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White
Good evening. Tonight: it's been quite a week for travellers' tales hasn't it; but what are the additional problems if you're stranded 9,000 miles from home, don't speak the language, and all the information is in an inaccessible form?  We return to the issue of denying your blindness, with a case to take your breath away. 

Clip
It took me 30 years to carry a white stick because I could not bear being associated with that shuffling group of no hopers.

White
And we'll be hearing about the preparations of the England blind football team as they get ready to host the World Championships. 

Now I don't care what anyone says travelling is tough if you're visually impaired, and holidays are hard work at the best of times. Getting information is difficult; doubly so when you rely on language rather than signs and print to find out what's going on! So when arrangements are thrown up in the air - something like the mayhem caused by the Icelandic volcano, all bets are off. Sarah Newman was enjoying a holiday in Tokyo, when her world was turned upside down. 

Newman
We were due to fly back on Thursday 15th April.  We were literally about to board and the captain came out and said - sorry a volcano has erupted in Iceland and I'm afraid we can't fly.  We were flying with Virgin who I have to say when we flew out from Heathrow were absolutely fantastic - you know, as well as I do Peter, about the added problem of wanting assistance at the airport to make sure you actually get on the right plane and they usually stick you in a wheelchair or they try to stick you in a wheelchair.  And we had a great young lady called Sophie Dolt, I'll give her a mention because she was terrific, and she said those magic words - what works for you girls?

White
Right, she actually asked you what you needed.

Newman
She actually asked us what we wanted.  And we were extremely well looked after, we had a really good flight - the crew were great.

White
But what's happened - what's happened, Sarah, since you learnt that you were going to be delayed?

Newman
Since we left, as you can imagine, I thought there would be absolute pandemonium and oddly enough there wasn't.  What everybody was doing was listening to other people's conversations and there were staff on the ground trying to explain to people.  We were flying premium economy and we managed to get hold of a guy who was English, working on the ground at Narita Airport and we explained our situation and he then took us to the lounge and as I hoped it was the upper class lounge and we managed to get breakfast there and get well looked after.  And we sat ourselves next to some people who were eating and we started to chat and we've been them and we've collected people on the way.

White
The classic problem for visually impaired people, I would imagine, is just getting information.

Newman
Absolutely.  I speak a few words of Japanese and it is lost in translation because the Japanese are incredibly polite and incredibly helpful but they tell you what they think you want to hear.  That can be very difficult sometimes.  They also - interestingly we have symbol canes, we don't have a long cane, anybody coming to Japan bring a long cane, even if you don't use one, because they don't recognise the short cane.  So I have been megawaranee [phon.] - and I apologise for my mispronunciation - which is basically I don't see for the last two weeks and I suspect for maybe a bit more.  It has been difficult and an absolutely classic example of just how you realise how difficult it was - when we finally left our airport hotel on the second day, when we came into Tokyo, with our now gang of eight we went on the train and just watching people who have 20/20 vision going and getting the ticket out the vending machine, being able to read the signs because some of them are in English, finding your way to the taxis - you realise how mentally and physically you work as somebody who is visually impaired and how absolutely exhausting it can be.

White
Any idea when you might get home?

Newman
Everyone is contemplating the Trans Siberian railway at the moment actually.

White
Good luck Sarah Newman.

Now I don't know about you, but I found it startling to discover, as revealed in last week's interview with visually impaired governor of New York David Paterson, how much he was entirely reliant for information from newspapers on his aides, and that he confessed to having been "in denial" about his blindness.  But this phenomenon is more common than one might think. For instance, Ellen Bassani, who has recently contributed a couple of columns to the programme, has a background which makes Mr. Paterson look as if he absolutely embraces his visual impairment with enthusiasm. Recently, Ellen told me her extraordinary back story. 

Bassani
It took me 30 years to carry a white stick because I could not bear being associated with that shuffling group of no hopers.  And I've had to really, really explore, over the years, what that was about and ...

White
Yeah because where did you get that idea of blind people as a shuffling group of no hopers from?

Bassani
Well I was diagnosed at five months old with an unusual retinitis pigmentosa and my mother jumped up and said to the surgeon:  "I will never accept this", and she's 89 now and she hasn't, she's been true to her word.  She then proceeded, with my father's collusion, to raise me as sighted.  Now this meant that nothing was ever changed in the house, no particular assistance was given, in many situations I was lost because I was expected to see.  And I think it culminated in me being sent to school and no one being told I couldn't see.

White
Could you see anything?

Bassani
I had a little bit of side vision - no central vision, certainly not.  Now my father would teach me the letters the night before, I would remember how many steps there were, I would hide my bag in a certain place because then I would know how to get it.  And I managed to deceive them for about six months.

White
But I mean how - in a way I can't quite understand how you could deceive your friends because they would know wouldn't they?

Bassani
But we're talking about five or six year olds.

White
Alright, what about teachers - they surely ...?

Bassani
Well we're going back to the '50s now Peter.  I was one of what 50 kids at a convent school being taught by nuns.  I think I just got lost.  I was very good verbally, so I could answer questions because I could remember them.  But I remember this one incident - and you know it still moves me to be honest - they were holding up word cards and we couldn't go out to play if we got it wrong.  And we used to sit in rows in those days and row by row by row went out because the children could see the word card.  Anyway it was coming towards me and I bribed the child beside me with some chocolate to tell me what the word was, which he did and I stood up, said the word, left and I remember standing at the door feeling ashamed - I felt guilty - and I felt bereaved, I felt really, really sad.  And I could not say to anyone - but I can't see - it never occurred to me to say I couldn't see.  

Now after those six months one of the teachers said to my mother - look, I think your daughter has a problem with her eyes.  And my mother came clean then and said yes she does.  Now the odd thing was that nothing changed other than they let the child beside me read the board.

White
I know you've talked about what happens in the classroom, I mean the worst that can happen to you is humiliation, which is bad enough, but I mean you used to do this on the roads didn't you as you got older?

Bassani
Do you know when you're raised sighted your expectations are sighted, so I was expected to go to school by myself, cross busy roads and I did but I mainly did it through listening, rather than seeing.

White
Can I ask you what made you change because although we know from what you've said that there was an element of facing up to it, you went on doing this, didn't you, well into your adult life?

Bassani
I was a social worker and I used to work with blind people and I used to spend my time - I can't believe the hypocrisy of this - but I used to spend my time helping them to come to terms with the fact that they couldn't see.  I hadn't started a moment's journey on that particular road.  And I was still in Australia at that time and when I was about 30 I just got the nudge to come to Britain, so off I came to Britain.  And I remember on one occasion I went to the dentist and it was this experience that really changed my life.  My technique, in those days, because I never carried a stick, no way and I can't tell you how many times I've almost been knocked down, so I was in the dentist and I used to follow the dental nurse, so the dental nurse was this blob of white, so I would follow this blob of white and she would stop at a door, so I would stand there and the dentist would always say something like - Oh hello, come in - and so I'd track the voice.  On this occasion I followed the blob of white to the door and nothing, I didn't hear anything and I thought - ah, well maybe the dentist isn't here.  And then finally I got this really cross voice that said - Well aren't you going to come and sit down?  So I trekked over and I explained to him well actually I couldn't see.

Now he did something that very few sighted people do, he said to me - look can I be perfectly honest with you, when you stood there at the door and you didn't focus on me I thought two things - either we've got a very strange one here or she's very, very shifty, watch her.  So I realised in that ...

White
This is the effect you've been having on people ...

Bassani
Exactly, how many people have been thinking that over my lifetime?  Who knows.  But in that moment I thought right I think I'd rather be seen as blind.  And I came out of that surgery, picked up the white stick that had been resting in my bag for years, unfolded it, crossed a road and realised my god, the cars stopped because in the past I would have - I can see myself doing it - I would have put my hand on my heart and listened and hoped to goodness that I'd made the right decision.

White
Do you understand though - and I'm talking as much in the context perhaps of the David Paterson interview now as your own - you know the irritation that some blind people feel when somebody gets to a period of considerable success, say as he has and as you may have done, and are ignoring in a way the things that make you the person that you are?

Bassani
I absolutely celebrate the Ellen that I am.  It doesn't matter to me anymore what other people think because I have fought hard to be who I am.  I think Mr Paterson has a little bit more journeying to do, says I without any undue modesty - I think he has, yes.

White
Ellen Bassani.  And we'd welcome your comments about denial. 

Incidentally, we've received something of a telling-off from Phillip (no surname provided) who e-mailed to ask why we were interviewing a foreign politician, when there was a British General Election going on, and there were important questions to ask the parties about their policies towards visually impaired people. Quite right, Phillip, and had you persevered to the end of last week's programme you'd have heard that this is exactly what we are going to do.  We would like your questions for an election special next week: do submit them on anything at all; the future of Disability Living Allowance and other benefits for visually impaired people;  public transport policy; accessible voting; shared surfaces; or anything that's on your mind. You can call our action line on 0800 044 044, or you can e-mail In Touch at bbc.co.uk/radio4.

Finally today:  a few weeks ago we heard about the sport of Goalball, which is trying to improve its image, and recruit more players. One sport which has no problems in the popularity stakes is football, and this summer England will be the hosts for the Blind Football World Championships, just over two years before they host the 2012 Paralympics. They're coached by Tony Larkin, who played professionally for the likes of Shrewsbury town and Wrexham in the '70s and '80s, and they're based at a brand-new blind football academy in Hereford. The draw for the world championship took place last week at Wembley Stadium, and we sent Mani Djazmi along to find out how the balls came out of the pots. 

Actuality - Draw
Spain will go into England's group and that will be the first match of the World Championships - England versus Spain.  Columbia will join England and Spain in Group A, which means Brazil will join Argentina in Group B and Tony's looking very happy.  So Trevor if you could draw out the next [indistinct words] and this team will go with England, Tony will be hoping it isn't China.  So stand by.  

Djazmi
Well everyone's come down to the hallowed and much maligned Wembley pitch, where the blind footballers are giving a demonstration and I'm with the Football Association's director of football development - Sir Trevor Brooking - who along with England World Cup winner George Cohen has just conducted the draw and it's been quite a favourable draw - obviously the warm balls came out as they should have done Sir Trevor.

Brooking
Yeah I'd like to say all that planning and rehearsal worked but I mean it was pretty bizarre because we all heard that Argentina was the top seed and then Brazil and China were probably two of the other best sides and when we came down here and the players heard, because they hadn't been there at the draw, so when they heard they were very chuffed.

Djazmi
Have you seen blind football being played much?

Brooking
Yeah I went up to Hereford, I forget now, it was last year I think, and I have seen it.  I mean it's interesting because you get the goalkeeper does some shouting, obviously then if somebody behind the goal that you're attacking also to try and help them if they're a bit left or a bit right to try and line up the shooting or whatever and with the ball slightly heavier and the noises it makes you have to admire the skill level to be honest.

Actuality
Game noises.

Djazmi
One of those chuffed players who was being put through his paces at Wembley by England goalkeeping coach John Pugh was veteran striker Dave Clarke, he's scored over a hundred goals for England in a 15 year career, averaging very nearly a goal a game.

Clarke
The objective remains exactly as it was before the draw which was to get through the league and get into the semis.  The second stage is then to go on and win it.  Since we've put the money in - I know In Touch has covered in great detail the developments in the Royal National College in Hereford - we have the most fantastic, A1 facility that's being used by Paralympic athletes day after day after day and will be the base for many of them before 2012 and is our home as regards our football training.  So we're going to be playing these world cup matches on the very pitch we train.  So if you're looking for an advantage we know every blade of the pitch and we know it's shape and we know everything about it we need to know.

Djazmi
And I've moved from the Wembley pitch to the pitch Dave Clarke was talking about here at new blind football academy at the Royal National College in Hereford, where I'm with the England manager, he's the man who's going to mastermind England's summer campaign, he's the general, you could say he's blind football's Wellington - Tony Larkin.  No pressure - just tell us about this multimillion pound facility you have here.

Larkin
Well it was £21 million but what it's given us is a world class facility, we've got both an indoor and outdoor pitches to accommodate international standard football; two world class gyms, a couple of spas with saunas, Jacuzzis and steam rooms.  This will transform from the 14th August into the football village where everything will be housed under the RNC complex.  We've invested a great deal into this even and this is one of the reasons why we're able to host it. 

Djazmi
And we're standing on the pitch on which the games - the world championship - will take place aren't we.

Larkin
Yes this is the pitch, it's second generation sand based pitch which will help with the sound of the ball, the movement of the ball.

Djazmi
Blind football in England has come a long way since I reported on the 2004 European Championship in Manchester.  That was held indoors because there were no suitable outdoor facilities.  Today there are clubs dotted around the country, so people don't have to travel to far flung Hereford just to get a game. 

The long term hope is that the world championship will inspire more blind people to take part.  On the immediate horizon though is a tournament to be won but Sir Trevor Brooking, who played in the 1982 World Cup, has this word of warning for Dave Clarke et al.

Brooking
Tournament football is that little bit different, it's quite intense, your games are quickly after each other, you might get a knock, an injury, you have a little high of one game and then you don't play so well.  And the experience of doing that is really, really important - playing in front of your own fans, creating the atmosphere.  There's more pressure of course because everyone's hoping you're going to do the business for them.  But no I think it's a great opportunity for the blind side and we wish them well.

Clarke
Normally when I go somewhere I've got all these people hoping I lose and we're in an environment now where everyone's hoping we win.  So that kind of support and that feedback coming from the site of what's going to be a packed pitch over in Hereford with nearly a thousand people on hand watching is going to be fantastic.

White
England record goal scorer Dave Clarke, in optimistic mood. That's it for today; there'll be a podcast from tomorrow.  And don't forget your election questions. From me Peter White, my producer Cheryl Gabriel, and the team, goodbye.


