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White 

Good evening. A few weeks ago we heard from a number of visually impaired mothers about 

their experiences of parenthood and at the time we promised dads a similar chance to get 

things off their chest and talk about the challenges and choices they face.  So this is our 

version of Fathers’ Day.  I’m joined by three fellow fathers, because I have grown up 

children of my own – two boys, two girls – in our Wrexham studio in North Wales is John 

Ramm, who as well as being a dad is a sound engineer and a drummer.  So seems 

appropriate, so just tell us what your line up is then John. 

 

Ramm 
Well I’m totally blind, I’ve got four girls and a sighted wife.  And the four girls are Anna, 

Ellen, Bethan and Lydia in that order of age and Bethan is the one who can’t see. 

 

White 
Right okay.  And with me here in the studio is Red Szell, writer and therefore working at 

home a lot of the time.  Your offspring? 

 

Szell 
I’ve got Laura who’s 13 and Megan who’s 11, a sighted wife Kate, who works every hour 

that god sends and I’ve been looking after the kids since Laura was five months old. 

 

White 
And the most recent father amongst us – Damon Rose.  Damon, introduce us to your 

children. 

 



Rose 
I have a five year old boy called Charlie and a nearly two year old girl called Poppy and my 

partner Christina, who is also visually impaired. 

 

White 
Yeah and that is important – the reason people have stressed this is because of course 

obviously in some senses if you have a sighted partner you have certain options that you 

don’t have, but we could into that a bit later. 

 

First of all, I’m interested if any of you doubted your fitness or ability to be fathers for any 

reason – practical, genetic, just the responsibility.  I mean Damon, did you worry about that at 

all? 

 

Rose 
Not in the slightest, I didn’t think about my ability being a problem, I didn’t think about 

genetics as an issue – it didn’t even occur to me.  But I did look around me – and this sounds 

awful and snobby and disgusting – but you know you see other parents out there who are so 

clearly unfit to be parents and I thought I could do better than that. 

 

White 
Okay.  Red, you’ve got a genetic condition, did you know that at ….? 

 

Szell 
I did, I knew I was on borrowed time as far as being able to have any particularly useful sight 

was concerned and certainly I’ve stayed just ahead of the curve.  I had to use a white stick 

from about six weeks after my younger daughter got out of a pushchair. 

 

White 
And John what about you? 

 

Ramm 
I have got a genetic condition yes, and I knew that 50% of my children, statistically, should 

probably inherit it.  As it happens I’ve got 25%.  My wife and I wanted children.  People did 

sort of suggest to me – my mum I think was quite concerned about the whole idea of passing 

it on – but I thought well I’m proof that there is life after blindness so we want children and 

that’s the way we’re going to go. 

 

White 
Okay, we may get some comments about that.  Let’s dive, though, straight into the 

practicalities and probably one of the trickiest jobs of all which is the nappy changing.  

Damon, you’ve done it most recently out of us, what were your techniques? 

 

Rose 
Last night I was about to change my daughter’s nappy when she suddenly went “wee, wee” 

and slapped a load of poo on to my hand and of course I didn’t know where else she’d been 

slapping it as well, so that was a bit of a problem.  But in terms of doing the nappy changing 

itself I find it really doable, you just have to get your hands in, not caring too much about 

what you might be touching.  And I find myself over cleaning, using perhaps six wet wipes to 

maybe my partner’s two, just in case. 

 



White 
John you had a technique, it’s a while ago now but… 

 

Ramm 
I just decided that rather than trying to clean this child and then half an hour later finding a bit 

that I’d missed I’d just sort of strip her off and dump her in a sink and give her a good wash 

and start from scratch really. 

 

White 
The point is this is no joke in a way, I mean I’m really squeamish about this – I’ll be the first 

to admit it – and there’s a real kind of, I don’t know, fastidiousness, I guess you just have to 

get over it.  Red? 

 

Szell 
Yeah, I’m less squeamish than you. 

 

White 
It wouldn’t be difficult to be less squeamish than me.  And did you have a technique? 

 

Szell 
Yeah I just sort of held my daughters down with one hand so they didn’t move away and 

somehow managed to flip them up and clean them very, very quickly but … 

 

White 
You were tempted to pass the job on weren’t you – I think that’s true? 

 

Szell 
Oh yeah, being the only househusband in the area when my kids were little I used to get 

asked by some of the mums whether I could change fuses and change light bulbs that their 

husbands obviously hadn’t got round to doing, so I’d swap the job – I… 

 

 Ramm 
What a great idea. 

 

White 
A nappy for your fuse? 

 

Szell 
Exactly yeah. 

 

Ramm 
Brilliant. 

 

White 
That is a very good idea, which we couldn’t all do I guess. 

 

Ramm 
I never thought of that. 

 

White 



And you an engineer John. 

 

Ramm 
Yeah I could have done that quite happily. 

 

Szell 
It’s not too late to go back. 

 

Ramm 
I have to say I changed a great many fewer nappies than Helen did. 

 

White 
Right, I think we’re all owning up to that.  Now at least with nappy changing you’re working 

in an environment you can largely control, as John has explained, what about though out in 

the big wide world, when you’re in charge of your children outside?  Before I bring you all in 

on this our reporter Tony Shearman has been giving a practical demonstration of what he 

does.  Tony, like Red, is a house dad, he’s got four children between five and 13 and when 

they go out together it’s something of a team effort. 

 

Shearman 
Right are you ready for the park? 

 

All 
Yeah. 

 

Shearman 
Whose turn is it to walk with me? 

 

Child 
I think it’s Tom’s go. 

 

Shearman 
Who did it last time? 

 

Child 
Me, I did it. 

 

Shearman 
Olivia? 

 

Olivia 
Ah yeah. 

 

Child 
I did some of it yesterday. 

 

Shearman 
Right I choose my special volunteer for today is Thomas. 

 

Thomas 



Why, I did it on the way to Londis and on the way back. 

 

Shearman 
Right it’s your lucky day then.  Right Tom you get the football, Harry you get the bikes.  

Let’s go mate.  Right Harry keep an eye on Olivia.  Stand by the kerb.  Harry, have you got 

Olivia? 

 

Harry 
Yeah. 

 

Shearman 
Off your bikes then.  Let’s all stick together.   

 

Thomas 
Right like literally. 

 

Shearman 
Literally. 

 

Thomas 
Right everyone over. 

 

Shearman 
Everyone over, let’s go, quick. 

 

Thomas 
Don’t go too quick as you’ll hit Harry’s bike. 

 

Shearman 
There you go, well done. 

 

White 
I must admit that certainly rings bells with me.  Red Szell you look after your two daughters 

at home and have done right throughout their childhood I think, so what kind of concerns did 

you have and what kind of methods did you use because it was exacerbated in a way because 

your sight was deteriorating while you were doing it wasn’t it? 

 

Szell 
Yeah, also it’s a lot worse after twilight.  So on bright sunny mornings absolutely no problem 

but on dark winter’s evenings it was really quite scary.  I live in London, have to cross a 

couple of fairly busy roads with the kids and yeah I was very, very concerned that my kids 

might step out in front of a bus or just be chatting as kids do and not pay attention and get hit 

by a cyclist who doesn’t stop on a zebra crossing.  The two girls are abnormally good with 

their road sense… 

 

White 
Because of you do you think? 

 

Szell 
Because of me yeah. 



 

White 
When they were smaller what did you insist on – you must have had a technique…? 

 

Szell 
Well I had a threat in my back pocket, I had what my American friends call brat straps, those 

romper reigns I think they’re called that you can put kids on and if they ran too far ahead or 

ignored me or tried to jump out in the road that was it – the brat straps were on. 

 

White 
Damon, again, you’re still dealing with small children, so what are your worries? 

 

Rose 
I was very fearful of taking my child out on my own.  I didn’t take my first one – my little 

boy Charlie – out on his own until he was about three years old, which is a very long time to 

wait I think and perhaps something other dads would have got over by – for a long time.  But 

what I got him to do, of course, was get him to hold my hand all the time – “Always hold 

daddy’s hand Charlie”.  My big anxiety, as Red was saying, was what if he let go, what if he 

ran off into traffic, what if he ran into a crowd and I would never be able to find him again, 

what if someone ran off with him – there would be literally nothing I could do about it unless 

somebody else had been watching.  It was a huge fear for me. 

 

White 
You see I must be very unimaginative because I did take my kids out when they were quite 

young and I just never thought that people would run off with them or I’d lose them.  But I 

can absolutely see, as you explain it, what a terrifying thought it is.  

 

Szell 
I must admit that bit never occurred to me – the running away bit – I think I’m quite risky 

really in some ways.  But I did insist on them holding my hands, which they didn’t always 

like.  And of course once you’ve got more than one of them it’s quite interesting because 

you’ve got a cane in one hand and a child in the other hand and you have to form a string of 

children – like a sort of chain of children – and getting one to hold my hand is one thing, 

getting one to hold the other hand of a sister is a different thing altogether, especially if 

they’re having a bit of a spat or a bit of barney or something.  So that can be quite interesting. 

 

Rose 
I find it really interesting – you’re a cane user and I have a guide dog and I can understand 

how it’s quite easy just to keep your dog on the left hand side but with a cane you’re tapping 

it left to right in front of you and also trying to look after the children – isn’t that a big 

problem? 

 

Szell 
It depends how lazy you are with your cane really.  But yeah I mean it is interesting, I mean 

they’re obviously behind the sweep of the cane or they should be if they’re holding your hand 

but it is an interesting one. 

 

Ramm 
I certainly have swept it ahead to stop them getting too far ahead if they’re pulling to get to 

the sweet shop. 



 

White 
Looking back I’m astonished at some of the things that I did do but I don’t think I was 

irresponsible in the way I did them, I mean there’s a road that goes from Southampton to 

Winchester, the St Cross Road, I used to take them to playschool when they were four and 

three quarters and three and we would cross this road and it scares me now, in fact it scares 

me more now than it did then.  But Tony at four and three quarters was really good, he was 

looking both ways, he was telling me exactly what he could see and he got very good at 

knowing how long we had to cross the road.  It is astonishing in a way but I guess John, I 

suspect, we’re sounding a bit similar, you just thought I’ve got to live my life I’ve got these 

children. 

 

Ramm 

Absolutely and certainly when Bethan was having lots and lots of treatment for her eye 

condition in London and she was very young and she was having her treatment each day, 

which only took about five minutes, and the rest of the time was our own me and Bethan 

went out to see musician friends of mine who were playing in pubs and all sorts and she was 

about three and a half I suppose, so you had a totally blind dad with this three and a half year 

old child whose sight was very much going, sort of coming back at half past eleven at night 

on the tubes and it never really occurred to me that I was being irresponsible. 

 

White 
That’s made me feel I was quite safe really. 

 

Ramm 
We were just having some fun to alleviate the fact that she was having this treatment every 

day. 

 

White 
Right.  This is of course where you attract comments from other people.  Red, you had quite a 

lot of that didn’t you. 

 

Szell 
Yeah I’ve been told that I shouldn’t be allowed out with the kids, that it’s unsafe, where’s the 

mother.  You develop your own defence mechanisms, when the kids are screaming and 

you’re told that – you know – oh can’t you see her little face, where’s her mother. 

 

White 
When you do get this kind of negative – should you be out with these children – business, 

how do you react? 

 

Szell 
I put them into one of my books and murder them. 

 

White 
Very satisfying. 

 

Szell 
It’s great therapy.  If you take it personally you just eat yourself up. 

 



Rose 
I’ve never had any bad comments passed about me but that doesn’t go to say that I don’t 

worry about it.  I think one of my big worries is the whole young carer thing actually and the 

fact that people might look on at me and assume that my five year old is the one who looks 

after me rather than me looking after my five year old.  And I found myself just this weekend 

in the café in Ipswich walking out of it and when my little boy tried to get in front of me and 

tried to lead the way, because they like to do that, he can see after all, I held him back and 

said No Charlie, you stay behind me, Becket – dog – you go forward and show us the way.  

And I did it loudly and I realise now sort of deliberately so that other people could tell that I 

was in control. 

 

Ramm 
You see I actually think it is more of a team thing when you’re out with your children 

especially as they get older and I’ve got no problem with that at all.  They know more than I 

do – you know by they’re eight to 10 they’re absolutely with it, they know exactly where they 

want to go and I’m happy… 

 

White 
Do they get fed up with guiding us though John do you think? 

 

Ramm 
Mine have not expressed that particular point of view. 

 

White 
Mine did.  I can distinctly remember one of my kids saying to the other one – they weren’t 

very old at the time – they were saying:  “You have him now I’ve had him for five minutes!”  

And I said:  “Well I’ve had you for five years, look at it that way.” 

 

Ramm 
I’ve never really had that but I can see their point. 

 

White 
But you were in an argument I think with one of your daughters weren’t you? 

 

Ramm 
Oh man, that wasn’t an argument with her though, this was my eldest who was looking at 

sixth form colleges and went to the local sixth form college here in Wrexham for the sort of 

open day and she said to somebody:  “Where’s the maths department?”  And this guy turned 

round and went:  “Oh it’s down that …ah no,” he said, “there’s steps down that way.”  And 

she said:  “Just tell me where the maths department is please?”  So they did and she then 

decided to prove to this guy that I was okay, so she basically ran with me holding her arm and 

I’m praying not to hit these steps badly and we hit them well, as it happened, but when we 

got to the top she was just so cross because to her I’m her dad, I’m not a disabled person 

really – I’m a drummer, I’m an engineer, I mend the car, I do this that and the other – I’m her 

dad and I’m like any other dad and she was so cross. 

 

Szell 
I just find it quite interesting that when I’m out people would sometimes bend down to my 

little boy and say:  “Are you showing your daddy the way?” or “Can you show your daddy to 

the door?”  and things like that and I find that quite interesting in this whole young carer 



debate where there’s an ongoing separate debate that says that I might be stealing his 

childhood away from him, yet people seem quite happy to give him instructions and assume 

that he is looking after me. 

 

Ramm 
Well if you weren’t trying to give him a good childhood you wouldn’t have him out 

probably. 

 

White 
No certainly I felt with my own children that they were having quite a lot of fun doing what 

we did and they were very robust about it.  But what about those outside activities, I mean 

there are so many things that children can do now – sport, drama and dance – what about that 

business of getting them there and taking a full interest?  Just before we do that – Tony 

Shearman, bit of a football enthusiast, here is him out with his children. 

 

Shearman 
Here it comes Tom.  Hit it. 

 

Tom 
I saved it. 

 

Child 
Pass it like to me and then I can hit it first time. 

 

Shearman 
Where is it? 

 

Tom 
Right foot. 

 

Shearman 
Yeah. 

 

Tom 
Left. 

 

Shearman 
Got it.  Where are you Tom? 

 

Tom 
Over here. 

 

Shearman 
Here it comes. 

 

Tom 
A great pass. 

 

Child 
Stop it. 



 

Tom 
It’s going straight to you – left, left. 

 

Shearman 
Got it.  What a pass.  Shall I have a shot? 

 

Tom 
Yeah. 

 

Shearman 
Are you in the goal? 

 

Tom 
Aha. 

 

Shearman 
Here it comes. 

 

Tom 
Saved.  Great rounds. 

 

White 
That also rings bells for me.  I suppose the real problem, in a way, is not so much playing the 

games as the extent to which you can identify with what your children are doing because 

you’re not actually watching them do it.  Red? 

 

Szell 
My elder daughter’s quite a handy cricketer and I would love to be able to practise with her in 

the back garden but it’s proved somewhat bruising to my face in the past when I’ve tried to 

catch the ball.  

 

White 
I always found playing with them, particularly when they were little, was fine, I just used to 

take them out in the dark, I could do rather better than they could at that time.  John, what 

about you, you have four daughters so I don’t know how much they wanted to play football 

but…? 

 

Ramm 
Well not so much football but I mean they did go to dancing classes and that kind of thing 

and then do their performances and there’s been some drama.  I think there’s a couple of 

issues.  So one is about getting there and getting them back and I must admit I depended on 

Helen for most of that because she can see and therefore drive.  So actually it takes away 

some of the other stuff because she’s there to watch them and go oh how lovely darling that 

was delightful.  But some of that is also to do with money, so if you haven’t got a lot of 

money you’re not going to take them to a lot of things that cost cash either.  I love attending 

anything they do and I tend to talk to them about it afterwards, rather than try to experience it 

because I can’t obviously. 

 

White 



One more thing – this has been touched on but I’d just like to ask you all specifically about it:  

Doing your share – that’s in a way a factor – well for any dad I guess it’s a factor but if 

you’ve got a visual impairment maybe it’s more of one.  John, did you do your share? 

 

Ramm 
I think so, my wife, I think, would say so if she was here.  Helen’s a very mummy mum, so 

she loves doing all that kind of stuff and the girls yeah seem to be happy with me as a dad as 

they get older. 

 

White 
And Red, you were a househusband so presumably you think you did do your share? 

 

Szell 
I think I did, I think the kids have missed out a little bit on sort of make and do type of 

activities, which I’m just hopeless at.  To be honest even if I could see I probably wouldn’t be 

that good – scissors are not my favoured instrument.  But yeah, I think what they’ve lost on 

the make and do and me going watching them doing ballet has been made up for by the fact 

that like the other two I think we just communicate more as a family, we talk an awful lot and 

that I think means that I’m probably closer to my kids than I would otherwise be. 

 

White 
I have to say I have noticed that, not just with my own children but with visually impaired 

friends that I’ve got – they usually have the most articulate, vocal children and I think that’s 

because they need to talk to us to explain things and that develops all sorts of things and their 

language skills and all sorts of things. 

 

Ramm 
The other thing I think we do as dads is have – probably have more physical contact than 

maybe other dads would have with their children, it’s a generalisation but especially with me 

having all girls I think some dads would pull away from them as they get older but my 

daughter came back from university last night and the first thing we did was have a big hug 

and sit down and she was on my knee and we just chatted for a while.  And she’s 21. 

 

White 
And Damon, just finally, because you’re still in the middle of all this with a five and two year 

old. 

 

Rose 
Yeah and maybe that’s – maybe that’s why I sound like the most repressed most anxious of 

people on the panel tonight I don’t know.  But I think there’s one thing I can do and I know I 

can do which is go out, go to work, come home, throw the cash through the door and go out 

and do some more work again, so I’m supporting them all.   

 

White 
I felt that way as well, yeah. 

 

Rose 
Now I don’t feel I see them enough. 

 

White 



There might be dads who can’t do that of course, there are probably quite a lot of visually 

impaired dads who do find it very difficult to make enough money and throw it… 

 

Ramm 
Definitely I would certainly fall into that category – I spent more time with the children as a 

result but with less money. 

 

White 
Yeah.  Well as usual we’ve only scratched the surface but I know we can rely on listeners to 

tell us what we’ve missed and give us your own strategies for dealing with the issues we have 

managed to discuss.  Warm thanks to Red Szell, Damon Rose and John Ramm for being so 

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

 


