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White
Good evening. Tonight, we humans have only been able to do this for just over a hundred years, but driving, it seems, is firmly in our DNA and that, whether you can see, or not. We'll be joined by blind racer Mike Newman.

But not for long. We’ll be finding out about his obsession with speed but I'm also joined by two people still mourning the loss of driving along with their loss of sight - Jane Taylor and Richard de Costobadie. So Jane, over it yet? 

Taylor
Over it for day to day purposes but there’s a kind of residual deep level at which I still feel it’s kind of closed in my life really.

White
And Richard?

Costobadie
Yes I accept it, it’s not going to change but 20 years on I do miss it every single day, life is just harder without it.

White
And in a sentence what is it you miss about it most, Richard?

Costobadie
Independence, freedom, spontaneity, other words are available but that’s it.

White
Okay, we’ll return to you both in a moment.

But first to a man who, blind from birth, was never going to drive on the public roads, and yet admits to a fascination with cars, and speed. Mike Newman had to accept that Formula One motor racing wasn't going to be an option; nonetheless for well over a decade now, he's been locked in a battle for the land speed record for visually impaired drivers.  You probably didn’t know there was such a thing.  It was the four-minute mile for Roger Bannister; for Mike, and a few others, the goal has been a speed of over 200 miles an hour. And last weekend our reporter Tom Walker followed him to Elvington Airfield in North Yorkshire, to witness his latest record attempt.

Newman
I’m feeling confident, our testing and preparation has gone to plan.  So if the weather holds we should have a good chance.

If you give me your hand here Tom.

Walker
Okay.

Newman
I can show you that’s the roll cage at the bottom of it, so I have to climb over that to get into the seat here.

Walker
So this is the seat.

Newman
That’s the seat.

Walker
And here’s the roll cage.

Newman
And then you’ve got a safety harness.

Walker
Let’s have a look – oh the safety harness is here.  It feels like a sort of a fairly complex seat belt.

Newman
Yes, unlike a normal car seat belt this one – it straps over your shoulders, around your waist and between your legs.

Walker
Mike is sitting in the car, he’s now wearing the helmet and my question for Mike is what purpose does the helmet serve?

Newman
The helmet does two things:  it has speakers in it so that I can hear the radio, it also keeps my head safe if the worst thing happens.

When I got to adult life, i.e. in my 30s, I decided to try and have a glimpse of what I would have done if I could see. 

Walker
How did you get that glimpse, tell me how that started?

Newman
Just got to a point where I was thinking if I - I’m at a point in my life where if I could see now I’d have this particular car or that particular car and then I thought well I wonder if I could experience driving the car that I love.  And I did.

Walker
One of the most important people for Mike today is his navigator who will be giving him instructions via a radio link from a chase car which drives behind him.  The man giving those instructions just happens to be his dad – Mike Newman senior.

Mike Newman senior
And what I do I tell him to go left, right, straight and that all important thing – when to stop.

Newman
Good luck dad, love you.

Walker
I’m standing at the mid-way point on the runway where if Mike reaches 200 miles an hour this is where he’ll do it.  As Mike and his supporters waited for the result there was some understandable tension but it didn’t last for too long.

Hargreaves
Michael, 200.9 miles an hour average.

Walker
The man in charge of officially recording Mike’s speed and passing the data to the Guinness Book of Records to be ratified is Mark Hargreaves from a company called Datron. 

Hargreaves
Mike’s official speed will be – have to be ratified later on today because we have to look at the raw data – but the one offs at the moment which is approximate but pretty accurate on his way up, on the first run, he was 197.6 miles an hour peak and on the way back he was 204.2 miles an hour peak.  So from what we did yesterday I can get a good idea it’s around about 200.9-200.8 miles per hour average over the two runs.

Actuality – Introductions
Hello, never met before, delighted to meet you.

You’re a very brave man.  Well it sounds very patronising….
Walker
If there’s one person who’s qualified to appreciate the magnitude of Mike’s achievement it’s Gina Campbell, daughter of Donald Campbell who held the land and water speed records.

Campbell
I doubt there’s very many people outside of the Formula One boys that have actually done anywhere near 200 miles an hour and to do it as visually impaired is just absolutely staggering.  I mean it would scare the pants off me – 100 miles an hour is fast enough – and to do it as – with Mike’s – I don’t even like to call it a disability because actually it’s turned out an ability, not a disability, and it’s opened up so many avenues for him.  So in a way he’s, if one can say one is lucky, he has been extremely fortunate by his own dogged determination, not by someone handing it to him on a plate.  And his courage is just outstanding.

Walker
The dust has settled now Mike, you’ve had a few minutes to come to terms with what you’ve achieved, try and put it into some context for us.

Newman
It’s been an uphill battle for a long time to get the right kit to do the job.  Today we did have the right kit and we’ve succeeded, so for me it was something that I knew I could do it, now I know I’ve done it – there’s a big difference between knowing you can do something and actually doing it.  Today I’ve managed to convince someone to lend me £150,000 car and I can’t see and I’ve raced it at 200 mile an hour – it’s awesome, absolutely awesome, a treasured memory for the rest of my life.

White
Mike Newman achieving the double ton there, our reporter was Tom Walker. 

So well done to Mike but not everyone is going to do that. Richard de Costobadie, are you envious?

Costobadie
No, he must be mad, 20 miles an hour would be fine for me.  Driving was always about getting from one place to another place, possibly with things in the back that you couldn’t carry.  That’s gone now.  So it’s an incredible achievement for him but no, leave it to him.

White
And of course this is the serious side to all this is if you ask people who are losing their sight about their biggest fear or regret what do they say?  The loss of reading?  Seeing the faces of loved ones, watching TV…?  Well all those things get a mention but it seems talking to organisations like say the Macular Society, who meet people in the early stages of sight loss, having to stop driving really is very high on the list.  Jane, why did it loom so large for you?

Taylor
As Richard said earlier I think it’s that sense of having passed from being somebody who is completely independent, especially if you’re particularly self-reliant, which I’ve always been, into territory where you just feel that you’re much more limited and there’s stuff you can’t do anymore unless you’re going to be asking other people to help you.

White
Let’s talk about those.  I mean – staying with you Jane for the time being – what changes have you had to make in your daily life?

Taylor
I live in London and if you’ve got to not be able to drive London is a good place; it’s fantastic for public transport.  So the day to day problems are actually nothing like as bad as they would be if I were living somewhere rural.  For me it’s really just a case of just not doing certain sorts of things, I mean a good example would be say not being able to plan certain sorts of holidays that I might otherwise have liked to go on, roving around, exploring places.  I used to do an awful lot of walking, most of that good walking is outside of London, preferably the further away the better…

White
So you needed a car to get there.

Taylor
And you have to have a car to get there and you know little car parks in very remote places where you kick off your walk from and so on and so on.  So it’s those sorts of things that just don’t feature in my life anymore at all.

White
And Richard, what have you missed – I mean you talked there about not being able to chuck things in the back of your car, not being independent in that sense, are there specific things that you’ve missed and have they been the ones you expected to miss?

Costobadie
Well yeah I think so, it’s an evolving process isn’t it, I mean how many traffic violations do you have to perpetrate in this country to lose your licence for 20 years – which is what I’m currently at and I’ve got years to go.  You have to be a very bad boy indeed.  So I kind of feel I did something wrong, but of course I didn’t.  And that evolves over time and so I do still miss the common things.  For example, we all have to go and get food and I know that a supermarket will drop it off, it’s a four minute drive to my local supermarket, my round trip, because there’s one bus an hour, takes me two hours.  Now I really resent the loss of my life like that and the loss of my time.  If I racked up all that time over those 20 years I’ve just wasted so much time and I can’t avoid that and I really do resent that.

White
But I still think there’ll be people who’ll be surprised that it looms as large as it does.  I mentioned some of the other things…

Costobadie
Well try it, try it for a week dear listener and I can promise you 50 things in your diary in the next week for which you’d use a car or within the next two weeks and try and schedule those without using a car or without anyone else driving you around, you’ll have a very different life.

White
Sure.  But I think people tend to think that the things you’ll be most worried about are if you like more emotional things, I mean I mentioned that thing about seeing people’s faces but just the mere fact of being blind in a way or having poor sight.  And so I’m trying to dig away in a bit why this – because I think Jane you also used the phrase I used – it’s sort of in your DNA.

Taylor
Yes, I was a really enthusiastic driver when I was young, I mean it was on my list of sort of teenage possible career ambitions, somewhere between being a nun and being a revolutionary, I definitely had a phase in which I was going to be a long distance coach driver and I loved the idea of the romanticism of driving over the alps and sleeping in the cab and all this kind of thing.  So heavens knows where that came from but it disappeared some time.  But even though I spent most of my early life driving around fairly recklessly in my mother’s old mini once I moved into a steady job and into London I have to say that my need day to day for a car was far less.  If I were driving today, and I may be a bit different from Richard in this respect, I would be the classic kind of car club member, using a car on an as and when basis.  But let’s hear it for the millions of people, let’s face it, who’ve never driven and who don’t actually particularly miss having a car, they choose not to drive and therefore they build their lives around not driving.  I think the difference for me and obviously much more so for Richard is that if you’re used to having that ability and that skill once it’s taken away you do feel the deprivation.

White
So something you’ve done all your life that was part of your life, if you like?

Taylor
Yes and not least in terms of how it affects your future planning and your aspirations for your own life.  And it certainly has affected that for me.

White
One thing that also interests me is something that our producer, Cheryl, who of course is also visually impaired, said and that was that for her a lot of this was about personal space, that a car was a rather unique piece of personal space – anyone identify with that point of view?

Costobadie
Well I can identify with the lack of it, I’ve had some spectacularly appalling train and bus journeys recently where I really did want to do a bit of work or settle down, it was just impossible, it’s impossible, I can’t work on a presentation when there are four, five to 10 year olds in the next seat shouting – shouting about all the things they’re really enjoying and it’s great that they’re enjoying it but I needed the privacy and it’s gone, forget it, just do it the day before – more wasted time there by the way.

White
And Jane is it – do you see it as a loss of somewhere where – what Cheryl said to me was it was somewhere you could actually shout and sing and do your own thing, I go to the bottom of my garden to do that but still I wondered if that was a factor?

Taylor
I have to confess not for me because I was never so much into cars, I was into the idea of driving and what that allowed me to do – it’s back to the freedom…

White
So you’re not a petrol head?

Taylor
I have quite enough personal space inside my head, I don’t think I need any extra to port around.  But it’s much more about the mobility.

White
The other thing we must mention, and I bet there are already people beating on their radios and saying why haven’t you mentioned safety, because of course the very serious aspect of this, given what you’ve both said, is that presumably the temptation to go on driving for as long as possible must be very strong.  Richard, what made you stop?

Costobadie
My father rang me up one day, I was 28, and there’s no doubt that I should have stopped beforehand but you’re in your 20s, you’re building your career and stuff and I could just see it all disappearing and I didn’t want it to disappear, I wouldn’t to at least get to a certain level and do some of the things I wanted to do.  My father rang me up one night, he said:  “Richard, you’ve got to stop, I don’t want you to get hurt but you could really hurt somebody else, you could kill someone.”  And so I did.  It’s an appalling decision to have to face, it’s an inevitable decision, you know whether you’re losing your eyesight in your 20s or whether you’re 68 or 78 or 83 your physical capabilities are waning and it’s such a tough decision to make but it probably is an inevitable one, at least for other people’s sake.

White
Jane, was there one moment?

Taylor
No there never was one moment and part of my denial of my condition, which was again something that deteriorated over time, was that I clung on to my driving licence literally and metaphorically, thinking no one’s going to take this away from me.  I even delayed registering formally as partially sighted because I thought that might trigger someone nicking my driving licence off me.  And I wasn’t going to have that happen just in case – I was just holding on to that possibility that I would still be able to get in a car and drive it away.  And I am the only person that’s ever stopped myself from driving, I keep saying proudly to people – I can still drive – you just wouldn’t want to be sitting next to me.

White
But is it good enough that we’re all self-regulators?  Perhaps some people do need to be told don’t they?

Taylor
I think this is a question that it’s a big deep question that is going to affect entire generations increasingly and that we need a bigger social level approach to – societal approach to because my parents, for instance, who are in this category of people who are ageing, as Richard says, losing their physical abilities but still incredibly reliant on driving and in my father’s case loves his car, it’s his happiest space, to think of the moment coming where you have to say to those people you’ve got to give it up, I mean it’s heart-breaking.

White
One final question to the two of you:  no compensations for not – for being released from the tyranny of driving, Richard?

Costobadie
No.  I’d love to give you a really clever answer there but I can’t – I mean okay there are compensations, I’m a bit better off, I don’t have to own and run a car but I would pay that willingly.

White
Jane, any compensations?

Taylor
I’m fitter than I would have been.

White
Right, well we’ll come on to that.  You can drink at parties – isn’t that better, without the awful decision of who drives the car?

Taylor
No I’m not into that one, no.  You can drink at parties but the trouble is that there’s always the getting home afterwards problem and I would happily make the trade-off of sobriety for the ease, the relative ease, of getting home late at night, whatever hour I wanted.

White.
Well Jane Taylor, Richard de Costobadie, thank you very much for joining us and sharing your pain.

And it’s worth mentioning that on Friday's You and Yours there'll be an item on regional mobility centres which give disabled people advice about continuing to drive, including driving-orientated eye tests. Reactions please, just as you've reacted in numbers to our programme last week about the barriers, and the solution, to losing weight when you are visually impaired. Diane Roworth, who runs the York Blind and Partially Sighted Society, wanted to tell us her story. 

Roworth
I had the most wonderful experience last weekend.  Three other visually impaired ladies and I did the Jane Tomlinson 10K run, except we walked it.  We each had a guide and three of the guides were provided by a local firm of accountants.  What the guides did was to keep us safe, to help us avoid bumping into people, telling us when there was a speed hump and making sure we didn’t get lost.  The best bit was that we could walk really fast, we did the whole 10K in one hour and 35 minutes and even managed a sprint finish at the end.  I found it very exhilarating because it’s very difficult to walk fast for any length of time when you’re on your own and if you do it would have to be somewhere where there very few people and very few obstacles.

White
Almut Boehme from Edinburgh heard my diatribe against public swimming-pools as a good place for blind people, and wanted to offer a solution. 

Boehme
To help show sighted swimmers in a swimming pool that you are visually impaired one should be able to buy a brightly coloured swim cap with the eye symbol and text, i.e. blind, partially sighted, visually impaired, this would help avoid bumping into other swimmers and might even invite sighted swimmers to look out for you and help.

White
And Linda Hunt also had a message of hope. 

Hunt
I’m proud to say that I lost nearly 20 pounds in 2014, my main strategies were tracking my calories and increasing the amount and types of my exercise.  I took an additional step beyond choosing machines that are simple to operate at the gym, I had someone show me how to set up and operate each machine for my workout.  I keep a detailed written description of each machine for ongoing reference on my phone, I need this reference because I can’t remember how each machine works with just one instruction.  I’ve just got a new and harder workout with some different machines and a new set of notes, I’ve lost weight and I’ve gained greater confidence in my ability as a totally blind person to perform various weight machine exercises independently.

White
Well thanks for all your responses.

That’s it.  My thanks again to Richard and Jane and from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


