Transcript of Louis Braille podcast

[Female narrator:] 2009 marks the 200th birthday of Louis Braille, the inventor of Braille. His raised 6-dot system has given an enormous amount of freedom and power to blind and partially sighted people all around the world. 

Louis Braille was born to a poor family in a small town just outside Paris in 1809. His father was the village saddler and one day, while playing in his workshop, Louis pierced his eye with an awl (a sharp tool used for punching leather). Louis damaged his eye forever. His other eye later became infected, and as a result Louis lost his sight completely. He was four years old. 

The future seemed uncertain for Louis. But he was an intelligent boy and excelled at the local school. A local landowner arranged a scholarship for Louis at one of the first schools for the blind. Aged just 10, Louis left home to attend the Royal Institution for the Blind Youth, in Paris.

Life at school wasn't easy, but this didn't bother Louis too much. He had a thirst for knowledge. He quickly learnt to read using a system called 'raised type' - but found it frustrating and slow. It could take months to read a single book. Then in 1921, when Louis was 12, Charles Barbier, a captain in Napoleon's army, visited the school to demonstrate his night writing. This was a tactile system designed for soldiers to send and receive messages at night without speaking. It used raised dots and dashes, rather than actual letters. This inspired Louis, and he quickly realised how useful this system could be. However, it was too complicated. Over the next few years he worked hard to simplify the code, using just six dots to represent the standard alphabet. 

Louis dedicated his life to teaching the system, first to fellow students and then as a teacher. He translated many books into braille and, although he encountered much resistance to braille, he never lost faith in his system. Sadly, Louis's health was not the best and he contracted tuberculosis in his 20s. He battled with the illness for the rest of his life. He died on 6 January 1852, just two days after his 43rd birthday, unaware that his invention would one day be used all over the world. 

Although today braille is greatly appreciated and widely used, 200 years ago there was a lot of opposition to it. In the UK, a small group of blind people helped overcome this resistance. One of these people was Thomas Rhodes Armitage, a wealthy physician who had sight problems himself. Armitage brought together a group of blind people and founded the British and Foreign Society for Improving the Embossed Literature for the Blind. They tested many different communications systems. In 1870 they decided that braille would be the best choice for Britain. This small group went on to later become RNIB. 

RNIB's first braille book was published in 1871. Our library now shares over 25,000 braille books and music scores with our members every year. We are the largest publisher of braille in Europe. 

Today, RNIB strives to keep braille alive in a number of ways by subsidising production of braille books, and offering hundreds of different books and products for sale, helping people to access braille. We also run training courses to help people learn and teach the system, and assist companies and individuals to translate information into braille. 

Today braille is a thriving and important communication tool. It's used in a host of different ways, such as…

Work

[Female voice:] I worked on a busy switchboard in the Civil Service, as a telephonist and I used braille a lot for taking messages, writing down the extension I needed to get through to, or writing down phone numbers. All sorts of things really. Having the list of extensions.

[Male voice:] If I was going into a meeting and I wanted notes very quickly to hand I still sometimes put the notes onto braille paper, rather like a guy might print out emails and take them to a meeting. Yes, you could have them on the screen but it's kind of quite nice to have them in your hand, on your lap ready to flick through. I think the same thing applies to braille that you're not going to get the computer die on you in the middle of an important meeting.

[Male voice:] I'm working as a professional performer, a teacher and a researcher and because I had a chance to learn the braille music, so when we discuss the details of the music, I can always stand on the same level with sighted colleagues and we can discuss the same points and we can share all the same information. If we don't share this kind of detail during the rehearsing process, it could limit the professional approach to the music.

School
[Young voice:] On a typical day at school I use braille in maths, French, geography and music. Mainly it is only used with note-taking, but when it comes to a subject like maths you have lots of numbers and lots of symbols when you do it on a laptop that it doesn't print out correctly, so I just use braille. 

[Male voice:] When I was at school, this was before computers were invented, it was all on braille paper in all our lessons, so you had mathematical calculations on paper in braille, we had… we read books, we wrote essays. Braille is at the centre of my education.

[Female voice:] Braille has helped me to achieve all my studies at school, education. It helped me to write my A-levels and exams and essays and everything. 

[Male voice:] Braille was very important, without it I don't think I'd be as, hopefully, well-educated as I might think I am. To be able to go through university and come out the other end and all that was really thanks to braille books, and being able to write exams out in braille. 

Around the home
[Female voice:] There's all the practicalities of running a home, with sort of differentiating between different sorts of food and that sort of thing. Of course, you know, with baby food for instance you get a jar and you don't know if it's a sweet or a main meal, you know. 

[Male voice:] Anything from spices to tins I guess, you can label. But, CDs especially, I've got probably about three or four hundred CDs, so, you know, they're alphabetised and it's easy to find the one you want. 

[Female voice:] I do sign up medicine, if they're not already signed up, so that I don't mix up cough syrups and Calpol and stuff like that, so that I know what is what. 

[Male voice:] We have our bills in braille, we get the telecom bill in braille, we get our gas bills and electric bills in braille. It's a good idea really. I pay all my bills by direct debit, it saves you messing about. 

Out and about
[Male voice:] Braille outside the home is relatively hard to come by, and the trouble is there aren't currently conventions as to where you might find it. So, it may well be there but you have to know where to look for the braille in the first place.

[Female voice:] I went into a restaurant and I had my white cane, which I actually rarely use, and they gave me a braille menu automatically, which was amazing, even though I already knew what I was going to order, so.       
[Male voice:] You won't find braille very much in the outside world, so when you do see it, it's wonderful. I mean, I picked up a bottle of bleach the other day and it said in plastic on the front, 'do not drink'. OK, I wasn't about to drink it, but it was wonderful to see it there.      
[Female narrator:] Braille is very much alive and kicking, and is hugely appreciated by its users. 

[Male voice:] I would still want to use braille for taking down information, for labelling, and jotting something down quickly. So I think my use of braille has changed but I'm not saying that braille is any less important than it has been over the last 40 years of my life.         
[Female voice:] When we had a child, I used to braille out her school books, so I could follow them with her. I also used to braille games and puzzles and things like that.

[Female voice:] Braille music has made a considerable difference. I was able to join sighted choirs and either get the braille music copied for me, or do it myself.

[Female voice:] The best thing about braille is probably that it made us independent because we are able, through braille, to express our needs and our writing needs.

[Female narrator:] So, what would today's braille users like to say to Louis Braille?

[Female voice:] Just thank him for inventing this braille system. Not just for me but for any blind person.

[Male voice:] I'd love to be able to thank him for the ability to read and write, the ability to learn the relationship between letters and sounds, and to be able to study.

[Male voice:] I'd make him realise what a creditable thing he'd done. It'll never be forgotten. He's really brought a new life to visually impaired people, and no matter how old you are, you never stop learning, and Louis Braille helped in that by his invention of braille. 

[Male voice:] It made me the person that I am, and without braille I wouldn't be able to qualify in the English language. 

[Female voice:] I'd probably just thank him for what he's done and tell him what vast advantage braille has given me in my life and where it helped me, you know, that I couldn't be the same person without braille as I am now.
[Female voice:] To think that he invented it at such a young age, and, you know, he worked obviously so hard on it, I would say thank you for that wonderful system that has helped so many people over the years.           

