file_0.png

file_1.wmf


Downloaded from www.bbc.co.uk/radio4

THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY.


IN TOUCH – Blind Writers 

TX:  07.04.2015  2040-2100

PRESENTER:  PETER WHITE

PRODUCER:  CHERYL GABRIEL


White
Good Evening.   

Everyone’s got at least one book in them, they say, but then they say a lot of things don’t they.  Anyone who’s tried it knows it’s getting that book out which is the challenge.  But my guests tonight have both managed it - at least twice - and in different genres.  And both have books out now, although we’ve invited them on not just to talk about their books - although it may be hard to stop them - but because of all the art forms writing is surely one of the most accessible for visually impaired people; less clutter is needed, whether it’s a computer with screen-reader or magnification, some form of writing braille - mechanical or manual - or recording your thoughts on audio, there are ways to do it.  Some may even struggle with pen and paper, if they've still got enough vision.  So, as I say, it’s mechanics as much as content we’ll be talking about tonight.  

Let’s start with a familiar voice on the programme, that of Red Szell. 

Now Red, your first novel, Blind Trust, was about a visually impaired detective but your second book is factual, and something which was featured on this programme, just remind us of your theme. 

Szell
It’s about my climb of the Old Man Of Hoy, back in 2013.  It’s not just about the climb, it’s how I came to do it – twice – and how the documentary made for the TV didn’t tell the whole story.

White
No because one of the things that fascinated me reading it was the tensions that are there, this isn’t just about negotiating rock faces, it’s about negotiating people’s feelings and dealing with extreme tension isn’t it.

Szell
Well there was a whole team of us and actually yes I sat down to work out exactly what our journey had been after I’d got back down to London.  I realised that it followed a classic adventure story trajectory – there was a reluctant protagonist, loyal companions, a journey peppered with incident, mountains to climb and a giant to defeat.  And it just seemed like too good a story to pass up on writing.

White
Unfortunately we spoilt the end because we know you got down alright but still… let me bring in Tanvir Bush.  Tanvir, you’ve also starred on this programme before, regular listeners may recall the pieces you did for us from the country in which you grew up, Zambia. And your debut novel, Witch Girl is based there too.  Just explain what gave rise to the themes of Witch Girl?

Bush
I grew up in Zambia but I also went back to work there and I was working as a documentary filmmaker and I worked on a film called Choker, get lost, which was working – sorry it’s my guide dog growling down there – we were following a group of street children.  In the end our research and – was six months, so we were on the ground with them for six months and after that I set up a safe house for this group, they were all under 11 at the time, and spent a lot of time working with them on the street.  And Witch Girl is a response to those experiences that I had working out there as a filmmaker and with my father, who was a doctor on the frontline of the HIV crisis.

White
And of course that’s absolutely central to the book in that some of the things which happen in order to deal with people’s fear of HIV and exploit their fear, that’s the real theme isn’t it.

Bush
Yes, yes.

White
The sheer precariousness of these children’s lives is shocking to someone living in comfortable southern England.  There’s a scene right at the beginning where a group of children are sleeping in drains which become flooded one night in a storm and your heroine, 11-year-old Luse, is desperately searching for her little brother.  We’ll just get a flavour of this.

Clip Witch Girl
Luse pushes and pummels her way back through the melee.  “Joshua,” she shouts, “Josh, Josh where are you?”  Luse doesn’t know exactly how many kids have been sleeping in this particular drain, she would guess a couple of lorry loads.  “Joshi,” Luse gasps, holding her sides.  She can’t wade any further and is left looking into pitch black with the water rising to her shins.  She screams into the darkness as the last of the small children splashes past.  Something is rising inside her – a rage – more terrible than anything the storm can imagine.  Then a small sticky hand slips into hers.  “Luse,” says a small voice.  “Luse, I’m here. I’m frightened.”

I have to say it’s a very vividly written book and what interested me was the extent to which although you’ve had sight, which has like Red’s deteriorated, in a way this is quite a blind book, which isn’t an insult, I mean it’s full of smells and tastes and textures.  Was that deliberate or is that what Zambia most conjures up for you?

Bush
It was deliberate, I mean yes it conjures up everything – everything is stinky, it’s wonderfully stinky and…

White
I’ve had to cut out the bit – something from the clip because it was a bit too stinky for Radio 4 at ten to nine.

Bush
I did a creative writing MA course and one of the ways of experimenting with creative writing was to think in different ways, so to write through different senses and experiment with different senses.  I decided to write a scene through scent alone and that opened up everything.

White
So I want to ask you both:  How true is it that you do write what you know, you’re almost driven to what you know?  For example, Red, in your first novel Blind Trust, the detective is like you, visually impaired, but he also has a lot of your attitudes, a lot of your frustrations about visual impairment, did you feel, as a visually impaired writer, you had to do that to make it authentic?

Szell
For the first novel definitely, I think you have to start from a place that you feel familiar with.  I’d always like to say it’s a real pond populated by imaginary fish, there’s a bit of everything that I know all mixed up in there.  The second book is different because it’s autobiographical and certainly the sequel to Blind Trust I’ve tried to get away from writing just what I know and use my imagination more.  I don’t just want to be the blind author who writes about blind issues.  I’m delighted to be able to give my view on sightlessness or visual impairment and I think actually, I don’t know what Tanvir would say, but in some ways we almost have a duty to do so because if we don’t do it then nobody’s going to give an accurate portrayal of what it’s like to be visually impaired.

Bush
I concur.  I think one of the problems is trying to write a character who is authentic but who is not there for their disability.  And that is something that I’m exploring in my second novel, so I also have this protagonist who is – she’s visually impaired, she has a guide dog, I needed that to be for shorthand but she’s not written in the first person because when I tried that I got so stuck with having to explain every time she went into a room what she could and couldn’t see and to do it subtly that it was messing with the plot, it was…

White
A bit like the Archers [indistinct words] so you’re telling everybody in Radio Drama who’s just come in the room.

Bush
Exactly, exactly.

Szell
It’s really funny because I’ve had exactly the same, I have changed from writing first person detective fiction to writing third person detective fiction because that way at least I can have the sighted character commenting on what the room looked like and I can unhook myself from always having to explain that my blind person had to hear themselves around the large room.  And I think the other thing is that your protagonist has to have a degree of sympathy for the reader and it’s actually without layering it on in trowel loads it’s quite difficult for your reader to want to put themselves in the position of somebody who has a disability that they wouldn’t want to have themselves.

White
Right.  But was it a bit of a relief, Red, to write about the Old Man of Hoy because it really was direct experience that had happened to you?

Szell
Yes absolutely.  The plot was there, there was no – ooh what if I do this – or – what if I killed that character off.  It was a massive relief and actually I think in some ways that got rid of the first person bogey for me.

White
So you broke the log jam.

Szell
I think so.

White
Let’s just have a flavour of one of the hairier bits of your climb.

Clip – The Old Man of Hoy
My fingers closed on an impossibly smooth nubbin of rock.  “This one? You’ve got to kidding Nick,” I protested.  “No, that’s the only one.  Palm off it and then you’ve got a crack above right for your other hand.”  My right foot had begun to slip.  I pulled back in.  Hung with aching arms off the scallop then replaced it and stretched out for the nubbin again.  I rose into a wobbly Egyptian.  On tiptoes now I jammed my right fist into the crack above, both feet swung free for a sickening moment before my right landed exactly where my left had been, while the left slid down the outside wall to an – oh thank god – ledge.  I shuffled along an inch and brought my right foot round to join its fellow.  Heart thumbing I caught my breath.  I was out.  Hopefully the worst was over.

Needless to say it wasn’t.  Does that take you back Red?

Szell
It does yes.  Heart in mouth all over again.

White
Tanvir, do you see yourself as a visually impaired writer or as a writer who just happens to be visually impaired?

Bush
I’m a writer who happens to be visually impaired and because I wrote – all my life I’ve written and dreamt all my life and I’ll write and dream after I die I think.  For me writing is so freeing, I can write in the voice of a dog, I could write as an atom, I could write as… you know you can put yourself in any place in any space and that’s what the imagination is for.  Not for but that’s what I use it for in terms of writing.

White
I raised at the beginning those practical issues about writing and the fact that you say it’s freeing and it is one of the simpler…. Can I just?  I mean how do you write Tanvir?

Bush
I write with big black felt tip pens and I type – I don’t touch type yet but I’m getting there – and I use Supernova, so magnification for me is key, not voice activated yet but…

White
And Red what about you, what method?

Szell
I do touch type, I started as a journalist so that was bludgeoned into me…

Bush
Really useful, really useful.

Szell
BBC dance mat typing, best way to learn how to type and it’s fun and free. I do touch type and then the voice on my computer just reads it all back to me and it’s a very, very good discipline actually – the voice is so monosyllabic that you have to write short sentences otherwise you’ll send yourself asleep.

White
And I must admit I broke a duck this weekend because in order to read your book quite quickly I read it actually in fast speech.  I’ve always said I wouldn’t do that, that it wouldn’t give me the sense of the book but actually that wasn’t true, it’s amazing – the brain does some amazing things and still takes you to the rows you’re having with your mates and so forth, however you almost – whatever method you use.  It’s something about just reading isn’t it.

Szell
I think you put the nuances into people’s voices in your head.  Once you’ve got over the initial hurdle of having to listen to…

White
And I was surprised to find that synthetic speech didn’t get in the way of that as much as I thought I did.  Can I just ask you Red, at the beginning of The Old Man of Hoy, when you’re writing about being very frustrated with life generally and you’re trying to nerve yourself to do this, one of those frustrations is the second novel and is recognised as being notoriously difficult, how difficult is it?

Szell
It’s horrendous actually, I always thought that most difficult thing I had to do with writing was find a publisher and that is difficult, that is – it’s not easy, but actually the pressure that comes on to you to write a sequel, whether it’s friendly pressure from friends and family and fans who’ve actually enjoyed the first book or whether it’s the pressure that you get from the publisher going where’s the next one, it’s horrendous because actually - what Tanvir was saying about the freedom of writing is I think why we both do it and why most people do it but that freedom is taken away when there’s expectation there to write something and actually to write, especially if you’re writing a detective novel, they want them in threes, it has to be a trilogy.

White
Yeah you’re not tied to a trilogy Tanvir but am I right in thinking you’ve got over this problem by writing the second book first?

Bush
Yes, that’s absolutely right.  I couldn’t – I couldn’t find a publisher for the first one for a long time, they didn’t know where to place it because it’s set in Zambia and it’s quite a difficult novel because it deals with witchcraft and HIV and evangelical religion and all kinds of things and street life…

White
It’s quite challenging.

Bush
It’s quite challenging.  So in the end it’s been published in South Africa.  So while all that was going on I managed to get myself on to a PhD in creative writing but that’s given me the space because you’re expected to write a novel but the pressure to publish is not there.

White
So you wrote that as part of your course did you?

Bush
As part of my course.  And I have just had the most wonderful three years, just fantastic.  But now it’s beginning to – the knocking on the door, because you’ve got this second novel that also needs to go ….

White
So you’ve still got to spruce it up or do various things to it.  And what about – I mean Tanvir’s explained about publishing, what about you Red, how has the whole business of finding a publisher been?

Szell
It’s very hard work, they say there’s a million novels or a million books floating around the various agents in London, I can just about believe it.  It’s just a matter of knocking on doors, being persistent and telling people that you’re unique because that’s what they want to hear.

White
In which case is that the point of, perhaps to some extent, playing the blind card because that’s the uniqueness that you have?

Szell
I’ve become a lot less prissy about pushing myself as a blind author who can write convincingly about blind people because that’s my unique selling point.  And much as I might not particularly like having to label myself that way if it’s going to get my books published it’s all I’ve got.

White
Okay.  I just wanted to deal quickly with the issue of getting published because we did want to also point this towards people who might want to have a go and there are other outlets, it doesn’t have to be a book – magazines, newspapers, blogs – do you do those Tanvir?

Bush
I had a blog for a very long time.  Short stories – very, very useful for ideas and things and lots of magazines out there for short stories.  And…

White
Really, I thought they were on the decline?

Bush
Well the problem is that now almost everything to do with short stories comes with a prize attached – so you write a short story and you submit it and you have to pay to submit and then there’s a prize.  But there are other magazines out there that will take short stories.  The thing is money is not – is not quite the same.  Back in the olden days you used to get paid a good wad of cash for a short story and now you have to win something.

White
And Red, do you – I think you’ve done magazines and newspapers, I mean any tips you’d give to those who don’t think they can tackle a full scale novel but might be happy to knock out 500-1,000 words on a particular issue?

Szell
I was going to say 700 words is an ideal article length to get your ideas across.  And so local newspapers, local magazines, blogs – having the climbing behind me and having a bit of sponsorship from various companies for climbing gear…

White
Though you did have a story to tell, that’s the thing.

Szell
Yeah I can write 700 words for them, they’re delighted to publish those.  Again you don’t get paid for them, although it’s all about actually having a presence there, having something on your website for people to read and go oh actually he can be versatile, he can write about stuff that’s not just about sight.

White
And I guess you just can’t allow yourself to be discouraged, that’s probably always been the case hasn’t it.

Szell
It’s a confidence game and yes there’s nothing worse than getting a bad review but there’s nothing better than actually somebody coming up to you and going – saying – I read what you wrote, I really liked it.

White
Right that seems a good moment to stop, even though there’s so much more to say.  Many thanks to you both – Red Szell and Tanvir Bush.  And the best of luck with your current publications.  And there will be details about how to get hold of them.  Tanvir, I think you’ve had a problem with making yours accessible haven’t you?

Bush
Yes, well because it’s published in South Africa there is not yet – it’s available on Amazon but there is not yet a Kindle version.  And we are hoping to have an audio version but that is, as yet, not the case.  But we hope to.

White
And Red?

Szell
There is going to be a Kindle version, it will be voice enabled and I will be knocking on the RNIB Talking Books door again and saying please put it there.

White
Well just in case Red and Tanvir have inspired some of you to have a go we’d like to set you a little challenge.  We often ask you on In Touch for columns but what about your stories, just events in your lives you’d like to describe.  Keep them short – 500 words – in any form you want to produce them in and if you think this is just a crafty way on our part to get good material for the programme, well you’re not wrong.  You can e-mail the programme at intouch@bbc.co.uk, you can call the actionline from now for 24 hours on 0800 044 044 or you can go to the website for more information or to arrange to download tonight’s and future programmes.

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

