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White 

Good Evening. 

 

Tonight, it’s been a good month for the archers. No, not the Ambridge lot; I'm talking about 

the kind who aim arrows at targets.  And we stay with bows, but this time the kind you find in 

a string section, as we meet the conductor pursuing his passion despite the loss of his sight. 

 

Actuality – Orchestra practice 
It’s not the best, you’re kidding me, you’re kidding me.  B – B – does it go all the way 

through Luce.  You see I might be blind but I’m not daft. 

 

White 

More of that later.  But first, the Paralympics prides itself on having brought recognition to 

disabled athletes; so can it make sense that in some Paralympic sports visually impaired  

participants have had to make themselves more disabled, in order, (so the administrators 

argue), to achieve a fair competition and avoid people claiming they have less sight than they 

really have? In particular, in a number of events, athletes with some sight have been required 

to wear blindfolds to keep out potential cheats.  

 

One of the sports in question is archery, and perhaps unsurprisingly, many partially sighted 

competitors have refused to take part in international competition under such rules. And in a 

further twist, which would make the author of Catch-22 blush, those who would like to have 

taken part have been told there aren't enough entrants to stage a viable event.  

 



But wait, this is supposed to be a good news story, because David Poyner, who is the chair of 

the archery section in British Blind Sport, has been campaigning for the best part of this 

century to get this changed, and at last he thinks he may have hit the bulls-eye. David, first of 

all, confirm I haven't exaggerated this story have I?  

 

Poyner 
Not at all Peter, no.  I think I started 12 years ago to try and get blind archery recognised as 

an international sport. 

 

White 
So remind us what your proposed solution is to this apparently unsolvable problem? 

 

Poyner 
We were limited to the maximum number of categories we could enter would be two and I 

suggested that we could have one category, which would be B1s wearing blindfolds… 

 

White 
Those are people with practically no sight at all? 

 

Poyner 
Correct, yes.  And in that category would be two types of bow, compound and recurve, and 

male and female archers.  And the second category would be B2/B3 with similar items in the 

category, i.e. compound, recurve, ladies and gentlemen. 

 

White 
So what you’ve done basically you’ve separated people with no sight and some sight and 

you’ve said the gender difference doesn’t matter – we should explain they need small 

numbers of categories because the real fear in Paralympics is that because it’s so complicated 

you’ve got too many categories. 

 

Poyner 
Yes very much so.  And we only shoot maximum distance outside for VI archery is 30 metres 

and people have said – coaches, people with a vast amount of experience – that at that 

distance there should be no difference between a lady and a gentleman. 

 

White 
So that’s about physical strength, it’s not affected by physical strength. 

 

Poyner 
No. 

 

White 
And this has now been accepted finally hasn’t it, to what point, how far have you got with the 

acceptance? 

 

Poyner 
It was published in the World Archery Rules in April 2014 and we were told that if we could 

sufficient archers from around the world to a competition this August in Germany then that 

would be it hopefully, we could start off. 

 



White 
So this is a test event, as it were, to see if there’s enough support and that is now definitely 

taking place is it? 

 

Poyner 
Yes, we have four archers going from this country and it’s on the 23-30

th
 August in Germany. 

 

White 
What will have to happen for them to say okay this is alright, we can now go on and we could 

have this as the way of doing all international events? 

 

Poyner 
I suppose if they believe that it’s been a success. 

 

White 
And how will they judge that?  By everybody saying this is okay, we think it’s fair, it can go 

ahead? 

 

Poyner 
As you know Peter I’d guess yes.  I know we had to have a minimum of eight archers going 

there and I believe we have eight going from around the world. 

 

White 
Just why has this taken so long David? 

 

Poyner 
I don’t know.  In 2005 there was an event but as you know Peter it was blindfolds only and 

after that there was little interest in it as an international sport.  And I suppose from 2012 

onwards, when I started the next quest, the next pathway if you like, then the push has been 

there and I’ve had encouragement from other people.   

 

White 
So does this now mean that you can take part in the Paralympics? 

 

Poyner 
Hopefully. 

 

White 
But not 2016. 

 

Poyner 
No it would take far too much planning.  I was told in 2012 that if it was going to happen it 

would have to be 2020 at the earliest. 

 

White 
So do you mean that it’s even possible that it won’t get included in 2020? 

 

Poyner 
I can’t answer that one Peter. 

 



White 
Right.  So are you now happy that you’ve got at least an answer to your problem – a credible 

way of making archery a competitive sport for visually impaired people? 

 

Poyner 
I’m happy yes but I’d rather rest when I actually see it at a major Paralympic event. 

 

White 
Well let’s just hope you live that long David.  David Poyner thank you very much indeed. 

 

Now one of the messages on In Touch over the years has been that losing your sight doesn't 

have to mean giving up doing the things you love and tonight we've got a classic example of 

that. Before he went blind at the age of 35 Graham Helm had been the conductor of a youth 

orchestra in Lancashire, using all the visual methods he needed to keep control of the 

musicians.  Well determined to carry on, Graham has devised an approach which combines 

hand gestures and verbal communications to achieve the same results. Our reporter Tom 

Walker has been back to Bacup in Lancashire to watch Graham in action, and to meet 

members of the orchestra.  

 

Actuality 

Helm 
Let’s get into this then, let’s think about when we performed it last time… 

 

Helm 
My name is Graham Helm and I’m the musical director here at the Second Rossendale Scout 

Group Band in Bacup.  Tonight’s rehearsal is a rehearsal of our senior band, so young people 

aged between 12 and 20 and we normally have between 35 and 40 players. 

 

Music – Band 

 

Walker 
Graham’s passion for music started at primary school and he played in numerous bands 

around the Manchester area.  In 2000 he was asked to take over as conductor of the senior 

band.  However, five years ago Graham lost his sight but he’s continued conducting. 

 

Music – Band 

 

Helm 
My role is really – is to bring those players together, to rehearse music together and then to 

perform music together and in a way guide them – guide them through the music.  Now most 

conductors would work with a score in front of them and would follow that score and in 

effect that’s all the parts laid out in front of them, they can see who’s playing it right and 

who’s playing it wrong and to a certain degree pick up the ones that are playing it wrong and 

perhaps point out they need to play it right.  As a blind conductor I don’t work with a score, 

so actually I work with all the players and we work on a very sort of a level playing field 

where those players actually come forward and say I’m struggling with this bit Graham or 

I’m not so sure about this bit can you help, can I tell you what I’ve got can you help me with 

the rhythm.  And it becomes far more of a team effort.   

 



I am still who I am, I’ve not changed, the fact that I can’t see anything in front of me – that’s 

the only thing that’s missing, everything else in terms of my character, in terms of my belief 

in young people, in terms of my passion for doing a living, that never changed.  So it was just 

about me coming back to all the stuff that I used to do and trying to find a new way to do it. 

 

Actuality 

Helm 
Is it you Karen?  Yeah they want hitting – big drums like that want hitting… 

 

Walker 
And this is one adaptation Graham has made.  Talking to the band and responding to their 

feedback. 

 

Actuality 

Helm 
Fortissimo, bright is part of the B, letter before that – somebody help me out…A, oh 

we don’t have worry back there do we then.  Can I jump forward to an A.  Six before 

B – thank you, thank you Josh – six before B and that’s our brightest sound and most 

baaaaaaa….. all ringing it out together, six before B.  Six before B.  One, two, 

three….. 

 

Music 

 

Walker 
Many of the players remember Graham from before he lost his sight, including Joshua 

Brown.  Joshua is a music teacher and plays the flugelhorn in the band.  He says sighted 

conductors can be quite autocratic because they’ve got the score and all the other information 

in front of them.  He says Graham’s approach has evolved and is much more collaborative. 

 

Brown 
And it’s very interesting the way he works with people to draw the information out and get 

people to come to their own conclusions about what they can do to improve.  And it’s a really 

interesting process. 

 

Walker 
What techniques does he use? 

 

Brown 
There’s a lot of pull in his face when things go wrong, if he doesn’t think something sounds 

quite what he should he will definitely pick up on it, his ears are absolutely pinpoint, he can 

pick up on a wrong note from the other side of a room.  But mainly his techniques are just 

about that encouragement and using people’s abilities to help the band improve itself. 

 

Helm 
Well I’m absolutely convinced the secret in this is it’s about a team approach and you may 

have picked up during the rehearsal there that actually really encourage the players to talk 

about what they’ve got to offer, their solutions, and really in a way things sort of check 

themselves in, often young people can sit quite quietly in rehearsals and think well I’ve got 

away with that, well you can get away with it for me for as long as we’re here because it 

doesn’t really matter but then of course it does matter so they sort of think, no I sort of say 



I’m struggling with this bit or let’s go over that bit again or I need to look at that bit again and 

that’s a good thing for young people. 

 

Actuality 

Helm 
It’s not the best, you’re kidding me, you’re kidding me.  B – B – does it go all the way 

through Luce?  You see I might be blind but I’m not daft.  B – I’ve been listening to a 

great recording of this, really good recording of this, so you can’t fool me anymore.  I 

concentrated on the wood block all the afternoon so I knew exactly what you’d got – 

this is B.  Two, three and….. 

 

Music – Band 

 

Walker 
For the younger members of the band working with Graham has changed their perception of 

visually impaired people.  Eleven-year-old Hattie had never met a blind person before. 

 

Hattie 
But now I’ve seen Graham and how much he does, it’s totally changed my concept of the 

blind community. 

 

Walker 
In what way? 

 

Hattie 
Well it’s changed my idea of who they are as a person, like I’ve just thought they did nothing 

but now I’ve seen what Graham does they’re always doing things. 

 

Actuality 

Helm 
Yeah that’s good.  Who is the star in this band? Fingers on one hand for you Mat.  

One, two, three, four…. 

 

Music 

 

Walker 
Graham is aware that for young people like Hattie meeting him will be their first experience 

of a visually impaired person.  He says they soon get over any misgivings.  However, he can 

recall some interesting reactions from audiences. 

 

Helm 
I’ve got lots of memories of going doing concerts where, as you will if you’re going to watch 

the Proms or whatever, you’ll see the band come out or the orchestra come out at the Proms, 

the band comes out and then the conductor comes on, well of course I come on and I’m led 

on and the number of times I’ve gone up to a stage and as I’ve gone up the steps to the stage 

the whole audience has gone absolutely silent.  And that doesn’t half remind you, just at that 

moment you’re about to start your performance, that they’re all watching you because you’re 

blind. 

 

Walker 



And there was one occasion Graham can recall when an audience wasn’t quite sure how to 

react. 

 

Helm 
We were doing a Christmas recording and concert and it was the Christmas just after I’d lost 

my sight and they announce – please welcome on stage Mr Graham Helm – and I was guided 

on stage and I was guided straight off stage into the orchestra pit, which started with a round 

of applause, it then finished up with a load of the audience going Whooaa and then [intake of 

breath] and then finally when I got back up another cheer.  Very much like the circus I think. 

 

Walker 
You weren’t injured or anything too serious? 

 

Helm 
Well my leg was hurting me and I thought well there’s two options here – there’s either start 

crying and go off or there’s bite my lip and get on with it and that’s what I did. 

 

Walker 
Five years later Graham is still getting on with it.  He recognises that being involved with the 

band has helped him to come to terms with losing his sight. 

 

Helm 
Music is a very empowering thing and once we’re at the stage of rehearsed a piece for 

standard and we start to perform it then you can actually just get in the zone and just enjoy 

the music and you’re just enjoying shaping the music and taking the music forward, like I 

ever was when I was sighted.  Music is something that can give you a focus, can give you 

time to reflect as well and can give you an uplift as well – I mean when we start to play 

really, really positive life affirming music, that’s a good feeling, that’s a good feeling, a good 

rehearsal here or a great concert don’t half leave you with a smile on your face. 

 

Music – Band 

 

Actuality 

Helm 
That’ll do guys for tonight.  Great rehearsal.  We’ve worked hard there so I’ll see you 

on Saturday morning, don’t forget school holidays plenty of practise.  See you 

Saturday.  Well done guys. 

 

White 
Graham Helm, conducting the Second Rossendale Scout Group Band.  

 

But however much you achieve, life does have a nasty habit of bringing you back down to 

earth with a bump, as climber, novelist and In Touch columnist Red Szell has just been 

reminded.  

 

Szell 
It’s been a month of ups and downs.  At the beginning of June I headed up to the far 

northwest corner of Scotland to tackle Am Buachaille, the third and most serious of the big 

three Scottish sea stacks.  Lying a 100 metres offshore it requires a bit of a swim before you 

can start climbing.  



 

I’d always wondered how nearby Cape Wrath came by its name.  A few minutes exposure to 

horizontal rain and gravity challenging wind and I had the answer.  A sound like a demonic 

dishwasher turned out to be metre high waves crashing through the channel we’d need to 

swim. 

 

We backed off.  For consolation we bagged a couple of 35 metre cliffs further round to the 

beautiful sandy crescent of Sandwood Bay.  With Am Buachaille sticking its finger up behind 

our backs as we did so.   

 

A far from wasted trip but I still felt cheated.  Forty hours later I was at the other end of the 

British Isles climbing into the rear saddle of a mountain bike tandem at the beginning of the 

South Downs Way – a 100 mile bridleway running from Winchester to Eastbourne across 

11,000 feet of ascents and descents.  My two companions – Mark and Simon – took it in turns 

to pilot the tandem and act as outriders clearing our path.  Like jumbo jets tandems are most 

likely to crash on take-off and landing. 

 

The payoff for all that uphill are the downhill sections, on which we hit speeds of up to 40 

miles an hour.  Mark and Simon both confessed to moments of envy for my inability to see 

the sometimes precipitous path ahead. 

 

After two days hard pedalling and only a couple of minor tumbles the finish line came almost 

too soon.  We’d had such fun.  

 

So I returned to London feeling pretty good about myself.  Despite my sight loss I’d taken on 

the great outdoors and conquered bits of it.  My next challenge – to swim the Henley mile – 

isn’t for a few weeks yet and what better way to keep the ball rolling and ease my arching 

muscles than to go for a swim in Highgate Men’s Pond.  It’s only a mile away across 

Hampstead Heath along a well-trodden path that I’ve used for nearly 20 years now.  That said 

as my remaining photo receptors fizzle out I do sometimes find myself marooned in places I 

know must be familiar but can’t recognise.  The secret is not to let your concentration slip.  I 

need to head in a straight line till I hit the model boat pond, then take the first right to avoid 

the unfenced path that runs along the water’s edge.  It’s all going swimmingly till I find my 

path blocked by a construction site.  This must be the Corporation of London’s bizarre project 

to build a dam against a one in 400,000 year biblical flood event.  Whatever – it and the 

taciturn workman come sentry forced me left down an unfamiliar path which disgorges me 

into a line of anglers.  At least, I reflect, I must be close to a pond.  Closer than I think.  

[Splash]   

 

My attempts to circumnavigate their outcast rods results in my taking an earlier plunge than 

I’d expected.  As I squelch home I reflect on the irony of being defeated by tamed nature in 

my local park.  Of how visual impairment magnifies small changes into major issues and how 

I’ve come to rely on other people to help me express my independence.   

 

White 
I should stick to mountaineering Red, probably safer. 

 

That’s it for today.  You can contact our actionline for the next 24 hours with your comments 

or for more information, that’s 0800 044 044.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk.  And 

mailto:intouch@bbc.co.uk


there’s more on our website from where you can also download tonight’s programme.  From 

me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye. 


