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White
Good Evening. Tonight, we literally cast our reporter’s eyes over the latest claim to improve sight - smart glasses.  And we reckon to have no taboos on In Touch, but is food, and how to eat it in public, the exception?

Barely a day goes by when some newspaper or other doesn't trumpet a miracle cure for blindness, whether it’s a new drug; stem cell surgery or bionic eyes.  But the latest claim concerns a method which doesn't try to improve sight clinically but tries to help you make the most of what vision you have left. The smart-glasses project has been run at Oxford University and following our policy of trying to get behind the headlines we asked our reporter Johny Cassidy to run the rule over the project. He began by asking the man who led it, Dr. Steven Hicks, to explain more about its basis.  

Hicks
Our project is called the Oxford Smart Specs Project.  It’s a project designed to build a pair of augmented reality smart glasses for visually impaired people to make use of the remaining sight that many people have and help them identify obstacles and objects in their environment to allow them to be more independent, walk around and use their sight as they potentially can.

Cassidy
And what is the background of the project?

Hicks
The project came out of the Department of Neuroscience in some investigations we did in retinal prosthetics.  We looked at ways in which computers could enhance images to make better sense of the display that many people would have in an implanted prosthetic and really found out that the best way to do this would be to use a wearable display instead of an implanted one.  And we sped it out from there to try to make a pair of glasses that are going to look relatively normal to people in the environment but still provide a computer based object enhancement and object detection that would be able to be seen by people with only really very, very limited sight.

Cassidy
So who is it likely to help?

Hicks
It’s targeted for people who are registered blind, so people who’ve got some sight remaining but not really enough to do normal sight based tasks.  We’ve tested it on people with Macular Degeneration and Retinitis Pigmentosa and Diabetic Retinopathy and a number of other conditions and found that as long as there is some level of sight, something which you can use to focus or detect brightness and its position, then potentially you could get some benefit out of these glasses.

Szell
My name’s Red Szell, I’m a writer and rock climber, I’ve got Retinitis Pigmentosa which means that I’ve got effectively 5% vision, no night vision whatsoever and a rather narrow field and I’d be interested in these glasses because I want to get out more because that’s where I do my rock climbing and that’s where I get my ideas for who I’m going to murder in my next novel.

Hicks
I’m not sure that counts as an accessory.  If you want to grab the sides of it and help guide it down over towards your nose, I’ll ratchet the system together.

Cassidy
Hey Red, can you just describe how that feels?

Szell
They fit quite high on the head, just above the temples.  Surprisingly light actually for something that feels quite bulky when you’re putting it on.  

Hicks
So there are two different settings that we’ll start with.  First of all we can look at a wide view…

Cassidy
Over the next 10 or 15 minutes Red took a bit of time to find out how the glasses actually worked.  He started off by picking out some detail, then some things from a distance and then finally Stephen’s face.

Hicks
Okay so have another look around – can you see any brightness coming from the displays first of all?

Szell
I’ve got you, yeah, absolutely – gosh – yeah the lines round your face definitely focus my view of what I can see on your face and pushes it to the front of my vision and everything else is background, so it’s a 3D image that I’m getting.  Being long sighted, actually now that you’ve moved away, it’s far easier for me to be able to focus on you and yeah I can see you’ve got your one arm up and you’re waving to me and the other one tucked behind your back?  Are you being a teapot?

Hicks
Exactly, I’m being a teapot.

Szell
Brilliant.

Hicks
The next step in terms of commercial development is to reduce the size of the glasses and the processing unit into something which is going to be acceptable for people in day to day life.

Cassidy
And what is the timeframe for that?

Hicks
We’re aiming to build the take home versions in autumn this year.  We’ve got a collaboration going with Oxford Metric Group here in Oxford, who build cameras for a living, they’re very interested in working on our augmented reality display for visually impaired people and also a good collaboration with the Department of Engineering so we can put in some really cutting edge computer vision work to extend the use of the glasses beyond just object detection and into more semantic tasks, like detecting buses, bus numbers, reading text and potentially also recognising faces.

Cassidy
And the bottom line is for a lot of people how much is it likely to cost?

Hicks
We hope to be able to get these into people’s lives for just a few hundred pounds.

Szell
I must say I’m very impressed.  I’m always suspicious of anything that says that it’s going to be a major leap forward in helping the blind to be able to see again, so when I came up here I thought well they sound good but can they be that good and actually having worn them I’m sold, I’m looking forward to when a smaller version comes on to the market, it’s the biggest leap forward that I’ve come across in my 25 years of being blind.

White
Red Szell.  And that was Johnny Cassidy looking into the smart-glasses project and he’s here with me.

So obviously quite a success for Red, Johnny, what did you make of the glasses?

Cassidy
I did have a go and it goes to show that it’s going to be very different for a lot of people with different eye conditions.  My central vision has actually gone, so although it helped a bit on the periphery, the images were a bit better, it wasn’t enough for me really to get excited about.

White
Now they sound quite innovative, is anyone else developing anything similar?

Cassidy
I tried to look into this and I asked Stephen about it.  There’s another couple of research projects across the globe and across the country that are doing it but in terms of commercial availability there’s only one company that I’ve found.  They seem to be very, very similar, they do the same thing, they give augmented reality on to lenses but the difference is that the retail price is just under $10,000 and when you compare that to what Dr Stephen Hicks says, that he should make it available for around about £200 or £300 in the UK that is going to be a very big difference.

White
It certainly is, time will tell.  Johnny Cassidy, thank you very much.

Clip – Pretty Woman
Where’s the salad?

The salad comes at the end of the meal.

That’s the fork I knew.

I don’t know about you but I’ve never been able to figure which goes with what!

[Indistinct word]

Bon Appetit.

It’s Escargot – it’s French for snails.  It’s a delicacy – try ‘em.  At the price I’m paying for this stock, Mr Morsey, you’re going to be a very rich man.

I’m rich enough I just want to have my shipyard.

Slippery little suckers!

It happens all the time.

Some of you will recognise the discomfiture of Vivienne, “the tart with a heart" in Touchstone Pictures’ Pretty Woman, directed by Garry Marshall, as she tries to negotiate eating snails for the first time while her seriously rich and upmarket dinner date is cutting a ruthless business deal. 

But for many blind people trying to stay cool while eating in public isn't just about etiquette or class, it’s about finding the damned stuff on your plate in the first place, and knowing how to deal with it decorously when things - as they often do - go wrong. I will now admit to years when I was young doing anything to avoid eating out, including feigning illness.  And it can be very embarrassing to talk about, as this e-mail from Ron Fitzwilliam poignantly makes clear. 

Fitzwilliam (E-mail)
I’m contacting you with a huge amount of trepidation because when this subject was first raised a few years ago many listeners responded with indignation and even some anger that anyone should think it necessary to mention it.  My partner has been losing his sight for many years and has only just got round to accepting the fact that he is irreversibly blind.  Please can anyone advise him of the best way to eat his meals?  Finger food is okay, cornflakes are okay but how can he eat pasta, meat casseroles, potatoes, other vegetables without reducing them all to crumbs or mush and using his fingers and a spoon to get them up?  He has a plastic rim guard to stop the food dropping of his plate but he can’t manage to get what’s on his plate into his mouth either quickly or cleanly.  He can’t get his knife or fork coordinated and spends an age chasing all round the plate the food which I’ve already cut up for him.  Needless to say it’s gone cold by the time he gets to eat it.  He hasn’t eaten out in over six years because he feels too embarrassed and humiliated.  Part of his problem is that he is now in his 70s and feels that he is too old to learn new ways.  I feel so inadequate because there ought to be something I can do to help and I can’t think what.  

White
Well, I’m not sure how far we can claim to be able to solve Ron's partner's problems on the radio, one-to-one help is almost certainly what's needed here.  But it did strike us how little we had discussed this on the programme, surprising when you think that whether we admit it or not, it’s something most visually impaired people give quite a lot of thought to. 

So is it a taboo?  We brought together two blind people to discuss it.  Former senior social worker with visually impaired people, Richard Pryor, who lost his sight in his 20s, and Susannah Hancock, blind from early childhood, who has worked in many fields, including being an adviser on diversity. So, what are their personal attitudes to food?

Hancock
I’m quite careful about what I eat in public, I do go to restaurants a lot and there are just some foods I won’t tackle when I’m out, such as spaghetti and also soup and probably be wary of a salad but because I love it so much I probably would try to eat it in public.

White
Richard, you lost your sight, what’s your attitude to food?

Pryor
Well I don’t see it as an issue at all really.  I mean there are quite a few techniques that would help you greatly and so I don’t normally have a problem with it at all.

Hancock
I mean I didn’t realise until I’d talked to my mum that actually there were messy eaters who were sighted – for instance my mum, who’s always spilling yoghurt or something down herself, whereas I never do.

White
Is that where you get your calmness from Richard, having been sighted therefore you know what a lot of messy eaters there are around?

Pryor
Yeah I was just thinking that, I wonder if this is a congenitally blind thing, whereas having been sighted and only achieved blindness at 28 I knew how to eat and things.

Hancock
Oh well we knew how to eat, we were taught how to eat from when we were children.  I mean my mum was extremely strict and if we weren’t holding your knife properly she would give you a bang on the knuckle with her spoon or something, you know. 

White
The things is, is there though a taboo?  I mean Ron’s letter says and reminded me that when we have tackled this subject before we have had a lot of very angry responses saying how dare you imply that we can’t eat properly, so does that mean that it doesn’t get discussed and perhaps people don’t get the help they need?

Pryor
It should be discussed and there should be training for it.  I was very lucky in that when I lost my sight the Manor House at Torquay was there, so that was a residential unit and I was there for 12 weeks and if we had any problem with eating then there were ways and means to advise on how to get around it.  So you know you’d have crispy fried bread in the morning and you’d say to the person opposite – I’m about to cut my fried bread, get ready to catch it.  So there are ways of dealing with it and I don’t think the training is there these days, you’ve got rehabilitation officers of the visually impaired but nowhere near enough of them.

White
Can we talk a bit about strategies?  Susannah first, what strategies do you do to make your life easier with food?

Hancock
I don’t have a lot of meat now because I’m scared of getting fat in my mouth, what do I do with it if I’ve got fat in my mouth?  Spit it out?  I think just basically seeing what’s – deciding what to have and then checking where it all is on my plate and hoping that the plate’s not too full.  Sometimes you get given in a restaurant quite a small plate with salad or something on it and I always ask for a bigger one.

White
Because you see Richard you say that you’re not worried about it but surely you must have had the experience where you stick your fork into something and you pick it up, it is much more heavily laden than you thought it was but before you know where you are it’s all in your mouth and you think how can I get that back to the plate, or it may be something that’s completely inedible or got fat all over it, you must have had those experiences?

Pryor
No well I mean I think you can tell from the weight on the fork how much you’ve got on the fork.  I mean the first thing, if you’re in a restaurant and you get a meal, is to say is everything edible on the plate because very often you get a shock when you pick up a slice of lemon or I nearly perforated my nose with a cocktail stick attached to a sausage one day.  So that’s the first thing you do.  Then you don’t really want those separate dishes that come on plates with say a cottage pie in it or something like that – avoid that.  And then somebody comes over and says to you would you like me to cut up your meat and my response is no, would you like me to cut up yours.  

Hancock
Oh it does remind me of a story about David Blunkett, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind me telling it because it’s in a book, where he went to a restaurant one day and it was a big event, some formal do, and he was sitting next to somebody and he noticed that they had little finger bowls beside their plate to sort of wash their fingers and he thought ooh that’s a really good idea and he said to his neighbour at the table – Isn’t this a good idea the fact that we’ve got these finger bowls to use if we need to wash our hands?  And the bloke next to him said – Actually David you’re the only one who’s got one.  

Pryor
How awful.

Hancock
Yes, that’s what I thought too.

Pryor
I think if you wanted some techniques what I would do is I would throw away the plate guard, I don’t like to see plate guards around really, and then the thing is that if you’re – you’ve got a meal in front of you and you’ve got a glass of wine, because glasses of wine are very easy to knock over especially if you come at them from above, so first of all you find the edge of the table with the back of your hand, you work out across the table, like a windscreen wiper, either side of the plate, until you find your glass of wine, then you hit it at the bottom so you’re less likely to knock over.  So you’ve got that located and if you drink it quickly you haven’t got to bother about it again.  And then you go back to your plate and the important thing is every two or three mouthfuls you run your knife around – right round the perimeter of the plate and pull everything back to the middle.

Hancock
That’s true, that’s good because my daughter tells me – Mum you’re getting it off the back of the plate in a minute.

White
You do sound horribly organised Richard, do you do all these things before every meal that you have when you’re out in a restaurant?

Pryor
Yeah absolutely.

White
You do?

Pryor
Yeah, I mean I do it without thinking now.  The other thing is I don’t really like talking to people when I’m eating because I lose the concentration then.

Hancock
Oh dear.

White
But isn’t that half the point of going out for a meal, I mean that’s very restricting isn’t it?

Pryor
Yeah and I will talk to people but I prefer to eat reasonably quietly so I can concentrate on what I’m doing.

White
Are there moments, Susannah, that you’re afraid of – things that you fear happening?

Hancock
Well I did go - when I worked at Middlesex University I was asked by the Vice Chancellor to come to lunch and I thought oh god I don’t know what it’s going to be.  In fact it was actually salmon and new potatoes and stuff, so that was alright.  But then arrived a pudding which was absolutely dreadful, it had like jelly in it, it was like a cheesecake or a trifle and I just took one look at it and I said – Michael, would you mind if I didn’t eat this because I really hate puddings.  Which is a total lie, I love pudding, I just couldn’t bear the bloke to see me scooping this jelly which then flop out in front of me.

White
Just finally, to go back to Ron and his partner who originally wrote that letter, I mean clearly Richard there ought to be some way of helping him, he ought to be getting assistance didn’t he?

Pryor
Yes he certainly did and I don’t know what area he comes from but most areas have some sort of rehabilitation officers around and that would be absolutely in their role to teach him how to cope with that.  And he just needs to practise a bit and have a bit more confidence in himself.  I mean he mentioned on there he doesn’t know how to use a knife and a fork but I mean I always have knives and forks not with rounded handles but with flat handles so you can tell which way you’ve got the fork.

Hancock
Or just have a spoon instead.

Pryor
No, no…

Hancock
I think spoons are great, I love having spoons.

Pryor
No but you don’t need to do that, that’s what I’m arguing really you see.  And you’ve got to be very careful you don’t look like a baby eating, if you’re not careful.

Hancock
Nonsense, why should you learn all this new stuff, let him use a spoon and feel more relaxed.

White
One other point and that is this business of are people watching you.  I’m going to ask Richard this because you could see for quite a while, I mean I tend to assume, loathe though I am to do it, that people are watching me, I’d much rather be completely confident and think they aren’t.  As a once sighted person what’s the truth of that do you think?

Pryor
Yeah people watch you whatever you’re doing – if you’re walking down the street with a long cane or a guide dog they’ll be watching you, you’re coming through the door they’ll be watching you, if you’re going down stairs they’ll be watching you and certainly if you’re eating they’ll be watching you until it gets boring because you’re managing okay.

Hancock
Yes.  I think people do watch because my mum always used to say things like - that piece of lettuce is quite big Sue, just thought I’d tell you - and they can’t help watching, can they, sighted people.

White
So that reinforces the view that people are watching.

Pryor
Oh yes they are.

Hancock
They can’t help it.

White
I’m more nervous than ever now. 

Susannah Hancock, Richard Pryor – thank you.  

And we'd like your reactions, horrified or otherwise, and any helpful tips, or anecdotes, you care to offer. 
 
You can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme or you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk" intouch@bbc.co.uk.  There's more on our website, which you can find by going to the Radio 4 website and searching for - what else? - In Touch, that's also where you can download tonight's and subsequent programmes.

From me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye. 


