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Nicky Barranger: Hello and welcome to the Vision magazine podcast for October and November. My name's Nicky Barranger and I present the audio magazine, which is produced as a 78 minutes long radio-style programme on CD with lots of news, features, letters and reviews. We're going to give you a taster of what the audio magazine is like with just some of the highlights from the October/November 2009 issue, which focuses on shopping. If you'd like to join RNIB as a member and receive six editions of Vision a year, you'll find details at the end.
In this podcast, you can hear more about a shopping event in Manchester that brought people with sight loss together with retailers and transport providers. And we hear from Baluji Shrivastav, an internationally renowned musician who is currently touring with the Song Celestial. At Vision, we're lucky to receive dozens of letters and in the star letter for this issue, Richard Foster tells us that he finds blindness a blessing in some ways and he also thinks people with sight loss have a responsibility to communicate their needs in shops to get the assistance they need. But first, here’s a feature about a shopping event in Manchester which brought people with sight loss together with service providers to find resolutions for the challenges they face while shopping. Vision's Editor Clare Conley went along to find out more and spoke first to RNIB's Philippa Simkiss:
Phillippa Simkiss: the key things that have come out are that people need people really. Practical things can make a big difference. We've listened to some folk who have been shopping in different situations and taken different journeys, learned about their high points and low points, and the kind of things that have made a difference had to them was whether the bus driver had stopped when they asked, or whether they were ignored, whether the person on the checkout had actually spoken to them, whether there'd been somebody who'd taken some special care and actually asked them what they wanted in terms of assistance around the shop.

Clare: and how will RNIB actually use the information that it's gathered?

Phillippa: Well some of it we want to formulate in responses to government consultations for example so that we can highlight at ministerial level the issues that are important to blind and partially sighted people. And then at regional level we want to work with local authorities, and people who are key decision makers around regional transport issues. And at local level working with local societies to help local volunteers get involved. So at all sorts of different levels we want to be active and encouraging people to speak up, helping them to be confident and to know who they need to talk to if there's something that's important to them.

Marie Raynor: My name's Marie Raynor, I live in Sale which is south Manchester.

Clare: And I understand you've been taking part in some research for RNIB where you've helped to map journeys to shopping. What sort of things did you find?

Marie: We were invited to go on the shopping in Manchester and go to a supermarket but I actually was the one who suggested that if they wanted an example of good practice, to come with me to my local tesco, where I've now got a very good arrangement. It’s taken years to set it up, but I've got a very good arrangement there now whereas I get the same member of staff if I go 10 o' clock Tuesday, when the shop's not too busy, she knows all the things I want to buy, she tells me all the offers, and then if the store is a bit busy, she actually has the authority to open up a till just for me and then take me back outside to my driver.

Clare: How do you get that level of assistance?

Marie: It's taken years. And some of the time I had to be difficult. And if I would go at 10 o' clock and the supermarket supervisor might come and say we're a bit busy today, there's nobody to help you. So I said well that's fine if you haven't got a checkout assistant to help me, I'll just have the store manager and he can do my shopping this week.

Clare: And what happened?
Marie: I kept very calm when I said it. But I think she realised I meant it, so within about 5 minutes she found me someone.
Clare: And I was going to ask you, there are lots of members who are listening, do you have any other advice about tips that you've found that have helped you get to the point where you are now?

Marie: Well, you do always have to make the effort to put people at ease because they are nervous, they're frightened of doing the wrong thing, because they haven't had awareness training from their employers. When you’re clothes shopping the most important thing is to know what doesn't suit you and never consider trying on anything if it's a colour that your family have told you doesn't suit you or not someone your shape, if you've got a new person with you, ask a shop assistant as well to describe it cause if two people describe it, they won’t give you the same information, but you can add those two bits of information together and get a good picture of what it is you're looking at. And that helps you decide whether or not you would like it.

Gary Thompson: My name's Gary Thompson from Whiteheald, which is part of Manchester.

Clare: Gary, what made you decide to come along today?

Gary: Well I live on my own, I'm very independent, I do my shopping on my own, handle money a lot and I have a lot of problems with public transport.

Clare: What sort of problems do you have?

Gary: With public transport, it's mainly knowing where the stops are. The driver forgetting. With shopping I don't find the staff very helpful. I've asked them for help but it’s a bit hit and miss really. It's usually someone who might've been dragged off the tills who don’t really know where things are, they've not been able to really find the bargains for me. So taking a friend along has been more useful.

Clare: Are there any things that would really help you?

Gary: Nicer people. Just more customer service-friendly places. More opportunity to voice myself.

Clare: If you could just tell us your name?
Caroline Walthorne: Caroline Walthorne from Ryman the stationers in the Arndale Centre in Manchester.

Clare: And you've just been awarded a lovely bouquet of flowers. Can you tell Members what that was for?
Caroline: That was for actually helping Malcolm who came in to shall we say a mystery shop in our store, and according to Malcolm I was very helpful.

Clare: What sort of things did you do?

Caroline: As he came in the store I juts popped over to him, we were looking for a Parker pen, we had a chat about what his needs were, what he would like it for, few different options there, few different prices, chose exactly what he wanted.

Clare: And did you find that helpful, that he asked you exactly what he wanted?

Caroline: Yeah basically, you’re asking exactly the same question that you would to a sighted person. You’re having that discussion, you are trying to meet all his needs, the only difference really was I was trying to describe to him, what the pen looked like so that then he would have an idea of the different ones.
Janet Owen: Hello, I'm Janet Owen. I work for the public and commercial services trade union, I live in Manchester and I travel about the country. I am now partially sighted, and am just getting used to this as I've only struggled with sight issues in a greater way in the last 3 years. But the biggest help to me is the other customers. Because if you ask nicely, people wioll always help and people come to me, particularly when I go to London on the underground, can I help you, and I usually go no but thanks for asking. You have to be polite and respect everybody, if you are rude to people they will not offer help to the next person who may need it far more than you.

Clare: Another thing that lots of people here have said today is that basic things like telling you how much your bill comes to, telling you how much change you’re being given things like that would really help.

Janet: I think that's something of the modern age, nobody says how much it is. People put their card in and they pay, but I would like somebody to say thanks for your 20 pound note, here's your 8 pounds 20 change. The one I hate most of all and nobody's mentioned today is the one that slaps the money in your hand and expects you to go away without even checking it.

Clare: So what made you come along today?

Janet: I'm very interested because as I said before I'm new at this, all of a sudden the last 3 years my sight has deteriorated and I actually felt it was me. Was I doing shopping the wrong way? What was it about my conduct? And I thought, there's nothing wrong with my conduct and today has told me that.

Sheila Mullen: My name is Sheila Mullen, and I'm from Manchester City Centre. I am registered severely sight impaired: blind.
Clare: And you took part in a series of journey maps that RNIB did. What did you find on your journey?

Sheila: The things I didn’t like walking round the shops was that storekeepers are putting things on the floor to refill the shelves – you don’t know they're there, you fall over them, it makes the aisles more narrower so you’re bumping into people, when I did shop at a certain store, they asked the people in front and behind for their loyalty card, but just wanted to throw their change at me and get rid of me.

Clare: That can't have felt very good.
Sheila: No. It's just people's ignorance.

Clare: And is there anything that you think you've heard today for the first time, that you've been surprised by?

Sheila: I've heard the trick about having 5 pound notes, only having 5 pound notes in the purse so when you go shopping you only pay with a 5 pound note, you’re not mixing your notes up and you’re only gonna get change back, you’re never ever gonna get another different note back, so that's quite a handy hint.

Lorraine Power: My name's Lorraine Power and I'm a checkout manager at Tesco in Bagley, which is in the south of Manchester.

Clare: And if a member who's blind or partially sighted comes into a shop, what would advise them to do if they perhaps felt that they haven't had the sort of service that they would really like?

Lorraine: I mean the first and foremost most important thing is that they do visit the customer service desk, and make themselves known, you know I am visually impaired and I would like some assistance if you could help me. Sometimes we have to come to an agreement about what time of the day and week they come in and trying to sort of avoid busier spells, we don’t want to sort of rush people round because the store's really busy, we'd like to sort of spend the time with them and make sure they get everything they need. But if they've not received that level of service then they should certainly speak to the store manager in that store and let the store manager know – it's just the same as any other customer, if you've not had the shopping experience that you expected, then you should say something.

Ruth Warmsley: My name's Ruth Warmsley from Bailsworth, which is between Manchester and Oldham.

Clare: And you took part in the journey planning. What sort of things happened on your journey that day?

Ruth: Well it was just a normal shopping day for me really but it does make you look at little things that make shopping difficult, like the difference in heights of the kerbs, and relying on drivers to be watching where you're going which doesn’t always happen – I do tend to prefer to have a sighted guide now because of that – I've had a few near misses when I was an independent shopper, and getting about with just the long cane – and you get to the point you think you just need to keep yourself safe.
Clare: And if there was one thing that you hope they'll take away from today, that would make a big difference to you, is there anything else you can think of?

Ruth: Just being open and honest and I think being confident to approach each other, ask what's needed and for the individuals then to speak up and just let their needs be known.
Nicky: Thanks to Clare Conley and all those who attended the shopping event for that report. Richard Foster wrote in to tell us how much he actually enjoys shopping.

Richard Foster: Am I really the only person who's in my position who actually likes going shopping? I'm very lucky in the fact that the town where I live has a choice of supermarkets. So I use the one which has the nicest environment and very helpful staff. Accepting help is a two-way process so communication is most important. We have to communicate with them just as we expect them to communicate with us. If we don't say what we want, we shouldn't be surprised if we don't get it. I do feel as a disabled person it is my responsibility to do what I can to make life as pleasant as possible for people who help me. But the kind of thing I have in mind for instance is, when you’re going round the supermarket, if you want a bottle of wine, I might say to the lady or gentleman who's helping me: "I shall think of you tonight when I open that wine, thank you very much for picking that one, I'm sure it will be lovely".

It's also very important to remember, and I do have to consciously do this, that I can't make eye contact, I have no sight at all, so it's incumbent on me to try to make life as pleasant and easy for the people helping me as I can. And I think it is definitely our responsibility to express our gratitude – not in a supercilious over the top way but just in a gentle kind of if you like, a very English way. Just to say "thank you very much, I'm extremely grateful!" I don’t find that difficult because I always am extremely grateful.
Nicky: Thanks to Richard for that. RNIB is working hard to bring about changes that will help improve everyday activities like shopping, managing money and transport, for people with sight loss. So do contact us if you'd like to talk about your experiences. And now for something completely different! In our Dear diary section this issue, we hear from sitar player Baluji Shrivastav. 

[Baluji plays music]
From a very young age music was as much a language of communication for him as words as he grew up in his home country of India. And today he is an internationally famous musician. He also happens to be blind. Now living in London, Baluji is touring with his latest composition Song Celestial. This is taken from the eleventh chapter of the Sanskrit religious text, the Bhagavad Gita, which focuses on Divine Sight. It’s a text with many layers of meaning and resonances. When I met Baluji in his home, he told me the tragic tale of how as an infant he lost his sight.

Baluji Shrivastav: First when I was three months old I got an eye infection and my father was told off by my grandfather, and he took me to the hospital and it was OK. The second time when I was 8 months old I got the same thing again, and my father couldn’t take me because he was very busy working, and then when they decided to take me the bullock cart got stuck in the mud in the village and so he couldn't go, and a neighbour came and said she has treated her eight children and she can treat me too.
Nicky: And this neighbour obviously couldn’t treat you.
Baluji: Yeah she put mixture of some things in the eyes and the bandage for three days, and when she took it off my one eye came off and the other eye slowly deteriorated.

Nicky: So one eye actually came out of your skull at that point?

Baluji: That's right, and when my mother asked what is this, she said it’s dirt just throw it away. Because I think she realised, it cannot be cured.

Nicky: And you were eight months old.

Baluji: I was only eight months old.

Nicky: So presumably you've got no memory of this at all.

Baluji: No memory. So it's like, since birth.

Nicky: But music came into your life very young, as I understand didn’t it?
Baluji: Yes I learnt to speak very very quickly, at the age of one I could speak very clearly. Age of three or even before I could sing film songs and imitate the gramaphone records. At the age of three my father was taking me to a doctor and on the train I sang a song. In Hindi it's “../..” – "God I could write you a letter but I don’t know your address." And it was like a double whammy because blind people are supposed to be nothing but religious people in India and also I sang that kind of song. So people were very very pleased and they told my parents that he's a great musician he should be taught music properly. And I was given a harmonium and I used to play like a toy. People used to sing and I used to just naturally play, everything that they used to sing. And everybody was amazed.

Nicky: Can you remember anything about this time, and the feeling of communication through music?

Baluji: When I used to hear somebody singing, my hands, my fingers naturally will go to that particular key and that's how I used to play. And when I was six I was admitted to a blind school, where music was compulsory. As it was a private school dependent on donations, I used to raise a lot of money for them by singing and playing, and there I started learning Indian classical music. And at the age of eight I was playing in this orchestra – blind school orchestra – my hand just went to very good instrument, I just loved to touch it, and I asked my teacher what is this, and he said you can't play this instrument, it’s too big for you, you're too small, and I cried like a child, look I want I want to learn this, so this instrument when my teacher gave me, and I played, and he said that's great, you know, you can play it, that's very good, and this instrument was sitar.

[Sitar music]
Nicky: And your sitar is very much part of you isn't it.

Baluji: Definitely, yes.

Nicky: How would you sum up your relationship with the sitar?

Baluji: Everything: god, wife, partner and lover.

[Sitar music]
Nicky: Can we talk about the song celestial and the expression of this ancient Sanskrit text.

Baluji: Again I go back to my childhood. My father always believed that I could be a great spiritual man – yogi – he started to teach me but with guitar.

Nicky: So this is the "…/…", based as I understand on the "…/…"?

Baluji: Yes. Actually it's not based, it's a sense of "…/…". It's abbreviated version of "…/…". And suddenly a thought came to my mind, why shouldn’t I do something with this 11th chapter of "…" which is about the divine sight. I am a totally blind person, so I thought I should compose music.

Nicky: But interestingly you’re not using all Indian instruments or Asian instruments – you've got a lovely mix of world music in your composition.

Baluji: Music is music first and foremost, then it is Indian, Western, music has no boundaries – that's why I have played with lots of musicians, and I was the first one in this country to compose fusion music.

Nicky: Now you've worked with a lot of famous Western musicians – Annie Lennox, Oasis, even George Harrison, I read, when he came.

Baluji: And Boy George!

Nicky: And Boy George. George Harrison when he came to India during the hippy trail during the 70s.

Baluji: That was interesting actually, I used to work part time in music shop, and they dragged me to play instruments for foreigners. So George Harrison came to one of the shops when I was playing, and he played with me, I didn't realise he was such a famous musician. I didn’t know anything about the Beatles. I was unaware of all this.

Nicky: But do you think that Western musicians have much to learn?
Baluji: I think everybody has to learn something from world music.

Nicky: And the Song Celestial will be touring round the UK until late October. See baluji.com for details. We hope you enjoyed this taster of Vision magazine. If you'd like to join RNIB as a Member and get the full 78 minute magazine on CD or in another format, six times a year, plus a range of other benefits, please contact the Membership team on 0303 1234 555 or email membership@rnib.org.uk
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