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White
Good evening. Tonight: the play which takes as its theme the game of cricket as played by visually impaired people. And we meet multi-talented Alexia Sloane, aged nine and three quarters, musician, would be writer and linguist.

Clip
Sloane
Well I call it three and a half because I speak English, French and Spanish fluently, as they are family languages, and I'm learning Chinese.

White
We'll be hearing more from Alexia Sloane later in the programme.

But first a roundup of news of special interest to visually impaired people from Mani Djazmi, which this week has an international flavour. Mani:

Djazmi
Thanks Peter.  True remoteness is difficult to find in today's crowded world, but it's what Joe Senior is looking forward to experiencing when he visits the tropical north-west of Australia later this week. Joe is the only British winner of a competition, organised by Tourism Western Australia, to take people around the region and I managed to catch up with him yesterday in Perth, from where he told me what he had done to win.

Senior
You had to say in 40 words or less why you considered that you should be a passenger on one of the legs in this extraordinary taxi ride around Western Australia.  And fundamentally what I said was that being totally blind the only way that I could appreciate anything is to be there, i.e. to try to get a non visual sense-scape based on every sense apart from sight.

Djazmi
Do you think it was an advantage for you being blind to be able to - well if I can put it like this - play that card?

Senior
I don't know actually because it wasn't a card being played, it was just a truthful fact.

Djazmi
I must say when I was in Australia I found it to be extraordinary from a sort of sensual point of view.  I'll never forget the absolute and utter silence of standing in the desert.

Senior
I've already done that in the Negev several years ago, it really is - it screams at you the silence, doesn't it.

Djazmi
Which kind of sensual experiences are you most looking forward to having for a first time?

Senior
Up in the North West I want to experience the fragrances and the sounds of the rainforest, incredible to hear the echoes - you know what I mean when you hear that, that and the smells and whatever that you get and the fee of undergrowth and whatever, it's around you and the scurryings that you can hear and all that sort of stuff.

Djazmi
Joe Senior. Now if you're anything like me, you'll be counting down the seconds to the 19th  World Cup which kicks off in South Africa on Friday. This year, the RNIB has published a book for the tournament with information and a variety of stats about each stadium and team.

Clip from book
England - Qualified.  European Group six winners.  Coach - Fabio Capello, Italian.  Confidence is coursing through the squad, although there is a realisation that beyond the core of 14 to 15 players they may struggle.  Yet if they cannot succeed under Capello then it will never happen.  Expect a semi-final at least.

White
That'll get the pulses racing then Mani.

Djazmi
A trifle brash some might say.

Well that's obviously the audio version of the book but you can also get it in Brialle, large print and on e-mail for the cost of £2.99.

Well someone who's done just that is Mark Wright, not the former England defender, and he told me what he thinks of the book. 

Wright
It's really detailed and really well done actually.  I've never seen anything like this from the RNIB before, I think it's a really good step forward.  It's got a detailed analysis of all the different World Cup sides and their chances, their coaches and who their players to watch out for.  It also goes on to make key facts and gems of information really about the World Cup and the ball and all sorts of other stuff.  Interview also from Fabio Capello.

Djazmi
And it must be quite nice to have access to something like this because every time there's a World Cup sighted people have access to myriad supplements and pull-outs, don't they, from newspapers and magazines?

Wright
That's right yeah, it's a leveller really, it's nice to see that they are organisations out there that can put things into a sort of available sort of accessible format which blind and partially sighted people can access.

Djazmi
But if, for some extraordinary reason, you don't want to spend the next few weeks indoors with the football, you might want to visit the London Festival of Architecture, three events of which will be audio described by the charity VocalEyes, including an exploration of the last six kilometres of the London Olympics marathon route. The festival begins on the 19th of June.
 
White
Mani Djazmi, thanks very much, you can now go off and complete your 40 words on why someone needs to send you to Johannesburg.

Now many people over the years have pointed to the fact that one of the strengths of In Touch is that it can bring like-minded visually impaired people together, to swap ideas and provide mutual support. And tonight, we have a case in point from amongst our younger listeners. A few months ago we featured 12-year-old Anna Barham, who won an international essay-writing competition designed to promote the uses and popularity of Braille. Here's an extract from her winning entry. 

Extract from Anna Barham's essay
If I find out that you can't do those things and you made up excuses why you can't do those things I'll beat you with my thick black stick that's in the corner of my bedroom.

White
Well listening to that in Cambridge was Alexia Sloane, who got in touch with us to see if it would be possible to make contact with Anna, because she thought they would have a lot in common. And to cut a long story short they've now met, and they've become firm friends.  Well at the time we heard quite a lot of Anna's story, but Alexia also turns out to be a very talented girl in her own right: a linguist, a musician and, the initial link with Anna, an insatiable reader of both Braille and audio books.  When Cheryl went to meet her, Alexia - then nine and three quarters - explained what it was that had made her get in touch with us. 

Sloane
Well I was fascinated for one thing by the way she won that competition when she was only 12 and I loved her ideas - they really made me laugh.

Gabriel
And what's happened since that broadcast?

Sloane
Since that broadcast we've contacted Anna and she now will phone nearly every night - our parents can't get us off.

Gabriel
What sort of things have you got in common then?

Sloane
Everything except music - I don't think she likes music as much as me.

Gabriel
You're a bit of a musician though aren't you - I heard you ... playing, didn't I hear you playing?

Sloane
Yeah the piano.

Gabriel
Why did you go mmmm?

Sloane
Well I'm not the best musician in my class.

Piano playing

Gabriel
How long have you been playing the piano then?

Sloane
Since September.

Gabriel
Now how do you read the music because you're totally blind aren't you?

Sloane
Yes.  There is a system which is actually Braille music, which is very intriguing actually.  It works in a way like the Braille alphabet except that, for example, if you wanted to do a minim C you would do an N.

Gabriel
It sounds pretty difficult actually.

Sloane
Yes it is but once you've sort of mastered it you really get into it.

Piano playing

Gabriel
What sort of music do you like then?

Sloane
Classical music.  I like Tchaikovsky and I like Howard Goodall.  I'm a very strange child when it comes to music.

Gabriel
Well you're fascinated by learning, aren't you, I think I've sussed that out about you.

Sloane
Yes.

Gabriel
And you're a bit of a linguist as well aren't you?

Sloane
Yes.

Gabriel
How many languages do you speak?

Sloane
Well I call it three and a half because I speak English, French and Spanish fluently as they are family languages and I'm learning Chinese.

Gabriel
Right, when you say family languages?

Sloane
We speak them throughout the family because my mum is half French, half Spanish; my dad is English, so we speak the three languages throughout the family.

Mrs Sloane and Alexia speaking French 

I speak French and Spanish to my mum, depending on sort of - not necessarily what mood we are in but in how we feel about it and things like that, she wants me to get better at Spanish.

Mrs Sloane and Alexia speaking Spanish

And we always speak English to my dad.

Gabriel
Can dad not speak French or Spanish?

Sloane
Well he can but as he's English he prefers to speak his own language.

Gabriel
And does it ever get confusing, do you ever think to yourself oh my goodness which language am I speaking at the moment?

Sloane
No never.

Gabriel
That's amazing isn't it?

Sloane
No not really.  It's just the way I do it, it's because sometimes different members of our family talk to us in different languages and sometimes if they don't I can easily adapt to it.

Gabriel
And with the Mandarin - the Chinese - how are you going along with that, how long have you been learning?

Sloane
I've been learning three years actually, since I was six.

Gabriel
Give us a little smattering of Mandarin.

Alexia speaking Mandarin

Gabriel
A quick translation?

Sloane
Little white rabbits, white all over, likes carrots, also likes cabbage. [Mandarin] Jumping everywhere.  [Mandarin] It's so cute.

Gabriel
So have you been listening by any chance to any of the programmes we've done with the Chinese journalists in Beijing?

Sloane
Yes about the photo voice - that really fascinated me.

Gabriel
Now we're talking about In Touch Alexia, what sort of things do you think we should be doing on the programme?

Sloane
Things like maybe different children in different countries because I'm sure that there must be different techniques throughout the world at school for visually impaired children and I think that would really interest me and maybe other visually impaired children's interests.

Gabriel
I mean you and Anna could do something?

Sloane
Yeah we'd like that.

Gabriel
Does radio interest you?

Sloane
Well it depends whether we're talking just like that sort of programme or music or - when it comes to music I prefer playing music to listening to it.

Alexia playing the recorder

Gabriel
What about actually you speaking on the programme?

Sloane
Well I would be very excited.

Gabriel
Have you been looking forward to doing this today?

Sloane
Yes.

Gabriel
There's a bit of rivalry I think between you and Anna wasn't there because Anna's already been on and I think you were quite keen to make the score one all weren't you.

Sloane
Well it would never be one all because I'm not sure I could ever win two writing competitions as young as her.

Gabriel
So you're going to be an author - that's your ambition?

Sloane
I'd love to be an author interpreter definitely.

Gabriel
You're well on the way to having the skills to be an interpreter aren't you?

Sloane
Well just a few languages you know.

Gabriel
And when you write your own stories how do you write them down?

Sloane
I have a Braille Note and I use that.

Gabriel
And what sort of books do you like reading?

Sloane
I like a few Charles Dickens' books like A Christmas Carol and Oliver Twist.  And I simply adore Enid Blyton and JK Rowling.  I'm probably the biggest fan of Harry Potter in the universe, so I don't think even JK Rowling could beat me.

Gabriel
I'm sure she'd be delighted to hear that.  And do you listen to audio books?

Sloane
Yes, in fact I spend quite a lot of my time when I'm not practising for something listening to audio books.

Gabriel
We might have to get you to be one of our audio book reviewers perhaps.

Sloane
Ahh, what is an audio book reviewer?

Gabriel
Well we get people like you or some of our other listeners to listen to some audio books, either new ones or old ones that they like, and then tell other people about them and what they like about them and what they don't particularly like about them.

Sloane
Alright yes.

Gabriel
So maybe we can bear you in mind for one of those in the future.

Sloane
Yeah.

Gabriel
And I'm sure you told me as well that you quite like testing yourself and giving yourself - doing exams - that can't be right surely?

Sloane
Well yes it is because actually you wouldn't believe this but May and June I will be sitting two GCSEs - French and Spanish.

Gabriel
How do you feel about that?

Sloane
If I have to weigh up my nerves I'd probably say five grams of nerves, compared to the rest of me.

Gabriel
That's good, well good luck with that anyway, you'll have to let us know how you get on.

Sloane
Thank you.

White
Pretty extraordinary.  Alexia Sloane, with the recipe for exam success - five grams of nerves. Since that interview Alexia has heard that she is one of the five UK entrants who have been short listed for that international essay competition which her friend Anna won last year. So well done to her and good luck; and I strongly suspect that's not the last we'll hear of those two talented girls. 

Of course to make Alexia the complete all-rounder in my eyes it would have been good to hear of her deep and abiding love of cricket; no evidence of that although, who knows! But the blind version of cricket is something we've featured on the programme before: the game played with a rattling ball, a tailor-made set of rules featuring important distinctions between those with some sight and those with none at all, and a fanatical following. Well now it's become the subject of a forthcoming radio play, "Bell in the Ball", which will be broadcast on Radio 4 in a couple of weeks time. The playwright is Lloyd Peters, he's not blind himself, but he has been doing his homework, I know that because I'm one of the people he came and talked to about blind cricket before he wrote it. But what got him interested in a subject as esoteric as blind cricket?

Peters
I play cricket and I play - used to play for a team in London called Red Bats CC who had a couple of fixtures against partially sighted and blind teams and I was always amazed that this kind of fixture could be arranged with a sighted team.  And funnily enough I couldn't actually play in the game, so when I heard that we'd lost by one run ...

White
It's the ultimate insult isn't it - losing to the blind cricket team.

Peters
Yes.  Therefore my interest was aroused, so much so that I kind of did a lot more research on it and the more I kind of got into this the more that I thought it would make it a very good basis for a play to actually discuss changing relationships and how you actually come to terms with a loss and as I discovered it's not coming to terms with a loss, it's coming to a new accommodation with a disability but also marrying that with the thing that I love, which is cricket.

White
There is a theme, which I've been aware of perhaps more since I've been covering things like the Paralympics, that a lot of people do seem to come to terms with a visual loss through sport, rather than sitting down and agonising and thinking about it, but finding a sport does release people because that's what your hero - if we can call him a hero - that's what he does doesn't he?

Peters
Yes, I mean the hero, so-called, we think he's a hero but actually we discover that there's a darker side to him and the hero Danny gets attacked in a pub on New Year's Eve 2008 and we see him all the way through the play as a kind of a victim.  And it's only till the end of the play that we discover something happened in that pub which meant that he wasn't a perfect innocent, he actually in some way provoked it.  And I think also that kind of mirrors the way that he also has to come to terms with a new accommodation with his long suffering partner.  But to answer your question - I mean I did a lot of research also about the amount of therapy and the physiotherapy and the endless talks to doctors and I kind of discovered that the thing that really made people get better was actually finding a new pursuit.

Clip from play
Right well Danny is an [indistinct word], he scored 83 against Yorkshire.

Yorkshire boys.

Oh the sacred home of Sir Geoffrey Boycott.

When I were 15, when I had two working eyes.

It's like riding a bicycle man - once you fall off you'll never forget.

How the hell can I hit a ball I can't see?

Here give me your hand, feel the ball.

It's massive.

We use a white size three football, to help the partially sighted players.  But it's filled with iron fillings so totally blind players can hear it.

I recall when the bell was in the ball - the charms were so sweet.

Those days are gone Floyd, if they ever existed.  Now Danny, listen to the pitch when the ball is in the air [noise] and the change when the ball hits the ground [noise].  You will have approximately one second to play your shot after it has bounced.

Have you gone raving mad?

No fear man, it has to bounce twice before it reaches you.

Derek, put a white wristband on Danny.

You what?  Hey get off.

It shows you're a B1 - totally without sight.

What are you scared of man?

How fast is it actually ....

...about 40 mile an hour.

Hold on.

Positions everyone.

White
Of course you're always walking a very narrow tightrope aren't you, when you as a sighted person writes about a sport which blind people play and which we're used to people saying - isn't it wonderful, isn't it amazing and it must be so comforting for them - how do you feel you steered your way through this?

Peters
Well I think you're right, I mean I'm not going to sit here and say it wasn't an issue.  I mean when we went up to Sharlston CC, the disabled - partially sighted team play and practise there - they thought I might be blind because I was wearing sunglasses and it was a very uncomfortable moment when I said well no I'm not actually, I'm here to try and research this play. 

White
Did they mind that - did the mind that you were coming kind of putting them under the microscope and using them as guinea pigs for your play?

Peters
No they were all delighted because as far as I know there's not been a drama about blind cricket and I think they wanted that kind of publicity.  So they were delighted whoever was coming.

White
Let's hope you got the rules right because if you didn't we'll hear all about that.  And people can hear Lloyd's play at 2.15 on Friday June 25th on Radio 4.

Peters
And it's called Bell in the Ball.

White
Lloyd Peters. Time to draw stumps for In Touch today; any comments or queries welcome; either call 0800 044 044 or email intouch@bbc.co.uk/radio4 and then go to In Touch.

That's it from me Peter White, producer and interviewer Cheryl Gabriel and the team.  Goodbye.

