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Djazmi
Good evening.  As promised this week's programme is the latest in our Blindness for Beginners series with the focus being on fitness.  But before we get into that some important news to bring you from the minister for disabled people Maria Miller who made this announcement about the entitlement to the higher rate of Disability Living Allowance on the RNIB's online station Insight Radio this afternoon.

Miller
We've actually today laid the necessary papers to progress that and we will be making sure that people who are severely visually impaired get that higher mobility rate of DLA for the very first time and that will begin in April of next year.  This is really important because the extra £30, just a bit more than £30 a week, will be received by more than 22,000 people.

Djazmi
And we'll bring you more details on this in next week's programme.

But we return to fitness for beginners.  How fit are you?  And just as importantly how motivated are you to get fitter?  Spend any longer than about 10 minutes in our office and you'll become intimately acquainted with the routes and possible routes that people take to cycle home.  Now cycling to and from work obviously isn't a realistic option if you can't see and neither really is running unless you happen to work with someone who lives nearby and doesn't mind being your guide.  So what can we do to get fit?  Well before he left to go on his holidays I spoke with Peter White about his various fitness regimes.

White
I've tried various things.  I mean, first of all, everyone says swimming - that's the way to keep fit, it tests all the muscles and so forth.  But swimming pools are such awful places for blind people, you know that yourself, acoustically they're awful, there's all this business of getting stuff to put your clothes in and you've got to get a key and you've got to find them, they're impossible to navigate.  So I just didn't fancy doing that.  Then I really tried the equipment route.

Djazmi
The gym, something like that?

White
That sort of thing, the bicycle - I didn't go as far as weights, I think that's too far for me.  But doing that, it's all very well, but it's just very lonely isn't it.  So I remained very unfit until one of my sons got to the age of about 14 and then I thought maybe I can run with him, which I actually quite enjoyed.  And that worked for a while but the whole problem is to run you need somebody with you...

Djazmi
And that seems to be the common thread on all of these examples that you've given, which is that it's very difficult to do these things completely independently.

White
That's right.

Djazmi
How about walking, because that's one thing that we can do, have you ever tried that?

White
I have tried it, I still try it, I mean I walk to and from the station, it's intermittent and I'll tell you the problem with that.  First of all most people will tell you that walking is all very well, it's a good way to keep fit at a relatively low level but you don't break sweat doing it, it's a way of maintaining reasonable fitness but you won't improve your fitness that way, I don't think.  And the second problem for a totally or almost totally blind person is you have to concentrate so hard, you have to put so much effort into it, so if you're doing quite a stressful job as well, for example a walk at the beginning of the day and a walk at the end of the day, concentrating on obstacles and difficult road crossings and so forth, it's just a very painful way to try and keep fit I think.

Djazmi
So what was your answer then - did the run with your teenage son work?

White
It worked fantastically but the real answer to your question is how did I deal with it - I got fat, you know.

Djazmi
So you didn't deal with it.

White
I didn't deal with it, no, I haven't dealt with it.  I deal with it every now and again, I still go back to it, I have a go, I feel guilty, I lose weight for a bit and then I put it all back on again.

Djazmi
Well quite a gloomy picture painted there by Pete, we'll have to see if we can inspire him.  But I must say having said that that as a cane user myself I totally identify with the stresses of walking, just from A to B, let alone around parks or uphill and down dale.  But what if you can rely on your guide dog to take you around obstacles and remove most of that stress?  Well we sent Emma Tracey out with her pooch to see if it works.

Tracey
Until 18 months ago I felt the exact same way as Peter.  I didn't really like going out on my own with the cane anyway for essential journeys but non essential like walking for leisure for example was just never ever going to happen.  And then I decided it was time to get a guide dog and it was quite nerve wracking, the whole thing was quite a big deal, so it took me quite a long time to decide to take her for just a stroll, just me and her, not exactly knowing where we were going to go and what we were going to do.  But we eventually did it, we went to the park and it was a revelation really.  I mean all the dogs and cyclists and runners were no longer hazards like they used to be and we could walk as fast as we want.  We might get lost every now and again but unlike the cane the dog has a bit of intuition so if I'm not sure where I am I can sort of ask her and as it's such a wide open space with the cane you just wouldn't want to tackle it whereas the dog can see where she's going so she'll bring you through and bring you on to the next path.  So I have to say since I started walking with the guide dog I've had a lot more exercise and a lot more fresh air and it's actually a pleasure to go for a walk in the park.

Djazmi
Emma Tracey, putting her dog through its paces or perhaps it was the other way round.  Well staying with the four legged theme but adding two wheels because I've come to Farnham in Surrey where Richard Lane is going to demonstrate his way of keeping fit and it involves him and his friend Mark on a tandem.

Queen - Bicycle

Actuality
Pedal up.  Three, two, one push.  There's these fantastic weeping willows drooping all over the river next to us and ducks flying past.

Yes the dogs rather like chasing the ducks actually.

We're going to pull up in a minute, three, two, one, stop.

Okay good.

Lane
Well we go out tandem cycling twice a month in the summer months and once a month in the winter months, weather permitting.

Djazmi
And the thing with tandem cycling is that because there's two of you powering away you can go a long way can't you?

Lane
Ah now that's an interesting question, Mark you might want to answer that one.

Mark
We go very fast with two of us powering along.

Lane
Except when we're going uphill.

Mark
We're very slow.

Lane
The thing about the tandem is it's all about momentum and if you go up a very steep hill the weight of two largish chaps means that you come to a stop pretty quickly.  But on the flat and when it's undulating, when you can use your momentum to get up the short hills from your downhill, then you can absolutely fly along.  Sometimes our friends in the cycle group go - Oh there they go, off go the tandem - but then they get their own back when we go up steep hills.

Djazmi
It sounds like it's more of a recreational thing than a fitness thing for you, is that how you like it or would you like it to be more regular?

Lane
To be honest yes I'd love - if I didn't have to work I could cycle twice a week I guess, rather than twice a month.  Recreation - certainly and the group that we go out with is a very sociable informal lovely group, which is terrific.  But there is a serious fitness element here as well.  I mean to be honest if you're cycling twice a month you're not improving your fitness but at the same time we do, when we go out, cycle 50 miles on a Sunday, so if you're doing that twice a month you've got to be reasonably fit.

Djazmi
You're maintaining your fitness aren't you.

Lane
I think you're maintaining fitness and what I do in between is visit a local gym and run on a running machine and do a rowing machine and stuff, so try and keep the cardio fitness reasonably okay.

Djazmi
To what extent is your cycling based on Mark's availability, because without Mark you wouldn't be able to do it would you?

Lane
Fortunately Mark you're pretty available wouldn't you say?

Mark
Fairly flexible.

Djazmi
When I've been on a tandem, even with my best friend who knows me really, really well, I could tell that he was thinking for me as well, I don't know what he thought would happen but making sure that whatever he thought would happen wouldn't happen.  So how long did it take you to sort of relax a bit?

Mark
I think you can remember the days when you would say - Oooh what's happening Mark - there's a pothole...

Lane
Yeah slow down for god's sake.

Mark
And now you yelp with joy as we top 40 miles an hour to go downhill.

Lane
It's true actually, yes.  The nice thing with Mark is he's often painting a picture because we have beautiful countryside around us here in Farnham with the Downs and everything and Mark's powers of description are very good and particularly at this time of year, in mid summer, the colours are out and also the smells are out, so it's a really, really pleasurable recreational experience.

Djazmi
So you'd say that going to the gym is more productive from a fitness point of view and this is a kind of a fun relaxing pastime?

Lane
I think that's a fair summary.  There's nothing fun and relaxing about the gym.  Anyway Mani I think that's enough of your questions, why don't you give it a go?  Come on, on your bike.

Djazmi
That clanging sound sounds very much like a gauntlet being thrown down and I've never been one to turn down a challenge.

Mark
That's your saddle, here's your handlebars over here.  I'm going to get on to hold it steady and throw your leg over.

Lane
Leg over as they say.

Djazmi
Over the crossbar, yeah absolutely yeah.  Let's go.

Mark
Pedal up.

Djazmi
Pedal up right.

Mark
And then you go three, two, one off.

Queen - Bicycle

Mark
I can feel you speeding me up.

Queen - Bicycle

Mark
Right let's stop next to Richard here.  Three, two, one, stop.

Lane
Hey well done guys. 

Djazmi
That was brilliant.  I have to say Richard, I mean the one thing that struck me, which I'd forgotten about since the days I used to go on a tandem, is when the sound-scape changes and you know that you're in a shaded area you are always thinking how low are these branches aren't you?

Lane
Yes absolutely but you just have to reach this point on a tandem where you relax because the more you relax the safer you are.

Djazmi
So people listening to this may think that what you and I have just done sounds like lots of fun and they want to take it up, how can they best go about getting in touch with people who can offer them a tandem ride?

Lane
Well I guess there are a few ways.  There's no formal way of doing it but a couple of suggestions I would have.  Number one I'd contact your local blind society, some of them actually have tandems, there's one down here in Surrey that actually runs a tandem club up near Leatherhead.  Secondly the CTC - the Cycle Touring Club - which is a very well known network of cycle groups across the country may be able to help.  Also there is the Tandem Club of Great Britain and they have a website.

So Mani, do you ever go to the gym?

Djazmi
No Richard not really.

Mani pretending to lift weights in the gym - huffing and puffing 

I'm in the gym, more precisely I've come to Tony Shearman's gym.

Shearman
Well that's great for sound effects Mani but let's try it with the weights now shall we, there you are.

Djazmi
Tony, you've no respect for the magic of radio, what have you given me here then on the ...?

Shearman
I think that's about 10 kilograms we've got there.

Djazmi
Right okay.  Well I am lifting in now, you've made your point Tony but I'm going to put it down so I can actually talk.

How often do you come to this gym firstly Tony?

Shearman
Three times a week if I can, depending on work commitments and that but this gym suits me down to the ground.  I can come here on my own, there's always help at hand and the owners are very good as well.  Let me show you something - they've even adapted the machines for me.  Now this running machine here has actually got bumpons on them, can you feel them?

Djazmi
Okay yeah.  So this - I mean this is - they've put bumpons on the buttons you press on the panel in front of you as you're running and if the bumpons weren't here and if I didn't know that there were buttons it just feels completely smooth doesn't it, there's no ...

Shearman
It's one of those ...

Djazmi
You can't distinguish a button from another can you, it's almost like a touch screen.

Shearman
It is, that's right.

Djazmi
So these buttons tell you what - on, off and speed variations ...

Shearman
I think these are speed variations and the gradient etc and without these, as you say, it would be very difficult to turn it on myself which I'm just about to do.  Stand back Mani.  Every little press means I'm getting point two K faster.

Djazmi
And the great thing about this Tony is that when I've been to the gym before I've always had help from an instructor and they not only have to guide me from one piece of kit to the other but they also have to stay with me to tell me how I'm getting on - if I'm dropping off the pace or that sort of thing - but with this you can do all this independently can't you?

Shearman
All you need really is the ability to turn it on and adjust the speed and as long as you've got your talking watch you can monitor yourself.  So I just time myself.  I run for 30 minutes, means I've done about three miles.  I'm walking at the moment by the way.

Djazmi
Well you say walking, I'd say strolling, judging by the sound of it.  What strikes me about this treadmill actually Tony and your rather sauntering pace is what we've heard before in this programme from Peter and Emma Tracey about walking as being a good exercise because it is good exercise walking but it's so difficult to do by yourself if you're blind, especially if you're a cane user, but I suppose if all you want to do is go for a walk and you're not worried about lifting weights and that sort of thing you can just come to the gym can't you and just go for a walk on a treadmill because on treadmills you can vary the terrain as well as the speed can't you.

Shearman
Exactly and the good thing about this there's no street furniture, there's no kerbs or other people to bump into, the most important thing, yeah and you can walk for miles.  I prefer to run.  Anyway Mani I've got to crank it up a bit, it's a bit too slow for me, I'm sorry.  I'll see you in a minute.

Djazmi
So before you came across this little find of this gym Tony, what did you do for exercise because it sounds like your experiences at the gym were fairly typically frustrating because you couldn't go as often as you wanted to and you were reliant on other people, so how did you keep fit?

Shearman
There was a period where I didn't go to a gym at all and I was relying completely on playing golf, which is not good because you need a combination of the two really.  So when I found this it was like a new lease of life again.  And it was hard, really hard to get back into it because once you've been fit and you lose it, you lose it very quickly.

Djazmi
It's a lot easier to lose it isn't it than it is to gain?

Shearman
It is, very much so.  So once you are fit you've got to keep that level up.

Djazmi
But I mean it's all about motivation isn't it - staying fit - whether you're sighted or blind but if you can't see then you need the extra motivation, don't you, to make the extra effort of finding a way to do it?

Shearman
You do actually and it's easier to find reasons not to keep fit as a blind person than it is the good reasons for keeping fit because there's so many barriers that are put in your way.

Djazmi
I mean it's worth mentioning that there is something called the inclusive fitness initiative which is a programme that accredits gyms and leisure centres and YMCAs throughout Britain and an increasing number of these establishments are being accredited by this, so it's worth finding out if your local place has this mark.  And the aim of this is to make sure that the leisure centre or gym or whatever is accessible and the equipment is accessible and the staff are trained to be able to work with disabled people.  And that sort of thing, if it expands Tony, will make a big difference won't it?

Shearman
A huge difference yeah and this would be a great example of how it can be done as well and if some of those bigger gyms and those big organisations can sign up for that that is the way forward.  

Djazmi
And what it comes down to really is people and a will to make things happen.

Shearman
Exactly and it's from both sides - it's from our side as well, we've got to go into these places and say look I want to get fit.  Anyway Mani if there was an Olympic event for talking you'd win the gold medal, it's about time we got you on some of this equipment.  Are you familiar with bikes?

Djazmi
I am actually, I've recently stepped off a tandem.

Shearman
Put your hand on the saddle and climb aboard.  Then all you've got to do is pedal.

Djazmi
[Laughing] Thanks very much Tony.  I may not have been to the gym for a while but there's no need to patronise me.

Shearman
Come on faster, faster Mani.  He's going for it now.

Djazmi
I mean it must be great for you Tony to be able to come here by yourself and spend as long as you like and not feel that you're imposing on someone else's time?

Shearman
Exactly, yeah I just come in here, feel so free and independent, I bring my headphones and I'm away, especially on that treadmill, I can go for miles on that treadmill.

Djazmi
Well as you can hear this bike is doing its best to get the better of me but I can tell you it's not, regardless of how it might sound.

Shearman
Well Mani you don't always need a gym actually.  Just over here is the mat, can you feel it on the floor?

Djazmi
Yeah.

Shearman
Get yourself down there.

Djazmi
I'm doing knees up, am I, as well?

Shearman
Yes.  Okay.

Djazmi
Right so I'm lying on this mat.

Shearman
Bend your legs, hands behind the head and ...

Djazmi
And sit up.

Shearman
Don't push up with your hands, just pull yourself up with your stomach muscles.  Feel those stomach muscles.

Djazmi
We touched on motivation to go out and find places which relies heavily on mobility and independence and confidence but you can do what I'm doing here - sit ups and press ups and that sort of thing - and run up and down your stairs if you want and you can do that all from home can't you?

Shearman
Yeah exactly, yeah.

Djazmi
That's about all we've got time for in the programme this week.  I'm ready to say there'll be a podcast on the website tomorrow and you can get information on everything you've heard from our action line number which is 0800 044 044.  

Shearman
Mani, I think I'd better do the rest.  You come down mate.  Peter White will be back here next week.  From my, Tony Shearman and Mani Djazmi, the presenter, who hopefully will be back in the future, and producer, Cheryl Gabriel, goodnight.

Djazmi
Night everyone. [Puffing heavily]







