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White 

Good evening.  

 

Music 

 

White 
Tonight:  What elderly blind people should be able to expect from residential care.   

 

Music 

 

White 
And the young blind concert pianist who’s acquired the status of a pop star in his native 

Japan. 

 

First though, a great deal of news chatter over the weekend about delays to the introduction 

of some disability benefit changes, which we know from experience can make people anxious 

about exactly what is going on.  Well as many people will know the government’s strategy 

has been to transfer people of working age from Disability Living Allowance to a new benefit 

called Personal Independence Payments or PIPs.  Both benefits are designed to cover the 

extra costs of daily living although there have been concerns that given the government’s 

stated aim that this is all designed to save money the eligibility criteria would be tougher for 

the new benefit.  The important thing to say is that for most visually impaired people already 

receiving Disability Living Allowance nothing is likely to change until 2015 at the earliest.  

The early moving of people from DLA to PIPs will only affect those who’ve had a change in 

their circumstances, whose Disability Living Allowance was time limited and has now or is 



about to come to an end and needs to be reassessed or young people coming up to the age of 

16.  So for most people no change yet.  The government insists they always intended to 

introduce these changes on a regional basis and the first places where claimants could be 

transferred to PIPs would be Wales, East and West Midlands and East Anglia.  And I hope 

that makes things a bit clearer. 

 

Now six months ago we reported on the closure of a residential home for visually impaired 

people – Pocklington House at Northwood in Hertfordshire.  Many of the residents were 

extremely elderly, some over a hundred.  There was a great deal of concern that such a move 

for such an elderly group would be very unsettling and that it would be difficult to find the 

level of specialist care which the home at Northwood had been able to give.  The Pocklington 

Trust told us at the time that they’d been advised the home was now structurally unsuitable 

for this kind of resident and they felt it would be better to find another use for the building 

rather than try to alter it with the residents still living there.  We said at the time we’d return 

to see how residents had got on.  I’ve been talking to Bertha Sokoloff, aged 93, who’s moved 

to an integrated residential home and also to Caroline Wood, who was a care worker at 

Pocklington House.  First Bertha explained what it was like at Pocklington over those last 

few days. 

 

Sokoloff 
Well they were very melancholy because people were leaving, going by the day and there 

was great stress. 

 

Wood 
It was horrible, absolutely horrible. 

 

White 
What were people saying to you? 

 

Wood 
One lady came outside, she was the last to leave and she just started crying.  She was like 

don’t make me leave my home.  She apologised for everything she’s done.  She thought she’d 

done something wrong.  This woman’s a 101.  How can you kick her out – we were her 

family, she was our family.  And her sitting down next to us and just crying – heart-breaking. 

 

White 
At the time we asked Peter Corbett, chief executive of the Pocklington Trust, why it had been 

necessary to close. 

 

Corbett 
What’s happened is that we’ve had risk assessments carried out on the building which 

indicate that essential maintenance work will need to be carried out within the next few 

months to ensure that the building continues to meet regulatory standards. 

 

White 
But the Care Quality Commission inspected Pocklington House in February and passed it, so 

presumably they didn’t see a problem. 

 

Corbett 



Well what the Care Quality Commission do is to carry out an inspection to satisfy themselves 

that at that point in time the standards are being met but we are of course very much aware 

that they do have particular standards on their list which talk about the safety and suitability 

of the building and our risk assessments indicate that there is a level of risk that that might no 

longer be the case in a relatively short period of time, such that proactive action was 

necessary to ensure that nothing untoward could possibly happen. 

 

Wood 
I don’t think it was that bad at all, it wasn’t unsafe at all, it may have needed modernising a 

little bit but it was – there was nothing really wrong with it – a few tiles off the wall which 

could have been replaced.  They said the lift needed replacing.  They could have got around 

it. 

 

White 
I mean there was a consultation wasn’t there – are you saying they didn’t talk to the 

residents? 

 

Wood 
I think the decision was more or less made.  It was we’ve made the proposition to close it and 

it’s like well hold on a minute you don’t have to go that far, why can’t we sit and talk about 

this.  But it was no – no way they were going to keep it open. 

 

Sokoloff 
I try to get into the lounge every day. 

 

White 
Right, and you were worried about whether you would be able to do that weren’t you? 

 

Sokoloff 
I was, sometimes for me it’s a bit like the Tower of Babel – the radio is on and the television 

is on and various groups that I can’t see are hearing.  I have made some friends here. 

 

White 
How would your life compare with what it was like at the previous home and what it’s like 

now? 

 

Sokoloff 
In the main less is going on.  We had a great covert of volunteers who came in and read the 

newspaper and we had quizzes on three evenings a week and more was doing. 

 

White 
I think there are also a couple of people who were at the previous home with you who’ve 

come to the new one – how are they getting on? 

 

Sokoloff 
Well Enid is very well looked after but I think she still misses Pocklington.  Edna is 98 and is 

very content to sit down, very patient lady. 

 

White 



Now I think you’ve visited and kept in touch with some of the residents, what kinds of things 

are you hearing from them and how are they coping in their new homes? 

 

Wood 
When I went to take one of my gentlemen over to a different home it’s completely different 

from Pocklington because they don’t specialise in sight, it’s like would you like a cup of tea – 

yes please – and they’ll bring the cup of tea along and they’ll pop it in front of him and walk 

away.  I’ve gone right – sir, here’s your cup of tea – I’ve put it in his hand and shown him 

where the table is because that’s what I’m used to, I’m not used to sticking a cup of tea in 

front of somebody and just leaving it for them to spill it.  We were trained in a certain way.  

You find other staff in different care homes might not know how to deal with people with 

sight loss. 

 

Sokoloff 
Well they are very kind here, I’m sure the management do tell people to announce themselves 

but they don’t in the main. 

 

White 
Right and that’s one of the main things – people not saying who they are? 

 

Sokoloff 
The very first thing that somebody coming into a blind person’s room should say – This is so 

and so. 

 

White 
If you were offered the chance to go to another a specialist home, like the one you had before, 

would you want to move there? 

 

Sokoloff 
Absolutely, if there was a home for the blind I would certainly want to move. 

 

White 
Even at your age you would have the upheaval in order to do that? 

 

Sokoloff 
I think I would. 

 

White 

What are your overall feelings about what’s happened? 

 

Sokoloff 
My feeling is that I have no option and have got to make the best of it here.  What else could 

one feel? 

 

White 
Bertha Sokoloff. 

 

Well we should say that the Pocklington Trust is paying the difference between the cost of 

Pocklington House and Bertha’s new home.  We did invite the trust on to the programme to 

talk to us again, they told us no one was available but they did offer us this statement: 



 

Pocklington House Statement 
Following the closure we worked hard to ensure that the property remained safe and 

secure and I can now confirm the building is in the process of being demolished as a 

natural next step in determining the future of the site.  As yet no decisions have been 

taken but we will continue to keep people updated as and when we have more 

information to share.  As a registered charity the Thomas Pocklington Trust has a duty 

to ensure the very best use is made of available resources for the benefit of the people 

we seek to support.  We’re also committed to ensuring our neighbours in the 

community, where we have played an active role over the last 50 years, have a say in 

any future plans for the site. 

 

But what alternatives do elderly visually impaired people and their relatives have, especially 

if they want specialist care, as Bertha did?  Well Lee Kumutat has been speaking to Karen 

Deacon, the RNIB’s director of social care. 

 

Deacon 
If you actually look at the research there are – the vast majority of people over the age of 85 

would have a significant sight impairment, so specialist services are harder to find but actual 

residents in the elderly care population in residential care is extremely high.  And the nature 

of the residential provision across all pan disability.  

 

Kumutat 
What are the principles on which care for the elderly visually impaired are based – so what 

should you be able to expect? 

 

Deacon 
I can only answer for that in the RNIB care homes and it’s certainly something we’re trying 

to influence more nationally.  We provide them equipment, everything in the rooms is 

standard such as liquid level indicators, talking microwaves and then all our emotional care 

services as well. 

 

Kumutat 
And how likely is it that people would find that in an integrated home setting? 

 

Deacon 
It’s probably pretty much postcode lottery.  If you’ve got a local good supportive rehab 

officer for the sight loss team then it’s possible you can.  I think if you have developed sight 

loss at an early age and kept your independence and it’s another set of factors that’s taking 

you into a care home you’re more likely to probably manage in a general care home than you 

are if you’re developing sight loss in later life because I think you’ve already developed that 

independence around your sight loss and that we can maintain in anybody else with the right 

skillset and training can maintain.  And I also think it’s important that given the nature of 

how many people over the age of 85 have significant sight impairment that the skillsets isn’t 

just sitting with the RNIB, that it is one that we share and we benefit other organisations 

from. 

 

Kumutat 
What should people look for if they are searching for a care home for somebody who they 

feel would probably benefit from specialist care for visually impaired people? 



 

Deacon 
Do your homework – interview the staff, spend time in there, eat food in there, look on the 

websites and there’s things called NHS Choices where all care homes are registered now and 

there’s also look up things like the CQC – Care Quality Commission’s reports.  And talk to 

other residents when you’re there – they’re the great marker. 

 

White 
Karen Deacon. 

 

Music 

 

White 

Nobuyuki Tsujii is a sensation in his native Japan.  Nobu, as he’s universally known, was 

born blind, he’s now a concert pianist with the reputation of a rock star.  He’s played all over 

the world and he’s recognised for his electrifying live performances on stage.  He has 

international bookings for the next three years and after his first appearance at the Proms this 

July, playing with the BBC Philharmonic, that reputation seems set to follow him here. 

 

Well he’s back in Britain playing Manchester this coming Friday and earlier today I asked 

him about his early experiences of learning piano. 

 

Nobu – through translator 

I officially started playing the piano at four years old but apparently when I was eight months 

old I already started enjoying listening to music, dancing and when I was two years old my 

parents gave me a toy piano.  So I was tinkling and playing on the toy piano. 

 

White 
When did you realise that you were very good? 

 

Nobu 
I always loved playing the piano but when I started primary school I started playing recitals 

and taking competitions and I won one of the competitions and I started – that’s what I want 

to do. 

 

White 
Now there is of course a system of Braille music, which many blind musicians who listen to 

this programme will know about, how much do you use Braille music and how much do you 

just use your ear? 

 

Nobu 
I did start with Braille music when I was little but it just takes time and the complicated the 

music I studied became I just found the harder it got for me to study a piece with Braille 

music.  So my teacher recorded pieces separately and I hear that and I started studying that – 

that’s how I study a piece of music. 

 

White 
How do you build up your relationship with a conductor because timing is important isn’t it 

and I guess a lot of pianists who can see will use visual clues? 

 



Nobu 
I try to hear the conductor’s breath and feel the cues and try to be with the conductor. 

 

White 
You hear the breathing yeah? 

 

Nobu 
Yes, yes.   

 

White 
What about this – so almost rock star reputation that we hear about because you do have a big 

following don’t you? 

 

Nobu 
Yes I’m very happy about it, although my privacy is somewhat reduced and I don’t have 

much time for myself, there are a lot of people who listen to my music and enjoy my music, 

so I’m very happy about it. 

 

White 
Because you have a very tough schedule don’t you – I see – I think you’re booked up with 

international dates for the next three years, don’t you ever think oh if only I could just be an 

ordinary guy in my 20s with a bit more time off? 

 

Nobu 
I don’t really wish I was an ordinary guy.  I love performing and there are loads of things I 

could study and I love the fact that there are people who enjoy my performances.  So I love 

what I do. 

 

White 
Any proposals of marriage yet from your many fans? 

 

Nobu 
Occasionally – occasionally, yes it happens but I don’t think I’m ready. 

 

White 
None accepted yet then? 

 

Nobu 
No but I’d love to have a girlfriend. 

 

White 
So you might get some more proposals after that then. 

 

What do you enjoy doing when you’re not playing the piano? 

 

Nobu 
I love swimming, skiing and climbing mountains. 

 

White 
You had a great reception when you played here at the BBC Proms in July. 



 

Nobu 
It was a big festival, it was my honour to play in a big festival and especially the good thing 

was I played with BBC Philharmonic, they are like my friends, there’s a special relationship 

between them and me, so it was very enjoyable. 

 

Proms clip 

 

And the audience for the Proms was 7,000 people, so that was the biggest audience I had but 

everybody enjoyed themselves, even when the piano lid was opened people were cheering 

and applauding and I was very happy to be there. 

 

White 
So they were cheering even before you started to play? 

 

Nobu 
The audience’s reaction was great because it was actually when the piano was moved on to 

the stage they started cheering. 

 

Music 

 

White 
Nobuyuki Tsujii wowing the Proms audience there with his performance of Rachmaninov’s 

Second Piano Concerto in C Minor with the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra.  And he’s playing 

with the BBC Phil again at the Bridgewater Hall in Manchester this coming Friday. 

 

That’s it for today, you can call your actionline with your comments and queries on 0800 044 

044 for 24 hours after tonight’s programme or you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk.  There’ll 

be more information about all our items on the website from where you can also download 

tonight’s programme. 

 

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