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Transcript: Blind Gardener of the Year Award 2008 podcast
RNIB: supporting blind and partially sighted people.
Narrator: Welcome to RNIB's podcast. For this edition we visited the presentation ceremony for the Blind Gardener of the Year Awards 2008.

We hear first from Lesley-Anne Alexander, Chief Executive of RNIB.

Lesley-Anne Alexander: I know from my experience at RNIB that blind people can get up to, and do, just about anything. And therefore I was really trilled to be a judge of the Awards. The entries were absolutely inspirational, they were absolutely fantastic. There were photographs - I was desperate to actually go and visit some of the gardens and the gardeners - their personalities really shone through.
There were three categories, one for an overall Gardener of the Year but, interestingly, there was a category for gardening groups and we have heard of some fantastic theme work that went on that  really drew people with a common interest together. And then there was a category for young people most of whom are relatively new to gardening but, through the pictures and through having met some of the young people, were absolutely enthralled with what they had been able to achieve in their gardens. From such small beginnings they were able to achieve so much.
Narrator: Next, Marian Watts, who was a double prize winner in 2006, tells us a little about her lifelong interest in gardening.

Marian Watts: I was one of those children who would only see a number plate at about five yards with very thick milk bottle top glasses on and so I could never see very much. And at eighteen I began to have haemorrhages and therefore began to loose my sight. And when I was married, my father-in-law was a passionate gardener and decided that it would be really good if I did something in my garden because my husband was an armchair gardener. He only likes to grow things that he can eat and that come free. 

So I began with all the usual mistakes. I planted seeds, and I pulled up the seeds and left the weeds to grow. But bit my bit I got more and more experience by touch and by reading and listening. You can get all sorts of pieces of information about gardening that begin to fire an enthusiasm to do it yourself. 

So I gathered experience and finally, when I retired, got the opportunity of planning and designing my own garden, which I did especially for a person who can't see. And with that garden - which is only small - I became National Blind Wildlife Gardener of the Year and National Blind Inventive Gardener of the year. So from small beginnings, I got to the amazing position of actually having an award for something that I really like.

Birdsong.
Narrator: Nicci Carruthers, Chief Executive of Thrive, the gardening charity, presented awards to the winners of the Blind Gardening Group or Club of the Year. After the presentation, we hear from one of the winners.

Nicci Carruthers: The third place goes to Cardiff Institute for the Blind, so congratulations to Cardiff Institute. The second in the category is Swale Pottage Garden. Our winners, Meristems Gardening Group, was formed in March 2007 and then on the 1 August 2007 they acquired three uncultivated allotment plots and they set about the task of creating a community allotment garden. And in their first year they've have grown a mixture of fruit and vegetables, and the plan to border the plot with espalier trees.
The thing we liked about it is that they are all keyholders. So it didn't mean that they could only come on the days that were allotted, they could come whenever they wanted to. And we are absolutely taken by the passion and how well organised you are but also allowing each member to do their own thing within that. So although it was structured there was an individuality about it. 

And the judges overall thought this was an incredible achievement. It was an outstanding entry and a really worthy winner.

Applause.

Speaker: We live in a complex, Swale House for Visually Impaired and Blind People. And when I arrived there, Ronnie and Steve had just started growing some vegetables and I asked if I could join them. And we've kind of grown from there really. It keeps us out of mischief, and it’s a joy to be able to eat what we actually grow and to be able to share it with others. And it gives us a sort of sense of confidence and of self esteem as well. 
You place a trowel into the earth and it’s a new world of wonders that opens up. Hopefully we can encourage others to come with us and maybe grow it into the art project. Which will mean then we'll use the vegetables for paper dying and things like that.
Birdsong.

Narrator: And now we hear from Lesley-Anne Alexander again, this time presenting awards to the winners of the Young Blind Gardener of the Year section.

Lesley-Anne Alexander: The Young Blind Gardener of the Year was so hard. It was really really difficult to pick the winner. So our three finalists were actually very very close together. We did however, in third place, manage to squeeze two people into third place so we've got joint winners at third place. Liam Fleming and Cory Stobbs from Highfield School, in Wakefield. In second place we have a young man called Reece Adams from Marketfield School in Colchester. And finally our winner - Elliot Roberts from Impington Village College was our winner of our final prize. Words defy me to be able to describe the pleasure that Elliot's entry into the competition gave to the judges. It was absolutely full of pictures of Elliot enjoying himself in the garden; Elliot being confident in carrying out the tasks in his garden. His garden is at the back of the school - it also looked to be a very huge garden. And we were absolutely amazed at achievements and the scale of the achievements.
Applause.

Birdsong.

Narrator: Elisabeth Standen, Vice Chair of Advisory Committee for Blind Gardeners, made the presentations to the winners of the Blind Gardener of the Year section.

Elisabeth Standen: The joint second prize goes to Elisabeth Jones and Andrea Gordon. The first prize goes to Jean Harrington, an extremely worthy winner who gardens alone on the Kent / Sussex border, and whose garden is a tribute to her and to her encouragement of wildlife. Many congratulations.
Applause.
Narrator: We also spoke to Andrea Gordon, one of the winners in this category. 

Andrea Gordon: I'm Andrea Gordon. I enjoy the physical activity of getting outside and being in the fresh air away from my desk, away from my computer, and thinking and working with my hands and doing something which is totally different to what I do every day. And the creativity of it - being able to do something which is artistic and fulfilling and challenging, and requires you to think in a way which is very different from every day what I do in my job. So it’s a very therapeutic thing for me. 
My Dad started me gardening. My Dad's not here any more but he was a keen vegetable gardener and discovered that I was interested. Before I had my daughter I started to learn about gardening. I started to get some books, read magazines, get accessible publications, just to learn about plants. What really caught my interest was the absolute miracle of being able to put something into the ground, a seed or a bulb, and then something so incredibly beautiful comes out. And then you think "Well, how did I manage to . . . it was me who did that, I that put that there, I grew that." And now its such a wonderful thing to have and it’s a real sense of achievement.
Narrator: And finally, a last word from Lesley-Anne Alexander.

Lesley-Anne Alexander: I think what I take from the overall  competition is that just because you are losing your sight you don't have to lose your passions. And if you are passionate about gardening, no matter what stage of the sight loss journey you are on, there is something for you in gardening.
Narrator: If you would like to get involved in gardening or to meet other blind or partially sighted gardeners, please contact RNIB's Helpline on

0303 123 9999.

On Insight Radio, you can hear Robbie's Blind Gardening slot during the Morning Mix on Fridays at 11.10 am. Robbie - Vincent Robinson - is a consultant with Thrive and the feature is usually a mix of gardener's questions and seasonal advice. For more information on Insight Radio please see elsewhere on this website.
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