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White
Good evening.  Tonight:  Two ways to get to the top – you can sing your way there…

The Voice clip

Or you can just climb.

Clip
This is lovely, lovely rock.  Beats the climbing wall any day.

White
Red Szell takes us with him up the Old Man of Hoy.  Or you can read about it – but that’s not so easy either if you’re visually impaired, more about that later.

But first, talent shows dominate our Saturday night television viewing.  The Voice is just the BBC’s latest offering and last Saturday Andrea Begley from Northern Ireland became its latest winner beating 30,000 other hopefuls.  Now Andrea just happens to be visually impaired, she says she has 10% vision.  We wanted to congratulate her of course but also ask her about the challenges of taking part in a show which is so much about visual image.  So when I talked to her I did ask why had she auditioned for this particular show.

Begley
I’ve always had a love for singing and for music and I’d contemplated auditioning for other shows in the past but the format I never felt really was quite right for me and whenever The Voice came along and I saw the format with the blind auditions and the four coaches I thought I’d go for it.

White
So just for people who haven’t seen it, just explain intriguingly for our programme what’s a blind audition.

Begley
Yeah blind audition, it’s a rather ironic title, but basically how it happens is the four coaches they sit in seats which have their backs turned to the person who is performing on stage and then if they like what they hear they press their button and turn around.  And it’s quite a unique idea because usually for most of these shows they’re looking directly at the person performing and assessing what they do on stage, not just listening to the vocal.  So for me it was quite an interesting experience because it really meant that they were on the same level as me – they couldn’t see me and I certainly couldn’t see them.  So it kind of put us both in the same place.

White
What had you been doing up until then, I mean how much performing had you done?

Begley
Up until then I’d been working as a civil servant and I’ve been doing a part-time masters, so music was something I did in the evenings and I’d done quite a few gigs and played some open mics and I do some song writing and play guitar and obviously done music as much as I could but it’s quite hard to make it pay the bills and to make a living out of it was sort of a dream and a real luxury but it never was something I could quite manage without a platform like The Voice.

White
Did you get special coaching to cope with the demands of this particular show?

Begley
Nothing really additionally because of being visually impaired.  Sometimes I got a bit more choreography advice because I suppose that’s probably the most difficult part for someone who can’t see.  They allowed my sister to come along and act as my guide for most of it, which was useful because obviously with a big studio and lots of wires and steps and lots of changes of location as well it’s very difficult to learn your way around, I don’t have a dog, so I use a cane but that doesn’t always work in strange environments when you’re changing quite quickly.  So overall it worked really well.

White
How well do you know where you are on stage with all that background noise of a live band?

Begley
It is quite challenging, there’s no doubt about it.  I’m registered blind so I have very, very limited visual cues as to what’s going on in front of me, so we had to make sure that the floor staff always knew to centre me in the middle of the stage or right beside the microphone stand and make sure that I was positioned correctly for the cameras.  And they took me on an orientation of the studio as well and I got a group one with the rest of the contestants but I also got a separate one too because obviously they realised that I needed a little bit more one to one with where all the steps were and…  We managed pretty well and I didn’t fall, not even once, on the show.  So I think overall it seemed to work pretty well.

White
Some critics have already been a bit sort of sniffy about your stage presence, relating it to your visual impairment, what do you feel about that?

Begley
That’s something I’ve always had in terms of feedback in any competitions I’ve ever entered.  There’s lots of people who have full vision and don’t backflip across the stage or breakdance or anything else, so it’s not necessarily unusual just because you’ve got limited vision that you don’t do a whole lot of interesting dance moves.  And I think a lot of it is probably confidence as well, it was my first time to perform on anything like this on such a huge scale, millions of people watching in front of four superstars, so I think bit by bit as time goes on I’d like to feel a bit more confident on stage and maybe move about a little bit more.  But as I say I’m never going to be entering Strictly Come Dancing or anything like that but I certainly think, once I do it more often, I will grow in confidence.

White
Now the bookies, who tend to know about these things, they were sure your main rival – Leah McFall – would win, what do you think happened, I mean did you get a sympathy vote do you think?

Begley
I don’t think so no, I think maybe in initial stages people thought oh it was obviously an interesting story – blind girl does blind audition – but I think after that point Danny chose to put me through into his final three because of what he heard.

White
Danny was your celebrity buddy.

Begley
He was my coach yeah.  I totally understand the bookies had Leah down as the favourite, obviously her performances on the show had been amazing and she’s very talented, but at the end of the day the public decided to go with me and I’m very grateful that they did and hopefully I’ll be able to do the best I can with the position they’ve put me in.

White
So have you quit the day job then Andrea?

Begley
Not yet, I have to go back this week and tidy some things up, obviously it was a bit of a surprise – I didn’t expect to win – so it’s launched me into a totally different career now, which is very exciting and it’s all change but yeah it’s all good as well.

White
Andrea Begley, and very good luck to her with the rest of her career.

Now a few weeks ago writer Red Szell told us about a lifelong ambition of his to climb that stack of rocks sticking out of the Atlantic off the Orkneys – the Old Man of Hoy.  And losing most of his sight wasn’t going to stop him.  So we asked him to take some recording equipment with him and last week off he went with two sighted climbing companions.  Here’s the result:

Szell
And I’m sitting here and all I can see is the most enormous dark red shadow against a grey background – it’s too wide for my field of vision and it goes up and up and up – further than I can see.  And yeah the Old Man didn’t look quite so tall from the top of promontory but down here he looks every inch his 450 feet and I’m going to be climbing in a couple of minutes.

So we’ve just done the first pitch and we’re sitting on this beautiful natural ledge about 50 metres up, I guess, and we’re coming to the crux pitch – the really difficult one where we have to traverse down a bit, which is always a bit counterintuitive, go up over an overhang into what’s called the coffin, which is a big bottomless crack and then climb up that out over a big sticky out overhanging piece of rock and then up another crack to a second ledge or resting point.  All in all it’s 35 to 40 metres and it’s really quite spectacular and also a bit eerie.

There are lots of handholds, this is lovely, lovely rock, a bit crumbly but lots of big cracks and ledges to get your hands and feet jammed into – beats the climbing wall any day.

You might be able to hear the Fulmars in the background.  Fulmars are foul gulls, they are so-called because when you get close to them they’re liable to projectile vomit on you.  Nick, who will be climbing down at my feet has just been hit by a Fulmar, haven’t you Nick?

Nick
Yeah I got shat on actually.

Szell
So what led you to rock climbing?

Nick
Rock climbing was going on holidays with my parents when I was a kid and my dad was always just into exploring and then I just continued from there.

Szell
And what do you have to do different with a blind or partially sighted climber?

Nick
I guess talk a lot more.  You kind of naturally do stuff and – with clients and you say look at me, just see what I’m doing here if there’s a technical section then you kind of explain it to them just by climbing it but with yourself it’s definitely a lot more of just having to explain what happens.  And it’s a good challenge, it makes you – makes you do something you don’t normally do which is to put into words what you’re doing physically.

Szell
Coming out over a bulge that bulges out about two feet, so my legs are about two feet in front of me underneath the bulge, my upper body is leaning out – I’ve got hold of something with one hand and the other…. Oh the end is nearly in sight, well it would be if I could see it.  Oohh and I’m over and it should be almost home safe and dry.

Is there a foothold anywhere?

Nick
Where your right foot is, down to your left that’s good, then in between the two ….. there’s a foothold – crack – yeah just in there.

Szell
Well I’m a truly happy man.  Wedged at the top of the Old Man of Hoy.

Nick
First blind man on top of the Old Man of Hoy – how does it feel?

Szell
Absolutely bloody marvellous, dreams do come true.

White
Red Szell.  And knowing Red he’ll probably write a book about it.

But will his visually impaired friends be able to read it?  Only about 7% of books published in the UK come out in an accessible form and next week we’re going to be taking a hard look at why this is and what can be done to improve it.  But first, I’ve been to Newbury Library in Berkshire to talk to ordinary visually impaired readers who go there every month to discuss the books they’ve been reading – that is when those books aren’t blocked because permission to reproduce them can’t be obtained or for some other reason.  

Most of them use some kind of audio method, as I discovered when I sat down with Mary, Olive, Sheila, Irene and first John.

John
I use the CD Daisy Player from the RNIB.

White
So that’s a digital machine and that enables you to search more easily does it?

John
Yes, yes it does.  And every part of that machine – every button you press – it will tell you something about what the machine does.

White
Okay, and Mary what about you, what methods do you use?

Mary
Either CD – mostly CD – sometimes tape recorders but they’re all wearing out these days.

White
And Olive, what kind of method do you use?

Olive
I use CDs, I like the public library, I like the sociability of the library and I’m totally useless at anything mechanical, so I can play CDs on a CD player and that’s me very happy.  Been a lot of compromise in accepting I’ve got to have talking books.

White
What did you use before that?

Olive
Ooh curl up in an armchair with a book and lose myself completely.

White
Right, so this is adaptations you’ve had to make since losing your sight.  What about the choice of books?

Olive
Poor.  

John
I think they’re reasonable but I think they could expand and make it a bit better right across the board, I mean there should be everything – everything a sighted person has we should have.  You want to learn things so you only learn because you read books.

White
I mean you’ll be hearing a lot about eBooks now and things like Kindle, have you thought about that, should that be a available to you in some form or other?

John
It should but one of the other points I’m going to bring across is – because we’re all on such low incomes – it should be not so expensive.

White
Sheila, I haven’t got round to you…

Sheila
Ah yes.

White
… I haven’t forgotten you, I know you’re there.

Sheila
I’m still alive.

White
How do you read – what kind of method do you use?

Sheila
Well I just – I mean I’ve always been reading, all my life, I like scientific books, I like adventure, I like any kind really but since I’ve got this macular problem I get them from Calibre, I get them from the RNIB, I get them from the Torch Trust, which are basically bible based scripture things.  And I’ve launched into the 21st Century with a – I never remember what it’s called…

White
Can you get with all these various methods – can you always get the books you want?

Sheila
Well I just take what I get…and if I don’t like it I give it back.

White
Well that’s a very interesting point, should you have to just take what you get?

All
No, no absolutely not.

Olive
But there again it is because they are so costly to reproduce and some of them are – you can’t get everything that you want, as you can a library book.

Sheila
And these are books I would never have picked off the library shelf.  I would never have been attracted by some of the titles, I mean I like scientific books or medical books and all sorts of things but if I don’t enjoy the first few five minutes, 10 minutes of it I think oh well I won’t bother with that.

White
Do you mean that you’re reading books now in a way because they’re there rather than they’re the ones you would have chosen?

Sheila
Yes, yes.  

Irene
That has to be true I think.  I sometimes get annoyed because I hear people talking about a new book and I call Calibre and I ask and they say no we have to wait.  Now I wish we could get authors who could almost immediately put something on tape for us. 

White
Are there books that you would read if you could get them but you can’t get them?  Mary.

Mary
There is a comprehensive choice I think but sometimes when books are reviewed they are not put on disc and I’m sure it’s the finance side of it.

White
So is that frustrating when you hear – hear about a review or are told…

Mary
Yes I think it’s a little frustrating but you know so you have to compromise with these things and we are lucky in a lot of ways, we do get a lot of help and…

Irene
We were told that some books aren’t put on tape immediately for us because various people – the publisher won’t release it or the author doesn’t want it released yet.  So there’s a bit of politics perhaps.

White
And Olive, books you would like to read more of if you could?

Olive
I’d certainly again – going back to the library – I’d like to see full sets of Shakespeare and I’d like to see full sets of Dickens – all the sort of things that as an older woman I now wish I’d read more comprehensively when I was younger.  It is again – it’s about costing.

White
Olive ending those chats.  And of course as some listeners will know there is an increasingly array of clever technology which is broadening the range of books available and putting more power into the hands of the well-equipped visually impaired reader.  But at this group Alison Clarke is one of the few with the knowledge and the confidence and the financial resources to use them.

Clarke
Oh the full spectrum, right the way through from Kurzweil, easy reader scanner to Braille, to SD card in a Victor reader, a USB stick, MP3 discs, Daisy discs, tape cassettes – you name it I use it.

White
So you use everything, you use Braille, you use audio…

Clarke
Yes and also I will…

White
… and electronic downloads.

Clarke
And also I reprint using a scanner.

White
The other development, of course, in books is the eBook.  What’s the significance of that as far as you’re concerned?

Clarke
I download them on to my laptop and then I’ll download them again on to – normally on to an SD card and then put them in my Victor reader to listen to them.

White
In some ways you have to work quite hard to read what you do don’t you?

Clarke
Yes.

White
How would you compare your situation with most of the people who were here today?

Clarke
I think I’m more fortunate because I’ve got the ability to use technical equipment.  A lot of people who come to the book club are retired a more mature age and haven’t really got to grips with the technology.  And it’s the cost of buying the equipment.  I’m lucky I’m working full time and I’ve got a bit of cash available but not everybody can spend out for lots of different pieces of equipment.

White
And my thanks to the group and the library staff for their very warm welcome.  Next week we’ll be finding out whether copyright rules are about to loosen up and whether access to every book is realistically within our grasp.

For more information about tonight’s programme you can call our actionline on 0800 044 044, that’s for 24 hours after this programme.  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and there’ll also be more information on our website including pictures of Andrea and Red.  And from where you can also download this programme from tomorrow.  From me, Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye.




