what they say, that they’re 
going to offend me, because I don't get offended that way.   
 
KL: Are some people offensive?  You must have run into some.   
 
MR:  Oh, yes.  There's always some people who are offensive, but the people who are offensive, 
it's not that they've singled me out to be offensive to or a disability.  They’re just naturally 
offensive.   
 
KL:  Yes.  There are a few like that.  Are there things you want to point out to me that I might be 
overlooking? 
 
MR:  No, I don't think so.  I think that the ADA, it’s a wonderful act, and I think it's a process.  
As time go on, more and more things will be done to make the playing field equal for people 
with disabilities.  It's a big area.  It's like any other big area.  It just takes a lot of time.  Changes 
don't come overnight.  People like you and your agency that keep ADA in the forefront, out in 
the public, I think that helps.  These radio spots, people hear those.  I think it makes people 
aware.   
 
KL:  Thanks very much.  You've been very generous with your time.  I apologize again for being 
late.   
 
MR:  That's all right.  
 
KL:  I was wandering around the Berwicks for a half an hour or so there.   
 
MR:  We'll get you out of here anyway.  We'll get you out of here in a quick way.   
 
KL:  For some reason, this one part of the state, this extreme southern corner of the state is the 
one that I always get myself lost in. 
 
MR:  Yes. 



 10 

 
KL:  I don't know why that is. 
 
MR:  Well, I can understand that. There are a lot of twists and turns around here. [laughter] 
 
KL:  Well, another thing I want to do, if it's ok, is I would like to get a photograph.   
  
--------------------------------------------END OF INTERVIEW-------------------------------------------- 
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