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WHITE
Good evening.  In Touch runs an occasional series called Blindness for Beginners, which aims to do pretty much what it says on the tin – give people new to visual impairment some basic tips about how to cope.  But tonight’s edition has a key difference – it comes as a direct request from many listeners, sighted listeners, who emailed into the programme and some of them actually accosted me in the street almost to insist that we did this.

It came as a result of a programme a few weeks ago in which we looked at help from blind people’s point of view – how to get it, how to make the best use of it and how to dispense with it when it was no longer needed.  But many would be helpers thought we’d missed a trick, a view summed up pretty succinctly really by Piers Mahon.

Mahon
There must be lots of people like me who are sighted and we’d just love to know what the two or three things that they can actually do in those circumstances are.  I’ve helped blind people at airports and I’ve seen them on the tube and I’ve never really known what to do.  Clearly if you meet a blind person at Schiphol Airport and they’ve just got off a BA jet you probably can guess that they don’t know anything about that airport.  Generally I grab their elbow firmly and tell them what I’m going to do.  But in somewhere like the London tube, it’s clearly a lot more likely to be local experts and one doesn’t want to impose.  And so it’s actually a very hard thing, as a sighted person, to sort of judge whether or not you should offer help.  And the second thing is – I’ve got no idea what best practice is for when I actually do give help.

White
So that’s the plan for tonight’s programme – to try and give some advice on how best to help, although there has to be a bit of a disclaimer, right from the start, I think because if we’re going to do this honestly there’s always bound to be some examples of what not to do.  But we are aiming to be as positive as possible.  To help me do this I’m joined by Julie Smethurst and Amie Slavin, both totally blind now, although Amie did have some vision until her early 20s.  They’re both independent travellers, Julie a cane user, Amie has a guide dog.  

So can we talk first about how to offer help because Piers says he tends to take charge a little bit if he sees someone’s on unfamiliar ground and I really wonder are the dos and don’ts about offering help.  Julie?

Smethurst
I felt very worried when I heard Piers say that he grabs an elbow firmly and tells a person what he’s going to do because I think with me, however nice I want to be to people and however much I need their help, being grabbed automatically, I think I might have shaken him off roughly and…

White
So what should he have done?

Smethurst
Well I would have much preferred if he came up to me and said – here I am, you know, is there anything that I could do to help you, can I guide you to so and so, the passport control or whatever.  But talk, please don’t grab, I think that’s the essence.

White
Okay Amie?

Slavin
Well to put it positively I would say the thing to do is almost exactly the opposite of what Piers would do at Schiphol, so I’m going to keep clear of Schiphol…

White
In case he’s there.

Slavin
And with all thanks to him for taking the trouble to ask the question because that’s fantastic.  But the thing to do, as I would recommend it, is to approach and possibly do some kind of light touch to make the person aware that it’s them you’re speaking to and just say would you like some help.  And then listen and pay attention to what they actually say, whether it’s yes or no or whether they begin to say what help it is.  Yeah and Piers’ worry about when to offer help, I mean the key to that is simply to ask – would you like some help.  And then we’re perfectly able to say actually thank you for the offer but I’m alright just at the moment, thank you.  And I tend to then try to say but please – it was really nice of you to offer, appreciate you offering, I just don’t happen to need your help right now.  But put into our hands, don’t try and guess.

White
And that’s one point we ought to make, that if somebody in a way wants a golden rule book here, they’re probably not going to find it because visually impaired people are all different, there’s the question of having some sight or none, there’s the question of how experienced you are and so and so.  Julie, if someone is going to help do you have a preference, is there a right way and a wrong way to guide?

Smethurst
Well I like to take a person’s – just take a person’s elbow gently and just know where they are and have them half step ahead.  And very often if there’s any time to do it I would explain why we’re doing it like that because every opportunity is an educational one with sighted people and if you can enable them to know some level of good practice then it’s always worth taking that.  But I just do like – would you like some help – some people do say would you like to take my arm and I would say yes, some people say would you like to take my shoulder and I’ll say well I prefer to take your elbow please if that’s okay and usually that works.  So it’s all in dialogue.  And I’m sorry we’re kind of – we’re trying to say dos rather than don’ts but one of mine would be please don’t panic, don’t see a person looking as if they’re doing something that looks as if it’s going to be dangerous to you and that’s when the kind of grabbing starts to happen and the shouting…

Slavin
It is.  Someone nearly dropped me in a river once, a couple of years.  I was getting off a pleasure boat, I’d been having a ride on a pleasure boat and I had my dog with me and stepping off – you know how it is when you get off a boat, you have to step – there’s just that moment, it’s not difficult, but you step from the side of the boat onto the quayside.  And I was just doing that and it was all fine but somebody very understandably thought obviously oh my goodness there’s a blind woman with a guide dog getting off the boat, I’d better help.  And he came and seized me by the upper arm and just as I was at the moment of transferring my and my dog’s weight from the boat to shore he grabbed hold of me and brought me to a complete stop and it was so dangerous and I was like can you please not – can you please not and he was saying – no, no I have to help you.  Evidently thinking that I didn’t realise where I was and what I was doing.  And in the end I had to say look you must let go of me or I’m going to fall in because you’re stopping me from moving, I’m stuck here.

Smethurst
And that’s a really difficult one isn’t it because it turns into a confrontation when you don’t really mean it to.  And I think that’s why it’s so much better if people try not to panic and try to sort of talk with us.

Slavin
And always go ahead, always – I always say to people let me take hold of you because I know I’m not going to let go of you, you might forget that you’re guiding me and let go of me at any moment, so always let me take hold of you please.  And it must be between the elbow and the shoulder and I always explain to them – don’t give me your hand, give me your elbow or your upper arm because then I know what you’re doing.  If I’ve got you by the hand you could be doing all manner of other stuff and be moving.  And people sometimes do think that it’s helpful if they go over a bump or a rut or a step to…

Smethurst
Lift their arm up a bit or something.

Slavin
Yeah, so that actually you can’t tell because they think they want to make – give you a steady ride without realising they’re going to break your legs.  And so yes always I prefer to follow and to go behind the person and to take hold of them by some part of them that isn’t going to be completely independent of their torso, whilst remaining seemly.

White
But you’ve raised an interesting point here which is that what sighted people often think they see is confusion in the blind person even though you know what you’re doing.  And I think that’s because, isn’t it, some of us have got strategies which may look unusual, people may think we’re struggling when we’re not.  I mean the classic example for me is that I might well take the long way round to somewhere, like, you know, I might follow a wall or a series of posts when it would look easier for someone else – a sighted person – to take a diagonal route going straight to the place…

Smethurst
And I think also someone’s obstacle – I wish I’d got money for the number of times that people have said you nearly walked into that, well actually no, I was actually looking for that because the symbol that I use to know that it’s time to cross the road or turn right or whatever it might be.  And because as a – I don’t know how this works quite the same with a dog but as a cane user you do often walk right up to something and find it with your cane and from a sighted person’s point of view that probably looks as if you – quote – nearly walked into it.

White
Yeah, it’s not a danger, it’s a landmark, that’s the – quite often, yeah.

Slavin
And people will panic about the dog going through what looks to them like a narrow gap but of course the point of a guide dog is that it assesses the gap and gets you through the gap.  And so there is a tendency to panic – and like – you’ve got – go a bit that way, or a bit that way.  And like – no it’s alright, all I need to do is follow my dog and let the dog do what the dog does because that’s what it does.

White
I hope people are taking notes because there’s an awful lot of stuff here.  One of – I actually – there’s a great experience of that in my family because I have an elder brother who is blind and my brother used to – when he was quite a little kid, four or five, used to ride this trolley down the slope down our garden and get up quite a speed.  And my grandfather came along one day and saw this branch had fallen, as he thought, and was kind of in the way, so he moved it.  Three minutes later Colin comes along – down, going really fast – crash, straight into the gate.  Who moved that branch that I put there to warn me of the gate?  So it is – quite often we know what we’re looking for, we kind of know what we’re doing.

Slavin
And the thing with working a guide dog as well actually is the straight line idea because particularly crossing roads all guide dogs need to sit at the edge of a kerb, that’s what the training is, so always you need to pause at the edge of a kerb if there’s a guide dog involved – on a down kerb.  Going up the step it’s not the same, you don’t need to stop in the road to discuss that we’re about to go up the other kerb, that’s fine.  But before crossing the road guide dog training is to sit.  And then as we go across the road we go where we can straight across, even if that means, as you say Peter, that it seems to be a bit more of a circuitous route.  And again one of the battles I sort of get involved in with people is where they will try and guide me and the dog through the shortest route and I – no, you’re making us walk down the middle of the road, my dog is really confused by this, I’m going to have to discuss it with her the next time we cross a road because she’ll say that nice man said we can go down the middle of the road. 

White
I’m just going to give you some quick questions, which we can get some quick answers for.  Warnings of steps – do you want to know about steps in advance?

Smethurst
If we’re being guided do you mean?

White
Yeah.

Smethurst
I would like to know whether there are going to be steps going down or up, that makes a difference I think because you position yourself.  So yes.

White
And people often say ‘steps’ without saying up or down.  Do you want them counted for you?

Smethurst
Not particularly, no.

Slavin
No, no.

Smethurst
If people are guiding properly then obviously we can feel what they’re doing, so no I don’t particularly want commentary on the counting.

Slavin
And particularly if it means holding up a whole sort of stream of people to stop at the top while the person counts all the steps laboriously before going down, no please, really honestly just do it, I’ll know when – if you let me take your arm then I’ll know when you’re at the bottom or the top of this flight of steps.

Smethurst
What is nice though is to be offered the choice of whether you want to hold a rail or hold the person or both or whatever, I like that choice because depending on what the steps are like, even how I’m feeling, whether they are down or up, I might sometimes choose to hold a rail and use my cane, on the other hand sometimes I might just prefer to hold on to the person.

White
So you would like to be offered the chance of knowing where the rail or the bannister is?

Smethurst
Yes please.

White
Because some people don’t, but still okay.  And people are often really trying to be very helpful – rush ahead to open a door for you.  Yes or no?

Slavin
Not really, no because the door is often the landmark that you’re looking for, for when – I need to go through three fire doors and then it’s the second room on the left.  Well if some kind person is magically holding each of those doors open silently without telling you then that can lead to turning up in entirely a different room, on a different floor, a different day even.  So no definitely.  And also there’s the whole business of hinges with doors, I have a bit of a horror of getting my fingers caught in a closing hinge because of putting my hand out to try and catch the door and it’s all just confusing, it’s all being done silently and we’re not taking a sort of pragmatic approach to it.  And I would much rather either be left just to do the door by myself or if someone’s guiding me and opens the door then the classic thing of if you use the hand that you’re guiding with to open the door then the person you’re guiding knows what you’re doing and can take the door from you in an orderly manner and everybody keeps all their fingers which is a bonus.

White
And of course if the door is coming towards you the problem is that the door’s coming towards you, you’re trying to judge how far it is and the person who’s opening it is then between you and the door which can lead to a good deal of confusion.

Smethurst
Yeah and just yesterday I had this precise situation, I ended up somewhere behind the door and behind the person who was trying to open it for me because I just completely misread – and they were saying I’m opening the door for you – and they were gently pulling it towards us little by little and we ended up in a complete dance really, I mean it was very funny but I think it became more of a production than it perhaps would have needed to have done really, if we’d just been able to have – again a little bit more commentary in that case, a bit more of an explanation.

Slavin
Yes communication is all of it..

Smethurst
.. it’s all communication yeah.

Slavin
And the other thing about doors is when in trying to be really helpful and save you the difficulty of actually handling the door the person will try and put their arm above your head and so you bite their wrist as you go by.  I do because I’m quite tall and it’s quite hard for most people to put their arm high enough so that I don’t hit them.

White
Do you think we just expect too much of people?  I mean there are loads of rules here, most people would – a lot of people would say look I’ve just seen someone I thought might be in a bit of a trouble, I’m just trying to help, you know, didn’t want to read a rule book, didn’t want to go on a course.

Smethurst
I think what I would say that the vast majority of people that I receive help from are brilliant, the vast majority are really, really good and it’s a wonderful resource, help from the public, they don’t go through a risk assessment, they…

Slavin
Literally where would we be without them.

Smethurst
They don’t sort of say well I can’t help you because I’m not insured, they just pitch in and they do help.  So I’m massively grateful for that.  And the kinds of things that I think Amie and I are singling out here are situations where somebody’s perhaps – has just waded in a little bit without checking first.

White
And we did ask you to after all.

Smethurst
Yeah but mostly people are really good.

Slavin
No absolutely and I think the key thing is don’t worry too much, take a punt on us actually being someone that you can have a communication with by asking us and also I would say if there is one golden rule for me it would be empathy, not sympathy.  So instead of fixating on the oh my goodness there’s a blind person out by themselves and going into the panic mode is just to think right, okay what would be tricky about this for me now.  And the very best help that I receive is from people who will say to me – oh I just thought that might be difficult – and they’ll come and offer in a nice way and they will have actually thought about what would it be like to not be able to see in this situation and actually come and just say I wonder if you’d like a hand.  And that’s so lovely, it’s not just that the help is great but it actually makes you feel that you’ve had a connection with a human being.

White
And the other thing of course when you’re comparing people, that help from the public to help from so-called services, who’ve got causes, is the public don’t take you and say I’ll just sit you on a chair over there, someone will come in about 20 minutes or so, they don’t do that either, so that really is… A couple of other quick things – ending the relationship, can that be difficult?  One of the things I worry about is the people who you know are standing and watching you as you go off.

Smethurst
Yeah that is – that is worrying if they sort of start to just tail you and then you find that you’ve walked 10 metres up the street and they’re saying – there’s a bin on your right – and you’re thinking I don’t really need to know that thank you.  I try and find an excuse to pause and do something, I stop and fiddle with my cane or blow my nose or something and try and let them move off if that happens really.  I mean some people close very well, they’ll say are you okay then and you say yeah thanks very much that’s brilliant and off they pootle and off you go.  But some people do – I think it’s an aim to try and be subtle and to carry on being helpful and I – if I can’t lose them I’ll say well this is the way I’m going, are you going quite a long way this way, could I carry on holding your arm and we’ll go a bit further together really.

Slavin
That’ll learn them.

Smethurst
Exactly.

White
Yeah they might have you all day.

Smethurst
Exactly.

Slavin
Yeah, I find it does make me actually very nervous to know that I’m being watched doing something.

White
Yeah I make mistakes immediately.

Slavin
Yeah exactly.

White
What about simulated specs and blind folds – simulated specs are those things which recreate certain kinds of visual impairment so that people know what they’re like and everyone knows what a blindfold is, what do you think about that?

Slavin
No, no.

Smethurst
It’s very difficult really, I think there are times – there are occasions when they can be useful but I’m not so sure that they’re going to be that much help for a situation like this are they because somebody’s who’s talking to Amie or me, we’re very experienced blind people and I think the kind of momentary experience that you get of perhaps using some sim specs for 10, 15 minutes is – they have their place but I don’t think they’re particularly helpful for this really.

Slavin
I think they can frighten people more actually because they give them such a horrible experience that it just makes their whole perception of blindness more negative than it was to begin with.

Smethurst
And perhaps makes them think we’re having a worst experience than we actually are with that.

White
Yeah because having been blind for the last two minutes is not quite the same as having been blind for 20, 30 or 40 years.  I think that’s almost all we’ve got time for.  You could go on forever here.  I hope that this has been of some help to Piers and all the other people who accosted me to say we want to hear about that.  So the one thing we know for sure is that there are lots of things there people won’t agree with, tell us what they are, let’s hear your own ideas on the subject.  You can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme, do leave a contact if you’d like us to get back to you.  You can email intouch@bbc.co.uk or you can get to our website from where you can download tonight’s programme.

Many thanks to Amie Slavin and Julie Smethurst, thank you both very much indeed.  Hope you get some help on the way home.  From me, Peter White and today’s producer Lee Kumutat, goodbye.


