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As a girl, Sheila never let her gradual descent into blindness prevent her from trying to do
everything a sighted person could do. Then at 17, unable to see to find her way around the
house she grew up in, she found herself dreading her future in an 'ever darkening vacuum'.But
then the remarkable Emma enters her life, and Sheila begins a journey that brings her the
independence, love and happiness she never dreamed possible.Emma and I is the moving and
inspirational story of the unique bond between Sheila and her dog, and shows that, sometimes,
miracles do happen.

From the Back CoverPrepare with the Power of Classroom Practice. Register for
MyEducationLab today at www.myeducationlab.com. MyEducationLab is an online solution that
provides highly relevant assignments and resources designed to connect your textbook to real
teaching situations. It is fully integrated with your textbook; wherever you see the
MyEducationLab logo in the margins or elsewhere in the text, follow the simple instructions to
access videos, strategies, cases, and artifacts associated with assignments, activities, and
learning units on MyEducationLab. MyEducationLab provides you with opportunities to study
and thoroughly understand your course content and also to practice the skills needed to
become a successful classroom teacher:About the AuthorJeanne Ellis Ormrod received her
A.B. in psychology from Brown University and her M.S. and Ph.D. in educational psychology
from The Pennsylvania State University. She earned licensure in school psychology through
postdoctoral work at Temple University and the University of Colorado at Boulder and has
worked as a middle school geography teacher and school psychologist. She was Professor of
Educational Psychology at the University of Northern Colorado until 1998, when she moved east
to return to her native New England. She is currently affiliated with the University of New
Hampshire, where she occasionally teaches courses in educational psychology and research
methods. She has published numerous research articles on cognition and memory, cognitive
development, and giftedness, but she is probably best known for this textbook and four others:
Human Learning (currently in its fifth edition); Essentials of Educational Psychology (currently in
its second edition); Child Development and Education(co-authored with Teresa McDevitt,
currently in its fourth edition); and Practical Research(co-authored with Paul Leedy, currently in
its ninth edition). With her three children now grown and out on their own, she lives in New
Hampshire with her husband Richard.
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ContentsCoverAbout the BookAbout the AuthorTitle PageDedication1. A Child Apart2. Enter
Emma3. Training4. Home Again5. Anita6. Don7. Independence8. Evening Classes9. Emma
Saves My Life10. Emma’s Operation11. The Cats12. Fresh Hope13. Hospital14. The Bandages
Come Off15. At First Sight16. A New LifeAfterwordCopyrightAbout the BookThe moving and
inspirational memoir of how a beautiful chocolate Labrador transformed the life of a determined
and passionate young woman.As a girl, Sheila never let her gradual descent into blindness
prevent her from trying to do everything a sighted person could. Then at 17, unable to see to find
her way around the home she grew up in, she found herself dreading her future in an ‘ever-
darkening vacuum’.But then the remarkable Emma enters her life, and Sheila begins a journey
that brings her the independence, love and happiness she never dreamed possible.Emma & I is
the heartwarming story about the unique bond between Sheila and her dog, and shows that,
sometimes, miracles do happen.About the AuthorSheila Hocken is a writer and canine
specialist, best known for her book Emma & I. Sheila was born in Beeston, Nottingham, in 1946,
and lives near Nottingham today. Sheila is actively involved in the canine world as a dog trainer.
Her website is .Emma & IThe Beautiful LabradorWho Saved My LifeSheila HockenThis book is
dedicated to John E Coates,ophthalmic surgeon (Mr Shearing)1A Child ApartI HAD NO idea
that I could not see normally until I was about seven. I lived among vague images and colours
that were blurred, as if a gauze was over them. But I thought that was how everybody else saw
the world. My sight gradually became worse and worse until, by my late teens, I could just about
distinguish light from dark, but that was all. Even in my dreams the people had no faces. They
were shapes in a fog. From my earliest recollection, waking or dreaming, the fog had always
been there, and it slowly closed in until it became impenetrable and even the blurred shapes
finally disappeared.I was born in 1946 in Beeston, Nottingham. Both my parents had defective
eyesight; and so did my brother Graham, who is three years older than I. The eye defect is
hereditary: congenital cataracts, which in turn cause retina damage. I inherited this from my
father. My mother’s complaint was different, caused by German measles when she was a child,
but neither parent could see much at all. The picture conjured up of the four of us – none able to
see properly, yet all living together as a family – must be a strange one to a sighted person. Had I
been the odd one out, a child with defective eyesight in a family where everyone could see
perfectly, things would almost certainly have been otherwise. But in my family no one ever talked
about blindness, or not being able to see properly. It was accepted as a fact of life, and no one
mentioned it. Perhaps my mother and father kept up a sort of conspiracy of silence about it for
the benefit of Graham and me, and if that was so, it was wise. What purpose could it have served
to tell a boy and a girl that they were not like other children? We were spared having our
confidence knocked out of us in this way.Only in retrospect do I realise that much of what we
took for granted in day-to-day life would have been considered unusual by other people. At
mealtimes, knocking over a sauce bottle while feeling over the tablecloth for the salt was such a



frequent happening that no one said anything when it occurred.I must have been five or six, I
suppose, before I began to think about why other children didn’t run headlong into brick walls, or
trip down stairs as frequently as I did. Falling down and colliding with things had always been so
much a part of my life that I accepted it, and in my earliest years probably imagined myself a bit
clumsy. I furnished my own explanations and excuses. At the same time, it never really bothered
me.What eventually brought home to me the fact that I was a child apart, was seeing my friends
watching television. At home the whole family could not sit down to look at a programme
together, because each of us had to be very close to the screen to see it at all. Suddenly I
realised that other people could sit well away from the set and still see it.My present memory of
those very early days, however, is as hazy as daylight itself used to appear to me at the time. I
suppose sighted people have quite a few vivid recollections of their childhood, but I can’t even
remember images of my mother and father then except in terms of touch and sound. And just as
I don’t have any visual memory of my parents, or at least, nothing that could be conveyed with
any significance, I cannot remember any visual impressions of the house where we lived, which
was in a little town called Sutton-in-Ashfield, near Mansfield. We moved there soon after I was
born. As a home I knew it by the smell of bread baking and pies cooking, and the warmth and
sound of a coal fire crackling and hissing in the grate. But no more.My father was away a great
deal, travelling round the country selling drapery at markets. No doubt his poor sight was a big
handicap but he would never admit it; the only time he would ever discuss the problem was to
tell us of the funny things that happened to him.I remember him coming home one evening after
a long train journey and telling us about going into the railway cafe between trains for a cup of
tea. After finding a seat in the crowds of travellers he spotted what he thought was an ashtray. He
leaned forward and stubbed out his cigarette, but much to the amusement of his fellow
passengers, and to his own embarrassment, the ashtray turned out to be a jam tart.It wasn’t long
before my father had to admit defeat with the markets, owing to the rapid deterioration of his
sight. It was a blow that completely altered our way of life. Yet children in those days did not
enjoy the confidence of their parents the way they do today, and Graham and I were not told
exactly what had happened. The first we knew of a change was that one day we came home
from school and my mother asked us to help her start packing. She said nothing about my
father’s sudden failure to be able to earn a living.‘What’s happening, Mum? Where are we
going?’ I asked.‘We’ve bought a shop,’ she said. ‘We’re moving to Nottingham.’Nottingham! This
was very exciting to Graham and me – moving to the big city away from the country town where
we had lived for as long as we could remember.We did not know, as our parents did, that it was
to be a step down in life, because our home was to be in one of the poorest and roughest
districts of the city, St Ann’s Well Road. And what neither Graham nor I realised at the time was
that it would be much more difficult for us to be with new people and new children after the ones
we knew and were used to.Instead there was simply the excitement of moving. The shop was on
a corner. My mother, who could see much better than my father, arranged the drapery stock,
marked the prices on tickets and told my father what they were. We were used to him being on



the road for long periods of time, but now he was always at home and had more time to spend
with us.Father could not help very much in the shop and – a tremendous blow to his pride – he
finally had to give in to the blind way of life and make brushes at the Midland Institute for the
Blind. Luckily brush-making didn’t last long, for soon after starting at the Institute my father
picked up a guitar for the first time. He was a natural from the very beginning, not simply
strumming well known folk songs but also writing his own words and music. And now he earns
his living introducing a country and western programme called Orange Blossom Special on
Radio Nottingham. He also travels all over the British Isles playing in country and western clubs.
But there is no fear of the jam tart incident recurring – he’s given up smoking.Graham and I soon
found that the children in the street were rougher than the ones we had known in Sutton-in-
Ashfield. They called me all kinds of names, but as my mother had always told us to, we ignored
them. Probably because of this my brother and I drew closer together.Graham was terrible at
bribing me. I used to ask him to read to me when we got in bed at night. And he would say, ‘I’ll
read you a chapter of Enid Blyton if you’ll play cricket with me tomorrow.’‘Oh, no, not cricket,’ I
would protest. ‘You know I don’t like playing cricket.’ I was terrified of being hit by the ball, which
is very hard. In the end, though, lured by Enid Blyton and her story of ‘Shadow the Sheepdog’, I
would relent and say, ‘All right, I’ll have one game of cricket with you as long as you promise not
to use the hard ball.’ The bargaining would then go on with Graham maintaining that it was not
really cricket if you did not use a proper cricket ball, and me saying that I would not play unless
he used a soft tennis ball. I usually managed to persuade him to settle for cricket with a soft ball,
and he would read me my chapter.My mother used to play with me a lot too. I had a teddy who
had only one eye (ironically, it may seem) and I remember feeling permanently sorry for him. My
mother and I used to play endless games with him. She took me shopping, and if we went to
Woolworths I would always want to feel the toys there. I could see them as shapes, but I could
attach no identity to them unless I touched them, which was possibly a problem for my mother,
because the universal rule for children in those days was ‘Don’t touch!’ But somehow she must
have got the shop assistants on her side so I could feel the dolls or woolly animals or boxes of
bricks. And even to this day I still do not know any object fully until I have touched it.One incident
stands out from my earliest memories. My mother took me for the day to Skegness, a popular
seaside resort for people from the Nottingham area. I was on a roundabout, happily whirling in
my own enclosed space, and when the ride was over I sat on my painted horse and did not get
off. This was because I was accustomed to my mother coming to find me. I could never find
people; instead, I always waited for them to fetch me.So I remained on the merry-go-round. The
next thing I knew, I was lifted off it by a lady with an upper-class voice. A few minutes later I was
in a Lost-and-Found, terrified and howling the place down. After some time, through my tears, I
made out a figure coming towards me. When the shape got close I knew it was a woman and I
thought at first it was my ‘rescuer’. But then, partly by her scent, I realised it was my mother. ‘Oh,
Mum,’ I said, ‘I thought you were a lady.’ That phrase promptly became part of our private family
language.When I was a bit older I had a little tricycle, though I was never let out of the garden



with it. But when Graham got a proper bike, I desperately wanted one as well. I plagued the life
out of my parents. But, as in everything else, my mother would never say to me straight out, ‘You
can’t have one because you can’t see properly.’ She would invent all sorts of excuses. It was
almost as if she did not want to admit even to herself that my eyesight was not right; it was
something she wished to remain buried, and never revealed. And I think my father was silent
because he was disappointed that I had inherited his eye defect. I suppose that when I was
born, he had hoped against hope that my eyes might be normal. But I had followed the family
pattern, and I think that in a way he retreated into himself because of it, and paid less attention to
me as a result. Knowing his own difficulties, he realised that things would not be any easier for
me.Yet all this simply added up to the fact, as far as I was concerned, that my brother was able
to have a bike and I was not, and I didn’t understand why. So, one day, I ‘borrowed’ my brother’s
shiny new Hercules. How I got on and rode it, and what followed, makes me shudder to
remember even to this day. But I took the bike and wheeled it out of the gate into the road. There
I rode it after a fashion without even realising that traffic kept to the left-hand side of the road. It
had never struck me that cars and other vehicles kept to a specific lane. But somehow,
miraculously, nothing hit me, and not knowing how to stop going down a slight hill, I turned off
the road, went up the kerb and into a wall.I had no idea what to do. The front wheel was flat, and
the lamp bracket bent. My heart pounding, I left the bicycle where it lay and unsteadily found my
way back home, where I hid upstairs for what seemed like hours.Presently I heard voices from
the kitchen. It was Graham, on the verge of tears, saying to my mother: ‘Mum, my bike’s gone.
Somebody’s stolen it!’ Then my mother, sounding overwrought and worried: ‘I haven’t time to
think about that. Graham, have you seen our Sheila?’At last I summoned up courage, went
downstairs and told all. I cannot remember what my mother said, but she sounded relieved to
know I was safe, and did not seem to care about the bicycle. But Graham was sobbing and went
out immediately to recover his bike.Then my father came in, and my mother told him the terrible
saga. He, too, was aghast rather than angry. ‘Sheila,’ he said, ‘whatever possessed you? You
might have been killed.’ Then there was a silence, and I wondered what was coming next. At last
he spoke. ‘It’s going to take your pocket money for a long time,’ he said, ‘to get that bike repaired
…’It might be wondered why there were no attempts then to have my eyes operated on. The
answer is that the state of eye surgery in those days was not as advanced as it is today, and my
family had not been well served by the methods that were then available. My father had had a
series of unsuccessful operations. My brother Graham had returned from hospital having entirely
lost the use of one eye as a result of surgery (although his remaining eye was better than both of
mine put together). In turn, I had had an operation; but this was not a success, and my parents,
particularly with Graham’s experience in mind, decided against any further attempts.By the time
I was five, the question of my education arose. I was a registered blind person and the education
authorities were adamant that I should be sent away to a special school. My parents were very
strongly against such a move. The attitude in schools for the blind when my father had attended
one as a boy was that however much or little sight the child had, he or she had to be taught the



blind way. That is, in braille. My father was not encouraged to make use of his existing sight.
Things, I am very glad to say, have completely changed since then, and any child with the least
bit of residual vision is encouraged to develop its use in such schools today. When my mother
met my father, he could only read braille and it was she who had to teach him to read visually
with the use of large print. My father, who had himself gone to a special school, had led a
sheltered childhood and found it difficult later to integrate into a sighted world.The Nottingham
Education Authorities, however, had their own ideas. At first they tried persuasion, then a touch
of heavy-handedness, and finally they threatened legal action if I were not ‘voluntarily’ sent away
to a school for the blind. To this, my mother’s reply was, ‘Well, if I can get Sheila accepted at an
ordinary primary school, then she will be receiving education, and that will be that. There’ll be
nothing you can do about it.’ That did not go down well at all, but then we had quite a stroke of
luck. It turned out that the headmaster of the local junior school that my mother approached was
blind in one eye. He therefore had some understanding of the problem, but over and above that,
he had compassion. He agreed to accept me, and to see how I got on. I have never stopped
thanking my stars for this decision, which made such a difference to my life.So I started at
Bluebell Hill Junior School, and I remember little about it, except that it was old, noisy and
overcrowded. What I do recall is how terrified I was at the swarms of children in the playground.
They all seemed to be running everywhere and screaming at the same time. It was very
frightening, like a sudden access to an unexpected, mad world, and at playtime I used to sit on
the wall and keep out of the way, listening to the banshee noise, and at the edge of my vision
seeing endless wild moving shapes. I was a small girl in a blue velvet dress who imagined
herself to be one with the rest of the school, but in reality was not.When I was eleven, I moved to
Pierrepont Secondary Modern. By this time I used to go to school on my own, and the walk there
was a bit like facing a ‘Wall of Death’ ride every day of my life. Apart from knowing I would
stumble over odd objects such as milk crates left outside terrace doors, and even the steps of
houses, there was also at the end of the road a crowd of boys who sometimes used to wait for
me and jeer as I went by, the most complimentary of their names for me being ‘Boss-eyes’. I can
hear them now, ‘Look at ’er … Boss-eyes …’ But, strangely, these lads had a mongrel dog who
took to me, and I to him. I used to pat and make a fuss of him, and sometimes he would walk to
school with me. I think this was when I began to get the idea that in some cases animals are
kinder than, and preferable to, human beings.Needless to say, there were difficulties at school.
The attitude was, ‘Either you get on without any major additional help from us, or you really will
have to be sent away to a special school.’One of the big problems I had was not being able to
see the blackboard, even if I sat in the front row. On one particular day which sticks vividly in my
memory, our English mistress, Miss Pell, gave me permission to come out and look at the board
more closely. What was written was a long piece on grammar, which was very hard to take in
anyway, so I had to read it a line at a time, try to remember the line, then go back to my desk to
write down what I’d seen. The trouble was the class got more and more fidgety and exasperated,
because every time I went out to the board I blocked off whole bits of the entire exercise that



everyone else was writing straight down from their desks. Fairly soon the classroom was full of
cross little requests: ‘I’m doing that bit, Miss, can’t you move her?’ ‘She’s in the way, Miss.’ ‘Miss,
she’s in the light.’ Miss Pell was very good. She told them, ‘Well, you’ll just have to wait a
moment.’ But the tension was building up, and after about three trips to the blackboard I gave up,
and heard frustrated protests give way to sighs of relief. The silence was broken only by pens
scratching while I sat back at my desk vowing I’d rather be illiterate than go through that again.
The only compensation was that I was beginning to develop a very well-trained memory.Yet for
every teacher or pupil who had no consideration or proper understanding, there were as many
who did, and these have very much remained in my mind. I remember a geography master who
realised that I could not see the very small print and various signs and symbols on the maps and
diagrams. When it dawned on him what was happening, or rather what was not happening, he
offered to coach me after school. It was thoughtful and kind of him, and the dividend for us both
came in the exams at the end of the year when I came second in geography.So, given the
chance, I was able to keep up with the rest, and the question never seriously arose of my having
to leave and go to a school for the blind – even though my sight was becoming worse and worse.
I managed to stay in the better streams, and most of my exam results were good, particularly in
subjects where the teaching was to a large extent by word of mouth and I could rely on my
memory. I did especially well in history and in science, where we had to do our own elementary
experiments. I had little difficulty in remembering the terms of the Magna Carta, and the names
of Henry’s wives; nor, oddly enough, did I have any trouble manipulating a Bunsen burner. But
with such subjects as geography, unless I had a teacher willing to give extra help, I was no good.
At maths I was quite useless – my skill ran out on the threshold of long division. This was
because I could not follow immediately the step-by-step instruction that was done with the aid of
the board. The problems I had with decimal points can only be imagined.When the time came
round for the school’s Parents’ Day, Miss Thompson, our science teacher, decided that the
pupils would dissect flowers and then place the various parts on paper, labelling them
appropriately. This was something we had been doing in biology and which, because of its
intricate nature, I had not been very good at. A very considerate teacher, Miss Thompson came
to me and said, ‘Sheila, I know you won’t find it easy to do this. Would you like me to find you
something else as a Parents’ Day activity?’‘Yes, please,’ I said immediately. I had no wish to sit
on the sidelines while the other students dissected their flowers and have parents look at me
and think, ‘Oh, that must be the girl who can’t see much.’Unfortunately, I didn’t think what Miss
Thompson came up with was a very good idea. On the day of the class she said, ‘I’ve got
something for you to do, and you’ve got a table at the back all to yourself.’ I went over to the table
with her and she announced, ‘There you are. There are some empty jam jars. I want you to fill
them with varying amounts of water, and then you can hit them with your pencil or pen and show
what different tones and noises they make.’I was appalled. If anything would make me stand out
from the rest, this would be it. ‘Oh, Miss,’ I said, ‘can’t you find me anything different to do?
Couldn’t I clean out the hamsters’ cages?’She appeared a little put out and replied: ‘I’ve given



this a lot of thought, Sheila. I thought it would be something you would really like to do. It’s
something you can do. You can hear it, and you can feel the water.’‘Yes, Miss, but it seems so
childish, especially when everybody else is doing something really important.’But I suppose she
was very proud of the idea and she would not let me do anything else. So I had to fill the jars and
hit them to make noises. All the while I could feel the eyes of the parents burning into me with
pity I did not want.I made friends at school, but not as readily as other children, mainly because I
could not play the games. I used to try and join in, but could never keep up with the others.
Although I was quite useless at tennis, I was always put down for it, and though I made the effort
– standing there on the court in a vague sea of green dotted with moving white shapes, waving
my racket around, hoping desperately that it would connect with the ball when it came over the
net – I cannot remember much, if any, success. There was a striking lack of volunteers to be my
partner, and I usually found myself with someone who did not like the game anyway. But I don’t
suppose any of this has proved a serious loss to Wimbledon!Out of school, too, life was
complicated. I had friends but, like me, they were in their teens, and at that age few are ready to
respond to the needs of a blind friend who has to be looked after, and taken around. When they
were going out in the evening, perhaps to the Nottingham Palais in Parliament Street, or to
Jepson’s, another dance hall which used to be in Hockley, I would want to go with them; but if I
did go, it would mean that I had to do everything they wanted to do, and go everywhere they
wanted to go. The sense of restriction was overwhelming, but there was no choice, because I
would not go out on my own. When I went to dances I’d sit absolutely petrified in case a boy
asked me to dance. I was so scared I would make mistakes or would not be able to follow what
he was doing. On the other hand, when nobody came and asked me to dance, I was still on the
edge of the chair with anxiety because, left on my own, I could not see enough, beyond a blurred
sensation of light and colour and shapes moving to the music, to see where the dancers were.
My constant thoughts were: ‘What if they go off with their boyfriends and leave me here?’
Alternating with: ‘No one’s asking me to dance because they can see I’m blind.’ I was very mixed-
up always, and confused, and often felt like a wallflower with its petals closed. I remember one
particularly terrible occasion when a boy called Philip left me standing in the middle of the dance
floor after the music stopped, and I could hear everyone else moving away. I felt a sense of
space opening up around me as the noise of the dancers receded to the edges of the hall. I
pretended to tidy my hair but inside I was panicking until one of my girlfriends came to rescue
me. After that I gave up going to dances because it was such a trial. I had come to hate the
whole business, and that cut me off from the rest of my age group, and meant that I had no
opportunity at all to meet boys. Even when I did meet them, they tended to ignore me, and
naturally I worried a lot that perhaps I would never marry.But if life was harsher than it need have
been because of my stubbornness and pride and my simple refusal to be considered apart from
sighted people, there were compensations in living at home with parents who themselves knew
the difficulties of blindness, and, more important, knew that the best way of dealing with them
was not to give in. I was very fortunate in this. If I could not see to do something, my mother



would teach me how to do it, and that was that. I would then have to get on and do it for myself.
For example, the business of threading a needle. My mother taught me this by such a simple
method, and one, I am sure, that a sighted person wouldn’t dream of showing to someone who
was blind. The method was this: take hold of the needle (the eye end can be found because it is
blunter than the point) and take the piece of thread or cotton, folded double between finger and
thumb. Then push the eye of the needle down between finger and thumb, and eventually the
thread will go through the eye. Success is not necessarily immediate, of course. It might work
first go, or it might take twenty attempts. But finally it always does succeed.I was also taught to
sew by being able to feel things. Sewing on a button, for instance, was easy, and all sorts of
other mechanical actions were made possible for me by my mother teaching me how to use the
sense of touch. ‘Feel,’ she would say. This even came down to feeling where the particles of dirt
were when sweeping the floor, and feeling a second time, and a third, to make sure they had
gone into the dustpan. It was the same with ironing clothes. The creases and folds can be felt.
But, I suppose, had I been a blind child in a sighted family, I would never have been let near an
iron for fear that I would burn myself. In my family, there was no alternative to everyone making
the best of his or her lot, and that is how I was brought up.I once asked my mother if she had had
any idea before I was born that I would not have normal sight and I was appalled when she said
she hadn’t known one way or the other, but was willing to take the risk. Seeing my horror, she
then asked me whether I’d enjoyed my life so far, and whether it had been really worth living in
spite of the problems, and, of course, I had to answer that it had. She had taken a risk but I
realised that she was right and that I still had the opportunity to live a full life in spite of my
blindness – just as the rest of my family had.When my last term at school came up, the decision
about my future loomed large over me. What I really wanted to do was to work with dogs,
because I was mad about them. At weekends I used to work at a local hoarding kennels,
somehow managing to cover up the fact that I could not see properly. One Saturday, I was
exercising a big Alsatian in the field, and he slipped his lead. I had no idea where he had gone
and was immediately gripped by panic. What if he got out and was run over? I frantically waved
his lead and collar and called and called. To my astonishment and utter relief he came back as
good as gold. When I was interviewed by the careers mistress, however, and told her about
wanting to work with dogs, she hardly listened. The idea was dismissed as an impossibility.Her
first question amazed me. ‘Sheila, can you tell me where the North Sea is?’North Sea? Apart
from geography lessons I had been in person to Skegness, which is on the North Sea. But I
could not answer. Moreover, I could not understand the reason for the question.Next I was
asked, ‘Well then, where is Birmingham?’That I knew. And the answer to the next one, ‘Can you
tell me where Edinburgh is?’ After giving the location of Edinburgh, I summoned enough
courage to ask why she wanted to know.‘Well, if you’re going to be a switchboard operator, and
I’m going to recommend you, I must be sure you’ve got a sound knowledge of where various
places are.’I was flabbergasted. Switchboard operator! It was the last job in the world I wanted. I
knew that the choice for someone with my sight was restricted, but in my wildest moments I had



never thought of myself condemned to plugging and unplugging calls for a living. Even so, when
term ended, I found myself on the way to the Government Training Centre at Long Eaton to have
my capabilities as a switchboard operator assessed. Under the eye of an extremely brusque and
strict instructor called Ted I was taught the technique of working a switchboard. Then, with the
Centre’s aid, I got a job with a big dress shop in Nottingham. I could still see enough at this stage
to distinguish the lights on the switchboard, but I loathed every minute of it and, though it was
quite easy to grasp where the various plugs went, how to hold calls, the business of taking
messages and learning extension numbers, the atmosphere in the place was terrible. Yet I stuck
it for a year before moving on to a rather pleasanter firm where the people were more
friendly.Coming home from work one evening I had hardly closed the front door when I heard my
mother call, ‘Is that you Sheila? I’ve got some news.’‘What’s that?’ I said, feeling for the peg to
put my coat on.‘I’ve heard of a job that would just suit you.’ She couldn’t wait to give me all the
details, and, knowing how much she worried about my going out on my own in Nottingham, I
understood why she was so pleased.The job was with a firm called Industrial Pumps. They
wanted a switchboard operator. More to the point, they were not right in the middle of the city
and the journey there was much easier. I rang up the following day and got through to a Mr
Dickson. He didn’t sound very encouraging at first, and my hopes began to fade when he said
they had had so many applicants he did not really think he wanted to interview any more. But
then I told him I was a registered blind person, and his attitude changed immediately.‘Why didn’t
you tell me that before? Come along tonight and I’ll see you. Can you make half-past five?’To my
amazement I got the job on the spot, but only later did I get to know the reason why. Mr Dickson
himself was disabled: one of his legs was shorter than the other and he walked with some
difficulty. In fact, he turned out to be full of understanding, and not only on this occasion. He was
a wonderful man, and someone who would always listen to one’s problems.As the months went
by, my eyes became gradually, almost imperceptibly worse, and by the time I was seventeen I
could not see where I was going, either about the house or in the street. I was now unable to
read print, and had to learn braille. I came to realise how much everyday vocabulary reflects the
predominance of the sighted world. Language is relatively poor in terms for precise description
of sensations other than sight, and so blind people are not able to describe their perceptions
very accurately. The field of reference I had become used to was shrinking. Now not only words,
but ideas of time and space were inexact and arbitrary and not always in line with the notions
that a sighted person would form. To those accustomed to doing it, the placing of a towel on a
rail or a cup on a shelf are automatic. A blind person has to think, ‘Six steps to the door, five
paces down the hall to the bathroom.’ Every distance has to be worked out mentally.It was at this
point – when my range of possibilities was becoming more and more limited, when my future
seemed to be an ever-darkening vacuum – that Emma came into my life and totally changed it. A
new world opened up for me.2Enter EmmaI WAS, IF the truth be known, ashamed of being
blind. I refused to use a white stick, and hated asking for help. After all, I was a teenage girl, and I
couldn’t bear people to look at me and think I was not like them. Looking back, I must have been



a terrible danger on the roads. Motorists probably had seizures; suddenly coming across me
wandering vaguely through the traffic, they would have to step rapidly on their brakes. Apart from
that, there were all sorts of disasters that used to strike on the way to and from work.On the
evening that made such a difference to my life, I got off the bus just about half-way home where I
had to change buses, and as usual I was walking gingerly along to the right stop. Almost
immediately I bumped into something. ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ I said and stepped forward only to
collide again. When it happened a third time, I realised I had been apologising to a lamp post.
This was just one of the idiotic things that constantly happened to me, and I had long since
learned to put up with them or even to find them faintly amusing. So I carried on and found the
bus stop, which was a request stop. No one else was there and I had to go through the scary
business of trying to estimate when the bus had arrived. Generally in this situation, because I
loathed showing I was blind by asking for help, I tried to guess at the sound. Sometimes I would
stop a petrol tanker or a big lorry and as it drew away would stand there feeling stupid, and in the
end usually managed to swallow my pride and ask someone at the stop for help.But on this
particular evening no one joined me at the stop; it was as if everyone in Nottingham had
suddenly decided not to travel by bus. Of course I heard plenty of buses pass, or thought I did,
but because I had given up hailing them for fear of making a fool of myself I let them all go by. I
stood there alone for half an hour without stopping one, then I gave up. I decided to walk on to
the next stop, hoping there would be people there.I got along the pavement as best I could – and
that is another frightening experience difficult to describe to anyone who has not been blind,
because although you are surrounded by noise you have no coherent mental picture of what is
around you, and are guided only by sounds. The sounds were of traffic, and people’s footsteps,
and sometimes I could tell by the particular quality of the sounds that I was near buildings or
passing an open space. But I had absolutely no visual concept of what the road might be like,
still less what might be on the other side of it – the houses, the shops, the people, and so on: this
might well have been the edge of the world, or another universe for all I knew. Were there
children playing, people gossiping, women buying bread or potatoes; what did they look like,
who were they? I had simply no idea. I walked along in an enclosed grey little world, a box of
sounds – two foot by two foot square – around me.Eventually I reached the next bus stop. But
once again there was nobody there, and no buses stopped. So I went on to the next, and then
the one after that, and the one after that. By this time I was utterly lost, and simply did not know
whether I was waiting at a bus stop or a telegraph post. In the end, I found myself walking about
five miles back to the terminus in the city, because I knew if I got there I would be bound to catch
the right bus. And this is what happened, but I was between two and three hours late getting
home, and felt pretty miserable and out of sorts when I did get there.I am a great believer in Fate.
It has been the greatest single influence on my life, and I feel certain that Fate had decreed that
my home teacher was there when I finally reached home that evening. Home teachers visit the
blind. They come regularly to help, to talk over any problems and to supply various aids such as
braille paper, braille clocks, egg timers that ring, and so on. Mr Brown, who used to visit my



family (since we were all registered as blind people), was quite a feature of life while I was
growing up. He was a nice man, rather like an uncle. Mother used to order wool, which could be
bought more cheaply through him than at a shop. When I was young he used to bring little
presents, and one of these, a doll with separate sets of clothes, I had treasured very much.Mr
Brown had been waiting for me for about an hour. I explained why I was so late, and gave all the
details of my nightmare journey. He immediately asked, ‘Why on earth don’t you have a guide
dog?’They were the nine most important words of my life up to that time. Yet the suggestion was
an astonishing one. The idea of having a guide dog had simply never occurred to me, which is
strange considering my previous attachment to dogs, and my hopes of finding work with them.
Perhaps it was because my sight had gone very gradually, and I had always pretended to myself
that it was not really going at all, and that I could still see if I tried. I did not want to admit to being
blind. In fact, I couldn’t believe Mr Brown when he suggested I should apply for a guide dog. I
imagined then that people had somehow to be very special to qualify for guide dogs, that only a
select few had them, and, as a result I suppose, it had never crossed my mind to consider the
idea at all. But Mr Brown went on, ‘You quite obviously need a guide dog, and you’re just the
right sort of age for one.’I really could not take the idea in. Its impact was tremendous, as if
someone had taken hold of the world and completely reversed its direction. ‘What do I do about
applying?’ I said.He replied very firmly, and in a voice full of encouragement, ‘Well, I’ll tell you. I’ll
get you the forms, and I’ll come down with them, and we’ll fill them in together. I’ll do the writing
for you.’When he’d gone, I sat back and thought about it. I thought of the books I had read about
guide dogs. I realised it would mean I’d never again have to face the kind of terrifying business I
had been through that day, blundering from bus stop to bus stop in anonymous darkness with no
idea where I was. And I’d be able to go out in the evening: I could be independent!A few days
later Mr Brown was back with the forms: sheet after sheet of questions. How tall was I? What did
I do for a living? What sort of house did I live in? What were my hobbies? They even wanted to
know how much I weighed. We sent the forms off, and a reply came from the training centre at
Leamington Spa to say that they would send a guide dog trainer to assess my personality and
match me to a suitable dog. I was excited, but nervous too, because at the back of my mind I
was wondering, ‘What if they find I’m not suitable after all?’ The prospect was heartbreaking.
When the trainer came, he went along with me to see where I worked and what I did. We went
for a walk together so that he could test my walking pace, and see I had no odd characteristics,
such as skips and hops, and so on when I went round corners. He examined the house we lived
in, which had virtually no back garden and no fencing, and said, when I explained we were
hoping to move to a council house, ‘You must have a garden well fenced-off for your dog.’ Lastly,
he told me that there was a waiting list for guide dogs, and it would be about nine months to a
year before I finally had a dog of my own.ContentsCoverAbout the BookAbout the AuthorTitle
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Shearing)1A Child ApartI HAD NO idea that I could not see normally until I was about seven. I
lived among vague images and colours that were blurred, as if a gauze was over them. But I
thought that was how everybody else saw the world. My sight gradually became worse and
worse until, by my late teens, I could just about distinguish light from dark, but that was all. Even
in my dreams the people had no faces. They were shapes in a fog. From my earliest recollection,
waking or dreaming, the fog had always been there, and it slowly closed in until it became
impenetrable and even the blurred shapes finally disappeared.I was born in 1946 in Beeston,
Nottingham. Both my parents had defective eyesight; and so did my brother Graham, who is
three years older than I. The eye defect is hereditary: congenital cataracts, which in turn cause
retina damage. I inherited this from my father. My mother’s complaint was different, caused by
German measles when she was a child, but neither parent could see much at all. The picture
conjured up of the four of us – none able to see properly, yet all living together as a family – must
be a strange one to a sighted person. Had I been the odd one out, a child with defective eyesight
in a family where everyone could see perfectly, things would almost certainly have been
otherwise. But in my family no one ever talked about blindness, or not being able to see properly.
It was accepted as a fact of life, and no one mentioned it. Perhaps my mother and father kept up
a sort of conspiracy of silence about it for the benefit of Graham and me, and if that was so, it
was wise. What purpose could it have served to tell a boy and a girl that they were not like other
children? We were spared having our confidence knocked out of us in this way.Only in retrospect
do I realise that much of what we took for granted in day-to-day life would have been considered
unusual by other people. At mealtimes, knocking over a sauce bottle while feeling over the
tablecloth for the salt was such a frequent happening that no one said anything when it
occurred.I must have been five or six, I suppose, before I began to think about why other
children didn’t run headlong into brick walls, or trip down stairs as frequently as I did. Falling
down and colliding with things had always been so much a part of my life that I accepted it, and
in my earliest years probably imagined myself a bit clumsy. I furnished my own explanations and
excuses. At the same time, it never really bothered me.What eventually brought home to me the
fact that I was a child apart, was seeing my friends watching television. At home the whole family
could not sit down to look at a programme together, because each of us had to be very close to
the screen to see it at all. Suddenly I realised that other people could sit well away from the set
and still see it.My present memory of those very early days, however, is as hazy as daylight itself
used to appear to me at the time. I suppose sighted people have quite a few vivid recollections
of their childhood, but I can’t even remember images of my mother and father then except in
terms of touch and sound. And just as I don’t have any visual memory of my parents, or at least,



nothing that could be conveyed with any significance, I cannot remember any visual impressions
of the house where we lived, which was in a little town called Sutton-in-Ashfield, near Mansfield.
We moved there soon after I was born. As a home I knew it by the smell of bread baking and
pies cooking, and the warmth and sound of a coal fire crackling and hissing in the grate. But no
more.My father was away a great deal, travelling round the country selling drapery at markets.
No doubt his poor sight was a big handicap but he would never admit it; the only time he would
ever discuss the problem was to tell us of the funny things that happened to him.I remember him
coming home one evening after a long train journey and telling us about going into the railway
cafe between trains for a cup of tea. After finding a seat in the crowds of travellers he spotted
what he thought was an ashtray. He leaned forward and stubbed out his cigarette, but much to
the amusement of his fellow passengers, and to his own embarrassment, the ashtray turned out
to be a jam tart.It wasn’t long before my father had to admit defeat with the markets, owing to the
rapid deterioration of his sight. It was a blow that completely altered our way of life. Yet children in
those days did not enjoy the confidence of their parents the way they do today, and Graham and
I were not told exactly what had happened. The first we knew of a change was that one day we
came home from school and my mother asked us to help her start packing. She said nothing
about my father’s sudden failure to be able to earn a living.‘What’s happening, Mum? Where are
we going?’ I asked.‘We’ve bought a shop,’ she said. ‘We’re moving to Nottingham.’Nottingham!
This was very exciting to Graham and me – moving to the big city away from the country town
where we had lived for as long as we could remember.We did not know, as our parents did, that
it was to be a step down in life, because our home was to be in one of the poorest and roughest
districts of the city, St Ann’s Well Road. And what neither Graham nor I realised at the time was
that it would be much more difficult for us to be with new people and new children after the ones
we knew and were used to.Instead there was simply the excitement of moving. The shop was on
a corner. My mother, who could see much better than my father, arranged the drapery stock,
marked the prices on tickets and told my father what they were. We were used to him being on
the road for long periods of time, but now he was always at home and had more time to spend
with us.Father could not help very much in the shop and – a tremendous blow to his pride – he
finally had to give in to the blind way of life and make brushes at the Midland Institute for the
Blind. Luckily brush-making didn’t last long, for soon after starting at the Institute my father
picked up a guitar for the first time. He was a natural from the very beginning, not simply
strumming well known folk songs but also writing his own words and music. And now he earns
his living introducing a country and western programme called Orange Blossom Special on
Radio Nottingham. He also travels all over the British Isles playing in country and western clubs.
But there is no fear of the jam tart incident recurring – he’s given up smoking.Graham and I soon
found that the children in the street were rougher than the ones we had known in Sutton-in-
Ashfield. They called me all kinds of names, but as my mother had always told us to, we ignored
them. Probably because of this my brother and I drew closer together.Graham was terrible at
bribing me. I used to ask him to read to me when we got in bed at night. And he would say, ‘I’ll



read you a chapter of Enid Blyton if you’ll play cricket with me tomorrow.’‘Oh, no, not cricket,’ I
would protest. ‘You know I don’t like playing cricket.’ I was terrified of being hit by the ball, which
is very hard. In the end, though, lured by Enid Blyton and her story of ‘Shadow the Sheepdog’, I
would relent and say, ‘All right, I’ll have one game of cricket with you as long as you promise not
to use the hard ball.’ The bargaining would then go on with Graham maintaining that it was not
really cricket if you did not use a proper cricket ball, and me saying that I would not play unless
he used a soft tennis ball. I usually managed to persuade him to settle for cricket with a soft ball,
and he would read me my chapter.My mother used to play with me a lot too. I had a teddy who
had only one eye (ironically, it may seem) and I remember feeling permanently sorry for him. My
mother and I used to play endless games with him. She took me shopping, and if we went to
Woolworths I would always want to feel the toys there. I could see them as shapes, but I could
attach no identity to them unless I touched them, which was possibly a problem for my mother,
because the universal rule for children in those days was ‘Don’t touch!’ But somehow she must
have got the shop assistants on her side so I could feel the dolls or woolly animals or boxes of
bricks. And even to this day I still do not know any object fully until I have touched it.One incident
stands out from my earliest memories. My mother took me for the day to Skegness, a popular
seaside resort for people from the Nottingham area. I was on a roundabout, happily whirling in
my own enclosed space, and when the ride was over I sat on my painted horse and did not get
off. This was because I was accustomed to my mother coming to find me. I could never find
people; instead, I always waited for them to fetch me.So I remained on the merry-go-round. The
next thing I knew, I was lifted off it by a lady with an upper-class voice. A few minutes later I was
in a Lost-and-Found, terrified and howling the place down. After some time, through my tears, I
made out a figure coming towards me. When the shape got close I knew it was a woman and I
thought at first it was my ‘rescuer’. But then, partly by her scent, I realised it was my mother. ‘Oh,
Mum,’ I said, ‘I thought you were a lady.’ That phrase promptly became part of our private family
language.When I was a bit older I had a little tricycle, though I was never let out of the garden
with it. But when Graham got a proper bike, I desperately wanted one as well. I plagued the life
out of my parents. But, as in everything else, my mother would never say to me straight out, ‘You
can’t have one because you can’t see properly.’ She would invent all sorts of excuses. It was
almost as if she did not want to admit even to herself that my eyesight was not right; it was
something she wished to remain buried, and never revealed. And I think my father was silent
because he was disappointed that I had inherited his eye defect. I suppose that when I was
born, he had hoped against hope that my eyes might be normal. But I had followed the family
pattern, and I think that in a way he retreated into himself because of it, and paid less attention to
me as a result. Knowing his own difficulties, he realised that things would not be any easier for
me.Yet all this simply added up to the fact, as far as I was concerned, that my brother was able
to have a bike and I was not, and I didn’t understand why. So, one day, I ‘borrowed’ my brother’s
shiny new Hercules. How I got on and rode it, and what followed, makes me shudder to
remember even to this day. But I took the bike and wheeled it out of the gate into the road. There



I rode it after a fashion without even realising that traffic kept to the left-hand side of the road. It
had never struck me that cars and other vehicles kept to a specific lane. But somehow,
miraculously, nothing hit me, and not knowing how to stop going down a slight hill, I turned off
the road, went up the kerb and into a wall.I had no idea what to do. The front wheel was flat, and
the lamp bracket bent. My heart pounding, I left the bicycle where it lay and unsteadily found my
way back home, where I hid upstairs for what seemed like hours.Presently I heard voices from
the kitchen. It was Graham, on the verge of tears, saying to my mother: ‘Mum, my bike’s gone.
Somebody’s stolen it!’ Then my mother, sounding overwrought and worried: ‘I haven’t time to
think about that. Graham, have you seen our Sheila?’At last I summoned up courage, went
downstairs and told all. I cannot remember what my mother said, but she sounded relieved to
know I was safe, and did not seem to care about the bicycle. But Graham was sobbing and went
out immediately to recover his bike.Then my father came in, and my mother told him the terrible
saga. He, too, was aghast rather than angry. ‘Sheila,’ he said, ‘whatever possessed you? You
might have been killed.’ Then there was a silence, and I wondered what was coming next. At last
he spoke. ‘It’s going to take your pocket money for a long time,’ he said, ‘to get that bike repaired
…’It might be wondered why there were no attempts then to have my eyes operated on. The
answer is that the state of eye surgery in those days was not as advanced as it is today, and my
family had not been well served by the methods that were then available. My father had had a
series of unsuccessful operations. My brother Graham had returned from hospital having entirely
lost the use of one eye as a result of surgery (although his remaining eye was better than both of
mine put together). In turn, I had had an operation; but this was not a success, and my parents,
particularly with Graham’s experience in mind, decided against any further attempts.By the time
I was five, the question of my education arose. I was a registered blind person and the education
authorities were adamant that I should be sent away to a special school. My parents were very
strongly against such a move. The attitude in schools for the blind when my father had attended
one as a boy was that however much or little sight the child had, he or she had to be taught the
blind way. That is, in braille. My father was not encouraged to make use of his existing sight.
Things, I am very glad to say, have completely changed since then, and any child with the least
bit of residual vision is encouraged to develop its use in such schools today. When my mother
met my father, he could only read braille and it was she who had to teach him to read visually
with the use of large print. My father, who had himself gone to a special school, had led a
sheltered childhood and found it difficult later to integrate into a sighted world.The Nottingham
Education Authorities, however, had their own ideas. At first they tried persuasion, then a touch
of heavy-handedness, and finally they threatened legal action if I were not ‘voluntarily’ sent away
to a school for the blind. To this, my mother’s reply was, ‘Well, if I can get Sheila accepted at an
ordinary primary school, then she will be receiving education, and that will be that. There’ll be
nothing you can do about it.’ That did not go down well at all, but then we had quite a stroke of
luck. It turned out that the headmaster of the local junior school that my mother approached was
blind in one eye. He therefore had some understanding of the problem, but over and above that,



he had compassion. He agreed to accept me, and to see how I got on. I have never stopped
thanking my stars for this decision, which made such a difference to my life.So I started at
Bluebell Hill Junior School, and I remember little about it, except that it was old, noisy and
overcrowded. What I do recall is how terrified I was at the swarms of children in the playground.
They all seemed to be running everywhere and screaming at the same time. It was very
frightening, like a sudden access to an unexpected, mad world, and at playtime I used to sit on
the wall and keep out of the way, listening to the banshee noise, and at the edge of my vision
seeing endless wild moving shapes. I was a small girl in a blue velvet dress who imagined
herself to be one with the rest of the school, but in reality was not.When I was eleven, I moved to
Pierrepont Secondary Modern. By this time I used to go to school on my own, and the walk there
was a bit like facing a ‘Wall of Death’ ride every day of my life. Apart from knowing I would
stumble over odd objects such as milk crates left outside terrace doors, and even the steps of
houses, there was also at the end of the road a crowd of boys who sometimes used to wait for
me and jeer as I went by, the most complimentary of their names for me being ‘Boss-eyes’. I can
hear them now, ‘Look at ’er … Boss-eyes …’ But, strangely, these lads had a mongrel dog who
took to me, and I to him. I used to pat and make a fuss of him, and sometimes he would walk to
school with me. I think this was when I began to get the idea that in some cases animals are
kinder than, and preferable to, human beings.Needless to say, there were difficulties at school.
The attitude was, ‘Either you get on without any major additional help from us, or you really will
have to be sent away to a special school.’One of the big problems I had was not being able to
see the blackboard, even if I sat in the front row. On one particular day which sticks vividly in my
memory, our English mistress, Miss Pell, gave me permission to come out and look at the board
more closely. What was written was a long piece on grammar, which was very hard to take in
anyway, so I had to read it a line at a time, try to remember the line, then go back to my desk to
write down what I’d seen. The trouble was the class got more and more fidgety and exasperated,
because every time I went out to the board I blocked off whole bits of the entire exercise that
everyone else was writing straight down from their desks. Fairly soon the classroom was full of
cross little requests: ‘I’m doing that bit, Miss, can’t you move her?’ ‘She’s in the way, Miss.’ ‘Miss,
she’s in the light.’ Miss Pell was very good. She told them, ‘Well, you’ll just have to wait a
moment.’ But the tension was building up, and after about three trips to the blackboard I gave up,
and heard frustrated protests give way to sighs of relief. The silence was broken only by pens
scratching while I sat back at my desk vowing I’d rather be illiterate than go through that again.
The only compensation was that I was beginning to develop a very well-trained memory.Yet for
every teacher or pupil who had no consideration or proper understanding, there were as many
who did, and these have very much remained in my mind. I remember a geography master who
realised that I could not see the very small print and various signs and symbols on the maps and
diagrams. When it dawned on him what was happening, or rather what was not happening, he
offered to coach me after school. It was thoughtful and kind of him, and the dividend for us both
came in the exams at the end of the year when I came second in geography.So, given the



chance, I was able to keep up with the rest, and the question never seriously arose of my having
to leave and go to a school for the blind – even though my sight was becoming worse and worse.
I managed to stay in the better streams, and most of my exam results were good, particularly in
subjects where the teaching was to a large extent by word of mouth and I could rely on my
memory. I did especially well in history and in science, where we had to do our own elementary
experiments. I had little difficulty in remembering the terms of the Magna Carta, and the names
of Henry’s wives; nor, oddly enough, did I have any trouble manipulating a Bunsen burner. But
with such subjects as geography, unless I had a teacher willing to give extra help, I was no good.
At maths I was quite useless – my skill ran out on the threshold of long division. This was
because I could not follow immediately the step-by-step instruction that was done with the aid of
the board. The problems I had with decimal points can only be imagined.When the time came
round for the school’s Parents’ Day, Miss Thompson, our science teacher, decided that the
pupils would dissect flowers and then place the various parts on paper, labelling them
appropriately. This was something we had been doing in biology and which, because of its
intricate nature, I had not been very good at. A very considerate teacher, Miss Thompson came
to me and said, ‘Sheila, I know you won’t find it easy to do this. Would you like me to find you
something else as a Parents’ Day activity?’‘Yes, please,’ I said immediately. I had no wish to sit
on the sidelines while the other students dissected their flowers and have parents look at me
and think, ‘Oh, that must be the girl who can’t see much.’Unfortunately, I didn’t think what Miss
Thompson came up with was a very good idea. On the day of the class she said, ‘I’ve got
something for you to do, and you’ve got a table at the back all to yourself.’ I went over to the table
with her and she announced, ‘There you are. There are some empty jam jars. I want you to fill
them with varying amounts of water, and then you can hit them with your pencil or pen and show
what different tones and noises they make.’I was appalled. If anything would make me stand out
from the rest, this would be it. ‘Oh, Miss,’ I said, ‘can’t you find me anything different to do?
Couldn’t I clean out the hamsters’ cages?’She appeared a little put out and replied: ‘I’ve given
this a lot of thought, Sheila. I thought it would be something you would really like to do. It’s
something you can do. You can hear it, and you can feel the water.’‘Yes, Miss, but it seems so
childish, especially when everybody else is doing something really important.’But I suppose she
was very proud of the idea and she would not let me do anything else. So I had to fill the jars and
hit them to make noises. All the while I could feel the eyes of the parents burning into me with
pity I did not want.I made friends at school, but not as readily as other children, mainly because I
could not play the games. I used to try and join in, but could never keep up with the others.
Although I was quite useless at tennis, I was always put down for it, and though I made the effort
– standing there on the court in a vague sea of green dotted with moving white shapes, waving
my racket around, hoping desperately that it would connect with the ball when it came over the
net – I cannot remember much, if any, success. There was a striking lack of volunteers to be my
partner, and I usually found myself with someone who did not like the game anyway. But I don’t
suppose any of this has proved a serious loss to Wimbledon!Out of school, too, life was



complicated. I had friends but, like me, they were in their teens, and at that age few are ready to
respond to the needs of a blind friend who has to be looked after, and taken around. When they
were going out in the evening, perhaps to the Nottingham Palais in Parliament Street, or to
Jepson’s, another dance hall which used to be in Hockley, I would want to go with them; but if I
did go, it would mean that I had to do everything they wanted to do, and go everywhere they
wanted to go. The sense of restriction was overwhelming, but there was no choice, because I
would not go out on my own. When I went to dances I’d sit absolutely petrified in case a boy
asked me to dance. I was so scared I would make mistakes or would not be able to follow what
he was doing. On the other hand, when nobody came and asked me to dance, I was still on the
edge of the chair with anxiety because, left on my own, I could not see enough, beyond a blurred
sensation of light and colour and shapes moving to the music, to see where the dancers were.
My constant thoughts were: ‘What if they go off with their boyfriends and leave me here?’
Alternating with: ‘No one’s asking me to dance because they can see I’m blind.’ I was very mixed-
up always, and confused, and often felt like a wallflower with its petals closed. I remember one
particularly terrible occasion when a boy called Philip left me standing in the middle of the dance
floor after the music stopped, and I could hear everyone else moving away. I felt a sense of
space opening up around me as the noise of the dancers receded to the edges of the hall. I
pretended to tidy my hair but inside I was panicking until one of my girlfriends came to rescue
me. After that I gave up going to dances because it was such a trial. I had come to hate the
whole business, and that cut me off from the rest of my age group, and meant that I had no
opportunity at all to meet boys. Even when I did meet them, they tended to ignore me, and
naturally I worried a lot that perhaps I would never marry.But if life was harsher than it need have
been because of my stubbornness and pride and my simple refusal to be considered apart from
sighted people, there were compensations in living at home with parents who themselves knew
the difficulties of blindness, and, more important, knew that the best way of dealing with them
was not to give in. I was very fortunate in this. If I could not see to do something, my mother
would teach me how to do it, and that was that. I would then have to get on and do it for myself.
For example, the business of threading a needle. My mother taught me this by such a simple
method, and one, I am sure, that a sighted person wouldn’t dream of showing to someone who
was blind. The method was this: take hold of the needle (the eye end can be found because it is
blunter than the point) and take the piece of thread or cotton, folded double between finger and
thumb. Then push the eye of the needle down between finger and thumb, and eventually the
thread will go through the eye. Success is not necessarily immediate, of course. It might work
first go, or it might take twenty attempts. But finally it always does succeed.I was also taught to
sew by being able to feel things. Sewing on a button, for instance, was easy, and all sorts of
other mechanical actions were made possible for me by my mother teaching me how to use the
sense of touch. ‘Feel,’ she would say. This even came down to feeling where the particles of dirt
were when sweeping the floor, and feeling a second time, and a third, to make sure they had
gone into the dustpan. It was the same with ironing clothes. The creases and folds can be felt.



But, I suppose, had I been a blind child in a sighted family, I would never have been let near an
iron for fear that I would burn myself. In my family, there was no alternative to everyone making
the best of his or her lot, and that is how I was brought up.I once asked my mother if she had had
any idea before I was born that I would not have normal sight and I was appalled when she said
she hadn’t known one way or the other, but was willing to take the risk. Seeing my horror, she
then asked me whether I’d enjoyed my life so far, and whether it had been really worth living in
spite of the problems, and, of course, I had to answer that it had. She had taken a risk but I
realised that she was right and that I still had the opportunity to live a full life in spite of my
blindness – just as the rest of my family had.When my last term at school came up, the decision
about my future loomed large over me. What I really wanted to do was to work with dogs,
because I was mad about them. At weekends I used to work at a local hoarding kennels,
somehow managing to cover up the fact that I could not see properly. One Saturday, I was
exercising a big Alsatian in the field, and he slipped his lead. I had no idea where he had gone
and was immediately gripped by panic. What if he got out and was run over? I frantically waved
his lead and collar and called and called. To my astonishment and utter relief he came back as
good as gold. When I was interviewed by the careers mistress, however, and told her about
wanting to work with dogs, she hardly listened. The idea was dismissed as an impossibility.Her
first question amazed me. ‘Sheila, can you tell me where the North Sea is?’North Sea? Apart
from geography lessons I had been in person to Skegness, which is on the North Sea. But I
could not answer. Moreover, I could not understand the reason for the question.Next I was
asked, ‘Well then, where is Birmingham?’That I knew. And the answer to the next one, ‘Can you
tell me where Edinburgh is?’ After giving the location of Edinburgh, I summoned enough
courage to ask why she wanted to know.‘Well, if you’re going to be a switchboard operator, and
I’m going to recommend you, I must be sure you’ve got a sound knowledge of where various
places are.’I was flabbergasted. Switchboard operator! It was the last job in the world I wanted. I
knew that the choice for someone with my sight was restricted, but in my wildest moments I had
never thought of myself condemned to plugging and unplugging calls for a living. Even so, when
term ended, I found myself on the way to the Government Training Centre at Long Eaton to have
my capabilities as a switchboard operator assessed. Under the eye of an extremely brusque and
strict instructor called Ted I was taught the technique of working a switchboard. Then, with the
Centre’s aid, I got a job with a big dress shop in Nottingham. I could still see enough at this stage
to distinguish the lights on the switchboard, but I loathed every minute of it and, though it was
quite easy to grasp where the various plugs went, how to hold calls, the business of taking
messages and learning extension numbers, the atmosphere in the place was terrible. Yet I stuck
it for a year before moving on to a rather pleasanter firm where the people were more
friendly.Coming home from work one evening I had hardly closed the front door when I heard my
mother call, ‘Is that you Sheila? I’ve got some news.’‘What’s that?’ I said, feeling for the peg to
put my coat on.‘I’ve heard of a job that would just suit you.’ She couldn’t wait to give me all the
details, and, knowing how much she worried about my going out on my own in Nottingham, I



understood why she was so pleased.The job was with a firm called Industrial Pumps. They
wanted a switchboard operator. More to the point, they were not right in the middle of the city
and the journey there was much easier. I rang up the following day and got through to a Mr
Dickson. He didn’t sound very encouraging at first, and my hopes began to fade when he said
they had had so many applicants he did not really think he wanted to interview any more. But
then I told him I was a registered blind person, and his attitude changed immediately.‘Why didn’t
you tell me that before? Come along tonight and I’ll see you. Can you make half-past five?’To my
amazement I got the job on the spot, but only later did I get to know the reason why. Mr Dickson
himself was disabled: one of his legs was shorter than the other and he walked with some
difficulty. In fact, he turned out to be full of understanding, and not only on this occasion. He was
a wonderful man, and someone who would always listen to one’s problems.As the months went
by, my eyes became gradually, almost imperceptibly worse, and by the time I was seventeen I
could not see where I was going, either about the house or in the street. I was now unable to
read print, and had to learn braille. I came to realise how much everyday vocabulary reflects the
predominance of the sighted world. Language is relatively poor in terms for precise description
of sensations other than sight, and so blind people are not able to describe their perceptions
very accurately. The field of reference I had become used to was shrinking. Now not only words,
but ideas of time and space were inexact and arbitrary and not always in line with the notions
that a sighted person would form. To those accustomed to doing it, the placing of a towel on a
rail or a cup on a shelf are automatic. A blind person has to think, ‘Six steps to the door, five
paces down the hall to the bathroom.’ Every distance has to be worked out mentally.It was at this
point – when my range of possibilities was becoming more and more limited, when my future
seemed to be an ever-darkening vacuum – that Emma came into my life and totally changed it. A
new world opened up for me.1A Child ApartI HAD NO idea that I could not see normally until I
was about seven. I lived among vague images and colours that were blurred, as if a gauze was
over them. But I thought that was how everybody else saw the world. My sight gradually became
worse and worse until, by my late teens, I could just about distinguish light from dark, but that
was all. Even in my dreams the people had no faces. They were shapes in a fog. From my
earliest recollection, waking or dreaming, the fog had always been there, and it slowly closed in
until it became impenetrable and even the blurred shapes finally disappeared.I was born in 1946
in Beeston, Nottingham. Both my parents had defective eyesight; and so did my brother
Graham, who is three years older than I. The eye defect is hereditary: congenital cataracts,
which in turn cause retina damage. I inherited this from my father. My mother’s complaint was
different, caused by German measles when she was a child, but neither parent could see much
at all. The picture conjured up of the four of us – none able to see properly, yet all living together
as a family – must be a strange one to a sighted person. Had I been the odd one out, a child with
defective eyesight in a family where everyone could see perfectly, things would almost certainly
have been otherwise. But in my family no one ever talked about blindness, or not being able to
see properly. It was accepted as a fact of life, and no one mentioned it. Perhaps my mother and



father kept up a sort of conspiracy of silence about it for the benefit of Graham and me, and if
that was so, it was wise. What purpose could it have served to tell a boy and a girl that they were
not like other children? We were spared having our confidence knocked out of us in this
way.Only in retrospect do I realise that much of what we took for granted in day-to-day life would
have been considered unusual by other people. At mealtimes, knocking over a sauce bottle
while feeling over the tablecloth for the salt was such a frequent happening that no one said
anything when it occurred.I must have been five or six, I suppose, before I began to think about
why other children didn’t run headlong into brick walls, or trip down stairs as frequently as I did.
Falling down and colliding with things had always been so much a part of my life that I accepted
it, and in my earliest years probably imagined myself a bit clumsy. I furnished my own
explanations and excuses. At the same time, it never really bothered me.What eventually
brought home to me the fact that I was a child apart, was seeing my friends watching television.
At home the whole family could not sit down to look at a programme together, because each of
us had to be very close to the screen to see it at all. Suddenly I realised that other people could
sit well away from the set and still see it.My present memory of those very early days, however,
is as hazy as daylight itself used to appear to me at the time. I suppose sighted people have
quite a few vivid recollections of their childhood, but I can’t even remember images of my mother
and father then except in terms of touch and sound. And just as I don’t have any visual memory
of my parents, or at least, nothing that could be conveyed with any significance, I cannot
remember any visual impressions of the house where we lived, which was in a little town called
Sutton-in-Ashfield, near Mansfield. We moved there soon after I was born. As a home I knew it
by the smell of bread baking and pies cooking, and the warmth and sound of a coal fire crackling
and hissing in the grate. But no more.My father was away a great deal, travelling round the
country selling drapery at markets. No doubt his poor sight was a big handicap but he would
never admit it; the only time he would ever discuss the problem was to tell us of the funny things
that happened to him.I remember him coming home one evening after a long train journey and
telling us about going into the railway cafe between trains for a cup of tea. After finding a seat in
the crowds of travellers he spotted what he thought was an ashtray. He leaned forward and
stubbed out his cigarette, but much to the amusement of his fellow passengers, and to his own
embarrassment, the ashtray turned out to be a jam tart.It wasn’t long before my father had to
admit defeat with the markets, owing to the rapid deterioration of his sight. It was a blow that
completely altered our way of life. Yet children in those days did not enjoy the confidence of their
parents the way they do today, and Graham and I were not told exactly what had happened. The
first we knew of a change was that one day we came home from school and my mother asked us
to help her start packing. She said nothing about my father’s sudden failure to be able to earn a
living.‘What’s happening, Mum? Where are we going?’ I asked.‘We’ve bought a shop,’ she said.
‘We’re moving to Nottingham.’Nottingham! This was very exciting to Graham and me – moving to
the big city away from the country town where we had lived for as long as we could
remember.We did not know, as our parents did, that it was to be a step down in life, because our



home was to be in one of the poorest and roughest districts of the city, St Ann’s Well Road. And
what neither Graham nor I realised at the time was that it would be much more difficult for us to
be with new people and new children after the ones we knew and were used to.Instead there
was simply the excitement of moving. The shop was on a corner. My mother, who could see
much better than my father, arranged the drapery stock, marked the prices on tickets and told
my father what they were. We were used to him being on the road for long periods of time, but
now he was always at home and had more time to spend with us.Father could not help very
much in the shop and – a tremendous blow to his pride – he finally had to give in to the blind way
of life and make brushes at the Midland Institute for the Blind. Luckily brush-making didn’t last
long, for soon after starting at the Institute my father picked up a guitar for the first time. He was a
natural from the very beginning, not simply strumming well known folk songs but also writing his
own words and music. And now he earns his living introducing a country and western
programme called Orange Blossom Special on Radio Nottingham. He also travels all over the
British Isles playing in country and western clubs. But there is no fear of the jam tart incident
recurring – he’s given up smoking.Graham and I soon found that the children in the street were
rougher than the ones we had known in Sutton-in-Ashfield. They called me all kinds of names,
but as my mother had always told us to, we ignored them. Probably because of this my brother
and I drew closer together.Graham was terrible at bribing me. I used to ask him to read to me
when we got in bed at night. And he would say, ‘I’ll read you a chapter of Enid Blyton if you’ll play
cricket with me tomorrow.’‘Oh, no, not cricket,’ I would protest. ‘You know I don’t like playing
cricket.’ I was terrified of being hit by the ball, which is very hard. In the end, though, lured by
Enid Blyton and her story of ‘Shadow the Sheepdog’, I would relent and say, ‘All right, I’ll have
one game of cricket with you as long as you promise not to use the hard ball.’ The bargaining
would then go on with Graham maintaining that it was not really cricket if you did not use a
proper cricket ball, and me saying that I would not play unless he used a soft tennis ball. I usually
managed to persuade him to settle for cricket with a soft ball, and he would read me my
chapter.My mother used to play with me a lot too. I had a teddy who had only one eye (ironically,
it may seem) and I remember feeling permanently sorry for him. My mother and I used to play
endless games with him. She took me shopping, and if we went to Woolworths I would always
want to feel the toys there. I could see them as shapes, but I could attach no identity to them
unless I touched them, which was possibly a problem for my mother, because the universal rule
for children in those days was ‘Don’t touch!’ But somehow she must have got the shop
assistants on her side so I could feel the dolls or woolly animals or boxes of bricks. And even to
this day I still do not know any object fully until I have touched it.One incident stands out from my
earliest memories. My mother took me for the day to Skegness, a popular seaside resort for
people from the Nottingham area. I was on a roundabout, happily whirling in my own enclosed
space, and when the ride was over I sat on my painted horse and did not get off. This was
because I was accustomed to my mother coming to find me. I could never find people; instead, I
always waited for them to fetch me.So I remained on the merry-go-round. The next thing I knew, I



was lifted off it by a lady with an upper-class voice. A few minutes later I was in a Lost-and-
Found, terrified and howling the place down. After some time, through my tears, I made out a
figure coming towards me. When the shape got close I knew it was a woman and I thought at
first it was my ‘rescuer’. But then, partly by her scent, I realised it was my mother. ‘Oh, Mum,’ I
said, ‘I thought you were a lady.’ That phrase promptly became part of our private family
language.When I was a bit older I had a little tricycle, though I was never let out of the garden
with it. But when Graham got a proper bike, I desperately wanted one as well. I plagued the life
out of my parents. But, as in everything else, my mother would never say to me straight out, ‘You
can’t have one because you can’t see properly.’ She would invent all sorts of excuses. It was
almost as if she did not want to admit even to herself that my eyesight was not right; it was
something she wished to remain buried, and never revealed. And I think my father was silent
because he was disappointed that I had inherited his eye defect. I suppose that when I was
born, he had hoped against hope that my eyes might be normal. But I had followed the family
pattern, and I think that in a way he retreated into himself because of it, and paid less attention to
me as a result. Knowing his own difficulties, he realised that things would not be any easier for
me.Yet all this simply added up to the fact, as far as I was concerned, that my brother was able
to have a bike and I was not, and I didn’t understand why. So, one day, I ‘borrowed’ my brother’s
shiny new Hercules. How I got on and rode it, and what followed, makes me shudder to
remember even to this day. But I took the bike and wheeled it out of the gate into the road. There
I rode it after a fashion without even realising that traffic kept to the left-hand side of the road. It
had never struck me that cars and other vehicles kept to a specific lane. But somehow,
miraculously, nothing hit me, and not knowing how to stop going down a slight hill, I turned off
the road, went up the kerb and into a wall.I had no idea what to do. The front wheel was flat, and
the lamp bracket bent. My heart pounding, I left the bicycle where it lay and unsteadily found my
way back home, where I hid upstairs for what seemed like hours.Presently I heard voices from
the kitchen. It was Graham, on the verge of tears, saying to my mother: ‘Mum, my bike’s gone.
Somebody’s stolen it!’ Then my mother, sounding overwrought and worried: ‘I haven’t time to
think about that. Graham, have you seen our Sheila?’At last I summoned up courage, went
downstairs and told all. I cannot remember what my mother said, but she sounded relieved to
know I was safe, and did not seem to care about the bicycle. But Graham was sobbing and went
out immediately to recover his bike.Then my father came in, and my mother told him the terrible
saga. He, too, was aghast rather than angry. ‘Sheila,’ he said, ‘whatever possessed you? You
might have been killed.’ Then there was a silence, and I wondered what was coming next. At last
he spoke. ‘It’s going to take your pocket money for a long time,’ he said, ‘to get that bike repaired
…’It might be wondered why there were no attempts then to have my eyes operated on. The
answer is that the state of eye surgery in those days was not as advanced as it is today, and my
family had not been well served by the methods that were then available. My father had had a
series of unsuccessful operations. My brother Graham had returned from hospital having entirely
lost the use of one eye as a result of surgery (although his remaining eye was better than both of



mine put together). In turn, I had had an operation; but this was not a success, and my parents,
particularly with Graham’s experience in mind, decided against any further attempts.By the time
I was five, the question of my education arose. I was a registered blind person and the education
authorities were adamant that I should be sent away to a special school. My parents were very
strongly against such a move. The attitude in schools for the blind when my father had attended
one as a boy was that however much or little sight the child had, he or she had to be taught the
blind way. That is, in braille. My father was not encouraged to make use of his existing sight.
Things, I am very glad to say, have completely changed since then, and any child with the least
bit of residual vision is encouraged to develop its use in such schools today. When my mother
met my father, he could only read braille and it was she who had to teach him to read visually
with the use of large print. My father, who had himself gone to a special school, had led a
sheltered childhood and found it difficult later to integrate into a sighted world.The Nottingham
Education Authorities, however, had their own ideas. At first they tried persuasion, then a touch
of heavy-handedness, and finally they threatened legal action if I were not ‘voluntarily’ sent away
to a school for the blind. To this, my mother’s reply was, ‘Well, if I can get Sheila accepted at an
ordinary primary school, then she will be receiving education, and that will be that. There’ll be
nothing you can do about it.’ That did not go down well at all, but then we had quite a stroke of
luck. It turned out that the headmaster of the local junior school that my mother approached was
blind in one eye. He therefore had some understanding of the problem, but over and above that,
he had compassion. He agreed to accept me, and to see how I got on. I have never stopped
thanking my stars for this decision, which made such a difference to my life.So I started at
Bluebell Hill Junior School, and I remember little about it, except that it was old, noisy and
overcrowded. What I do recall is how terrified I was at the swarms of children in the playground.
They all seemed to be running everywhere and screaming at the same time. It was very
frightening, like a sudden access to an unexpected, mad world, and at playtime I used to sit on
the wall and keep out of the way, listening to the banshee noise, and at the edge of my vision
seeing endless wild moving shapes. I was a small girl in a blue velvet dress who imagined
herself to be one with the rest of the school, but in reality was not.When I was eleven, I moved to
Pierrepont Secondary Modern. By this time I used to go to school on my own, and the walk there
was a bit like facing a ‘Wall of Death’ ride every day of my life. Apart from knowing I would
stumble over odd objects such as milk crates left outside terrace doors, and even the steps of
houses, there was also at the end of the road a crowd of boys who sometimes used to wait for
me and jeer as I went by, the most complimentary of their names for me being ‘Boss-eyes’. I can
hear them now, ‘Look at ’er … Boss-eyes …’ But, strangely, these lads had a mongrel dog who
took to me, and I to him. I used to pat and make a fuss of him, and sometimes he would walk to
school with me. I think this was when I began to get the idea that in some cases animals are
kinder than, and preferable to, human beings.Needless to say, there were difficulties at school.
The attitude was, ‘Either you get on without any major additional help from us, or you really will
have to be sent away to a special school.’One of the big problems I had was not being able to



see the blackboard, even if I sat in the front row. On one particular day which sticks vividly in my
memory, our English mistress, Miss Pell, gave me permission to come out and look at the board
more closely. What was written was a long piece on grammar, which was very hard to take in
anyway, so I had to read it a line at a time, try to remember the line, then go back to my desk to
write down what I’d seen. The trouble was the class got more and more fidgety and exasperated,
because every time I went out to the board I blocked off whole bits of the entire exercise that
everyone else was writing straight down from their desks. Fairly soon the classroom was full of
cross little requests: ‘I’m doing that bit, Miss, can’t you move her?’ ‘She’s in the way, Miss.’ ‘Miss,
she’s in the light.’ Miss Pell was very good. She told them, ‘Well, you’ll just have to wait a
moment.’ But the tension was building up, and after about three trips to the blackboard I gave up,
and heard frustrated protests give way to sighs of relief. The silence was broken only by pens
scratching while I sat back at my desk vowing I’d rather be illiterate than go through that again.
The only compensation was that I was beginning to develop a very well-trained memory.Yet for
every teacher or pupil who had no consideration or proper understanding, there were as many
who did, and these have very much remained in my mind. I remember a geography master who
realised that I could not see the very small print and various signs and symbols on the maps and
diagrams. When it dawned on him what was happening, or rather what was not happening, he
offered to coach me after school. It was thoughtful and kind of him, and the dividend for us both
came in the exams at the end of the year when I came second in geography.So, given the
chance, I was able to keep up with the rest, and the question never seriously arose of my having
to leave and go to a school for the blind – even though my sight was becoming worse and worse.
I managed to stay in the better streams, and most of my exam results were good, particularly in
subjects where the teaching was to a large extent by word of mouth and I could rely on my
memory. I did especially well in history and in science, where we had to do our own elementary
experiments. I had little difficulty in remembering the terms of the Magna Carta, and the names
of Henry’s wives; nor, oddly enough, did I have any trouble manipulating a Bunsen burner. But
with such subjects as geography, unless I had a teacher willing to give extra help, I was no good.
At maths I was quite useless – my skill ran out on the threshold of long division. This was
because I could not follow immediately the step-by-step instruction that was done with the aid of
the board. The problems I had with decimal points can only be imagined.When the time came
round for the school’s Parents’ Day, Miss Thompson, our science teacher, decided that the
pupils would dissect flowers and then place the various parts on paper, labelling them
appropriately. This was something we had been doing in biology and which, because of its
intricate nature, I had not been very good at. A very considerate teacher, Miss Thompson came
to me and said, ‘Sheila, I know you won’t find it easy to do this. Would you like me to find you
something else as a Parents’ Day activity?’‘Yes, please,’ I said immediately. I had no wish to sit
on the sidelines while the other students dissected their flowers and have parents look at me
and think, ‘Oh, that must be the girl who can’t see much.’Unfortunately, I didn’t think what Miss
Thompson came up with was a very good idea. On the day of the class she said, ‘I’ve got



something for you to do, and you’ve got a table at the back all to yourself.’ I went over to the table
with her and she announced, ‘There you are. There are some empty jam jars. I want you to fill
them with varying amounts of water, and then you can hit them with your pencil or pen and show
what different tones and noises they make.’I was appalled. If anything would make me stand out
from the rest, this would be it. ‘Oh, Miss,’ I said, ‘can’t you find me anything different to do?
Couldn’t I clean out the hamsters’ cages?’She appeared a little put out and replied: ‘I’ve given
this a lot of thought, Sheila. I thought it would be something you would really like to do. It’s
something you can do. You can hear it, and you can feel the water.’‘Yes, Miss, but it seems so
childish, especially when everybody else is doing something really important.’But I suppose she
was very proud of the idea and she would not let me do anything else. So I had to fill the jars and
hit them to make noises. All the while I could feel the eyes of the parents burning into me with
pity I did not want.I made friends at school, but not as readily as other children, mainly because I
could not play the games. I used to try and join in, but could never keep up with the others.
Although I was quite useless at tennis, I was always put down for it, and though I made the effort
– standing there on the court in a vague sea of green dotted with moving white shapes, waving
my racket around, hoping desperately that it would connect with the ball when it came over the
net – I cannot remember much, if any, success. There was a striking lack of volunteers to be my
partner, and I usually found myself with someone who did not like the game anyway. But I don’t
suppose any of this has proved a serious loss to Wimbledon!Out of school, too, life was
complicated. I had friends but, like me, they were in their teens, and at that age few are ready to
respond to the needs of a blind friend who has to be looked after, and taken around. When they
were going out in the evening, perhaps to the Nottingham Palais in Parliament Street, or to
Jepson’s, another dance hall which used to be in Hockley, I would want to go with them; but if I
did go, it would mean that I had to do everything they wanted to do, and go everywhere they
wanted to go. The sense of restriction was overwhelming, but there was no choice, because I
would not go out on my own. When I went to dances I’d sit absolutely petrified in case a boy
asked me to dance. I was so scared I would make mistakes or would not be able to follow what
he was doing. On the other hand, when nobody came and asked me to dance, I was still on the
edge of the chair with anxiety because, left on my own, I could not see enough, beyond a blurred
sensation of light and colour and shapes moving to the music, to see where the dancers were.
My constant thoughts were: ‘What if they go off with their boyfriends and leave me here?’
Alternating with: ‘No one’s asking me to dance because they can see I’m blind.’ I was very mixed-
up always, and confused, and often felt like a wallflower with its petals closed. I remember one
particularly terrible occasion when a boy called Philip left me standing in the middle of the dance
floor after the music stopped, and I could hear everyone else moving away. I felt a sense of
space opening up around me as the noise of the dancers receded to the edges of the hall. I
pretended to tidy my hair but inside I was panicking until one of my girlfriends came to rescue
me. After that I gave up going to dances because it was such a trial. I had come to hate the
whole business, and that cut me off from the rest of my age group, and meant that I had no



opportunity at all to meet boys. Even when I did meet them, they tended to ignore me, and
naturally I worried a lot that perhaps I would never marry.But if life was harsher than it need have
been because of my stubbornness and pride and my simple refusal to be considered apart from
sighted people, there were compensations in living at home with parents who themselves knew
the difficulties of blindness, and, more important, knew that the best way of dealing with them
was not to give in. I was very fortunate in this. If I could not see to do something, my mother
would teach me how to do it, and that was that. I would then have to get on and do it for myself.
For example, the business of threading a needle. My mother taught me this by such a simple
method, and one, I am sure, that a sighted person wouldn’t dream of showing to someone who
was blind. The method was this: take hold of the needle (the eye end can be found because it is
blunter than the point) and take the piece of thread or cotton, folded double between finger and
thumb. Then push the eye of the needle down between finger and thumb, and eventually the
thread will go through the eye. Success is not necessarily immediate, of course. It might work
first go, or it might take twenty attempts. But finally it always does succeed.I was also taught to
sew by being able to feel things. Sewing on a button, for instance, was easy, and all sorts of
other mechanical actions were made possible for me by my mother teaching me how to use the
sense of touch. ‘Feel,’ she would say. This even came down to feeling where the particles of dirt
were when sweeping the floor, and feeling a second time, and a third, to make sure they had
gone into the dustpan. It was the same with ironing clothes. The creases and folds can be felt.
But, I suppose, had I been a blind child in a sighted family, I would never have been let near an
iron for fear that I would burn myself. In my family, there was no alternative to everyone making
the best of his or her lot, and that is how I was brought up.I once asked my mother if she had had
any idea before I was born that I would not have normal sight and I was appalled when she said
she hadn’t known one way or the other, but was willing to take the risk. Seeing my horror, she
then asked me whether I’d enjoyed my life so far, and whether it had been really worth living in
spite of the problems, and, of course, I had to answer that it had. She had taken a risk but I
realised that she was right and that I still had the opportunity to live a full life in spite of my
blindness – just as the rest of my family had.When my last term at school came up, the decision
about my future loomed large over me. What I really wanted to do was to work with dogs,
because I was mad about them. At weekends I used to work at a local hoarding kennels,
somehow managing to cover up the fact that I could not see properly. One Saturday, I was
exercising a big Alsatian in the field, and he slipped his lead. I had no idea where he had gone
and was immediately gripped by panic. What if he got out and was run over? I frantically waved
his lead and collar and called and called. To my astonishment and utter relief he came back as
good as gold. When I was interviewed by the careers mistress, however, and told her about
wanting to work with dogs, she hardly listened. The idea was dismissed as an impossibility.Her
first question amazed me. ‘Sheila, can you tell me where the North Sea is?’North Sea? Apart
from geography lessons I had been in person to Skegness, which is on the North Sea. But I
could not answer. Moreover, I could not understand the reason for the question.Next I was



asked, ‘Well then, where is Birmingham?’That I knew. And the answer to the next one, ‘Can you
tell me where Edinburgh is?’ After giving the location of Edinburgh, I summoned enough
courage to ask why she wanted to know.‘Well, if you’re going to be a switchboard operator, and
I’m going to recommend you, I must be sure you’ve got a sound knowledge of where various
places are.’I was flabbergasted. Switchboard operator! It was the last job in the world I wanted. I
knew that the choice for someone with my sight was restricted, but in my wildest moments I had
never thought of myself condemned to plugging and unplugging calls for a living. Even so, when
term ended, I found myself on the way to the Government Training Centre at Long Eaton to have
my capabilities as a switchboard operator assessed. Under the eye of an extremely brusque and
strict instructor called Ted I was taught the technique of working a switchboard. Then, with the
Centre’s aid, I got a job with a big dress shop in Nottingham. I could still see enough at this stage
to distinguish the lights on the switchboard, but I loathed every minute of it and, though it was
quite easy to grasp where the various plugs went, how to hold calls, the business of taking
messages and learning extension numbers, the atmosphere in the place was terrible. Yet I stuck
it for a year before moving on to a rather pleasanter firm where the people were more
friendly.Coming home from work one evening I had hardly closed the front door when I heard my
mother call, ‘Is that you Sheila? I’ve got some news.’‘What’s that?’ I said, feeling for the peg to
put my coat on.‘I’ve heard of a job that would just suit you.’ She couldn’t wait to give me all the
details, and, knowing how much she worried about my going out on my own in Nottingham, I
understood why she was so pleased.The job was with a firm called Industrial Pumps. They
wanted a switchboard operator. More to the point, they were not right in the middle of the city
and the journey there was much easier. I rang up the following day and got through to a Mr
Dickson. He didn’t sound very encouraging at first, and my hopes began to fade when he said
they had had so many applicants he did not really think he wanted to interview any more. But
then I told him I was a registered blind person, and his attitude changed immediately.‘Why didn’t
you tell me that before? Come along tonight and I’ll see you. Can you make half-past five?’To my
amazement I got the job on the spot, but only later did I get to know the reason why. Mr Dickson
himself was disabled: one of his legs was shorter than the other and he walked with some
difficulty. In fact, he turned out to be full of understanding, and not only on this occasion. He was
a wonderful man, and someone who would always listen to one’s problems.As the months went
by, my eyes became gradually, almost imperceptibly worse, and by the time I was seventeen I
could not see where I was going, either about the house or in the street. I was now unable to
read print, and had to learn braille. I came to realise how much everyday vocabulary reflects the
predominance of the sighted world. Language is relatively poor in terms for precise description
of sensations other than sight, and so blind people are not able to describe their perceptions
very accurately. The field of reference I had become used to was shrinking. Now not only words,
but ideas of time and space were inexact and arbitrary and not always in line with the notions
that a sighted person would form. To those accustomed to doing it, the placing of a towel on a
rail or a cup on a shelf are automatic. A blind person has to think, ‘Six steps to the door, five



paces down the hall to the bathroom.’ Every distance has to be worked out mentally.It was at this
point – when my range of possibilities was becoming more and more limited, when my future
seemed to be an ever-darkening vacuum – that Emma came into my life and totally changed it. A
new world opened up for me.1A Child ApartI HAD NO idea that I could not see normally until I
was about seven. I lived among vague images and colours that were blurred, as if a gauze was
over them. But I thought that was how everybody else saw the world. My sight gradually became
worse and worse until, by my late teens, I could just about distinguish light from dark, but that
was all. Even in my dreams the people had no faces. They were shapes in a fog. From my
earliest recollection, waking or dreaming, the fog had always been there, and it slowly closed in
until it became impenetrable and even the blurred shapes finally disappeared.I was born in 1946
in Beeston, Nottingham. Both my parents had defective eyesight; and so did my brother
Graham, who is three years older than I. The eye defect is hereditary: congenital cataracts,
which in turn cause retina damage. I inherited this from my father. My mother’s complaint was
different, caused by German measles when she was a child, but neither parent could see much
at all. The picture conjured up of the four of us – none able to see properly, yet all living together
as a family – must be a strange one to a sighted person. Had I been the odd one out, a child with
defective eyesight in a family where everyone could see perfectly, things would almost certainly
have been otherwise. But in my family no one ever talked about blindness, or not being able to
see properly. It was accepted as a fact of life, and no one mentioned it. Perhaps my mother and
father kept up a sort of conspiracy of silence about it for the benefit of Graham and me, and if
that was so, it was wise. What purpose could it have served to tell a boy and a girl that they were
not like other children? We were spared having our confidence knocked out of us in this
way.Only in retrospect do I realise that much of what we took for granted in day-to-day life would
have been considered unusual by other people. At mealtimes, knocking over a sauce bottle
while feeling over the tablecloth for the salt was such a frequent happening that no one said
anything when it occurred.I must have been five or six, I suppose, before I began to think about
why other children didn’t run headlong into brick walls, or trip down stairs as frequently as I did.
Falling down and colliding with things had always been so much a part of my life that I accepted
it, and in my earliest years probably imagined myself a bit clumsy. I furnished my own
explanations and excuses. At the same time, it never really bothered me.What eventually
brought home to me the fact that I was a child apart, was seeing my friends watching television.
At home the whole family could not sit down to look at a programme together, because each of
us had to be very close to the screen to see it at all. Suddenly I realised that other people could
sit well away from the set and still see it.My present memory of those very early days, however,
is as hazy as daylight itself used to appear to me at the time. I suppose sighted people have
quite a few vivid recollections of their childhood, but I can’t even remember images of my mother
and father then except in terms of touch and sound. And just as I don’t have any visual memory
of my parents, or at least, nothing that could be conveyed with any significance, I cannot
remember any visual impressions of the house where we lived, which was in a little town called



Sutton-in-Ashfield, near Mansfield. We moved there soon after I was born. As a home I knew it
by the smell of bread baking and pies cooking, and the warmth and sound of a coal fire crackling
and hissing in the grate. But no more.My father was away a great deal, travelling round the
country selling drapery at markets. No doubt his poor sight was a big handicap but he would
never admit it; the only time he would ever discuss the problem was to tell us of the funny things
that happened to him.I remember him coming home one evening after a long train journey and
telling us about going into the railway cafe between trains for a cup of tea. After finding a seat in
the crowds of travellers he spotted what he thought was an ashtray. He leaned forward and
stubbed out his cigarette, but much to the amusement of his fellow passengers, and to his own
embarrassment, the ashtray turned out to be a jam tart.It wasn’t long before my father had to
admit defeat with the markets, owing to the rapid deterioration of his sight. It was a blow that
completely altered our way of life. Yet children in those days did not enjoy the confidence of their
parents the way they do today, and Graham and I were not told exactly what had happened. The
first we knew of a change was that one day we came home from school and my mother asked us
to help her start packing. She said nothing about my father’s sudden failure to be able to earn a
living.‘What’s happening, Mum? Where are we going?’ I asked.‘We’ve bought a shop,’ she said.
‘We’re moving to Nottingham.’Nottingham! This was very exciting to Graham and me – moving to
the big city away from the country town where we had lived for as long as we could
remember.We did not know, as our parents did, that it was to be a step down in life, because our
home was to be in one of the poorest and roughest districts of the city, St Ann’s Well Road. And
what neither Graham nor I realised at the time was that it would be much more difficult for us to
be with new people and new children after the ones we knew and were used to.Instead there
was simply the excitement of moving. The shop was on a corner. My mother, who could see
much better than my father, arranged the drapery stock, marked the prices on tickets and told
my father what they were. We were used to him being on the road for long periods of time, but
now he was always at home and had more time to spend with us.Father could not help very
much in the shop and – a tremendous blow to his pride – he finally had to give in to the blind way
of life and make brushes at the Midland Institute for the Blind. Luckily brush-making didn’t last
long, for soon after starting at the Institute my father picked up a guitar for the first time. He was a
natural from the very beginning, not simply strumming well known folk songs but also writing his
own words and music. And now he earns his living introducing a country and western
programme called Orange Blossom Special on Radio Nottingham. He also travels all over the
British Isles playing in country and western clubs. But there is no fear of the jam tart incident
recurring – he’s given up smoking.Graham and I soon found that the children in the street were
rougher than the ones we had known in Sutton-in-Ashfield. They called me all kinds of names,
but as my mother had always told us to, we ignored them. Probably because of this my brother
and I drew closer together.Graham was terrible at bribing me. I used to ask him to read to me
when we got in bed at night. And he would say, ‘I’ll read you a chapter of Enid Blyton if you’ll play
cricket with me tomorrow.’‘Oh, no, not cricket,’ I would protest. ‘You know I don’t like playing



cricket.’ I was terrified of being hit by the ball, which is very hard. In the end, though, lured by
Enid Blyton and her story of ‘Shadow the Sheepdog’, I would relent and say, ‘All right, I’ll have
one game of cricket with you as long as you promise not to use the hard ball.’ The bargaining
would then go on with Graham maintaining that it was not really cricket if you did not use a
proper cricket ball, and me saying that I would not play unless he used a soft tennis ball. I usually
managed to persuade him to settle for cricket with a soft ball, and he would read me my
chapter.My mother used to play with me a lot too. I had a teddy who had only one eye (ironically,
it may seem) and I remember feeling permanently sorry for him. My mother and I used to play
endless games with him. She took me shopping, and if we went to Woolworths I would always
want to feel the toys there. I could see them as shapes, but I could attach no identity to them
unless I touched them, which was possibly a problem for my mother, because the universal rule
for children in those days was ‘Don’t touch!’ But somehow she must have got the shop
assistants on her side so I could feel the dolls or woolly animals or boxes of bricks. And even to
this day I still do not know any object fully until I have touched it.One incident stands out from my
earliest memories. My mother took me for the day to Skegness, a popular seaside resort for
people from the Nottingham area. I was on a roundabout, happily whirling in my own enclosed
space, and when the ride was over I sat on my painted horse and did not get off. This was
because I was accustomed to my mother coming to find me. I could never find people; instead, I
always waited for them to fetch me.So I remained on the merry-go-round. The next thing I knew, I
was lifted off it by a lady with an upper-class voice. A few minutes later I was in a Lost-and-
Found, terrified and howling the place down. After some time, through my tears, I made out a
figure coming towards me. When the shape got close I knew it was a woman and I thought at
first it was my ‘rescuer’. But then, partly by her scent, I realised it was my mother. ‘Oh, Mum,’ I
said, ‘I thought you were a lady.’ That phrase promptly became part of our private family
language.When I was a bit older I had a little tricycle, though I was never let out of the garden
with it. But when Graham got a proper bike, I desperately wanted one as well. I plagued the life
out of my parents. But, as in everything else, my mother would never say to me straight out, ‘You
can’t have one because you can’t see properly.’ She would invent all sorts of excuses. It was
almost as if she did not want to admit even to herself that my eyesight was not right; it was
something she wished to remain buried, and never revealed. And I think my father was silent
because he was disappointed that I had inherited his eye defect. I suppose that when I was
born, he had hoped against hope that my eyes might be normal. But I had followed the family
pattern, and I think that in a way he retreated into himself because of it, and paid less attention to
me as a result. Knowing his own difficulties, he realised that things would not be any easier for
me.Yet all this simply added up to the fact, as far as I was concerned, that my brother was able
to have a bike and I was not, and I didn’t understand why. So, one day, I ‘borrowed’ my brother’s
shiny new Hercules. How I got on and rode it, and what followed, makes me shudder to
remember even to this day. But I took the bike and wheeled it out of the gate into the road. There
I rode it after a fashion without even realising that traffic kept to the left-hand side of the road. It



had never struck me that cars and other vehicles kept to a specific lane. But somehow,
miraculously, nothing hit me, and not knowing how to stop going down a slight hill, I turned off
the road, went up the kerb and into a wall.I had no idea what to do. The front wheel was flat, and
the lamp bracket bent. My heart pounding, I left the bicycle where it lay and unsteadily found my
way back home, where I hid upstairs for what seemed like hours.Presently I heard voices from
the kitchen. It was Graham, on the verge of tears, saying to my mother: ‘Mum, my bike’s gone.
Somebody’s stolen it!’ Then my mother, sounding overwrought and worried: ‘I haven’t time to
think about that. Graham, have you seen our Sheila?’At last I summoned up courage, went
downstairs and told all. I cannot remember what my mother said, but she sounded relieved to
know I was safe, and did not seem to care about the bicycle. But Graham was sobbing and went
out immediately to recover his bike.Then my father came in, and my mother told him the terrible
saga. He, too, was aghast rather than angry. ‘Sheila,’ he said, ‘whatever possessed you? You
might have been killed.’ Then there was a silence, and I wondered what was coming next. At last
he spoke. ‘It’s going to take your pocket money for a long time,’ he said, ‘to get that bike repaired
…’It might be wondered why there were no attempts then to have my eyes operated on. The
answer is that the state of eye surgery in those days was not as advanced as it is today, and my
family had not been well served by the methods that were then available. My father had had a
series of unsuccessful operations. My brother Graham had returned from hospital having entirely
lost the use of one eye as a result of surgery (although his remaining eye was better than both of
mine put together). In turn, I had had an operation; but this was not a success, and my parents,
particularly with Graham’s experience in mind, decided against any further attempts.By the time
I was five, the question of my education arose. I was a registered blind person and the education
authorities were adamant that I should be sent away to a special school. My parents were very
strongly against such a move. The attitude in schools for the blind when my father had attended
one as a boy was that however much or little sight the child had, he or she had to be taught the
blind way. That is, in braille. My father was not encouraged to make use of his existing sight.
Things, I am very glad to say, have completely changed since then, and any child with the least
bit of residual vision is encouraged to develop its use in such schools today. When my mother
met my father, he could only read braille and it was she who had to teach him to read visually
with the use of large print. My father, who had himself gone to a special school, had led a
sheltered childhood and found it difficult later to integrate into a sighted world.The Nottingham
Education Authorities, however, had their own ideas. At first they tried persuasion, then a touch
of heavy-handedness, and finally they threatened legal action if I were not ‘voluntarily’ sent away
to a school for the blind. To this, my mother’s reply was, ‘Well, if I can get Sheila accepted at an
ordinary primary school, then she will be receiving education, and that will be that. There’ll be
nothing you can do about it.’ That did not go down well at all, but then we had quite a stroke of
luck. It turned out that the headmaster of the local junior school that my mother approached was
blind in one eye. He therefore had some understanding of the problem, but over and above that,
he had compassion. He agreed to accept me, and to see how I got on. I have never stopped



thanking my stars for this decision, which made such a difference to my life.So I started at
Bluebell Hill Junior School, and I remember little about it, except that it was old, noisy and
overcrowded. What I do recall is how terrified I was at the swarms of children in the playground.
They all seemed to be running everywhere and screaming at the same time. It was very
frightening, like a sudden access to an unexpected, mad world, and at playtime I used to sit on
the wall and keep out of the way, listening to the banshee noise, and at the edge of my vision
seeing endless wild moving shapes. I was a small girl in a blue velvet dress who imagined
herself to be one with the rest of the school, but in reality was not.When I was eleven, I moved to
Pierrepont Secondary Modern. By this time I used to go to school on my own, and the walk there
was a bit like facing a ‘Wall of Death’ ride every day of my life. Apart from knowing I would
stumble over odd objects such as milk crates left outside terrace doors, and even the steps of
houses, there was also at the end of the road a crowd of boys who sometimes used to wait for
me and jeer as I went by, the most complimentary of their names for me being ‘Boss-eyes’. I can
hear them now, ‘Look at ’er … Boss-eyes …’ But, strangely, these lads had a mongrel dog who
took to me, and I to him. I used to pat and make a fuss of him, and sometimes he would walk to
school with me. I think this was when I began to get the idea that in some cases animals are
kinder than, and preferable to, human beings.Needless to say, there were difficulties at school.
The attitude was, ‘Either you get on without any major additional help from us, or you really will
have to be sent away to a special school.’One of the big problems I had was not being able to
see the blackboard, even if I sat in the front row. On one particular day which sticks vividly in my
memory, our English mistress, Miss Pell, gave me permission to come out and look at the board
more closely. What was written was a long piece on grammar, which was very hard to take in
anyway, so I had to read it a line at a time, try to remember the line, then go back to my desk to
write down what I’d seen. The trouble was the class got more and more fidgety and exasperated,
because every time I went out to the board I blocked off whole bits of the entire exercise that
everyone else was writing straight down from their desks. Fairly soon the classroom was full of
cross little requests: ‘I’m doing that bit, Miss, can’t you move her?’ ‘She’s in the way, Miss.’ ‘Miss,
she’s in the light.’ Miss Pell was very good. She told them, ‘Well, you’ll just have to wait a
moment.’ But the tension was building up, and after about three trips to the blackboard I gave up,
and heard frustrated protests give way to sighs of relief. The silence was broken only by pens
scratching while I sat back at my desk vowing I’d rather be illiterate than go through that again.
The only compensation was that I was beginning to develop a very well-trained memory.Yet for
every teacher or pupil who had no consideration or proper understanding, there were as many
who did, and these have very much remained in my mind. I remember a geography master who
realised that I could not see the very small print and various signs and symbols on the maps and
diagrams. When it dawned on him what was happening, or rather what was not happening, he
offered to coach me after school. It was thoughtful and kind of him, and the dividend for us both
came in the exams at the end of the year when I came second in geography.So, given the
chance, I was able to keep up with the rest, and the question never seriously arose of my having



to leave and go to a school for the blind – even though my sight was becoming worse and worse.
I managed to stay in the better streams, and most of my exam results were good, particularly in
subjects where the teaching was to a large extent by word of mouth and I could rely on my
memory. I did especially well in history and in science, where we had to do our own elementary
experiments. I had little difficulty in remembering the terms of the Magna Carta, and the names
of Henry’s wives; nor, oddly enough, did I have any trouble manipulating a Bunsen burner. But
with such subjects as geography, unless I had a teacher willing to give extra help, I was no good.
At maths I was quite useless – my skill ran out on the threshold of long division. This was
because I could not follow immediately the step-by-step instruction that was done with the aid of
the board. The problems I had with decimal points can only be imagined.When the time came
round for the school’s Parents’ Day, Miss Thompson, our science teacher, decided that the
pupils would dissect flowers and then place the various parts on paper, labelling them
appropriately. This was something we had been doing in biology and which, because of its
intricate nature, I had not been very good at. A very considerate teacher, Miss Thompson came
to me and said, ‘Sheila, I know you won’t find it easy to do this. Would you like me to find you
something else as a Parents’ Day activity?’‘Yes, please,’ I said immediately. I had no wish to sit
on the sidelines while the other students dissected their flowers and have parents look at me
and think, ‘Oh, that must be the girl who can’t see much.’Unfortunately, I didn’t think what Miss
Thompson came up with was a very good idea. On the day of the class she said, ‘I’ve got
something for you to do, and you’ve got a table at the back all to yourself.’ I went over to the table
with her and she announced, ‘There you are. There are some empty jam jars. I want you to fill
them with varying amounts of water, and then you can hit them with your pencil or pen and show
what different tones and noises they make.’I was appalled. If anything would make me stand out
from the rest, this would be it. ‘Oh, Miss,’ I said, ‘can’t you find me anything different to do?
Couldn’t I clean out the hamsters’ cages?’She appeared a little put out and replied: ‘I’ve given
this a lot of thought, Sheila. I thought it would be something you would really like to do. It’s
something you can do. You can hear it, and you can feel the water.’‘Yes, Miss, but it seems so
childish, especially when everybody else is doing something really important.’But I suppose she
was very proud of the idea and she would not let me do anything else. So I had to fill the jars and
hit them to make noises. All the while I could feel the eyes of the parents burning into me with
pity I did not want.I made friends at school, but not as readily as other children, mainly because I
could not play the games. I used to try and join in, but could never keep up with the others.
Although I was quite useless at tennis, I was always put down for it, and though I made the effort
– standing there on the court in a vague sea of green dotted with moving white shapes, waving
my racket around, hoping desperately that it would connect with the ball when it came over the
net – I cannot remember much, if any, success. There was a striking lack of volunteers to be my
partner, and I usually found myself with someone who did not like the game anyway. But I don’t
suppose any of this has proved a serious loss to Wimbledon!Out of school, too, life was
complicated. I had friends but, like me, they were in their teens, and at that age few are ready to



respond to the needs of a blind friend who has to be looked after, and taken around. When they
were going out in the evening, perhaps to the Nottingham Palais in Parliament Street, or to
Jepson’s, another dance hall which used to be in Hockley, I would want to go with them; but if I
did go, it would mean that I had to do everything they wanted to do, and go everywhere they
wanted to go. The sense of restriction was overwhelming, but there was no choice, because I
would not go out on my own. When I went to dances I’d sit absolutely petrified in case a boy
asked me to dance. I was so scared I would make mistakes or would not be able to follow what
he was doing. On the other hand, when nobody came and asked me to dance, I was still on the
edge of the chair with anxiety because, left on my own, I could not see enough, beyond a blurred
sensation of light and colour and shapes moving to the music, to see where the dancers were.
My constant thoughts were: ‘What if they go off with their boyfriends and leave me here?’
Alternating with: ‘No one’s asking me to dance because they can see I’m blind.’ I was very mixed-
up always, and confused, and often felt like a wallflower with its petals closed. I remember one
particularly terrible occasion when a boy called Philip left me standing in the middle of the dance
floor after the music stopped, and I could hear everyone else moving away. I felt a sense of
space opening up around me as the noise of the dancers receded to the edges of the hall. I
pretended to tidy my hair but inside I was panicking until one of my girlfriends came to rescue
me. After that I gave up going to dances because it was such a trial. I had come to hate the
whole business, and that cut me off from the rest of my age group, and meant that I had no
opportunity at all to meet boys. Even when I did meet them, they tended to ignore me, and
naturally I worried a lot that perhaps I would never marry.But if life was harsher than it need have
been because of my stubbornness and pride and my simple refusal to be considered apart from
sighted people, there were compensations in living at home with parents who themselves knew
the difficulties of blindness, and, more important, knew that the best way of dealing with them
was not to give in. I was very fortunate in this. If I could not see to do something, my mother
would teach me how to do it, and that was that. I would then have to get on and do it for myself.
For example, the business of threading a needle. My mother taught me this by such a simple
method, and one, I am sure, that a sighted person wouldn’t dream of showing to someone who
was blind. The method was this: take hold of the needle (the eye end can be found because it is
blunter than the point) and take the piece of thread or cotton, folded double between finger and
thumb. Then push the eye of the needle down between finger and thumb, and eventually the
thread will go through the eye. Success is not necessarily immediate, of course. It might work
first go, or it might take twenty attempts. But finally it always does succeed.I was also taught to
sew by being able to feel things. Sewing on a button, for instance, was easy, and all sorts of
other mechanical actions were made possible for me by my mother teaching me how to use the
sense of touch. ‘Feel,’ she would say. This even came down to feeling where the particles of dirt
were when sweeping the floor, and feeling a second time, and a third, to make sure they had
gone into the dustpan. It was the same with ironing clothes. The creases and folds can be felt.
But, I suppose, had I been a blind child in a sighted family, I would never have been let near an



iron for fear that I would burn myself. In my family, there was no alternative to everyone making
the best of his or her lot, and that is how I was brought up.I once asked my mother if she had had
any idea before I was born that I would not have normal sight and I was appalled when she said
she hadn’t known one way or the other, but was willing to take the risk. Seeing my horror, she
then asked me whether I’d enjoyed my life so far, and whether it had been really worth living in
spite of the problems, and, of course, I had to answer that it had. She had taken a risk but I
realised that she was right and that I still had the opportunity to live a full life in spite of my
blindness – just as the rest of my family had.When my last term at school came up, the decision
about my future loomed large over me. What I really wanted to do was to work with dogs,
because I was mad about them. At weekends I used to work at a local hoarding kennels,
somehow managing to cover up the fact that I could not see properly. One Saturday, I was
exercising a big Alsatian in the field, and he slipped his lead. I had no idea where he had gone
and was immediately gripped by panic. What if he got out and was run over? I frantically waved
his lead and collar and called and called. To my astonishment and utter relief he came back as
good as gold. When I was interviewed by the careers mistress, however, and told her about
wanting to work with dogs, she hardly listened. The idea was dismissed as an impossibility.Her
first question amazed me. ‘Sheila, can you tell me where the North Sea is?’North Sea? Apart
from geography lessons I had been in person to Skegness, which is on the North Sea. But I
could not answer. Moreover, I could not understand the reason for the question.Next I was
asked, ‘Well then, where is Birmingham?’That I knew. And the answer to the next one, ‘Can you
tell me where Edinburgh is?’ After giving the location of Edinburgh, I summoned enough
courage to ask why she wanted to know.‘Well, if you’re going to be a switchboard operator, and
I’m going to recommend you, I must be sure you’ve got a sound knowledge of where various
places are.’I was flabbergasted. Switchboard operator! It was the last job in the world I wanted. I
knew that the choice for someone with my sight was restricted, but in my wildest moments I had
never thought of myself condemned to plugging and unplugging calls for a living. Even so, when
term ended, I found myself on the way to the Government Training Centre at Long Eaton to have
my capabilities as a switchboard operator assessed. Under the eye of an extremely brusque and
strict instructor called Ted I was taught the technique of working a switchboard. Then, with the
Centre’s aid, I got a job with a big dress shop in Nottingham. I could still see enough at this stage
to distinguish the lights on the switchboard, but I loathed every minute of it and, though it was
quite easy to grasp where the various plugs went, how to hold calls, the business of taking
messages and learning extension numbers, the atmosphere in the place was terrible. Yet I stuck
it for a year before moving on to a rather pleasanter firm where the people were more
friendly.Coming home from work one evening I had hardly closed the front door when I heard my
mother call, ‘Is that you Sheila? I’ve got some news.’‘What’s that?’ I said, feeling for the peg to
put my coat on.‘I’ve heard of a job that would just suit you.’ She couldn’t wait to give me all the
details, and, knowing how much she worried about my going out on my own in Nottingham, I
understood why she was so pleased.The job was with a firm called Industrial Pumps. They



wanted a switchboard operator. More to the point, they were not right in the middle of the city
and the journey there was much easier. I rang up the following day and got through to a Mr
Dickson. He didn’t sound very encouraging at first, and my hopes began to fade when he said
they had had so many applicants he did not really think he wanted to interview any more. But
then I told him I was a registered blind person, and his attitude changed immediately.‘Why didn’t
you tell me that before? Come along tonight and I’ll see you. Can you make half-past five?’To my
amazement I got the job on the spot, but only later did I get to know the reason why. Mr Dickson
himself was disabled: one of his legs was shorter than the other and he walked with some
difficulty. In fact, he turned out to be full of understanding, and not only on this occasion. He was
a wonderful man, and someone who would always listen to one’s problems.As the months went
by, my eyes became gradually, almost imperceptibly worse, and by the time I was seventeen I
could not see where I was going, either about the house or in the street. I was now unable to
read print, and had to learn braille. I came to realise how much everyday vocabulary reflects the
predominance of the sighted world. Language is relatively poor in terms for precise description
of sensations other than sight, and so blind people are not able to describe their perceptions
very accurately. The field of reference I had become used to was shrinking. Now not only words,
but ideas of time and space were inexact and arbitrary and not always in line with the notions
that a sighted person would form. To those accustomed to doing it, the placing of a towel on a
rail or a cup on a shelf are automatic. A blind person has to think, ‘Six steps to the door, five
paces down the hall to the bathroom.’ Every distance has to be worked out mentally.It was at this
point – when my range of possibilities was becoming more and more limited, when my future
seemed to be an ever-darkening vacuum – that Emma came into my life and totally changed it. A
new world opened up for me.2Enter EmmaI WAS, IF the truth be known, ashamed of being
blind. I refused to use a white stick, and hated asking for help. After all, I was a teenage girl, and I
couldn’t bear people to look at me and think I was not like them. Looking back, I must have been
a terrible danger on the roads. Motorists probably had seizures; suddenly coming across me
wandering vaguely through the traffic, they would have to step rapidly on their brakes. Apart from
that, there were all sorts of disasters that used to strike on the way to and from work.On the
evening that made such a difference to my life, I got off the bus just about half-way home where I
had to change buses, and as usual I was walking gingerly along to the right stop. Almost
immediately I bumped into something. ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ I said and stepped forward only to
collide again. When it happened a third time, I realised I had been apologising to a lamp post.
This was just one of the idiotic things that constantly happened to me, and I had long since
learned to put up with them or even to find them faintly amusing. So I carried on and found the
bus stop, which was a request stop. No one else was there and I had to go through the scary
business of trying to estimate when the bus had arrived. Generally in this situation, because I
loathed showing I was blind by asking for help, I tried to guess at the sound. Sometimes I would
stop a petrol tanker or a big lorry and as it drew away would stand there feeling stupid, and in the
end usually managed to swallow my pride and ask someone at the stop for help.But on this



particular evening no one joined me at the stop; it was as if everyone in Nottingham had
suddenly decided not to travel by bus. Of course I heard plenty of buses pass, or thought I did,
but because I had given up hailing them for fear of making a fool of myself I let them all go by. I
stood there alone for half an hour without stopping one, then I gave up. I decided to walk on to
the next stop, hoping there would be people there.I got along the pavement as best I could – and
that is another frightening experience difficult to describe to anyone who has not been blind,
because although you are surrounded by noise you have no coherent mental picture of what is
around you, and are guided only by sounds. The sounds were of traffic, and people’s footsteps,
and sometimes I could tell by the particular quality of the sounds that I was near buildings or
passing an open space. But I had absolutely no visual concept of what the road might be like,
still less what might be on the other side of it – the houses, the shops, the people, and so on: this
might well have been the edge of the world, or another universe for all I knew. Were there
children playing, people gossiping, women buying bread or potatoes; what did they look like,
who were they? I had simply no idea. I walked along in an enclosed grey little world, a box of
sounds – two foot by two foot square – around me.Eventually I reached the next bus stop. But
once again there was nobody there, and no buses stopped. So I went on to the next, and then
the one after that, and the one after that. By this time I was utterly lost, and simply did not know
whether I was waiting at a bus stop or a telegraph post. In the end, I found myself walking about
five miles back to the terminus in the city, because I knew if I got there I would be bound to catch
the right bus. And this is what happened, but I was between two and three hours late getting
home, and felt pretty miserable and out of sorts when I did get there.I am a great believer in Fate.
It has been the greatest single influence on my life, and I feel certain that Fate had decreed that
my home teacher was there when I finally reached home that evening. Home teachers visit the
blind. They come regularly to help, to talk over any problems and to supply various aids such as
braille paper, braille clocks, egg timers that ring, and so on. Mr Brown, who used to visit my
family (since we were all registered as blind people), was quite a feature of life while I was
growing up. He was a nice man, rather like an uncle. Mother used to order wool, which could be
bought more cheaply through him than at a shop. When I was young he used to bring little
presents, and one of these, a doll with separate sets of clothes, I had treasured very much.Mr
Brown had been waiting for me for about an hour. I explained why I was so late, and gave all the
details of my nightmare journey. He immediately asked, ‘Why on earth don’t you have a guide
dog?’They were the nine most important words of my life up to that time. Yet the suggestion was
an astonishing one. The idea of having a guide dog had simply never occurred to me, which is
strange considering my previous attachment to dogs, and my hopes of finding work with them.
Perhaps it was because my sight had gone very gradually, and I had always pretended to myself
that it was not really going at all, and that I could still see if I tried. I did not want to admit to being
blind. In fact, I couldn’t believe Mr Brown when he suggested I should apply for a guide dog. I
imagined then that people had somehow to be very special to qualify for guide dogs, that only a
select few had them, and, as a result I suppose, it had never crossed my mind to consider the



idea at all. But Mr Brown went on, ‘You quite obviously need a guide dog, and you’re just the
right sort of age for one.’I really could not take the idea in. Its impact was tremendous, as if
someone had taken hold of the world and completely reversed its direction. ‘What do I do about
applying?’ I said.He replied very firmly, and in a voice full of encouragement, ‘Well, I’ll tell you. I’ll
get you the forms, and I’ll come down with them, and we’ll fill them in together. I’ll do the writing
for you.’When he’d gone, I sat back and thought about it. I thought of the books I had read about
guide dogs. I realised it would mean I’d never again have to face the kind of terrifying business I
had been through that day, blundering from bus stop to bus stop in anonymous darkness with no
idea where I was. And I’d be able to go out in the evening: I could be independent!A few days
later Mr Brown was back with the forms: sheet after sheet of questions. How tall was I? What did
I do for a living? What sort of house did I live in? What were my hobbies? They even wanted to
know how much I weighed. We sent the forms off, and a reply came from the training centre at
Leamington Spa to say that they would send a guide dog trainer to assess my personality and
match me to a suitable dog. I was excited, but nervous too, because at the back of my mind I
was wondering, ‘What if they find I’m not suitable after all?’ The prospect was heartbreaking.
When the trainer came, he went along with me to see where I worked and what I did. We went
for a walk together so that he could test my walking pace, and see I had no odd characteristics,
such as skips and hops, and so on when I went round corners. He examined the house we lived
in, which had virtually no back garden and no fencing, and said, when I explained we were
hoping to move to a council house, ‘You must have a garden well fenced-off for your dog.’ Lastly,
he told me that there was a waiting list for guide dogs, and it would be about nine months to a
year before I finally had a dog of my own.2Enter EmmaI WAS, IF the truth be known, ashamed of
being blind. I refused to use a white stick, and hated asking for help. After all, I was a teenage
girl, and I couldn’t bear people to look at me and think I was not like them. Looking back, I must
have been a terrible danger on the roads. Motorists probably had seizures; suddenly coming
across me wandering vaguely through the traffic, they would have to step rapidly on their brakes.
Apart from that, there were all sorts of disasters that used to strike on the way to and from
work.On the evening that made such a difference to my life, I got off the bus just about half-way
home where I had to change buses, and as usual I was walking gingerly along to the right stop.
Almost immediately I bumped into something. ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ I said and stepped forward only
to collide again. When it happened a third time, I realised I had been apologising to a lamp post.
This was just one of the idiotic things that constantly happened to me, and I had long since
learned to put up with them or even to find them faintly amusing. So I carried on and found the
bus stop, which was a request stop. No one else was there and I had to go through the scary
business of trying to estimate when the bus had arrived. Generally in this situation, because I
loathed showing I was blind by asking for help, I tried to guess at the sound. Sometimes I would
stop a petrol tanker or a big lorry and as it drew away would stand there feeling stupid, and in the
end usually managed to swallow my pride and ask someone at the stop for help.But on this
particular evening no one joined me at the stop; it was as if everyone in Nottingham had



suddenly decided not to travel by bus. Of course I heard plenty of buses pass, or thought I did,
but because I had given up hailing them for fear of making a fool of myself I let them all go by. I
stood there alone for half an hour without stopping one, then I gave up. I decided to walk on to
the next stop, hoping there would be people there.I got along the pavement as best I could – and
that is another frightening experience difficult to describe to anyone who has not been blind,
because although you are surrounded by noise you have no coherent mental picture of what is
around you, and are guided only by sounds. The sounds were of traffic, and people’s footsteps,
and sometimes I could tell by the particular quality of the sounds that I was near buildings or
passing an open space. But I had absolutely no visual concept of what the road might be like,
still less what might be on the other side of it – the houses, the shops, the people, and so on: this
might well have been the edge of the world, or another universe for all I knew. Were there
children playing, people gossiping, women buying bread or potatoes; what did they look like,
who were they? I had simply no idea. I walked along in an enclosed grey little world, a box of
sounds – two foot by two foot square – around me.Eventually I reached the next bus stop. But
once again there was nobody there, and no buses stopped. So I went on to the next, and then
the one after that, and the one after that. By this time I was utterly lost, and simply did not know
whether I was waiting at a bus stop or a telegraph post. In the end, I found myself walking about
five miles back to the terminus in the city, because I knew if I got there I would be bound to catch
the right bus. And this is what happened, but I was between two and three hours late getting
home, and felt pretty miserable and out of sorts when I did get there.I am a great believer in Fate.
It has been the greatest single influence on my life, and I feel certain that Fate had decreed that
my home teacher was there when I finally reached home that evening. Home teachers visit the
blind. They come regularly to help, to talk over any problems and to supply various aids such as
braille paper, braille clocks, egg timers that ring, and so on. Mr Brown, who used to visit my
family (since we were all registered as blind people), was quite a feature of life while I was
growing up. He was a nice man, rather like an uncle. Mother used to order wool, which could be
bought more cheaply through him than at a shop. When I was young he used to bring little
presents, and one of these, a doll with separate sets of clothes, I had treasured very much.Mr
Brown had been waiting for me for about an hour. I explained why I was so late, and gave all the
details of my nightmare journey. He immediately asked, ‘Why on earth don’t you have a guide
dog?’They were the nine most important words of my life up to that time. Yet the suggestion was
an astonishing one. The idea of having a guide dog had simply never occurred to me, which is
strange considering my previous attachment to dogs, and my hopes of finding work with them.
Perhaps it was because my sight had gone very gradually, and I had always pretended to myself
that it was not really going at all, and that I could still see if I tried. I did not want to admit to being
blind. In fact, I couldn’t believe Mr Brown when he suggested I should apply for a guide dog. I
imagined then that people had somehow to be very special to qualify for guide dogs, that only a
select few had them, and, as a result I suppose, it had never crossed my mind to consider the
idea at all. But Mr Brown went on, ‘You quite obviously need a guide dog, and you’re just the



right sort of age for one.’I really could not take the idea in. Its impact was tremendous, as if
someone had taken hold of the world and completely reversed its direction. ‘What do I do about
applying?’ I said.He replied very firmly, and in a voice full of encouragement, ‘Well, I’ll tell you. I’ll
get you the forms, and I’ll come down with them, and we’ll fill them in together. I’ll do the writing
for you.’When he’d gone, I sat back and thought about it. I thought of the books I had read about
guide dogs. I realised it would mean I’d never again have to face the kind of terrifying business I
had been through that day, blundering from bus stop to bus stop in anonymous darkness with no
idea where I was. And I’d be able to go out in the evening: I could be independent!A few days
later Mr Brown was back with the forms: sheet after sheet of questions. How tall was I? What did
I do for a living? What sort of house did I live in? What were my hobbies? They even wanted to
know how much I weighed. We sent the forms off, and a reply came from the training centre at
Leamington Spa to say that they would send a guide dog trainer to assess my personality and
match me to a suitable dog. I was excited, but nervous too, because at the back of my mind I
was wondering, ‘What if they find I’m not suitable after all?’ The prospect was heartbreaking.
When the trainer came, he went along with me to see where I worked and what I did. We went
for a walk together so that he could test my walking pace, and see I had no odd characteristics,
such as skips and hops, and so on when I went round corners. He examined the house we lived
in, which had virtually no back garden and no fencing, and said, when I explained we were
hoping to move to a council house, ‘You must have a garden well fenced-off for your dog.’ Lastly,
he told me that there was a waiting list for guide dogs, and it would be about nine months to a
year before I finally had a dog of my own.2Enter EmmaI WAS, IF the truth be known, ashamed of
being blind. I refused to use a white stick, and hated asking for help. After all, I was a teenage
girl, and I couldn’t bear people to look at me and think I was not like them. Looking back, I must
have been a terrible danger on the roads. Motorists probably had seizures; suddenly coming
across me wandering vaguely through the traffic, they would have to step rapidly on their brakes.
Apart from that, there were all sorts of disasters that used to strike on the way to and from
work.On the evening that made such a difference to my life, I got off the bus just about half-way
home where I had to change buses, and as usual I was walking gingerly along to the right stop.
Almost immediately I bumped into something. ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ I said and stepped forward only
to collide again. When it happened a third time, I realised I had been apologising to a lamp post.
This was just one of the idiotic things that constantly happened to me, and I had long since
learned to put up with them or even to find them faintly amusing. So I carried on and found the
bus stop, which was a request stop. No one else was there and I had to go through the scary
business of trying to estimate when the bus had arrived. Generally in this situation, because I
loathed showing I was blind by asking for help, I tried to guess at the sound. Sometimes I would
stop a petrol tanker or a big lorry and as it drew away would stand there feeling stupid, and in the
end usually managed to swallow my pride and ask someone at the stop for help.But on this
particular evening no one joined me at the stop; it was as if everyone in Nottingham had
suddenly decided not to travel by bus. Of course I heard plenty of buses pass, or thought I did,



but because I had given up hailing them for fear of making a fool of myself I let them all go by. I
stood there alone for half an hour without stopping one, then I gave up. I decided to walk on to
the next stop, hoping there would be people there.I got along the pavement as best I could – and
that is another frightening experience difficult to describe to anyone who has not been blind,
because although you are surrounded by noise you have no coherent mental picture of what is
around you, and are guided only by sounds. The sounds were of traffic, and people’s footsteps,
and sometimes I could tell by the particular quality of the sounds that I was near buildings or
passing an open space. But I had absolutely no visual concept of what the road might be like,
still less what might be on the other side of it – the houses, the shops, the people, and so on: this
might well have been the edge of the world, or another universe for all I knew. Were there
children playing, people gossiping, women buying bread or potatoes; what did they look like,
who were they? I had simply no idea. I walked along in an enclosed grey little world, a box of
sounds – two foot by two foot square – around me.Eventually I reached the next bus stop. But
once again there was nobody there, and no buses stopped. So I went on to the next, and then
the one after that, and the one after that. By this time I was utterly lost, and simply did not know
whether I was waiting at a bus stop or a telegraph post. In the end, I found myself walking about
five miles back to the terminus in the city, because I knew if I got there I would be bound to catch
the right bus. And this is what happened, but I was between two and three hours late getting
home, and felt pretty miserable and out of sorts when I did get there.I am a great believer in Fate.
It has been the greatest single influence on my life, and I feel certain that Fate had decreed that
my home teacher was there when I finally reached home that evening. Home teachers visit the
blind. They come regularly to help, to talk over any problems and to supply various aids such as
braille paper, braille clocks, egg timers that ring, and so on. Mr Brown, who used to visit my
family (since we were all registered as blind people), was quite a feature of life while I was
growing up. He was a nice man, rather like an uncle. Mother used to order wool, which could be
bought more cheaply through him than at a shop. When I was young he used to bring little
presents, and one of these, a doll with separate sets of clothes, I had treasured very much.Mr
Brown had been waiting for me for about an hour. I explained why I was so late, and gave all the
details of my nightmare journey. He immediately asked, ‘Why on earth don’t you have a guide
dog?’They were the nine most important words of my life up to that time. Yet the suggestion was
an astonishing one. The idea of having a guide dog had simply never occurred to me, which is
strange considering my previous attachment to dogs, and my hopes of finding work with them.
Perhaps it was because my sight had gone very gradually, and I had always pretended to myself
that it was not really going at all, and that I could still see if I tried. I did not want to admit to being
blind. In fact, I couldn’t believe Mr Brown when he suggested I should apply for a guide dog. I
imagined then that people had somehow to be very special to qualify for guide dogs, that only a
select few had them, and, as a result I suppose, it had never crossed my mind to consider the
idea at all. But Mr Brown went on, ‘You quite obviously need a guide dog, and you’re just the
right sort of age for one.’I really could not take the idea in. Its impact was tremendous, as if



someone had taken hold of the world and completely reversed its direction. ‘What do I do about
applying?’ I said.He replied very firmly, and in a voice full of encouragement, ‘Well, I’ll tell you. I’ll
get you the forms, and I’ll come down with them, and we’ll fill them in together. I’ll do the writing
for you.’When he’d gone, I sat back and thought about it. I thought of the books I had read about
guide dogs. I realised it would mean I’d never again have to face the kind of terrifying business I
had been through that day, blundering from bus stop to bus stop in anonymous darkness with no
idea where I was. And I’d be able to go out in the evening: I could be independent!A few days
later Mr Brown was back with the forms: sheet after sheet of questions. How tall was I? What did
I do for a living? What sort of house did I live in? What were my hobbies? They even wanted to
know how much I weighed. We sent the forms off, and a reply came from the training centre at
Leamington Spa to say that they would send a guide dog trainer to assess my personality and
match me to a suitable dog. I was excited, but nervous too, because at the back of my mind I
was wondering, ‘What if they find I’m not suitable after all?’ The prospect was heartbreaking.
When the trainer came, he went along with me to see where I worked and what I did. We went
for a walk together so that he could test my walking pace, and see I had no odd characteristics,
such as skips and hops, and so on when I went round corners. He examined the house we lived
in, which had virtually no back garden and no fencing, and said, when I explained we were
hoping to move to a council house, ‘You must have a garden well fenced-off for your dog.’ Lastly,
he told me that there was a waiting list for guide dogs, and it would be about nine months to a
year before I finally had a dog of my own.
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Dolls by Dotti, “A FEEL-GOOD BOOK. I enjoyed reading this delightful book about a woman
essentially born blind who eventually got sight as an adult, but was able to navigate the world
with the help of her faithful guide dog. Although I know someone without sight the book gave
me some insight into what the blind endure, things the sighted take for granted. I thought it
especially revealing how challenging it was for the writer to adapt to sight as she became aware
of all the dangers around her that her faithful Emma had been guiding her through. Worth the
read.”

Cynthia, “Great story, highly recommend.. Well written and an easy read. I eread this book years
ago and enjoyed it immensely so this was a re-read and still delivers a nice easy read.”

Marjorie L. Staniszeski, “It's a very sweet story and really allows some understanding into a
blind .... I read this book 25 yrs ago and wanted to read it again. It's a very sweet story and really
allows some understanding into a blind person's world. If you are a dog lover, you'll fall in love
with Emma. It's a great little story and I enjoyed reading again and highly recommend it.”

Cloud, “A Thousand Stars!. One of the most important books ever written on the subject of
appreciation for sight and for love, connection, and teamwork. I highly recommend this book as
required reading for all middle school children. It is also lovely for adults to read. I cried like a
newborn baby at one point in the story, and it is a true story, by the way, and one that will never
grow old!”

VALERE TOWNSEND, “IT HAS BEEN A VERY LONG TIME SINCE I READ EMMA AND I I
LOVED IT THEN AND I STILL LOVE IT NOW .. I BOGHT MY FIRST COPY IN CALIFORNIA
ON VACATION ALONG TIME AGO. I HAD LOOKING FOR IT WE MY PARENTS AND MY
AUNT AND I HAD STOPPED TO EAT SOMEWHERE WHILE OUT AND IN THERE WHERE
WWE STOPPED THY HAD SOME BOOKS AND THEY HAD ONE COPY OF EMMA AND I I
BOUGHT IT. I READ IT I LOVED IT. NOW I HAVE A BRAND NEW COPY OF THIS
WONDERFUL BOOK I LOVE IT. ITS GREAT.”

Kevin, “An amazing insight into the life of someone who is blind. One of the most inspiring books
I have ever read! An amazing insight into the life of someone who is blind, the incredible skill and
value of a guide dog and the wonderful miracle of sight! I found I was looking at everything
around me with new appreciation and imagining seeing for the first time! Highly recommend this
book!”

Siberian tiger, “Beautiful story!!! You will love this book!. Superb, wonderful story! How can one
not be curious about, and, highly respectful of the story of a blind person and her awesome



Labrador Retriever guide dog/lovable, and highly intelligent companion?!Well-written, highly
entertaining and important in the large scheme of good stories that matter.”

Buddy, “Emma and I. I found this to be one of the most soul reaching books I have ever read as it
gave a real insight as to how visual impaired people have to cope with everyday life and the
difference a guide dog can make to their lives. Highly recommend reading five stars.”

Cruise Queen, “Magical book ... rediscovered. I was certain I had read this book when it was first
published in the 70s . I'm so glad I bought it on kindle and re read over the Christmas break .
How can I have forgotten so much ?? It was almost like reading it for the first time ...How lucky
was Sheila to be matched to a perfect guide dog .... the story is so heart warmingHow can I
have forgotten the moment Sheila had her bandages removed after the operation to maybe . ..
maybe give her some sight ? I read that chapter twice , savouring the moment.”

Buddy, “A lovely and insightful story. I absolutely love dogs, and animals in general. This is
primarily why I bought the book. On top of that, I’ve been struggling to cope with ‘eye floaters’
which have become quite bad (at least to me). I thought I’d read about a blind person to get
some perspective.Sheila is a very sweet lady. She suffers with genetically inherited partial
blindness, and soon becomes completely blind at a young age. It’s incredible to read how blind
people cope with everyday things, as it’s not something I’d honestly given much thought.Sheila’s
life becomes dramatically better when she gets Emma - a chocolate brown Labrador, trained as
a guide dog.It’s lovely to hear how much Emma meant to Sheila, and this book made me more
grateful for something we often take for granted. To my surprise (minor spoiler), Sheila has a
5-50 surgery and later gets to see properly for the first time. It was beautiful to read, and made
me wonder how strange it would be to suddenly have a face for someone I’ve been around for
years and never seen before.Read it!”

RHIAN WILLIAMS, “An interesting, inspiring story. Emma and I was bought by me on Kindle to
read after my present book, as I read the book in the early Eighties after hearing parts of it on
BBC Radio 's "Woman 's Hour. It's a most inspiring story, introduced me to the work of Guide
Dogs.I read parts of it to my pupils. It is due to this book I am sponsoring a puppy in training to be
a guide dog, listening to Talking Nooks on RNIB radio and have chosen the Guide Dogs charity
for Smile. Amazon”

Grandmarose, “What a marvellous book!. I first read this book back in the 70's when Sheila first
wrote it! I loved it then and after reading it again I still love it! Sheila describes her years with
Emma so perfectly and it is very hard to put the book down! Because I have so much admiration
for Emma and other Guide Dogs since reading this book Guide Dogs have always had a special
place in my heart! I retired 9 months ago from work and soon after an advert for Guide Dogs
Puppy Walkers jumped out at me! I thought this advert is for me! So here I am now with Honey, a



Guide Dog in training!”

RW, “Wonderful book. I read this book 32 years ago as a child. I’ve just bought it for my 10 year
old to read and she loves it as much as I did. She can’t wait to tell me what’s happened next .
Although I didn’t save this book as a child I did keep the next two Shiela wrote. Wonderful books”

The book by Sheila Hocken has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 376 people have provided feedback.
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