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White
Good Evening.  There's a commonly held view that there's sometimes a particular bond between older and younger people. They talk to each other more freely, or so the theory goes, in an alliance against the middle generation which maybe has a tendency to want to boss them both about.  Well I’m not sure whether that’s true or not but I could name families where it has happened, and we're rather hoping that something of that sort of conversation is going to happen in a radio studio today, as we conduct a social experiment.  Let's give you a clue by inviting our four guests to introduce themselves. 

Fred
I’m Fred Reid, I’m 76, I’ve been totally blind since the age of 14.  I’ve been married all my life to a blind physiotherapist and we brought up three sighted children.

Joy
Hello, my name’s Joy Addo, I’m 19 years old and I currently work at Dans Le Noir restaurant and I’m also part of the RLSB youth forum and I have a visual impairment.

Jean
My name’s Jean, I’m 83 years old, I think I’m the oldest one and I was born with bad sight, it’s a hereditary condition.

Jonjo
Hello, I’m Jonjo Brady, I’m 22, I’m currently half way through my undergraduate in law at the University of Kent.  I could list the things that are wrong with my eyes but it would take a good couple of minutes so…

White
Alright well we won’t…

Jonjo
… we’ll leave it at that.

White
… we’ll leave it at that.  Well thank you all for that.

Here’s the deal:  we’ve invited these four to shed light on the experience of visual impairment in their two generations, separated by almost 60 years.  Primarily we’re going to be inviting them to talk to each other with perhaps just a bit of pushing and prodding from me along the way.  And we think there’s enough to talk about to fill a couple of programmes.

So what have been the differences in their experiences, have things just uniformly gone on improving or are there some aspects of visual impairment which were actually better or easier in the past?

Today we’re going to concentrate on schooling, family life, friendship and trying to get a job and the obvious gaps in that tell you why we think we need a little more than 18 minutes 45 seconds to fit it all in.

So Dr Reid, because we didn’t give you your proper title, but Fred from now on, let’s start with you.  And presumably your schooling must have changed as a direct result of your losing your sight?

Fred
Yes, yeah I lost my sight within three months, so they sent me to the Royal Blind School in Edinburgh.  I’m not going to say it was a dreadful experience but it had its problems.  Very low expectations and they were dead against me going to university – I wanted to be a lawyer and I didn’t actually become a lawyer I became a history lecturer, but that’s another story.  They wanted me to be a physiotherapist.  I’d have been like Dad’s Army facing the panzer division if I’d been a physiotherapist.

White
And was there any suggestion, Fred, that you would stay at your ordinary school at that time?

Fred
No, no that was completely out of the question.

White
Okay.  Let me bring in Joy – you, I think, began losing your sight around the age of nine and you lost most of it in your teens, so what about your education?

Joy
I’ve been to mainstream school and college all my life and my vision started to decrease a lot when I was about 14, 15 and so it was quite a difficult time for myself and also for the school because I was the only child in the school that had bad vision, they didn’t really know how to cope with it and neither did I.

White
Was there any suggestion that you would go to one of the special schools that was around?

Joy
No.

White
It never came up?

Joy
It never came up, I always wanted to stay in mainstream and my mum was always quite supportive of that.

White
Right.  Now Jean, you didn’t go to special school either, even though you were of the generation that might have done.

Jean
When they realised I couldn’t see the blackboards or anything at school they suggested that I went to their special school.  My father, being very well educated, him being a Scot, he examined the curricula and decided it wasn’t up to my brain.

White
So he thought it wasn’t good enough for you basically.

Jean
No he made me go to an ordinary school and educated me for at least an hour after I left school.

White
And how did the school do in coping with your visual impairment?

Jean
Well they were annoyed with me…

White
What for being blind?

Jean
They thought I was a nuisance and because they had to sit me in the front of the class and then when I couldn’t see the board from the front of the class they had to do something in large writing for me.

White
And Jonjo, what about you?

Jonjo
Well I come from a bit of both really.  I went to a mainstream school but it also had like a unit where all – we were all plodded in together, so not just people with visual impairments, just people with disabilities in general.  And the school didn’t really do much really, it was more kind of off my own back.

White
Because we should explain that you use a wheelchair as well as having a visual impairment.

Jonjo
Yes, sorry, I use a wheelchair as well.  And that sort of stuff was taken care for but a visual impairment was a lot – it wasn’t really attended by the school often.

Fred
Can I just lob a question to Jonjo and Joy because I campaigned for inclusive education and over many years I’ve heard doubts expressed about it and I’ve heard people say it’s been the worst experience of their life and I’ve heard other people say it had been the greatest experience of their life.  How would you sum it up?

Jonjo
School was a struggle.  I mean I’m at university now and I much prefer it because I can speak up and say this is wrong, I need this to be sorted out, but people are willing to listen and understand.  At school it was very – it was a struggle just even to be heard really.

White
You see what people said – as Fred’s point is – right that for many people integration was the answer and what some people said was that a unit was the best of all worlds, that was the theory – that if you have a special unit within a mainstream school you get specialist training but you also are mixing in the mainstream – did that happen for Jonjo?

Jonjo
Ye – no well I mean that’s what we had at our school, we had a unit and yes we had care workers and things like that used to take our notes for us and do different bits and bobs and whatnot and I had a special printer and laptop and stuff.  But in terms of socialising with other mainstream kids it was really difficult.

White
What you didn’t mix – you didn’t mix?

Jonjo
No not really at all.  I mean I had a few good friends who were not in the unit but generally it was really, really hard.

White
Joy, what about you?

Joy
I think it’s really important for people to mix in schools.  If we separate blind people from sighted people how are sighted people ever going to understand the way we learn and how are we ever going to understand what it’s like to be around sighted people.

White
But I guess it was a bit easier for you because presumably you had your friends when you were losing your sight – is that right?

Joy
Well I thought I had my friends but do you know what?  I got to see two sides of people, so when you’re in school and you’re – when you’re sighted, I felt like I fitted in, I was the same as everyone else and then as soon as I started to lose my vision and I had to wear thick glasses all the kids would make fun of me, wonky eyes and all these things and I had to sit at the front of the glass with a big printed paper in front of me and a support worker next to me.  And you got to see how mean people could actually be.  So in a way I’m glad that I went to mainstream school because I did get to see two sides of people.

White
Did you ever find yourself wishing that you went to special school, it doesn’t sound as if you did but I wondered if at 14 or 15 you thought that might be the answer?

Joy
Definitely not because I always felt like I had a point to prove.  So yeah I didn’t feel like I needed to go away anywhere, this was who I am and I had to accept it.

Fred
That’s absolutely fascinating.  One of the big problems I had about the sudden transfer to special school was I felt very cut off and very isolated for quite a while, until I met the girl who became my wife…

White
That helps.

Fred
She used to sit behind me and it took about six months for her to decide that I might just be eligible but once that happened it started to get a lot better.

White
Can I move you on?  We can keep hold of these ideas but I’m interested in your families as well.  Jean, I mean it sounds as if your father was quite a strong influence, I’m just wondering how they reacted to your sight problem.

Jean
Well he was insulted basically because they told him that I was a girl and the only way I could get this from him, it wouldn’t happen to the men but it would happen to the women and I was the first one for three generations to be a girl.

White
In terms of attitudes within the family to your blindness.  We’ve heard that the schools almost uniformly maybe haven’t been ambitious enough, it sounds as if you were maybe quite pushed educationally?

Jean
I was grateful, I wanted to learn and I was grateful.  But then again I’m talking about the 1930s, people weren’t as spiteful as they were later on.  They accepted me as what I was and they never asked me to play ball games.

White
So you think you were treated more considerately?

Jean
They were yes, they’d ask me to do something and I’d say well let’s try and if I couldn’t do it they’d accept it.

White
How much freedom were you all given within your families?  Joy.

Joy
Well my mum encouraged me to use a cane and I was totally against it, I really didn’t want to.  For as long as I had a small amount of vision I was going to use it as much as I could.  I was quite embarrassed about it but my mum was the one that kind of pushed me to like use it and accept it.  And then when I finally did that she was fine with me going out, I had supportive friends, I would always be holding their arms and things like that.  But I knew that she worried but she didn’t express it to me, more to my sister, she kind of – that’s how I would find out that every time I go to the shop my mum’s like staring out the window.  

White
Wondering where you were.

Joy
Yeah but I think she wanted to keep things the same and I think that’s really important, so before I lost my vision I had to do my own washing, my own ironing, after I lost my vision I had to do that as well.  She just said, okay Joy you can’t see but you can still do this, we might have to change it a little but you still have to carry on as normal.

White
Right and Jonjo presumably you had the added problem that you were using a wheelchair, how much freedom did you get?

Jonjo
Yeah I mean my mum and dad have always been very protective of me.  I never used to go out on my own, I used to always be either with mum or dad or friends and things like that.  I think our relationship has really changed since I went to uni as well, I think that little bit of freedom that I’ve got living away has really kind of made them see that I’m fine.

Fred
My mother was terribly shocked by blindness, as you could understand, and she wouldn’t let me out, she was determined to protect me, she said oh I’m here I’ll look after you for the rest of your life.  So I battled with her with huge battles and huge rows and so on but I managed to wrest some of my freedom from her.  But one of the good things about going away to the special school, I’ve been critical of it and I will be again I’m sure, but I’ll put in this good point, that they did give us a lot of freedom, they encouraged us to go about all over Edinburgh, there were trams in those days with a tram pass, we were encouraged to use our tram passes to go about in the city and so on.  The thing was when I went home and told my mother she wouldn’t believe me, she thought I was lying.

White
What’s interesting in some ways are the similarities between you at the moment.  What I do want to establish, can I just stay with Fred for this, where did you get help, for a start, where did your parents get help?

Fred
I came out of hospital in March 1952 to all intents and purposes totally blind, my parents had no idea what to do, they were asking about and just seemed to be going nowhere.  And then a friend of my mother’s who had helped at tea parties in blind clubs spoke to a home teacher and the home teacher said what was what, that I should have a home teacher and that I should go to the Royal Blind School and so forth.  And that’s how it happened, it was just that informal network that got my mother on to the right lines.  And then she actually bearded the Director of Education for Glasgow when he came to her adult education class one evening, she must marched up to him and said – What are you going to do about our Freddy?

White
Now we should explain that home teachers were – I guess they were social workers?

Fred
They were the social workers of the day, they taught you Braille and crafts and things in your own home and looked after your welfare generally.

White
And what about you Jean, your childhood was really before the welfare state wasn’t it?

Jean
That’s right, I never had – my parents never had help at all.  It was my father that was principally making sure that I had a correct education.

White
I rather get the impression that finance wasn’t necessarily a problem, I mean if you’d needed help, say for example was there ever any issue for you about living independently when you started to think about moving away from home?

Jean
I go through the war years.  Life wasn’t so simple in those days, about living on your own and anyway I was 14 when my father died.  He was 98% war disability because he was gassed in the First World War.  Immediately his allowance to me stopped when I was 14.  So I had to go to work and I managed to be a telephonist in a factory.

White
Fred, I guess that’s the point that at that point and long after the start of the welfare state there were no benefits directly related to visual impairment.

Fred
That’s right.  And I mean what’s coming out from Jean rings a bell with me too because it’s where the parents were strong, that was your main support, my parents always assumed I would go to university and they wouldn’t take no for an answer.  But you see the special schools kept the parents at arms’ length, it was very difficult for them to really know what was going on.  That was generally the attitude to education in those days – parents weren’t allowed to get too near to what was going on in the schools.  But that, for me, and I’m sure for Jean, was a hugely important factor.  And I knew kids that have should have done better but they just didn’t get the parental support, their parents put them in the special schools and well thought that’s the best place for them, they’ll look after them and so they didn’t take much more interest.

White
Joy, I mean if you wanted help or your parents wanted help about your visual impairment where would you go now?

Joy
Now I think I would use organisations like RLSB and Merton Vision…

White
So RLSB is the Royal London Society for the Blind, so voluntary organisations you tend to go, charities effectively?

Joy
Yeah charities and the thing is when I lost my vision my mum didn’t get any support and there is a lot of things you can get out there but unless someone tells you about them you’re not going to know, so you’re kind of left with this child who can’t see and you don’t know what to do.

White
And Jonjo?

Jonjo
I mean obviously I have a relationship with social services but it is a general fight to get anything out of them because they don’t want to spend any money ever.

White
Let’s talk about jobs.  Joy, what’s your attitude to jobs, what are you expecting to be able to do?

Joy
I want to do event management but before I have my own company I would like to get experience with other companies.

White
Right.  Jonjo?

Jonjo
Well eventually I want to be an academic.  In terms of employment generally I’m a law student so I can sit here and quote the Equality Act and stuff but I’m generally entitled to anything I want, as long as I’m honest with the application forms and I make sure that they accommodate for me, I mean there isn’t any limits.

White
So Fred and Jean, I mean you lived at a time when there were jobs that were earmarked for blind people.

Fred
That’s right, it’s only in the Second World War that I see a significant labour market starts to open up for blind people, isn’t that right Jean?

Jean
Yes that was because the airmen who got blinded in the fires of the aircraft and so they started to realise that they’d got special needs.

Fred
You see there were only 3,000 people in employment, nearly all in sheltered workshops in 1939, by 1951 the Working Party Report tells us that there were 10,000 blind people in employment – half in sheltered employment and half in mainstream.  That’s the size – I mean it sounds small in terms of the numbers but that’s the size of the difference that the war made.  I mean when I was at the blind school the headmaster mostly just told everybody you’ll be a shorthand typist, you’ll be a telephonist.  By the 1930s you’re beginning to get the first telephone switchboards and the first commercial shorthand typists and so forth but it took the war to open that up.

White
Right.  Did you two both end up doing what you wanted to do do you think?  Fred, it sounds like you did.

Fred
Oh very, very much so.  I thought I wanted to be a lawyer until I met the lawyers and then I decided that I didn’t want to be a lawyer, so having already got a first class degree in history I decided I was going to be a history lecturer and I went to Oxford and got my doctorate and then got my job at Warwick University.

White
And Jean you were a telephonist I think, was that – yeah?

Jean
It was something I could do and something that gave me a wage to live on because I was on my own, so I had to look to myself.  And I decided I needed a job with a pension, even though I was in my 20s at the time but I mean you have to think, when you’re like this, you have to think that way don’t you.

White
Joy, how do you feel about the idea of the time when there were these jobs, as Fred was saying, physiotherapy, telephony, shorthand typing but there was at least some choices offered to you?

Joy
Well I feel like if you were interested in that kind of thing that’s great but I feel like you should definitely step outside the box and just do what you’re passionate about.  I definitely don’t think you should do something because it’s like – you’re told to do it.

Fred
Absolutely, good for you, well done.

Jean
Well you have another life other than work, you expand yourself in other ways then don’t you?  Because I’d got this job and it was a good job I could encourage myself doing other things which was more to feed my own brain.  I did economic history.

White
Right, well I reckon we might come on to some of the things that you did to as you say feed your brain Jean and do other things.  So thank you all for that.  

That’s all we’ve got time for this week.  We do have every intention of inviting you all back to finish what we’ve started, after all we hardly mentioned sex, technology, getting around, political activism.  As always we’d like your comments on what you’ve heard, you can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after this programme, or you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk.  And you can go for more information to our website where you can also arrange to download future programmes.  

So from me, Fred, Jean, Jonjo, Joy and our producer Lee Kumutat, why she doesn’t – her name doesn’t start with a J I don’t know, goodbye.

