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White 

Good evening.  Tonight, the latest gadget to help visually impaired people read hits the 

market and we’re not just talking about books, it claims to work in the street, in the shop and 

the restaurant.  We’ll be putting it through its paces.  And my guest today is a Brazilian singer 

and journalist who’s made a documentary for the World Service about the gradual loss of her 

sight.  Monica Vasconcelos welcome to the programme. 

 

It’s an impressionistic self-portrait – is that a fair description? 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yeah, I think I go in search of people who inspire me and who offer me new ways to think 

about blindness.   

 

White 
I mean I have to say it’s a very positive image of losing sight, which clearly isn’t something 

people would choose to do but you’ve looked for the positive in it I think. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes with the help of a few people, including Dr Oliver Sacks, the American neurologist. 

 

White 
It’s set in London, where you’ve spent many years, but you’re originally from Brazil, as I 

said, and there is a sight defect in the family isn’t there? 



 

Vasconcelos 
Yes, it’s a congenital eye condition called Retinitis Pigmentosa, yes. 

 

White 
Which your brother has as well. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes, both myself and my brother. 

 

White 
We’ll come to all of that a bit later on, we’ll be hearing more from Monica in the programme. 

 

Of course one of the great adjustments that you have to make when you’re losing sight is 

coping with the written word and it’s everywhere.  Not just books but the mass of 

information we get in shops, on street signs, menus.  So we were interested in a gadget 

claiming to help with this, it’s called OrCam and essentially it’s a pair of spectacles which 

we’re told can read from a range of surfaces and even help to recognise faces. 

 

Well our reporter, Tom Walker, has been to visit a man who bought it after seeing it 

demonstrated at a technology show organised by his local blind society. 

 

Walker 
Well basically Peter what you’ve got is a camera in the right hand lens.  You wear the glasses 

and point at the newspaper article or whatever it is you want to read with your finger and the 

device reads it aloud.  You listen to the text through a little earphone, which attaches to your 

cheekbone.  You can adjust the volume through a unit that actually just fits in your pocket.  

I’ve been to meet Tony North from Lewisham and he showed me how it works. 

 

North 
I’ll set it up on the stand, get the light in a good direction there, put me glasses on and just 

point to the bit I want to read. 

 

OrCam 

This hospital bed.  All victims of the comet who pedalled bogus bills, one yen.  With help…. 

 

Walker 
How easy is it to get it to read from the start of an article because one of the things I notice 

there was it started it in the middle? 

 

North 
That’s right yeah.  That is the little bit – because I can’t really see that well to point to the 

right spot.  And I do often start a little way down the page.  But like the football one I can see 

that, I can see where to point because I can see that big M and I know roundabout where to 

point to and get it to work right. 

 

Walker 
Do you want to demonstrate that for us? 

 

North 



Yeah. 

 

OrCam 
Sergio Aguero is ready to risk his fitness for Manchester City by playing in Argentina… 

 

Walker 
You knew where to point. 

 

North 
Yeah I did because I’d already done it and I’m looking at that column and pointing to the 

column to the right, do you understand, that’s round about what you get to. 

 

White 
It would be interesting to know really Tom how that would work for a totally blind person 

like me because even with a bit of sight it was clear there Tony seemed to have a bit of 

trouble pointing it right at the correct place.  What other uses does it have? 

 

Walker 
Well one of the problems that certainly I often experience Peter is reading food labels, so I 

got Tony to give that a go. 

 

North 
Let me sort out a small tin.   

 

OrCm 
Triply fat nine.  Three dollars…. 

 

North 
Does [indistinct words]… 

 

OrCam 
… three lines of unreadable text. 

 

North 
Let’s try again. 

 

OrCam 
A hundred and thirty nine.  S of the reference syntax.  Padre quito term nine hundred and 

ninety nine… 

 

North 
It don’t make a lot of sense… 

 

Walker 
No it didn’t work with that.  Do you want to try it again Tony?  We have here a tin of soup.  I 

know what it is but Tony doesn’t.  Let’s see whether the OrCam can read it. 

 

OrCam 
AMZ.  Class [indistinct words]…soup. 

 



North 
It’s not reading it correctly is it. 

 

Walker 
It said soup didn’t it. 

 

North 
Yeah I heard the soup bit. 

 

Walker 
Not exactly 100% success there Peter.  One of the other difficulties I experience when I’m 

out and about is reading street signs.  Often the signs are above head height and impossible to 

read, even with the monocular.  So I was keen to see how well Tony got on outside. 

 

OrCan 
Version seven is ready.  Battery is 80% charged. 

 

North 
It hasn’t picked that up.  Let’s get a bit nearer. 

 

Walker 

We’re going to have to cross the road aren’t we then to get a little bit nearer to the street sign 

to see what it is. 

 

North 

No it’s not picking it up is it.  Ah. 

 

OrCan 

Sound high nine X Gardens. 

 

North 
It didn’t quite get it did it.   

 

OrCan 
Southpole Gardens D. 

 

North 
It got it. 

 

Walker 
Got it the second time. 

 

White 
One of the other features it claims to have is facial recognition so Tom is Tony using that? 

 

Walker 
No he’s not using the facial recognition version Peter.  It costs more money.  But Tony 

decided against it not for financial reasons but because he was advised that this part of the 

functionality is still being developed. 

 



White 
One of the things people often worry about with this kind of equipment, like glasses that you 

wear, is that it’ll be really clunky, that you’ll be wearing a big piece of equipment on your 

face and you’ll draw attention to yourself.  How does it do as far as that’s concerned? 

 

Walker 
It isn’t conspicuous at all.  It’s basically just a regular pair of glasses with a lead that runs 

down to the unit. 

 

White 
Well listening to that is Graham Page, who advises blind and partially sighted people in East 

London on choosing technology which can help them.  Graham, from what you’ve seen and 

heard is this something you would recommend and if so who to – what’s the profile for 

someone who could benefit from this? 

 

Page 
Well I think this kind of technology would be of particular benefit to someone with a little 

vision because they’d know where to point.  No matter what you’re wearing if you don’t 

know where the sign that you’re trying to read is how could you read it?  Yeah I mean I guess 

in theory you could have a system where you could spin round and say okay is there a sign 

and spin round on the spot but then you lose any discretion. 

 

White 
Yes we were talking about being unobtrusive, that wouldn’t really lend to unobtrusiveness 

would it? 

 

What other gadgets are there out there which might serve a similar purpose? 

 

Page 
Well they may not be as discrete but there are software products that you can use on 

smartphones.  There is something called KNFB Reader which is available on both Android 

and iPhone which can be used for reading documents.  And there’s an app called Tap TapSee, 

which can be used for identifying food packages or other things as well. 

 

White 
Because that will also do things like help you identify clothes I think, what you’re wearing, 

are you wearing a matching shirt with stuff. 

 

Page 
Well there are certainly colour detectors that can tell – they can certainly advise you if things 

are different coloured.  I’m not sure if the phone apps are quite as good as the standalone 

colour detectors yet but they are getting better as camera technology improves. 

 

White 
This does a number of things, although we’re not quite sure how well it does some of them, is 

there anything that would do all of these? 

 

Page 
Yes, it will identify products but you do have to program them in first.  So if you want to 

identify say a packet of cornflakes you have to have shown it a packet of cornflakes.  There’s 



a set of steps that you need to go through to program the device to recognise cornflakes when 

it seems them again, whereas with Tap TapSee you can just identify the product straight off. 

 

White 
It strikes me that technology, which is specifically aimed at us, is often very expensive, if you 

just take the OrCam for instance, there are two versions at the moment, the cheaper of those 

is still over £1600.  Do they have to cost that much? 

 

Page 

There’s certainly costs involved in the research and development that goes into these 

products because they don’t sell in the same volume that mainstream products might sell.  

And then people want decent support.  So someone has to be paid to provide support for these 

products.  So I think costs are always going to be higher than they would be for mainstream 

technology and this is why having mainstream products that are accessible is so good, it’s 

really beneficial for us because it helps bring the prices down. 

 

White 
That’s technology consultant Graham Page ending Tom Walker’s report and we’ll tell you 

more about how you can find out more about that gadget later in the programme. 

 

Still with me and listening to that is Monica Vasconcelos.  You’re a journalist like me, so the 

written word is hugely important to you, I mean how do you keep up with the mass of stuff in 

print that you need to? 

 

Vasconcelos 
Perhaps not very well because I’m crazy for radio, so I tend to catch news on the radio.  I do 

use a tablet actually. 

 

White 
I mean do gadgets, like the one we’ve just heard about, do they excite you, I mean I know 

people who keep an eye on every bit of equipment that comes out? 

 

Vasconcelos 
The idea of them does excite me and I’m happy that there are people trying to find ways to 

help people with sight problems or blind people. 

 

White 
I can hear a but here. 

 

Vasconcelos 
No, no, no because I’m lazy with technology, I really find it hard, I just find it so hard to 

learn how to use it.  And there is always that question of yes you have to program it before 

you can enjoy the benefits.  And so that access to the point where it’s working for you I give 

up, I don’t even try, to be honest. 

 

White 
I’m ashamed to say I’ve got quite a lot of sympathy with that.  I say about this sort of 

equipment – when it can do it quicker than I can stop someone in the street and say what’s 

the street we’re in or what’s that shop name, then I’ll think they’ve really cracked it really. 

 



Vasconcelos 
It’s exactly my strategy – I ask people.  Because there are so many people with eyes.  I can 

always borrow a little bit from them you know. 

 

White 

Okay let’s talk a bit more about eyes.  Your eye condition runs in families, as you’ve said, 

but there’s an added complication in yours isn’t there around the acceptance or even non-

acceptance of your condition which is quite an important part of your documentary. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes.  Well I think my dad and my mum had a recessive gene, so… 

 

White 
Which means they didn’t have the condition. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes. 

 

White 
But it reflected itself in their children. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes, and then they didn’t know, that’s it as well, isn’t it.  We are four at home and two of us 

have retinitis.  And it was very hard for my dad, especially for my dad. 

 

White 
To accept it? 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes, yes but you see it’s not like I don’t accept you because you have a sight problem, it’s 

rather I don’t want my child to suffer because my child can’t see, you know, it’s rather that, 

it’s this suffering aspect, it’s the pain.  I hope that comes through in the documentary anyway 

but… 

 

White 
Well yeah because I understand your hesitation – you don’t want to blame your dad for not, if 

you like, understanding it or wanting to – they feel it’s painful for the child. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes. 

 

White 
But I’m wondering what effect does such denial have on someone’s ability to deal with it?  I 

mean Guy, for example, your brother. 

 

Vasconcelos 
It’s terrible, of course it’s terrible… 

 

White 
Why – explain. 



 

Vasconcelos 
You see – because then you’re not allowed to be who you are and you know that applies to 

anybody. 

 

White 
Because you have to pretend some of the time? 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes my brother could not be blind, so he spent a lot of his time and energy trying to prove 

that my dad was right, therefore my brother did not have a sight problem – you see what I 

mean? 

 

White 
Yeah. 

 

Vasconcelos 
And I think what makes me quite sad about that is the loneliness of it all, you see. 

 

White 
And it is – it’s quite common, I mean this has cropped up on this programme quite a bit, it 

does happen in families where people just don’t want to believe it’s true and therefore, as you 

explain, expect their children perhaps to be able to do things which they really can’t do. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yeah I don’t think it’s a rational thing but yes I mean my dad he found it hard to accept it but 

we also have to – I always say to myself, first of all, there is a guilt aspect of this – my dad 

probably felt very guilty, in fact not probably, he told me.  When I finally managed to talk to 

my dad about this, that was quite recently, maybe five years ago, and I said you’ve never 

accepted Guy with his eyesight and me with my eyesight problem and he said – you can’t 

imagine how I feel being a doctor and not being able to help you. 

 

White 
So being a doctor makes it worse really. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Well for him yes. 

 

White 
For him yes. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes.  And there is another thing Peter which is the vocabulary.  I think we now are creating a 

new vocabulary to deal with disability in general and to be honest with diversity in general.  

And I think people from my dad’s generation didn’t have that vocabulary.  And people do 

what they can and they do what they know.  Of course there are some amazing people who 

have such insight that they will go further but you know that’s it – people do what they can. 

 

White 



But you two – you and Guy – have supported each other haven’t you and let’s just hear 

something from your documentary where Guy, on this occasion, is helping you with the use 

of a white cane. 

 

Clip  

Monica 
I’m out, we are out. 

 

Guy 
Okay. 

 

Monica 
So there you go, you are giving me some nudges. 

 

Guy 
That’s it, yeah, yeah.  We – basically we have to go right on the pavement to the next 

zebra crossing, which is right – almost at the corner, yeah?  So let’s go – let’s take a 

step ahead.  Let’s say in a way making sure that always your cane is where your foot 

is going to be later, yeah? 

 

Now that’s Guy with his greater experience of working like a blind person, showing you how 

to navigate really isn’t it. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes he was teaching me how to use a cane. 

 

White 
Right, so the tables were turned in a way because you’d been helpful to him when he was 

younger but now as you’ve begun to discover your sight was deteriorating he was teaching 

you. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes, I mean I refused to use the cane and I have – basically my vision is bad and it’s much 

worse in the sun, in bright lights, and to be honest in some situations I should be using a cane 

but I refuse.  And Guy’s just teaching me and trying to convince me to use it for my safety I 

guess. 

 

White 
Let’s just explore why you’re reluctant to use it because I’ve just come back from Rio and 

one of the things Brazilians themselves told me – men and women – was how important it is 

to look beautiful and I imagine using a white cane perhaps doesn’t sit well with that image. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yeah, there is a vanity aspect to it and I actually tell it to the whole planet – yes, yes I am 

vain, I don’t want to use a cane. 

 

White 
Have you got over it now, are you still – are you comfortable with it yet or not? 

 

Vasconcelos 



I’ve been – I’m not completely using it but I carry it on me. 

 

White 
You’re getting there. 

 

Vasconcelos 
On my shoulder, yes.  A friend of mine made this really beautiful pouch where I fit the 

cane… 

 

White 
Oh right. 

 

Vasconcelos 
… and I went to Moorfield’s the other day and someone said to me – oh you look you have a 

Samurai sword on you, which I thought was very nice. 

 

White 
So you’ve made the cane look cool really, you’ve made it look smart. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Yes my cane does look cool.  I mean to be honest I’m still waiting for the cool cane, in fact 

I’m looking for designers who might want to create this beautiful object of desire – a cane 

that is so amazing and so lovely and so beautiful that everyone wants to have it. 

 

White 
They may be listening.  We’re going to end in a moment with a piece of music that you 

recorded with Robert Wyatt on one of your albums.  Robert, of course, a cult figure on the 

British music scene for the past – ooh 50 years or so.  How did you two get together? 

 

Vasconcelos 
Ah such a lovely story.  I found this article years ago, maybe 10, even longer, years ago, it 

was a little section called – Desert Island Discs – and Robert was invited to choose one disc 

and he said he would take my album to a desert island.  And so I was oh my god this is 

amazing and I found his address, wrote to him to thank him.  And then he wrote back to me 

this very beautiful perfumed letter, very nicely written with lots of colours and things, I could 

see colours at the time.  And we became – you know we started corresponding and when I 

decided to do this album, which is called High, I asked him to collaborate.  So he co-wrote 

two songs and Alfie, his wife, wrote the lyrics for two of the songs.  And then they invited me 

to sing on his album.  And since then we’ve been collaborating, yeah. 

 

White 
Monica Vasconcelos, thank you very much for being with us today. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Thank you for having me. 

 

White 

You can contact us about what Monica has been talking about or indeed you can find about 

the reading machine we mentioned earlier by calling our actionline, that’s 0800 044 044.  Of 

course you can also email intouch@bbc.co.uk.  And the next broadcast of Monica’s 

mailto:intouch@bbc.co.uk


documentary – Losing my sight, learning to swim – on the World Service is just after nine 

o’clock tomorrow morning and you can also listen to it online.  Monica, we’re going to end 

with a piece of music on which Robert Wyatt is a guest, just tell me what we’re going to hear. 

 

Vasconcelos 
Okay.  Out of the doldrums, which is co-written by Robert and he sings in it as well. 

 

White 
Monica, thank you very much for being on the programme and from me, Peter White, 

producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye. 

 

Music – Out of the Doldrums 

 

 

 

 


