“Supporting Visually Impaired People in Newcastle upon Tyne since 1867. “

The Story of the Blind Society in Newcastle 

“Civilisation is not measured by the cleverness of its scientists or its craftsmen, but by its human relationships, the consideration it has for each of its members, the love it expresses, and the social contacts between the individuals composing its society”

Councillor James Clydesdale, first blind Mayor of Newcastle and President of the Society 1957 – 1962

January 30th 1935 speech
1867 Foreword

For our 150th anniversary in 2017 Newcastle Vision Support, formally Newcastle Society for Blind People, decided to research our history and discover what could be learnt from our past when planning for the future.

Bill Norman, our Vintage Empowerment Officer, has dedicated his final year before retirement to lead the research project and his constant enthusiasm has truly inspired all of the volunteers involved. All of the visually impaired volunteers have met weekly and used magnification and speech software on their PC’s and tablets to carry out research on the Internet. We scanned and transcribed all of our annual reports so that they can be stored electronically and accessed by visually impaired people well into the future.

With the support of the Heritage Lottery Fund and many of our dedicated members and volunteers, we have been able to plug the gaps in our fascinating history over the past one and a half centuries and we are very proud to publish the highlights in this book.

Lisa Charlton MBE

Chairperson

Newcastle Vision Support

Dedication 

This book is dedicated to the memory of Eric Pattinson, Net and Natter founder member. You gave us the inspiration for Chapter Five and the motivation to make it to here. We miss you.

Newcastle Vision Support Net and Natter Group 

Welcome 

Welcome to our book on the history of the organisation that started life as Newcastle and Gateshead Home Teaching Society for the Blind and is now entering a new chapter as Newcastle Vision Support.  This year we celebrate our 150th anniversary in a number of different ways - an afternoon tea party, an exhibition and conference at Newcastle Library, a digital archive of as much of the research we have used that we can digitise and an ongoing history group and the publication of this book This is however the centrepiece in terms of research on which the other products are based. 

Although one person has written the book, the authorship is the Net and Natter group as a whole as the entire group contributed to the research in their own unique way. In particular, Tonia Foster contributes a piece at the end of this introduction on how she undertook research and Davie Doyle has written a poem about the project.

What this book is about 

The book is meant to be an accessible history of a local blind society that started life as one of Dr William Moon’s Home Teaching Societies in the mid-19th century. It does not take any perspective other than to chart the impact of the Society on people's lives, how the Society was affected by national events and, for its last chapter, what people think about life being visually impaired now. This last chapter was inspired by the life story of our late colleague Eric Pattinson.

How we approached this book 

The Net and Natter group was formed some two and a half years ago as a way of developing people’s  interest in the internet once they had learnt the basics of using bowsers  and internet security in our IT classes.  Founder members included Tonia Foster, Davie Doyle, Eric Pattinson and Joyce Edger. We were lucky to have Barry Lowery as a volunteer supporting the group for the first year. From the first week the group showed an interest in historical subjects so we wondered if there was anything online that could help us with our history. It was thought this would yield about two weeks’ worth of material …..That was in March 2015 and we are still going!

Members of the group used desktops and I Pad and Synapptic enabled tablets to search the internet and we followed possible sources up through e mails or letters where necessary. Sometimes we each used different search patterns to look up the same theme and then compared results. This was a revelation in two ways. Firstly, that searching the internet, so often a solitary activity, can be much more effective as a group, where people are sparking off each other with equal measures of cooperation and friendly competition. And secondly that visually impaired people, freed from visual distractions, can produce left field search results that lead to unique finds.

We identified six themes in our research: our foundation, the effects of war, societal perceptions of blind people, how the profile of visually impaired  people has changed, how our services have changed over the years and notable members and blind people. In the end, all but the effects of war had to be subsumed to a more traditional chronological telling of the story. But we have put in Panels of Interest for material from the themes that didn’t fit a chronological approach.
Alongside the internet research we scanned in all our annual reports – some 55 of them and raided the RNIB archive in London to fill in as many gaps as we could.   We also have some formidable looking minutes books of the Committees formed after taking in the responsibilities of the Blind Persons Act of 1920 as well as some from the early days of the Society. We thought these could be scanned in but we discovered that not everyone in Victorian times could write to calligraphy standard! 

Finally, one of the Society’s members has kept an entire archive of all the Newsletters we have produced so these have been scanned for our digital archives and contributed to Chapter Five. 

History Group

Alongside the Net and Natter group, we have formed a history research group to fill gaps and develop skills and interest with the intention to become an ongoing group. We are delighted to say that from September 2017 this group will be supported and instructed by Newcastle City Learning colleagues.

Interviews 
This book was never meant to be just about the past. The by-line of our bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) was “Learning from Our Past to Look to Our Future”. The last chapter is in part about highlighting what current members feel about visually impaired life in Newcastle. To gather these views we conducted interviews with a selection of members using oral history techniques. 

What this book is and is not

The book is not taking an academic perspective – it is not, for example, seeing our history through the lens of being excluded from society. Instead, it’s a straightforward account of the impact of this society on local people – how they have been affected. It does feature the impact of exclusion, societal attitudes and poverty but we have tried to keep everything as simple as possible. 

As far as we know there has been no national history of blindness for about sixty years. This is about to change with the publication of "Life Unseen” by former BBC journalist Selina Mills. We look forward to her book with interest.

More recently, there have been other blind local history projects, some funded through the HLF such as the West of Scotland for the RNIB and Hull and East Riding. Our account may be unique in looking at national social policy as context and trying to say how we reacted locally.

Limitations of our book

The book was produced in five months. Alongside an equally tight book size limit, this has meant there were areas we would have liked to include but couldn’t. 

The book focuses on adults. We know how important blind education has been but it would have diverted too much from our story had we pursued this in any detail.

There is surprisingly little about Gateshead. This is partly because the annual reports are Newcastle biased and there is less about Gateshead members on line. We are mindful this needs to be redressed in a future edition!

There are significant parts of our history that are missing in photos e.g. any activities within Sutherland Hall and the period from the 1940s to the 1980s seems to be missing from our photo archive. However, there will be a large print version of this online that we can keep adding to and eventually produce a printed second edition. Hopefully, this may be something our new History Group might like to tackle.

Why we have written this book 

Aside from this being our anniversary:

· We wanted to convey the “hidden history” of how visually impaired adults have been supported. 

· We now have the technology to exploit our archives  effectively.

· In these changing times we need to look back in order to look forward and we don't want to reinvent the wheels - we want to draw out what services and activities we have done well in the past and learn from for the future.

· We want to give anyone joining as a member, volunteer, trustee or member of staff a history. 

· Finally , we wanted the history to stimulate some creativity for future activities 

 Contributors and Thanks 

Thanks to

· Heritage Lottery Fund for their advice and encouragements as well as the funding for this book

· David Hepworth Tyne Bridge Publishing for their immense patience and understanding. 

· Mr Roland Sibley and his family for the inspirational work on the life of Councillor Clydesdale and, of course, the securing of a Council plaque to honour his memory in April 2017.

· RNIB Archive Staff who were superb and went well beyond the call of duty to help. 

· Archive org website for digitising so many of the documents that form the backbone of this work.

· Library colleagues Sharon Trail and Fiona Hill who have been fabulously supportive throughout 

· Newcastle Vision Support colleagues for their patience in supporting the Net and Natter group.

· Lisa and our Board of Trustees for getting behind the bid for funding. Heather Niven and Eric Tainshe for their unflagging support throughout.

· Volunteers and colleagues  especially Courtney Lee for the mind numbing work of proof reading the scanned in document s , Karin Lovett  for scanning and proof reading ,  Hazel  Spicer for her unfailing interest and enthusiasm Sue and Marj for their leadership and John  Evans for  his collection of newsletters that  provided a unique  input for the last  chapter .

· Members willing to be interviewed

· History Group members and 

· Mrs Jean Norman who proof read the book.

Terms used in the book

For all of its history until 30th June 2017 this organisation had the word Society as part of its title. It would therefore be churlish not to use Society as a shorthand term throughout.

The Society’s governing body has also had different names. Prior to the 1920 Blind Persons Act it was the Committee then from 1920 it was the Council until quite recently when it became the Board. To avoid confusion with Newcastle City Council we have used the term Committee throughout.

Finally, we have used blind people as a term for the majority of the book. There was no formal definition of the blindness for the first part of our history so using the current formally defined term visual impairments throughout would have been erroneous.

From Tonia 

Hello my name is Tonia Foster a member of Newcastle Society for Blind People. 

Newcastle Society for Blind People helps adults with a whole range of visual impairments so it has different activities going on, one of which is called Net and Natter. I am a member of Net and Natter.

We have being doing lots of things to do with the 150th anniversary history of Newcastle Society for Blind People starting from 1867 to 2017 .The group started two years ago and the group found out some things about the history but things started to dry up so they decided to stop for a little while to do something else in Net and Natter.   So when I was at home I still kept on with the research in to the history of Newcastle Society for Blind People on the Internet by putting in searches that other people would not think of. In the group we call this witchcraft!   

I just put my fingers onto the keys and, hey presto, it works straightaway like magic. Google then finds all kinds of amazing things. This led to the group finding out new things to do with the history of Newcastle Society for Blind People. 

One thing I have learned is never ever give up in what you believe in - keep going on and on and you will achieve something just like me. I have found the whole thing fantastic thanks to the staff here at Newcastle Society for Blind People and other members of the Net and Natter group.

A poem by Davie

Long time ago now forgot 

Provision for The Blind was not too hot.

Then in the year 1867 

Along they came.

Like manna from heaven 

They were all there.

The great and the good 

They all tried to help 

As best they could.

The names of these people 

Too many to mention.

All of them came along 

With the same intention.

Newcastle Vision Support 

Net and Natter Group June 2017 

Chapter One: Moon Light

1867 – 1920 

1
Background 

In this chapter we look at the treatment of blind people and the attitudes of Victorian society, how our Home Teaching Society came to be, what services we offered and the changes nationally that led Blind Persons Act of 1920.

2
The treatment of blind people 

The nature of blindness was considerably different in 1867. Workplace accidents were common, health and safety legislation was rudimentary, diseases that could cause blindness such as smallpox were still being brought under control and sanitation and public health measures were in their infancy. Moreover “with the social disruption and crowding of the industrial revolution, venereal diseases, such as syphilis and gonorrhoea, became much more common. By the end of the 19th century the leading cause of blindness was blinding infections in new-born babies ( 1) By contrast, in 2013/14, 69 % of blind and partially sighted people in Newcastle were aged 65 years or more and this is quite typical nationally.(3) The main causes of visual impairment now are age related macular degeneration, cataracts and glaucoma. 

In the mid-19th century the majority of blind people had little or no means of income.  They relied on their families for support or the basic poor law provision and were likely to end up in an alms-house, workhouse or begging in the streets. The 1834 Poor Law Act had no specific provision for blind people but they were included in the category for non-able bodied paupers. The Act put primary responsibility on the family for support of blind relatives. If this was not provided, “the ‘non able bodied’ paupers were to be offered workhouse accommodation or a weekly outdoor allowance. “(4)
David Smith (4) notes “In practice this varied widely in different locales but tended towards minimal provision and it was unlikely that without the support of family or friends such minimal provision would allow a blind person to live independently.”  Smith also notes that “By the 1830s the total population accommodated in blind institutions stood at 553 rising to around 2000 by the 1870s.”

Practical support for blind people in the 19th century was provided exclusively by the voluntary sector. In 1838 a profile of some current users of the Asylum for the Blind in Newcastle-upon-Tyne which had just then been established (5) was published and illustrates the nature of people’s lives:

· Man aged 55, lost his sight when he was about 2 years of age and was taught to read in childhood.  He wove mats in the asylum, and received about 1s. per day, when he worked. He had some out-door employment.   He was furnished with materials so the proceeds of his mats went back to the Asylum. 

· A man aged 34, born blind was an inmate of the asylum and received 13s. per week, as a workman and as a teacher of his trade. He had never been taught to read but liked to hear readings from periodicals.

· A man aged 23, a native of Newcastle, who lodged with his aunt attended the asylum daily. He made mattresses, baskets, and twine for which he received 8s. per week.  

· A 15-year old boy, who could distinguish between light and darkness attended the asylum, but was described as “exceedingly helpless, from the neglect of his education; he turns the wheel for a twine-spinner, and receives for the present, 1s. per week.”

The Asylum for the Blind in Newcastle-upon-Tyne provided both residential and a “day centre” type approach to enable people to work and sell their wares. It’s also worth noting that the Asylum provided some education using pre Braille and Moon embossed reading alphabets. (see also below)

3
The profile of blind people 

Blind characters were important elements of the Victorian novel evoking a diverse range of emotional responses: from the innocence of the toymaker’s daughter in Our Mutual Friend, through Rochester’s transformation in Jane Eyre, the title character regaining her sight and then losing it again in Willkie Collins’ Poor Miss Finch to Amyas Leigh’s blindness at the point of revenge in Westward Ho!  The impact of blindness upon people was therefore never far away from the public consciousness. 
There were notable examples of high achievers who were blind in Victorian society. Some were prominent in making advances in supporting other blind people, others in the wider world. Louis Braille and Dr William Moon were developers of revolutionary embossed literature whilst Elizabeth Gilbert, who lost her sight due to scarlet fever at the age of three, invented the workshops for the blind model in 1854 with "The Association for Promoting the General Welfare of the Blind". The organisation’s website notes that “she believed in enabling blind people to help themselves, and to earn their own living – a mission that the charity continues to this day .Elizabeth first set up a workshop in Holborn, London, with seven blind employees making baskets. However the workshop soon grew, employing increasing numbers of blind workers and moving several times to bigger premises until 1893, when a purpose built factory was opened in Tottenham Court Road.” http://clarity.org.uk/about-us/history/ Patrons included Queen Victoria, Prime Minister Gladstone, the Archbishop of York and Charles Dickens. The organisation now operates as Clarity Products, a successful social enterprise.

Perhaps the most prominent blind person to make an impression in wider society was Henry Fawcett (1833 – 1884). He was married to Millicent Fawcett, a moderate suffrage champion who spent many years trying to improve women’s access to higher education and campaigning for women’s right to vote. In their day the Fawcett’s were, a “Victorian Power couple”. (8)  Blinded by a shooting accident , Henry  Fawcett was elected Liberal Member of Parliament, initially for Brighton and later for Hackney. As Postmaster General (appointed in 1880) he introduced a range of innovation, including the savings stamp, postal orders and parcel post. He was Professor of Political Economy at Cambridge University, he defended Darwin’s ideas,  and together with his friend the MP John Stuart Mill advocated for universal women’s suffrage. (8)

4
Background to the Home Teaching Societies 

In 1867, aside from Poor Law relief, the three main services for the blind people in Newcastle were:

· The Home Teaching Society (the predecessor to Newcastle Vision Support, formerly Newcastle Society for Blind People)

· Asylum for the Blind in Newcastle-upon-Tyne which later became Royal Victoria School for the Blind

· Workshops for the Blind formed the same year as the Home Teaching Society

In order to understand why these organisations emerged at this time, it may be helpful to put the emergence of Home Teaching Societies in a wider context. In 1867 Queen Victoria had been monarch for 30 years, her reign in part characterised by the Victorian zeal, both religious and secular, for self-improvement.  A middle class was emerging which, although economically diverse, was united and defined by an emphasis on “competition, thrift, prudence, self-reliance and personal achievement as opposed to privilege and inheritance”. (6)
Concepts of self-improvement were popularised by such books as Samuel Smiles “Self Help” (1859) that promoted the achievement of social and economic equality through hard work, thrift and self-reliance. This meant taking responsibility for oneself, one's family and the community but the precise terms of this were open to individual interpretation. ( 6 ) Nothing was worse for the Victorians than people who could or would not work as they were seen as not taking responsibility for themselves or making a contribution to society. Equally, there was a belief that people should be given enough opportunity to better themselves.

Promoting education was at the heart of this belief fuelled by the growth of the industrial scale printing presses. Education was important to industrialisation –workers with some education made better and perhaps, more controllable workers. The Church of England also wanted people to be able to read the Bible. This was characterised by Ragged Schools aimed specifically at teaching the poor to read the Bible that sprang from Sunday schools. Moreover, the mid Victorian period saw a revival in evangelical Christianity. (7)
The difference with Home Teaching Societies 

One of the first Indigent Blind Visiting Societies in London, established in 1834 by Lord Shaftsbury and Lord Ebury: “to assist and ameliorate the condition of the aged and destitute blind poor in London and its vicinity, by providing them with daily reading of the Scriptures at 
their habitations, with conductors to Church, and with temporal relief in necessitous cases.”(16)
There were two additional factors comparable to those impacting on literacy in the general population that transformed the above model into the Home Teaching societies:

· Using a technology (industrial scale printing presses for the general population, a specific useable form of embossed literature i.e. the Moon alphabet for blind people ) to help raise literacy standards among blind people and spread an understanding of Christian scriptures. 
· A mid Victorian evangelical Christian revival which very much suited the idea of taking God into blind people’s homes

Home Teaching societies were initiated by Dr William Moon who had lost all of his sight by the time he was 21through scarlet fever. Having learned the embossed literature of the time he tried teaching these to other blind people but found them too complex, especially for these who might have had limited education. He therefore invented a new alphabet. As the Moon literacy website notes: ”Moon uses lines and curves, similar to print, to create nine basic shapes. Rotating or reflecting these shapes in different ways creates the 26 letters of the alphabet.” (9) It appears Moon invented his system in 1845 with the first books appearing in 1847.(10) 

By this time Braille had not reached the UK from France and so Moon was well established by the time Braille was taken up. The embossed literature types that Dr Moon found inadequate for his pupils would have included Mr Gall’s angular type (invented 1827) and in 1837 Alston’s Roman type. Dr Moon argued that “The stenographic systems of Messrs.Frere and Lucas, although consisting of simple characters, are burdened with numerous contractions, difficult for the aged, the nervous, and the uneducated blind to acquire and retain. “ (10) The Fry and Gall systems were cited as being used for two people in the Newcastle Asylum profiles summarised earlier. Each system had its supporters and Mr Lucas’ system was still used by some institutions as late as 1871. (12) Although Braille emerged as the dominant form of embossed literature and the Society itself had both Braille and Moon books, the two forms are complimentary, as Moon can be of more benefit for older people who do not have much sensitivity in their fingers.  
It’s interesting that in every history of blind welfare we have accessed for this book the connection between Home Teaching societies and Moon i.e. that the key distinguishing characteristic from visiting societies was the promotion and use of the Moon alphabet to enable people to read themselves has been ignored. Instead we usually have mention that the first Home Teaching society was set up in 1855 in London by Miss Graham, the sister of TH Graham, the Postmaster General at the time.  This is true but whilst they did the legwork the concept was Dr Moon’s. The Grahams resided at Edmond Castle in Cumbria which explains why the second home teaching society was in Carlisle a year later.

How Home Teaching Societies were established 

This is from Horsmonden’s (Dr Moon’s home village) website: “A group of interested people would form a committee” with help from Miss Graham or colleagues. They would then try to gather as accurate information as they could on the number of blind people in the town or city “and then engage a teacher of the blind whose task it was to seek out and teach the blind in that area to read Moon. Much of the reading was scriptural, so it was the teacher's responsibility to discuss this with the blind person, and to keep him or her supplied with books. The books were obtained from free lending libraries of Moon books, maintained by the local charity and the generosity of individual benefactors such as Sir Charles Lowther, Dr. Moon’s benefactor who was himself blinded through scarlet fever.“(11) Home Teachers were trained up, probably through Dr Moon and colleagues, and were often blind themselves. 
5
Foundation 

According to our 1927 60th Anniversary Jubilee Handbook that includes an account of our early years, there was a system of ladies visiting the blind before 1867, which was the year it was formalised as a Home Teaching Society.

The handbook notes “in 1867 a meeting of these ladies together with others interested was called and held in the Bible House, Pilgrim Street. The Reverend Berkley Addison presided and the meeting was addressed by a Miss Graham sister of then then Postmaster General who has come down  to Newcastle for Carlisle for this purpose " However, articles from the British Newspaper Archive suggest that the Society may have existed, albeit not formalised, earlier.

 ( 19) 

On 29th April 1862, Mr Edward Moore, agent of the founding Home Teaching Society, met a few ladies and gentlemen in the Blind Asylum to explain what Home Teaching Societies were about. The meeting started with prayers by the Reverend H.W .Wright of St Johns Church. The meeting was chaired by Mr TH Graham himself who was Postmaster General at the time. Existing agencies were concerned with temporal needs whereas the idea of the society was the "spiritual welfare of the Blind population ". 

It was agreed to ask a person from the London society to collect data about the blind population in the area. A further meeting followed on 11th December 1862. This was held at the Wilkes Temperance Hotel in Westgate Road and was again chaired by Mr Graham with Mr Moore with in attendance. It was now known that there were 107 blind people across Newcastle and Gateshead. Reverend Wright stressed that a home teaching society was meant to complement the work of existing institutions for the blind. It was agreed to make plans for establishing the society. Mr JB Alexander was also present as was Reverend Addison who suggested we be called the Newcastle and Gateshead Auxiliary of the Society for providing Home Teaching for the Blind. It was suggested that no more than 10 shillings a week would be needed in order to pay a home teacher. A contemporary “Guide to the Institutions and Charities for the Blind in the United Kingdom (1884)” (14) states the date of our formation as 1862. Although this may have been the first meeting we did not formally start our work then.

On 23 November 1865 the Chronicle (dated 25th) reported another meeting to get things going.  Mr Graham and his sister were present as were Reverend Addison Reverend Wright and Mr Alexander .About £16 had been gathered to set up the Home Teaching Society. This meeting was held at the Church of England Institute in Percy Street. Mr John Bennet Alexander (1817 – 1882) who was present at the meeting became one of the key figures in the formation of the Society and the Workshops. (7) .) Alexander was well-connected in Newcastle. Not only was he a partner in a firm of timber merchants, a director of the Newcastle and Gateshead Gas Company, the Newcastle Chemical Works and a member of the Newcastle town council , he also held office in 23 religious and philanthropic institutions in the city making him associated with the management of most principal charitable organisations in the area. Munden adds he was regarded as “a man who lived much in the atmosphere of prayer and who consecrated his worldly means to the Lord in a way in which few Christians in any age have done.” 
The Foundation of the Workshops for the Blind 

On 8th July 1867 a meeting was held above the Bible Society premises to talk about setting up workshops for the blind. It was conducted by Mr Gray, a blind gentleman from Glasgow with others addressing the meeting in support of the idea. A further meeting chaired by the Mayor was held on the 8th November. This was Mr Alexander attended alongside Archdeacon Prest of Durham. The benefits of employment were discussed. The idea was to provide employment   "for those who may have received Elementary training and instruction in trades and manufactures or who by reason of their age are inadmissible into institutions for the blind" (19)

A committee was to be formed with Reverend Addison and Archdeacon Prest. In the meeting Mr Alexander noted that the need for the Workshops had been recognised through the work done by the Home Teaching Society teacher Mr Wilkinson also present and that the Society had been formed "about a year ago". This suggests that the meeting in 1865 was probably the meeting that established the Society as an entity but its first report was published in 1867.

This article also reveals that Mr Wilkinson had been involved in the mattress making trade for six years whilst he was living in Durham and he had been quite successful. The mattress trade was, in his view, the most successful trade for blind people as they could compete on level terms with sighted people, presumably, in terms of productivity and quality.

How we compared to others

We were the 18th Home Teaching Society in England and among the first 30 for the British Isles. In Dr Moon’s survey of the societies across the country in 1873 (15) it was noted that there were 40 societies established but that vast tracts of the country had no support for blind people. Many blind people Societies encountered were in extreme poverty (see Home Workers and Workshops below). Our range of services was typical of the time as Pardey notes “Many of the local voluntary societies provided pastime occupations and other amenities for the unemployable blind, and offered facilities for friendly social contacts. Most of the voluntary societies were dependent upon unpaid, sometimes irregular help and sometimes a society was kept going only by the vitality and enterprise of its secretary.” (16)
6
Objectives and services 

Objectives

We covered Newcastle and Gateshead from the outset but we also dabbled in other areas over the years (see also Chapter 3) including North Shields, Tynemouth and Neighbourhood. In the Annual Report .in 1878, the motto of the Society was: "The Bible carried to tell homes of the Blind in this immediate locality-the Bible read to the Blind and, after a course of suitable instruction, read by the blind". 

A minute from 1891 urged that our function should “not drift into a society for relieving the body only”. Nevertheless , there was a clear acknowledgement of our wider role by the 1896 Report “The object of the Society is to attend to the welfare of the adult blind (who, it may be well to note, do not come within the scope of the Blind Asylum) by visiting them in their own homes, teaching them to read the raised type, or where that is not possible sending ladies to read to them, lending them books, and helping them in time of need by means of a necessitous fund.”. By 1918, these had changed to:

· To visit the Blind in their own homes and attend to their spiritual and temporal wants.( changed to needs in 1925)

· To teach all who are able to learn to read in the raised type, and to lend them books.

· And to relieve cases of destitution, as far as possible, by means of a Necessitous Fund.

These remained the core of our objectives for many years.

Home Teaching 

Home Teachers had for many years an alternative name; Missionaries to the Blind which explains the religious purpose with which they undertook their work. Jonathan Wilkinson, our first Home Teacher, lived in Milton Street, Shieldfield. In Dr Moon’s survey of Societies in 1873 he is described as “a zealous and godly man, and his labours have been greatly blessed. In addition to his week-day duties of teaching the Blind to read, and visiting the aged and infirm, he has a Sunday class.” The survey also gives some case studies of people he was helping as a home teacher:-
“A: was deprived of sight when 6 years of age; he is now 44. When first visited by the missionary, he was very ignorant and careless about religion, not even knowing the Lord's prayer. At first he was unwilling to be taught Moon's type; but when induced to make the attempt, he evinced great anxiety to perfect himself; and, by perseverance, he has succeeded in mastering the single chapters, and is now making satisfactory progress in the whole Gospel of St. John. He acknowledges that, since he has read the Bible, 'life has been a different thing with him,' and that his instruction has been made a blessing to him." 

“B: An interesting case may also be mentioned of one in her 75th year, who has suffered from three paralytic seizures, which did not deter her from attempting to learn the raised type. This she has completely accomplished, and is now enjoying the inestimable privilege of reading the Bible herself." (15)
Mr Wilkinson died in 1880 and his widow Hannah was given three pounds fifteen shillings per quarter for ten years. After two further male teachers it was decided in 1885 that their next teacher should be a woman. This precedence was continued in Newcastle from then on. For example, Miss Isabella Thompson who was Teacher from 1887 to 1903 (FIG )  was appointed to visit the Blind in their homes for 5 to 6 hours daily apart from Saturday, hold a Bible reading on Sunday afternoon and  look after the library books. Her work set a benchmark for others to follow.

The Committee was very aware that the Home Teacher role could never simply be teaching people the Moon alphabet to read scripture. It always had a social dimension.  In 1891 there were only 1,244 visits made but it was acknowledged that people lived in all parts of the city and they liked to talk when the Teacher visited. By that year we had 47 readers in Moon .Our 1878 Report noted that the Home Teacher possessed " superior qualifications intellectually and morally for that particular sphere of labour" and that there would be people who could not read before they became blind so with them the teacher had a double job; if they couldn’t learn to read, then the Teacher would read to them .In 1884 rules were drawn to govern how the work of the Home Teacher should proceed. The Home Teacher was supervised by a Lady Superintendent. From 1907 this duty fell to one of the key people of the first century of the Society, Mrs Hatfield Walker.

In January 1889 it was agreed that a specific branch was needed in Gateshead. The branch would have its own visitor. Miss Coates was the first visitor, was employed for £13 a year, starting on February 1st and a Mrs Worsdell was Lady Superintendent with Miss Chapman Treasurer. 

In our 1902 report we were already acknowledging the impact of dealing with older people. It stressed the help the teachers gave to people “who from age or infirmity cannot   read”. It was they who "enjoy a chat with their visitor whose job is to make a little break in the dull monotony of their lives". 

Books and Library 

We were set up with some books from Dr Moon’s national library which was funded by his benefactor Sir Charles Lowther. Following this we bought other books but by 1878 we had not been able to afford new books for three years. The books seemed to have been kept at the Bible House. In Dr Moon’s book of 1875 he mentions that there were books of the Bible in Moon in languages as diverse as Tahitian, Armeno-Turkish and Swedish!   Interestingly, there were also early experiments in embossed maps e.g. England and Wales and the route of St Paul’s travels. (10)
In 1889 we started to borrow books on a subscription of £1 and 1s from Belsize Library in London. This is likely to have been the original Library for the Blind (started 1882) that became the basis of the National Library overseen through the National Institute for the Blind (now RNIB). By 1896, thanks to the input from the Library and specific money for books collections, two honorary librarians,  Miss Pirrie and Miss Richardson, were appointed.. 

In our 60th Anniversary Jubilee Handbook a member of the committee noted an incident in April 1887: “These necessarily large books had to be housed and were first kept at the Bible House.  With what amazement and pleasure I watched a totally blind man, a joiner originally by trade make a large book case to contain them” Later that year that same blind man , Mr Allan Day of Byker, made the book case for the Society’s  display at the Queen Victoria’s Jubilee exhibition . At the end of the exhibition it was moved to our Library. 

We also took the then recently established (1889) periodical Santa Lucia named after the patron saint of the blind from what became the National Institute for the Blind .Our 1891 Annual Report reveals that aside from all the Books of the Bible prayers and spiritual reflections, there were some secular books including the lives of Dr Livingston, Benjamin Franklin and Lady Jane Grey. In November 1902 at Jesmond Parish Church we tried out the idea of new books or magazines being translated into Braille by our own members. Unlike the earlier nonfiction biographies, these secular works included for example: “A Christmas Carol“, “Cranford“ and “Silas Marner”!  

Who used our services?   

Our target group of people is well summed up in our 1896 Report thus: “It is not generally understood that the Blind Asylum now called the Royal Victoria School for the Blind valuable as is its own department of work, does not undertake to deal with the wants of adult blind persons and that the Workshops for the Blind in Market Street , while providing employment for the able bodied and trained blind workers is unable to do anything for the old, the feeble and the sick, or for those who have not learned a blind trade. This large residuum, amounting to 273 persons in Newcastle and Gateshead, all come under the notice of the Home Teaching society for the blind. The circumstances of these blind people are of the most varied description. Some are fairly comfortable and simply want to be taught to read the raised type or to receive visits from the teacher and the lady visitors to cheers their melancholy days, and to encourage them in well doing, or, in the case of some, help them to resist temptation. Others are in the utmost misery and destitution and without friends to help them or, what is worse still, with bad relations."

Workshop and Home Workers 

Home Workers schemes were for blind people who could work outside of a Workshop. According to the Jubilee Handbook after the 1870 Education Act the Newcastle Asylum had become the Royal Victoria School and it could no longer educate anyone over the age of 16. Therefore, if a person was aged 16 or over and could not get into a workshop they came to the Society. This necessitated consideration of a Home Workers scheme.

Originally we seemed to have had two separate schemes. Our 60th Jubilee Handbook suggested that the Gateshead scheme was established at least 16 years before the one in Newcastle by the mainstay of the Gateshead branch, Miss Jullion

“the devoted Honorary Lady Superintendent of Gateshead for 26 years (who) was able to secure a good connection in the Shipping Industry and under took to develop the Cork Fender trade". A cork fender is a piece of corked wrapped in rope “sock” that hangs from the side of boats to protect it from damage. 

The Handbook further notes that by 1927 Cork Fender making had become a workshop occupation but back in the 1880s it was a flourishing Home Worker trade. The Gateshead scheme also had Tea Agents, people who would go round doors selling tea, as early as 1891. This was noted as a common occupation of blind people by Dr Moon in 1875 (Moon Blindness) .The Gateshead branch also had a piano tuner and a newsagent at that time. By contrast, the Newcastle Home Worker scheme did not formally started up until 1908 as reported in in our 1909 Annual Report. Mrs Hatfield Walker set it up employing 14 women, but the scheme did not break even. 

Sales of Work

There had been a bazaar on the work of the Blind in the Jesmond Banqueting Hall in 1892 but it appears these started earlier than this. Also, our knitters’ work was put in Hunters Wool Shop in Northumberland Street They were also allowed an advert to take knitting orders in the window. By 1913 there were about 23 women employed in the production of knitted articles. By this stage there was an annual sale of work, opened by the Honourable Katherine Liddell.

The model of Home Working 

Lysons makes an excellent comparison between the respective benefits and drawbacks of Workshops vs Home Working employment models for blind people at the time:  “Among the advantages of workshop employees … were that they worked for wages, had settled hours of employment and were insured under the National Health and Insurance Acts. In contrast, the Home Worker did not receive wages but the price of the goods produced, worked irregular hours and was not eligible for unemployment and health insurance unless a contract of service could be inferred. There were also the difficulties that the Home Worker suffered from a lack of supervision with consequent detriment to the quality of the goods produced and that, unless assisted by an institution for the blind,  had often great difficulty in disposing of his output.“(13)
Our schemes were much more supportive. Although people were responsible for their work we eventually had a teacher (see Chapter 3) who supervised them and we handled the sales to give them a wage from the proceeds. 

In 1902 there were two workshops; one was in Market Street and the other run by Mrs Coote in St Andrew Place. Mrs Coote was also a member of our Committee. There could be cross referrals between the Society and Workshops. Illustrating this closeness is a tale related in the 1913 annual report of William Budd, who was too old for the school but too young from the Workshops .Thanks to the society he secured a place at the Workshops and became an accomplished basket maker.

Developing a register 

Our 60th Jubilee Handbook noted that “Somewhere about 1877 Miss Matilda Gibson joined the Committee and the first of many great tasks she undertook for the Society was the overhaul of the Register for the blind in Newcastle and Gateshead.”  The work started in February 1884 by Miss SA Richardson, Honorary Secretary and Miss Gibson and occupied many weeks. Every known case was visited and some unregistered cases were found. Their investigations covered the extent and cause of blindness together with what steps had been taken and the Register has been kept up to date since then.

Meetings and Concerts 

Tuesday 10th March 1868 may well have been our first tea party or meeting and it was held in the Temperance Hall in Nelson Street. Two of Mr Wilkinson’s first stars were two young girls who read portions of the New Testament. Mr Alexander and Reverend Wright were in attendance. (19)
Weekly meetings for the Blind were started by Miss Gibson in the late 1870s with a talk on the history of the English people. Mrs Walker took over and by 1909 Friday evening meetings were already well established. Mr Bainbridge secured the use of Brunswick Hall. By 1927 the weekly meetings attracted an average attendance of 150 people.

Outings 

Our famous annual outings seemed to have started on a modest scale with summer treats such as a walk with tea in Jesmond Dene and, for Gateshead, tea in the park on a royal wedding day. (20)
Royal Blind Pension Fund 

Thomas Pocock created The Protestant Blind Society in 1838 as “a charity to give small grants of money to blind and partially sighted people who were in dire straits.” (website) In 1887 in her Golden Jubilee Year, Queen Victoria became patron of the Society and the name changed to Royal Blind Pension Society. 
On 30th January 1894, we had raised £871, 12 shillings and 8 pence, enough to start a pension fund with the Royal Blind Pension Society to give blind people a small income for life, which they would administer. The scheme was supported by Mrs Wilberforce, wife of the Lord Bishop, Mrs Bainbridge, Mrs Fenwick, the Mayoress and Miss Joicey of the coal industry family.  The   agreement with the Society noted that: “the privilege of Nomination of Candidates for pensions in accordance with the rules and the 174 votes which the amount secures shall be vested in Miss Gibson during her lifetime to use herself or to transfer to a person or Committee and be available for twenty five years from the date hereof.” (20) By 1909 Miss Gibson had secured 45 pensions and in 1933, just before her death, she was responsible for the election of 139 candidates!

The need for the Royal Blind Pension Society came from the recognition that  there were particular target groups who, through no fault of their own , found themselves in great financial difficulty, such as:

(1) Blind people who were working; however skilful blind people may have been their efforts were always in competition with sighted labour. Without financial aid they could fail to make a living.   

(2) People whose blindness came in mature years when they were suddenly left unable to make a living.

Here is a call for subscribers from our 1917 Annual report:

“ROYAL BLIND PENSION SOCIETY.
This Society grants pensions to blind persons of £9 per annum.

If any person desirous of founding a pension for the benefit of one of the local blind, would apply to the Secretary of this Society, all information would be given. The cost is £250.” A newspaper report of the time pasted in a minute’s book of the time noted that a pension could be up to £15.

The Royal Blind Pension Society became part of the Royal Society for Blind    Children. It continued to give small grants right up to the 1960s. However, our 1982 annual report still mentions that we acted as “agent for the distribution of pensions provided by the Royal Blind Pension Fund”.

Necessitous fund 

The Society also had a small fund for one off measures of poverty relief. This was already in place by 1877. By 1891 we had separate subscriptions for the necessitous blind fund. An unusual use of the fund was considered in October 1894 when an application was made by a man for help in obtaining a violin. “it was decided that this should not be done owing to the temptation to which he would be exposed by playing in public houses”. ( 20) 

Occasionally the Society referred to other charities who gave out funding. For example, in March 1901 we granted a George Charlton a sum but agreed we would apply later that year to Rev W Hetherington charity in London  on his behalf.(20 )  This gave out  £10 to people aged over 61. ( 10)
At Christmas 

In April 1886 we wrote to aasking if they could spare us wood for firewood. By 1891 Swan Hunter was one of the donors of fire wood. Sir William Stephenson, father of Miss Kate Stephenson (see Panel of Interest) gave a gift of coal in 1891. In 1896 there were four different companies giving coal and the Joicey family gave us 20 pounds of tea and blankets.

Christmas tea and concerts according to the 60th Jubilee Handbook were started around 1876 though they were moved to January from 1878 when over 100 people attended. Mr Thomas Hudson and GB Bainbridge provided a parcel of groceries for everyone.

Finance and Committee

Finance 

In 1878 we had a financial crisis where the annual income was dropping towards the £85 which would have made the Society non-viable. There was a plea for new subscribers. In 1896 a new system for the collection of donations by dividing the city into 24 districts began. In each district a Lady Collector called at every house with a copy of the report and to collect subscriptions. In the first year nine lady collectors were recruited. This brought in an extra £18 and 11 shillings. By 1901 there was enough regular income to cover outlay thanks to the collecting system. In 1913 we received a very generous donation of £12,000 from the Elliott Trust. John Elliott had become blind early in life having started out as a bricklayer’s lad. 

Committee membership

Our Committee started with ‘interested ladies’ mainly, but the Committee needed to grow and by 1884 more people were recruited to play a more active part in the working of the Society.

The Honourable Katherine Liddell was our first person of influence. Daughter of the fifth Baron Ravensworth,  she became our Treasurer for the Gateshead branch in 1909 eventually becoming a Vice President of the Society. The Societyalso attracted well known people to the Committee such as Benjamin Chapman Browne and his wife. Although born in Gloucestershire, Chapman Browne made his name when he moved to Newcastle as an engineer, becoming Chairman of a combined shipbuilding and marine engineering firm. He was Mayor from 1885 to 1887 and was knighted a year later.   By 1896 the committee had increased in size and Lady Noble had joined as well as Lady Browne as active Committee members rather than as non-attending patrons. Lady Browne was quite active in the Society, by for example arranging concerts.  James Thomson had joined as a trustee by 1895 and was honorary treasurer from 1913 to 1921. His wife supervised the home workers. James’ sister joined in 1884 and she was Honorary Secretary prior to Kate Stephenson (see Panel of Interest). James’ own eyesight deteriorated toward the end of his life. The Thomson Memorial Fund was founded in his memory after his death (see Chapter Three). 


5
The road to the Blind Persons Act

Key organisations at  national and regional level  were formed or developed during this period, such as  what was to become the National Institute for the Blind (now RNIB), the Royal Normal College, which established qualifications for blind workers and the Northern Regional  Association of local societies in 1908 . Regional level organisations could help new societies to form. The National League for the Blind, the blind workers union was formed in 1899. Pardey (16) notes that “Gardner's Trust was established for the benefit of the blind in any part of England and Wales, while the flexibility of its general purpose of furthering education and training, made advance possible in many fields of blind welfare, to keep pace with changing social and economic circumstances”
 A supra regional organisation of all the Regional associations - the Union of Counties Associations was also formed. The newly named National Institute for the Blind (NIB) increased its income 16 fold between 1913 and 1918 thanks to its President Sir Arthur Pearson who understood that some services and actions required national level responses. (16)  Blind people organisations were represented at every level; local, regional and national. This multi-level representation meant coordination of action particularly at regional level, concerted action at all levels, and better data gathered about the coverage and variations in practice. By 1914 they were a major influence on voluntary organisations and the Government, which accepted the need for some statutory intervention in supporting blind people.

There was a key resolution in March 1914 in Parliament where, “ George J, Wardle, the Member of Parliament for Stockport, backed by the League and supported by the Labour Party, was able to get a sympathetic hearing for the resolution that 'the present system of voluntary effort in aid of the blind people of this country does not adequately meet their necessities, and that the State should make provision whereby capable blind people might be made industrially self-supporting, and the incapable and infirm maintained in a proper and humane manner.” (16)
This led to a Departmental Committee of enquiry comprising the Government and voluntary organisations that met between 1914 and 1917.  Sir Arthur Pearson, the new President of the NIB was asked to help. The “committee collected evidence on the condition of the blind, the means available for their industrial and professional training, and the provision made for assistance.” (16 ) 

The Committee pointed out that voluntary action was not adequate to the needs of blind people. The effort of voluntary organisations was no longer sufficient to keep up the registers, nor could there always be effective follow-up. An Advisory Committee on the welfare of the Blind was established in 1917, which became an active body reporting for the first time in 1919 to what was now the Ministry of Health. A draft Bill was prepared to grant aid services for blind people. The new grants were made available for both statutory and voluntary agencies and “ made a closer relationship possible”. (16) The Bill became law in 1920.

What the 1920 Blind Persons Act said

Until the Blind Persons Act, welfare provision was “necessarily partial and incomplete”. ( 16 ) The Blind Persons Act was the watershed that defined the start of modern social services. Many of the provisions in the National Assistance Act 28 years later are simply an extension of BPA provision to all community care groups, such as: 

· Specific public funds for blind welfare

· Local authorities to make arrangements for welfare in their own area for people who were ordinarily resident which were satisfactory to the Ministry of Health.

· Local Authorities to keep a register. “the information required was detailed and comprehensive, including particulars of age, sex, name and address, family and marital condition, the cause and degree of blindness, the date of onset of blindness, the place of training, the ability to read braille or moon, the occupation before and after blindness and the ability to live on income and earnings.” ( 16) Pardey adds that “For many years registration suffered from a serious weakness: medical evidence of blindness might be given by any doctor, who might not have the appropriate expertise.”

· Grants were made available towards workshops for the blind, the provision of assistance to home workers, homes and hostels for the blind, home teaching, book production, research into new industries for the blind, and for people who were unemployable blind in their own homes. 

· A pension paid to blind people aged 50. 

This was a landmark piece of comprehensive and coherent policy. The Ministry of Health recognised the contribution of voluntary agencies and encouraged local authorities to work in partnership for the most effective solutions. Pardey notes that “The Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind emphasised this point still further and called for: “the fostering of the voluntary side of the work”, whereby the local authorities would 'aid and supplement the effort of the efficient voluntary agencies which, prior to the passing of the Act, had borne practically the whole charge of caring for the blind in this country.”  (16)
A large amount of discretion was given to local authorities in formulating their schemes, especially who would be responsible between the voluntary and statutory agencies for what and why. This led to considerable variation in how the Act was implemented. In some areas voluntary agencies acted as agencies, in other areas  Councils did it all themselves and in a third model Councils organised home teaching but relied on voluntary agencies for other welfare services such as holiday homes.

There provided a real opportunity for the Society to expand.

	Panel of Interest Miss Kate Stephenson

 Miss Kate Stephenson was the younger daughter of Sir William Haswell Stephenson. He was a prominent local industrialist in the second half of the 19th Century establishing the Throckley Coal Company in 1867 and went on to become director of several utilities companies. He was Lord Mayor seven times and paid for the Libraries at Elswick, Walker and Heaton. He is also known for commissioning the statue of Queen Victoria in St Nicholas Square.  (19 ) Kate lived at the family home Elswick House and joined the Committee on 31st January 1895, ( 20)  becoming Honorary Secretary between 1902 and 1909. She worked tirelessly at this post as well as being a regular donor especially at Christmas. She also served on a number of post Blind Persons Act committees and was still Honorary Secretary up to 1940 though there had been a paid organising secretary for some years by then.  She was made a Vice President in 1927, a Trustee from 1930 and Patron of the Society from 1946. She was the only person in our history to hold all of these positions. She died in 1949 or 1950 as she gave her apologies for a meeting in1949 and  there is no further mention of her after that . This means she gave 54 years of continuous service to the  Society. (fig)


	Panel of Interest : Religion and the Society 

Jesmond Parish Church 

The evangelical revival in the mid-19th Century was very much against a drift towards Catholic practices being adopted in the protestant church or Anglo Catholics as they were known. Jesmond Parish Church was part of this revival. On 13th April 1861 Jesmond parish was formally created.

President from 1867 – 1882 Rev. Berkeley Addison was the first Vicar of Jesmond as well as the first president of the Society. Addison, described by his colleague as a well read and eloquent man, was one of the four vice presidents of the Town Mission and Scripture Readers society, which comprised visiting individuals in their homes reading the Bible and praying with them   - a sighted version of the Home Teaching  Society . Addison also created a system where two lady visitors called weekly on every family and distributed tracts from house to house. 

President from 1882 – 1888 .The second Vicar was Somerset Edward Pennefather. Rev Pennefather had scarlet fever as a child but wasn't blinded by it. Pennefather wanted the church to be for everyone and started the church magazine. The Society asked Reverend Pennefather to put an appeal in his Parochial magazine "to solicit funds for the charity". 

President from 1888- 1893 Theodore Chapman  who was born in India in 1856, served as priest on the Isle of Man. He increased the parish magazine circulation. He was a strong supporter of mission" to evangelise the masses at home and the heathen at home'.. He was supportive of the temperance society which held its first festival on the town Moor, now known as the Hoppings.. 

President 1893- 1896 Edwin  Savage became vicar in July 1894 He was also an evangelical  and temperance supporter. Upon leaving Jesmond he eventually became rector of Hexham. 

President 1896 – 1905 Thomas Brocas Waters

Reverend Brocas wanted laymen and laywomen to be active in their witness and service and not to be indifferent to the needs of those around them. He wanted wholehearted Christian commitment so that individuals would be prepared for service at home and overseas. He also believed that active lay workers were essential in every parish for without them ‘the work in parish after parish is drooping for the want of this very lay help.’ (7)
1924 – 1957 Canon Thomas was also Vicar of St Barnabas

The importance of the Bible House 

This is from the Bible House’s old web site “On Friday 18th November 1864 several gentlemen met at the house of Joseph Mather. Their objective was to set up a Depot to distribute Bible Tracts and other religious publications to take Christian literature to the outreaches.” The Committee included Mr Thomas Hudson Bainbridge Mr J C Fenwick and Mr Thomas Pumphrey (Grocer) In 1869, the business transferred to 17 Pilgrim Street and in 1880 a Trust Deed was drawn up. The signatories included  Mr  Alexander. So we shared founders and the Bible House provided our base at different times and a home for our Library. (21)
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Chapter Two: The Effects of War

This chapter departs from a strictly chronological approach in looking at the effects of                                                                                                                                                                                         both world wars on how blind people were perceived by the rest of society and the transformation of support services for them. 

When our internet group started members decided they wanted to look at what had happened to local people blinded in the First World War. We found this example in the Durham Light Infantry Museum collection: (1)
“Tom Smith was born in Boldon Colliery in March 1895, and was a miner before he enlisted in the 14th (Service) Battalion DLI in September 1914. He was severely wounded at the Battle of Arras on 22 April 1917 and lost both his eyes.

After recovering from his wounds, he went in September 1917 to St Dunstan’s in Regent's Park, London.  There he was trained as a mat and net maker and met his future wife, Kitty Hunter. Tom Smith never fully recovered from his wounds and died at his home in Boldon Colliery in July 1952, aged 57.”

This whetted our appetite to find out more about St Dunstan’s and to find out about our own history .We have drawn heavily on “In the Mind‘s Eye “ by David Castleton (2).
1
First World War 

St Dunstan’s

St Dunstan’s (now Blind Veterans UK) was a charity set up to provide support and employment for soldiers blinded by war, during the First World War. Any account of St Dunstan’s must begin with Sir Arthur Pearson. Although privately educated, he was keen to make his own way in the world and became a junior journalist having won a competition with Tit Bits magazine. He eventually formed his own magazine Pearson’s Weekly and then as a newspaper magnate founded the Daily Express. (2) Pearson had   experience with charities having set up the Pearson Fresh Air Fund a charity to give days out in the country for poor city children. His life changed when in 1908 he was operated on for glaucoma and never regained enough sight to read or write.  According to Castleton (2), he told his wife “I am never going to be a blind man, I am going to be the blind man.” This translated into a stridently can do philosophy. "To be blind may mean to be helpless, incompetent, perpetually resigned to a life of dull ineptitude. To be blind may mean to carry on one’s life almost as before, to put up with minor inconvenience in conquering problems as they present themselves. Lots of people see without perceiving, blind people learn to perceive without seeing.”. By 1912 he had been invited to join the council of what was to become the RNIB and following his fundraising for a new headquarters in Great Portland Street, he accepted the presidency having successfully changed its name to the National Institute for the Blind. 

When World War I broke out he realised that soldiers blinded by the war would need support.  According to Castleton Pearson was in touch with all British military hospitals to tracing eye casualties. Nine British and two Belgian blinded soldiers were identified. Pearson also appealed to the Select Committee on Naval and Military Pensions, pressing the claims of these first few blinded soldiers. He received acknowledgement from David Lloyd George and encouraging replies from other members of the committee. By January 1915 Pearson had discovered 22 blinded soldiers. Pearson’s idea was that: “They should be taught to read and write in the embossed type, assisted to acquire some occupation and generally trained to become active, self-reliant and self-helpful.” (2)
After a temporary hostel, St Dunstan’s Villa, a 15 acre site in Regents Park was leased to Pearson. This included the right to erect temporary buildings necessary to establish workshops and classrooms. By 1916, 14 blinded soldiers moved into the new hostel in Regent’s Park and Pearson had “become a father figure to 150 trainees at the hostel or in annexes established in London, Brighton and Torquay, including five Australians, two New Zealanders and seven Canadians. Two-thirds of St Dunstaners admitted were totally blind and the great majority of the remaining third could only distinguish light from dark.”  (2)
Rob Baker, official archivist for Blind Veterans UK, explains how St Dunstaners were identified and inducted. Blinded soldiers’ treatment was centralised so that they came to the second London General Hospital in Chelsea.  A few didn’t and were only picked up on later. Generally this seemed to work well. The blind men were officially notified visited in hospital, by Sir Arthur or a member of the staff.They were given a Braille watch as a present and the first step towards an independent life as sight loss and encourage them to come to St Dunstan’s. (6)
Training and employment 

St Dunstan’s started from the position that if you kept trying you would get a near to normal life back .From a practical point of view training for employment was central. Even more fundamental was the ‘keep trying and stay positive’ attitude. This was commented upon by one of the Committee members who visited St Dunstan’s in 1915: “Dr. Hadow was…. especially struck with the buoyant cheerfulness of the inmates.”

St Dunstan’s trained men in new trades or ideally to return to their old job where possible. Central to the training were Braille and typewriting skills. Castleton notes that: “Braille teachers were drawn from the ranks of voluntary transcribers working for the National Library for the Blind.”  Pearson himself extolled the virtues of blind teachers: “the remarkable speed with which the occupations taught in the workshops are acquired…is attributable principally to the influence of the blind teacher. The feeling of helplessness which overwhelms a strong, healthy newly blinded man is incredibly relieved when he finds that the one who is to instruct him in some profitable employment is suffering from the same handicap as himself." (2)

In 1916 specialist training included boot repairing, mat-making, basket-making, joinery, poultry farming, market gardening and masseurs.  About 60 per cent of St Dunstan’s trainees eventually learned craftwork of various kinds and often became very skilful. (2)
 St Dunstan’s was not the only organisation looking to widen traditional blind people’s employment opportunities. 

 By 1900 the syllabus for teaching blind people had expanded to include for example gymnastic lessons;and typewriting. To this the Royal Normal College added shorthand in 1898. Where institutions for the blind included both a school and a training department, shorthand was added to the vocational training, and the use of a knitting machine became general. Training in music and in piano tuning gave new opportunities for employment. The range of trades that was taught increased year by year. In 1906 massage was added to the professional training. (10) Our annual report of 1915 gives an example of this in Bombardier Burr, a soldier blinded in 1914 who became proficient as a masseur and was extensively employed massaging the wounded in in local hospitals. 

Telephony was an expanding market, and in 1906 a firm in Birmingham employed the first blind telephone operator. (10) Telephonists were taught at the National Institute, and later at St Dunstan’s. Most office switchboards at that time employed a drop shutter or doll’s eye system to indicate lines or extensions calling, which a blind operator could detect. ( 2) St Dunstan’s took these emerging professions and focused them in one place in order to adapt them for war blinded men. This, in turn, raised the profile of the acceptability of these occupations for blind people generally. 

Returning to old jobs 

There were several examples of men returning to their previous occupation. For example, Fred Martin resumed his career in journalism at the Morning Post but six months later became the first blind MP since Sir Henry Fawcett whilst another St Dunstaner returned to being an accountant! 

Blind people and sport 

St Dunstan’s also looked to sport and physical activity to build strength and the can do team spirit. When St Dunstaners returned home local clubs were often set   up with an emphasis on physical activity such as walking and  running.

Impact of the First World War in Newcastle 

Aside from the impact that any citizen of Newcastle could have felt, such as having serving family members and the increase in the cost of living, there were specific factors that impacted upon the Society and its members.

Disruption to social activities occurred with our Friday Evening Meetings discontinued during the winter due to the danger of street accidents befalling the Blind and guides in the darkened town. For the same reason there was no Christmas Tea, but a present of one shilling was sent to each Blind person. It was possible to hold the Friday Evening meetings from April onwards though and as the 1917 report noted: “Many say they live for the Friday nights! They were unusually well attended last year.”
Scarcity of raw materials for the Home Workers with Our Knitting Department, although quite successful throughout the war, somewhat hampered “by the growing scarcity of wool and the high prices.”

Impact of rationing 

By 1917 rationing regulations had seriously affected blind people who formerly made a living as Tea Agents, when they found their custom entirely gone.

In 1918 coal companies gave subscriptions that enabled the Society to give a grant of 8s.to each blind person to purchase coal, which replaced the gifts of coal given in other years.

WH Bainbridge

A tragic loss was the death of Wilfred H Bainbridge reported in the Morpeth Herald, 24th March 1916. He had been a Trustee of the Society for several years and was a son of one of our most loyal benefactors and Committee members Mr TH Bainbridge. He was described as “a well-known and highly esteemed businessman “. This was a double blow to the Bainbridge family as his brother had been killed the year before.

Image and fund raising 

  Eighteen months after the end of the First World War, Arnold Lawson quoted a total figure of 1,833 servicemen blind as a result of the War. He pointed out however, that 26 per cent of admissions were due to disease and forecast that there would be more admissions from sight deteriorating as a consequence of disease in future years. (2)  It should be noted that the number of people blinded directly as a result of the war was relatively small in comparison with other disabilities. Yet thanks to St Dunstan’s, blinded soldiers became, arguably, one of the prime symbols of the War. Moreover, St Dunstan’s approach was culturally significant in its presentation of the men as heroic, upstanding, masculine and employable. (3)
 Focusing attention on restored manhood in cleverly ambiguous  posters depicting strong, but unsmiling , ex-soldiers looking back on their sighted lives or war experiences with the by-line “blinded for you “ could evoke both respect and pity. Publicity also focused attention on the two charismatic leaders embodying the cause and keeping St Dunstaners in the background. Those who were featured to any extent tended to be visually impaired only and able bodied otherwise. People with multiple injuries or disabilities were not featured though they were still supported by St Dunstan’s. (3) The focus was purely on blindness. 

Even by modern standards St Dunstan’s marketing was audacious, including charity branding of a product not made by St Dunstaners but sold with a donation going to the charity. The product was St Dunstan’s cigarettes with one poster showing a small boy trying a cigarette and saying to his parents looking on “Don’t be angry Daddy, it’s for St Dunstan’s” ( 3) 

Impact upon local societies of the national fund raising 

Did St Dunstan’s draw money way from local societies?  Some funds may have been diverted as reflected in this stark contrast in two adjacent letters from the Journal of 10th November 1916: Gateshead and St Dunstan’s Hostel which acknowledged money from the sale of a handmade wool hearth rug which raised a total of £200 collected for the “Allies Patriotic Card Fund for St Dunstan’s hostel for our blinded heroes”. This was next to a letter from our Honorary Secretary Kate Stephenson reminding people of poor blind people’s need for “clothing and boots as the winter comes on.”  (4) 
Moreover, the Society was in great financial difficulties throughout the First World War. However, there were a number of reasons for this:

· There had been a falling off in subscriptions 

· Increase in cost of living with many subscribers feeling the extra burden
· The higher cost of living leading to greater needs for financial support depleting our reserves 

· The 1915 subscriptions, although practically the same as in 1914, “decidedly lower than before the War”
· Our efficient subscriptions districts systems was falling apart for want of collectors 

· Collectors, like everyone else in the community, being engaged in "War work".

· By 1917 “several districts had to be left unworked.”

· Deaths of several donors to the Society 
Generous one off donations were still being made, but annual subscriptions were down.
Local sympathy was often strongly aroused by the return of a blinded soldier to his home town and this could have had a positive effect on donations (2)

Moreover, the energy  which drove Sir Arthur to create St  Dunstan’s also   revived the National Institute for the Blind and revolutionised its collecting system so that local societies would defer their local collections to the NIB in return for a guaranteed income (for more detail, see Chapter Four). We received £250 per annum, in place of the small sums usually obtained in house-to-house collection. This helped keep the Society afloat in 1918.

2
Between the wars 

Extension of St Dunstan’s original remit 

In 1922 St Dunstan’s became responsible for ‘sailors, airmen, and other persons blinded in or as a consequence of the Great War of 1914–1919 or in any other war or war-like operations’. The charity’s new constitution extended the word ‘blinded’ to ‘all cases in which sight has been so impaired that special care and training are required’.(2)
Sir Ian Fraser 

Ian Fraser was blinded at the battle of the Somme in 1916. He became Pearson’s right hand man and succeeded him upon his death in 1921. He was an MP for St Pancras North and later for Lonsdale.

There were two key pieces of legislation that Ian Fraser introduced:

Wireless Licences 

In 1925 there were 1,349,294 wireless licences. Fraser approached the Post Office and the BBC to gain support to secure free licenses for blind persons to enable them to operate wireless receivers. While both the Postmaster General and the BBC supported Fraser's proposal there was opposition to the idea from other sources”, such as the National Union of the Professional and Industrial Blind, who claimed it was: “A foolish appeal to charity and therefore distasteful”. The person in charge of Blind Welfare at the Ministry of Health said: “Wireless is, no doubt, a great boon to the blind, though I am told they are beginning to tire of it and prefer gramophones.”  The proposal was also not supported by the Advisory Committee for the Blind.  In the end Fraser opted for a special Bill to deal with the matter. Despite opposition, the Wireless Telegraphy (Blind Persons Facilities) Bill was introduced as a Private Member's Bill and became law from 1 January 1927. ( 13)
Consequences of the Act 

The Act gave an incentive to blind persons to register themselves as such and in 1929 Fraser claimed that there had been an “extraordinary increase" in the numbers on the registers of the blind. In London alone, no fewer than 900 blind people, who had previously been unknown or unregistered, had been discovered as an indirect consequence of the Act.

The introduction of free licenses gave a stimulus to the publication of a Braille edition of the Radio Times in 1926 by the National Institute for the Blind  thus enabling sightless listeners to know what programmes were available.

The National Institute for the Blind intensified a campaign to obtain wireless sets for blind persons. By 1928 the National Institute for the Blind, in conjunction with the B.B.C., launched the British Wireless for the Blind Fund. The first radio appeal on behalf of the Fund was made on Christmas Day 1929 by Sir Winston Churchill.  (13) How the Fund affected blind people in Newcastle is discussed in the next chapter.

The Blind Voters Act 

Previously blind voters had to disclose the name of the candidate they wished to vote for to the Presiding Officer and the agents of the candidates and then their ballot paper was marked for them. (2)
Fraser successfully introduced the Blind Voters Bill in 1933 and the Act came into force on 1 January 1934 .Its function was to enable any blind voter at a poll to be assisted to vote by a relative or friend. There were two safeguards: 
· The voter had to make an oral declaration that he/she was so incapacitated by blindness as to be unable to vote without assistance.
· A written declaration by the companion that he/she was a qualified person within the meaning of the Act and had not previously assisted more than one blind person to vote at the election then taking place. Two classes of persons were qualified to assist a blind voter, namely:
(a)  An individual who was entitled to vote at the election,
(b) The father, mother, brother, sister, husband, wife, son, or daughter of the blind person, providing such a relative had attained the age of twenty-one.
It’s worth noting that the Bill originally had a wider scope to include Jews, illiterates and individuals incapacitated by physical disability. Fraser thought that a bill limited to blind people would obtain wider acceptance. ( 13)
Talking Books

The War was a catalyst for the reconceptualization of blind veterans and civilians alike. Blinded servicemen returning from the War gave a degree of urgency to problems of literacy that had long been tolerated. ( 7)
In the 1920s Ian Fraser took the idea of recording speech for the blind to the two biggest recording companies at the time but technical issues such as the short playing time from a 78 rpm record meant that the sounds were impractical and of poor sound quality. In the 1930s he tried again helped by the invention of electronic recording .The idea was a record that ran at 24 rpm to enable a longer playing time. The project became a joint initiative between the National Institute for the Blind and St Dunstan’s with Fraser heading up the work. He managed to get 35 minutes per side disc running at this speed.  
Ideas were shared with the Americans who were trying out similar ideas. Following investment from Lord Nuffield five books were put on disc in 1935:"The  Story of San Michele " by Axel Munthe, "Typhoon " by Joseph Conrad,  "The Murder of Roger Ackroyd " by Agatha Christie,  “The Gospel according to St John " and "There’s Death in the Churchyard " by William Gore. It’s worth noting that the Gospel According to St. John was funded by the British and Foreign Bible Society and Axel Munthe was a blind author. (7)
Copies of these first editions were thought to have been long lost but in 2016 during his  research for “The Untold Story of the Talking Book  “ author  Matthew Rubery rediscovered a set of  LPs recorded in 1935 with the full text of Typhoon. According to Rubery aach title consisted of a set of 12-inch shellac gramophone discs that could play for approximately 25 minutes per side. The average book requiredten double-sided records, which were shipped at no cost to borrowers, who only had to pay the return postage. The service started a 2-year trial period in 1935.Talking books cost more to produce than printed books and required special equipment to play them. Unlike the USA where the Library was state funded we relied on donations. (7)
Membership was free to anyone who purchased (or received through charity) one of three different models of talking book machines: an electric gramophone, a mechanical model requiring no electricity or a model designed for use with headphones or a radio loudspeaker. Machines were sold at cost price, ranging from £6.10s.to £3.15s.4d. St. Dunstan’s subsidized £1 of each machine purchased by veterans. By the end of September 1937, talking book machines had been delivered to 338 St. Dunstaners, 351 blind civilians, and 275 recipients abroad. In 1936 the NIB promoted the service to the rest of the country including the Northern Counties Association for the Blind. ( 7) 

For many readers the talking book both helped to restore the ability to read and provided an altogether new way of reading.” 

 The Reverend Robert Manthorp, Headmaster of Worcester College for the Blind suggested that: “The Talking Book Service marked a turning point by recognizing the shared interests, capabilities, and humanity of people with visual disabilities.” The  talking book became a symbol of progress for blind people and showed that blind people  wanted the same things from life as sighted people. Moreover, they were seen as crucial to restoring people’s independence.

Demand for books quickly necessitated a second recording plant (2) Record players had variable speeds so both American and British discs could be played. One of these speeds was 33 and a third rpm, which ironically meant that blind people got to hear long playing records a decade ahead of the sighted world!

Guide Dogs 

Although dogs had been used to guide blind people for a long time, the first systematic application of this came about as a result of the First World War. Interestingly, St Dunstan’s had an opportunity to be involved in this but declined despite Ian Fraser’s enthusiasm for the idea. 

The world’s first guide dog school was set up by Dr Stalling in Germany after the First World War and although this venture failed in 1926, it inspired another training centre in Potsdam, which came to the attention of a wealthy American woman, Dorothy Harrison Eustis, who was already training dogs for the army, police and customs service in Switzerland. After several months studying the methods used at the Potsdam centre, Dorothy Eustis set up  “The Seeing Eye” in Switzerland and then the Unites States. They were the first guide dog schools in the modern sense. In 1930, two British women, Muriel Crooke and Rosamund Bond, heard about The Seeing Eye and contacted Dorothy Eustis, who sent over one of her trainers. In 1931, the first four British guide dogs completed their training. This new charity was affiliated to the National Institute for the Blind as ‘Committee of the Dogs as Guides for the Blind Training Scheme’. Three years later The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association was founded (12).

Innovation in Accessible Design

In 1935, St Dunstan’s looked to reprovide their Brighton West House holiday home with a purpose built new facility on a clifftop site at Ovingdean ( near Brighton) which was purchased in June 1937. The design featured many innovations in accessibility such as:

· Paths with guide rails

· Simple layout so people could easily memorise 

· Complete confidence in safety

· Installation of swing gates at the top of stairways

· Handrails with signal  studs to indicate that floor one was approaching

· Doors would swing one way

· Handles would project as little as possible and edges would be padded with rubber

· Using the architect’s tactile model as a means of allowing the blind visitor to visualise the building

The building was opened in 1938.  It is possible that this building was used to inspire other accessible buildings.

3
Second World War 

Evacuation 

In the Second World War aerial bombardment was a major threat to civilians. Operation Pied Piper, the evacuation programme, included school children, children under five with their mothers, pregnant women nearing full term, blind people and those with a disability which made them unable to access air raid shelters. This was launched in 1939. Registration for evacuation of blind people was undertaken through the home teachers, though locally committee members, staff and volunteers all played a part.

Our Annual Report of 1940 notes that there was a poor response from blind persons to take advantage of the scheme, which “under the prevailing conditions, appeared excellent.” At the end of March 1940 only 40 persons of the total register of 1,001 were evacuated. The  lack of enthusiasm in the scheme was based on many factors, such as leaving one's home, friends, having to settle down to new conditions, the lack of experience of actual bombardment by air and the desire to "stay put" and rely on the arrangements made for their protection and safety. However, Walter Pease, Newcastle secretary for the National Institute for the Blind and a member of our Committee said, in a newpaper article, that in 1939, 120 people were evacuated but by September 1940 only 26 people remained.

Two other possible reasons for the low take up could have been: 

· On 9 November 1939 a question was asked of the Minister of Health in Parliament as to whether he was aware that many evacuated blind people “returned to their homes because of their inability to live on the grant made to them as well as meet their liabilities at home” The Minister replied that “It is for the local authorities, either directly or through the agency of voluntary organisations, to make such provision as they may think appropriate for the welfare of blind persons. Certain evacuation authorities are considering the grant of extra assistance to blind persons in respect of their obligations in their home areas, and I understand also that some local authorities and voluntary societies are examining the possibility of setting up new workshops to provide employment for the blind in reception areas.” ( 8)
· The second was the changing landscape of the war meant that areas that were meant to be so-called reception areas became evacuation areas and sometimes vice versa, so there was little advantage in moving. Indeed, later in the war we took blind people from other areas as shown in the 1944 report: “During the Summer of 1944 a number of Blind Evacuees from London and the South. Although these people have now returned home, we know that they will be remembered by many of our people here in the North, with whom friendship has been fostered.”

Church Stretton 

Because of because of air raids on Brighton during the Blitz, St Dunstan’s evacuated its operation from Brighton to the town of Church Stretton, Shropshire, where it set up an industrial training centre and a hospital. Training on Braille, Moon, typewriting, shorthand and telephony was provided, in addition to joinery, basketry, wool rug-making and physiotherapy. Eventually 700 war-blinded men and women would pass through Church Stretton between 1940 and 1946. By 1946, when St Dunstan’s returned to Brighton, the charity cared for over 2,000 blind ex-Service personnel. (9) (2)
The “accidental “benefit of Church Stretton was showing how sighted people who were willing to help people blinded by war back into society could improvise and innovate and make a place more accessible for all. A quote from Castleton illustrates this: “If there were two of our locals wanting a game of dominoes in a foursome they would get two of the blind boys to join them without any trouble. They were all friends together. Pubs were different in those days. Everybody was friendly and talked to one another…the blind boys could tell who people were by their voice. They’d only got to hear you say ‘hallo’ and they knew who it was.” (2)
Pauline Trebble the daughter of the town’s publicans recalled that a wire was put on posts at waist height all the way from the Longmynd Hotel where the St Dunstaners were based to the town centre. At lunchtimes the boys would have a drink and they would wait until she went back to school so she could help two or three to ‘get on the wire’ back up to their base. The involvement of Church Stretton people was crucial - they had people to tea, the girls went to dances or they were the front end of a tandem. Cinemas were filled with a constant buzz beneath the soundtrack commentaries by escorts for their blind companions - in effect live audio description! (2)
It wasn’t just friendship that was inspired by inclusion. The Hartlepool Northern Daily Mail of 28 February 1942 notes that Newcastle soldier Philip Todd who had been blinded in an accident whilst stationed in the UK, went to the St Dunstan’s facility at Church Stretton. He met Miss Mary Edwards who lived in the village and on 8th March 1942 they were married. He expected to take up a job in a munitions factory. (4)
Blind people making a contribution

In London, blind telephonists volunteered to use their skills at fire stations hospitals or town hall emergencies. St Dunstaners were quite often roof spotters because in poor visibility the sound of an aircraft was often the only way of detecting its presence. A blind man’s reliance on his hearing gave him an advantage in these circumstances and some became local celebrities through their ability to identify enemy aeroplanes by the distinctive sound of their engines. (2)
In a local newspaper report Mr Pease noted there were blind men who were anxious to act as “ human sound detectors” and the morale for blind people overall was high. (4)
Impact in Newcastle

In 1940, the Gateshead social centre was equipped as a shelter for anyone caught in an air raid and in Newcastle Sutherland Memorial Hall became an emergency shelter for people rendered homeless through raids. 

In the Evening Chronicle, 18th July 1940 , the Society appealed to householders to offer any accommodation that they could have available to blind people so an emergency list could be drawn up either for temporary or permanent board lodgings until such time as their damaged homes could be restored . This was echoed by Mr Pease from the National Institute for the Blind in the interview with him later that year (4).

There was a fear people might become trapped in their own homes. This was not helped by not being able to hold many activities including. the Annual Outings to Whitley Bay. Nevertheless small excursions were arranged by the Home Teachers. Sadly with the introduction of food rationing, the fifty grocery parcels generously given by Alderman G. B. and Mr. J. B. Bainbridge for so many years could not be supplied.

But it wasn’t all doom and gloom. tThe 1940 and 1944 reports note that Home Teachers were maintaining  frequent contact with blind people, and that tuition continued in Braille, Moon, Manual Alphabet and Handicrafts, although instruction in the latter was reduced owing to wartime shortage of materials. Social activities had to be curtailed but regular meetings at Sutherland Memorial Hall were maintained, and the Whist Drives and Domino Club still attracted good attendances. Mrs Pearey (more of whom in Chapter Four) even started a Discussion Group, with the Workers' Educational Association, and a keep fit class in Gateshead!

The Unemployable Blind

In researching this chapter we found no evidence of any blind people employed during the war having to give their job up when a job holder returned from active duty.   In fact, in our 1944 Annual Report there are two positive statements:

“As a result of the shortage of man-power a scheme was launched to introduce blind workers into sighted industry, and it is interesting to note that four blind men (three from Newcastle and one from Gateshead) who were previously considered as unemployable began work at a local engineering factory in February, 1943. It is remarkable how these men have overcome the difficulties of travel and adjusted themselves to the routine of factory life, proving to be extremely capable in their new environment in spite of years of enforced idleness. Perhaps the happiest note is struck by their obvious sense of contentment in their new-found occupations.”

And from Councillor Clydesdale: “It appears from the statement there are only 840 unemployable persons in Newcastle and district. The point is that we have found that of the 840 a considerable number can be trained to work in certain spheres that were found during war-time. As a matter of fact since the war started we have got six or seven blind people, regarded as unemployable, work, and they are still working. There may be many more and that are our business to ascertain; I trust this matter is being followed up.”

This continued in our 1945 Report: “Again the drive to employ partially Blind Persons in Sighted Industry has continued. Six men (five in Newcastle and one in Gateshead) have commenced employment at a local Ordnance Factory, and with the exception of one Newcastle man, who was compelled owing to severe eyestrain and ill-health, to relinquish his post, all are progressing satisfactorily.”

Open Employment and Disabled Persons Act

Between the wars the movement towards an open employment policy for blind people (and indeed all disabled people) owed much to St Dunstan’s ability to innovate and promoting ways of getting people back to work. Home Working and Workshops for the Blind catered for a very small percentage of people and whilst they undoubtedly met the needs of some, they were looking very out of date. Open employment was not just a movement in the UK as Castleton points out “in America,….the Ford Motor Company began employing blind men on the factory floor soon after the First World War. In typical fashion Henry Ford had decreed, ‘If one out of every six thousand is blind then one out of every six thousand Ford workers should be blind’. His edict was obeyed. Each handicapped person received full pay for a full day’s work and, where necessary, the company was prepared to adapt machinery so that a disabled operator could work it." (2)
In December 1941 an Inter-departmental Committee on the Rehabilitation and Resettlement of Disabled Persons, the Tomlinson Committee, was set up. The following recommendations were made in 1943: 

· “rehabilitation in its widest sense is a continuous process, partly in the medical sphere and partly in the social or the industrial sphere; 

· close cooperation between the health and the industrial services is necessary throughout the whole process; 

· ordinary employment is the object and is practicable for the majority of the disabled 

· a minority of the disabled will require employment under sheltered conditions.” ( 10)
The Tomlinson Committee led to the Disabled Persons (Employment) Act 1944. This was the first piece of legislation to extend the focus from specific impairment groups to consider disabled people in general. It aimed to enhance their participation in paid work, while setting up a variety of ‘rehabilitation’ services and vocational training courses. It introduced the notion of reserved occupations for disabled workers, an employment quota scheme compelling all employers with more than 20 employees to employ disabled people, with a preference in the quota for disabled ex-servicemen and women, established the employment resettlement service and set up a nation-wide network of sheltered workshops. (5) (10)
However, its implementation was not vigorously pursued and little effort was made to penalise employers who failed to satisfy the recruitment target.

After 1944 the Ministry of Labour and National Service was made responsible for the training of blind persons over the age of twenty-one.

The Act led to the realisation by the NIB that many employers would not have the time to support a blind employee starting a job and therefore decided to increase the number of special placing officers who would each be responsible for one area of the country and have more time to give to selection and guidance. These special placing officers had the time to give more individual attention to each blind person, discovering their potential, finding suitable employment, training them, and keeping in touch with them and their employer to see that everything was working well. (10) 
This was the start of modern unemployment support concepts. From a Newcastle perspective, even though they were aimed at different groups the Act helped sealed the fate of our Home Workers and Shop schemes.
4
Post War impact in Newcastle and conclusion 

Our 1946 annual report noted that evening activities at the Newcastle Social Centre had not proved very satisfactory and the attendance at organised programmes were very poor, perhaps due to the blind people being accustomed during the war period to staying indoors. Moreover, scarcity of materials continued to be a problem at the Home Workers and the Sales Depot, but the Workers were kept busy on work provided by the customers supplying their own materials. Nevertheless, this seems to have proved one of the reasons for the eventual closure of the Centre. 
Despite the huge advances made by St Dunstan’s in wartime and between the wars there were also negative effects which are still felt today. However, focusing attention on war blinded people, i.e. acquired blindness in younger working age people: 

· Took attention away from what was already happening in the overall profile of blindness by then – that the vast majority of blind people were older people . This arguably created a perception that blindness was still something that happened to others and an ignorance of preventive eye health in older people.

· Took attention away from working age “civilian blind “ people seeking employment. 

· Made war veterans a principal focus of disability employment campaigns that lasts to this day Took attention and resources way from people who need extra help and support to find employment 

Nevertheless, it is undeniably true that out of the horror came hope and that hope improved the majority of blind people’s lives. 
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Chapter Three 1920 – 1948: Confidence, creativity and presence
1
The impact of the Blind Persons Act 1920

This chapter explores the impact of major legislation from 1920 to 1948, the growth of our services and what it meant for the Society to move to a stable base.

There was a high level of confidence in the Society from Councillors' feedback on Committees. This was reflected in the services we were commissioned to provide:

· We retained Home Teaching and developed them 

· We developed the Home Workers scheme and acquired a shop

· We retained responsibility for updating the Register of blind people

· We were responsible for giving out grants. 

Three words sum up this period: confidence, creativity and presence. Confidence in having local authority support, creativity in the home workers scheme and shop and presence with the social centres, outings, exhibitions and high profile blind local politicians who were also significant  figures in our own history. During this period we published our Jubilee Handbook and the tone of this tends towards being self-satisfied. But in truth the Society was providing better services under the Blind Persons Act. 
2
Governance and People of influence

The governance structure changed with the creation of various sub committees in the 1920s. This may have been to facilitate the administration of public money being given by the local authorities. These changes were initiated the same year Canon Thomas became President, five years after the Blind Persons Act 
. This also ensured there was Councillor representation on the Committee from both local authorities. 

By 1931 the sub committees the Society either ran or was involved in were: Finance and General Purposes Committee, Cases Committee, Shop Committee, Representative on Newcastle Blind Persons Act Committee, Representatives on Special Sub-Committee for dealing with the Unemployable Blind in Newcastle and the Special Sub-Committee for dealing with the Unemployable Blind in Gateshead!  

The Constitution was widened and changed considerably in 1939, following the 1938 Blind Persons Act, into an impressive document with a new emphasis on ensuring prevention, education and defining numbers of representatives from outside bodies including the local authorities and the National Institute for the Blind.  ( 2) 
The number of people of influence being connected with the Society changed when Canon Thomas became president in 1925. In this year separate Chair and Vice Chair roles were created alongside the President role. Canon Thomas was both Chair and President until his death in 1957. There were also a number of Vice Presidents which were used for positions as well as for specific people. Thus, the Lord Mayor of Newcastle and Lady Mayoress, the Mayor of Gateshead, the President of the Free Church Council and both Town Clerks were Vice Presidents by position. The Lord Bishop was known to attend occasionally. The annual general meetings were often taken by one of the Mayors.

These Vice Presidents were supplemented by Canon Thomas elevating loyal members and contributors, such as Florence Sutherland and Kate Stephenson as well connected long standing volunteers, alongside highly experienced staff, for example Miss Pattinson, the Honorary Lady Superintendent for Gateshead.

The Canon also introduced the concept of Patron, initially Viscount Grey and his wife. Viscount Grey as a Liberal politician had been Foreign Secretary from1905 to 1916 and, was famously the person who declared at the start of WW1: "The lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our time." After his death, the Duchess of Northumberland, Dowager Viscountess Allendale and Sir Arthur Sutherland were Patrons. From what we know the main appearances the Duchess of Northumberland and Dowager Viscountess Allendale made were to open Sutherland Memorial Hall and the Gateshead Social Centre in 1936. 

At the same time we were fortunate in having two blind Councillors among our members – the influential Councillor James Clydesdale (see Panel of Interest) and, from Gateshead, Alderman William Tait.

Looking at the attendances and apologies for some of the annual general meetings it is interesting to see the almost casual way various important people who were not members of the Society Committee are mentioned. Examples include Major-General Sir R.A K. Montgomery who attended and spoke in 1932, Lady Kathleen Armstrong, Sir Beachcroft Towse who founded the British Wireless for the Blind fund and the Chief Constable of Newcastle gave apologies in 1942. In 1938 Sir John Maxwell, Traffic Commissioner and Sir Thomas Oliver, international authority on industrial medicine attended.

In 1945 we seem to have invited Lord Eustace Percy of Newcastle who had once been President of the Board of Education in the Baldwin government but he gave apologies. 

Attendance by influential people declined during and after the Second World War and was probably also affected by the impact of the National Assistance Act on the services we delivered and ultimately, our standing as an organisation.

It would be easy to say that whilst we invited a lot of people, only the ones who had an interest in the Society actually attended and there is little evidence of well - known members’  influence in raising our profile. However, merely the names will have been enough to attracting status. 

3
The Professionalisation of Home Teaching 

Background 

Following the Blind Persons Act of 1920 there was an acknowledgement that the Home Teaching role had developed to the point where it needed to be formalised as a profession. The College of the Teachers of the Blind set up an examination structure in 1922 and the first examinations were held a year later. To illustrate the need for this, in 1919 there were just over 100 home teachers in England and Wales. By 1934 this figure had quadrupled!  The rationale for the examination was that assessed knowledge and skill must go alongside a natural talent to do the job. Although the profession was young it was building its knowledge base all the time. A Handbook was developed as a guide to the examination and as a manual to the teachers’ daily work. The Handbook’s introduction notes that the role is now so wide that the term teacher "has become almost a misnomer" (4)
What the exam consisted of

The examination had both practical and theoretical sections:

Practical 

Candidates had to (a) write from dictation a passage in Braille, (b) read to the examiners a sheet for Braille and Moon (c) Give a lesson to a pupil in the presence of an examiner.

Theoretical Knowledge 

This comprised a viva voce examination on case work in which candidates were asked how they would respond to case studies and a two hour written paper.

It was striking how similar the descriptions of home visiting are to modern outreach roles such as our Vision Support Workers. 

Functions

The Handbook notes that “While it is true to say that the first task of the home visitor is to see that the blind are provided for materially, her real work begins when this first task is completed, for it is when the most pressing anxieties of ways and means have been faced and overcome for the blind in her care that she can begin to help them to lead that full and interesting life that should be theirs.” (4)
There was also an acknowledgement of safeguarding situations as this text demonstrates: “some time or other every home visitor is confronted with cases that present difficulties which financial help alone is powerless to meet. There is the old woman past caring for herself, who lives in squalor and dirt, and refuses to allow others to clean for her; the feeble and tottering old man who regards fireguards as a foolish luxury; the hard-working housewife whose landlord refuses to do necessary repairs. It is essential that the home visitor shall know to what Public Department she can apply for help in such cases.” (4)
 Approach 

The Handbook set out the following:

You are the link: “the home visitor is the link which binds the whole complicated structure of blind legislation to the blind individual whose life is influenced by that legislation. The Ministry of Health, local authorities, advisory committees, and voluntary associations are abstractions that convey little to the mind of the average unemployable blind man or woman, and it is the home visitor who has to make these abstractions real, by translating them into terms of everyday friendship and kindness. It is her task to see that every blind person in her care benefits to the full from the legislation that has been devised to help them, and to afford some measure of compensation for the handicap of blindness.”(4)

You are the constant: “the relationship between the visitor and the blind person is one that persists. The doctor, the district nurse, the pensions officer, or the health visitor may touch on a blind man's life half-a-dozen times, and then pass out of his existence, but the home visitor remains, helping the blind in their first days of darkness to face life anew, opening up for them fresh possibilities in their handicapped state, caring for them in times of sickness or distress, sharing their interests, and offering them lasting friendship.” (4)
Keep an open mind: “She must always loyally accept the decisions of the committee for which she works, but she must never be afraid to ask for the reconsideration of a decision, if new facts come to light, or new circumstances arise.” (4)
Use others to help: “However devoted she may be to her work, she can rarely spare more than an hour fortnightly to any one case, and it should be her endeavour to bring all her ingenuity to bear on the task of making the three hundred odd hours of every fortnight when she is not visiting the lonely blind man or woman full and happy ones. This she can only do by enlisting the help of voluntary workers, and fortunately we live in a time when there are a large number of societies with ideals of good fellowship and friendliness, so that every home visitor should make a point of cooperating with local branches of Toc H, Rotary Clubs, Boy Scouts, Girl Guides, Women's Institutes, and Townswomen's Guilds; in them she will find wide diversities of gifts, but the same spirit of kindliness and goodwill.” (4)
The Handbook also stressed that social centres could provide opportunities for carrying on handicrafts, group-listening to wireless, singing-classes, and lectures. (4)
Keep people engaged: “It is the home visitor's supreme task to break down that wall of partition which shuts out the blind in her care from the world around them, and she will welcome any means to this end. With one she will discuss Communism, with another the wireless service from St. Martin's-in-the-Fields, with a third The Good Companions, and with a fourth the Cup Tie, but everywhere she will have in mind as her purpose the opening up of new interests, and deliverance from that mental and physical bondage which blindness sometimes brings in its train.”(4)

How this applied in Newcastle

The Ministry of Health made a donation towards a salary of our Home Teachers and Home Workers. Both Braille and Moon were instructed by the Teachers. As recommended by the Handbook we had a separate handicrafts teacher in the early 1920s. Newcastle was divided into East and West and a further Home Teacher supervised the home workers across Newcastle and Gateshead with one Home Teacher dedicated to Gateshead. The average number of visits made each year varied between 9,000 and 10,000. The starting salary for a Home Teacher was £156 per annum in 1936.
The 1936 Annual Report noted that: “The visits of the Teachers are greatly appreciated and when it is realised the number of ways in which a Teacher can be of help, such as the care of the old people who are invalids, by making their beds, washing them, preparing of meals, arranging for nourishment, writing letters and numerous other helps for the blind people generally, it can be understood how difficult it is for the Teachers to visit as frequently as possible with so large a number each one has under their care when possibly an hour or two hours may be spent with individual cases.”

In 1937 the report notedthat:  “Lessons and instructions have been continued in Braille, Moon and Handicrafts, but the steady increase in the number of grant cases has made it impossible for the Teachers to devote much time to teaching. … the Home Teachers have ascertained that the Blind are enjoying the full benefit from the allowances made to them.”  In 1938, however, considerable improvement had been made with two new Teachers, and the committee felt that the people were now getting a fuller spectrum of service even though each Home Teacher had approximately 200 cases.

Councillor Clydesdale gave a succinct summary of the Home Teachers’ achievements in Newcastle: “Workers are not now satisfied to visit blind men and women at the fireside seeing they are fed and otherwise provided for. They want them to live and move and realise more, that they are human beings and more concerned with the normal life of the community than in the past.”

4
Home working scheme and the shop

On 6th August 1924 we timed our Annual General Meeting to coincide with the opening of our shop at 149 Pilgrim Street and also briefly moved our Committee Room there. This was to complement the Home Workers scheme and the Sales of Work that had been promoted by Mrs. Hatfield Walker. The shop was entitled the “Depot for the Sale of Work done by the Blind.” The Reverend Thomas noted that: “there had been difficulty in the disposing of goods made by the Blind, but it was hoped that this would not again occur with the opening of the new shop.” Products included Shetland patterned shawls, children's frocks, woollens for babies, gloves, bed-jackets, hearthrugs of cut cloth, straw shopping baskets. The site at 149 Pilgrim Street was at the end of the street later demolished for the Swan House roundabout. We were probably amongst the first local societies to have a shop. It is worth noting that this shop sold products made by blind people rather than products donated to the shop. Our 1925 report stated that: “Sales in the Shop are slowly mounting as its existence becomes known and with the assistance of numerous additional out-door Sales of Work.” Sadly, the shop never made a profit throughout its existence.

In our annual reports of the time there are adverts for the shop. Here is one from 1935, the year before we moved to Sutherland Memorial Hall:

“The Shop Committee earnestly solicits your patronage in order to provide employment for the increasing number of workers. Open on Weekdays, 9.30 a.m. to 6 p.m. Saturday, 9.30 am to 1pm.A large assortment of Cane, Straw and fashionable Hand-knitted Goods always in stock. We have: Real Shetland Rugs, Shawls. Cardigans, Bed Jackets, Scarves, Gloves, Wool Mats, Tray Cloths, Socks. Stockings and a Large Assortment of Baby Goods. Fancy Stools and Chairs.”

There was also: “Cane Work., Smart Picnic Baskets (in tiers),Trays (various shapes and sizes), Teapot Stands, Table Mats, Waste Paper Baskets, Tumbler Holders, Biscuit and Bon-bon Tins (in raffia), Willow Baskets, Straw Baskets (all shapes, sizes and colours).”

Alongside Home Teachers in most areas was a handicrafts teacher. The purpose of the handicrafts teacher was to try out crafts with people as potential occupations or if they were unable to pursue these to suitable skill level as pastimes instead. We appointed Miss Robertson in 1925 for this purpose with the idea that people would progress to the Home Workers scheme.  She worked across Newcastle and Gateshead. Our 1925 report stated that: “New handicrafts have been introduced and the membership of the class at The Friends' Meeting House, Pilgrim Street, is gradually increasing. Full and careful instruction is given in all branches of cane and basket work, bead work, knitting, etc. and 11 new workers have been added to the original list of regular workers.”

In 1929 a North East Coast Exhibition was held and there was a joint stand of all the blind agencies in the area. These comprised Royal Victoria School, North Eastern Blind Welfare Societies, Sunderland and Durham  County Royal Institution, Tynemouth Blind Welfare Society, Newcastle Workshops and ourselves .The stand was visited by the Prince of Wales ( later King Edward VIII) (FIG )  This was an excellent piece of cooperation between all the blind organisations as the picture illustrates and “there was never a dull moment on the stand. At times it was quite impossible for would be purchasers to get near. Our congratulations go to the blind demonstrators, drawn from all parts of Northumberland and Durham, who worked under great difficulties due to lack of space and often intense heat with big hearts and a cheery smile, while the public looked on and marvelled at their triumph over adversity
." Profits from goods were distributed between all the agencies.

By 1931 in both Gateshead and Newcastle new schemes had been introduced, ensuring the workers by grants and wages, an income at least equal to that of the Unemployable Blind. At that time the Society had 23 Home Workers including 10 Knitters, 3 Basket and Cane Workers, 7 Tea Agents, 2 Pianoforte Tuners and 1 Music Teacher. In comparison the Workshops for the Blind in 1933 had 56 workers. 
In 1934 Councillor James Clydesdale helped with the Society's successful tender for the tuning and repair of the Newcastle Education Committee's 180+ school pianos. The piano tuners had suffered some three years of poor business despite the Committee authorising specific advertising for them in 1933. Mrs. Hatfield Walker’s Sale of Work brought in at least £100 every year and probably made the difference between the Home Workers being viable or not. In 1935 the Society made the following statement: “We are doing our best to advertise the goods made by the Blind. They can make some beautiful articles but we have not the means of bringing them fully to the notice of the public.”  ( FIG) 

The shop moved to its new home in Sutherland Hall. This was very convenient in terms of organisation and storage but hardly a prime location for a shop that was already struggling. ( FIG) The number of Home Workers had dropped to 20 by 1936, partly because some workers had been admitted to the new Workshops for the Blind. As well as the Home Workers there were also casual workers employed in basket and cane work and knitting. By 1937 it was noted that “the Home Workers Scheme has diminished so far as full time workers are concerned the majority having being absorbed into the New Workshops, leaving only those trained in their own homes.” This decline continued during the war, so that in 1944 there were 10 workers in Newcastle and 7 in Gateshead. After the war, the 1946 report noted “scarcity of materials continues to be a handicap and its effect on the Sales Depot is still felt, yet the Workers have been kept busy on work provided by the customers supplying their own materials.” 
By the 1947-8 report the number had dropped yet further to 9 workers in Newcastle and 7 for Gateshead
. However, our 1959 annual report notes that Home Teachers were still undertaking Sales of Work as we loaned them our shop space. There has also been a suggestion from a current member that we may have had a stall in the Grainger Market at one time. 
It would be easy to assume that the change to open employment and the new workshops alongside post war scarcity led to the decline of both the shop and the home workers schemes. But an article in Beacon magazine in 1936 (7 ) suggested that most home workers were meant to be small business people and that many people were ill suited or ill-equipped for this . The article suggested that home workers would have been better to be affiliated to Workshops as outworkers which would have given them more support and more chance of success. 
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The move to Sutherland Memorial Hall and Shaftesbury House 

Sutherland Memorial Hall
Sir Arthur Munro Sutherland, who was born in the same year as our formation 1867 was a leading ship owner and coal exporter. He held the office of High Sheriff of Northumberland and for some time was a Justice of the Peace for the City of Newcastle. (9) He was Lord Mayor in 1919 having served on the City Council for a number of years previously. 

He was a generous benefactor providing money to found Newcastle Medical and Dental schools. He gifted Dunstanburgh Castle to the nation and Thurso House to Newcastle which became the city’s current Mansion House. 
He was knighted in 1920   and created a baronet a year later and was one of our Patrons from 1936 until his death in 1953.

His sister Florence was a member of our Committee from 1914 until the 1940s. She was also a generous donor.

Sir Arthur bought St. George's Presbyterian Church, Jesmond Road, in Newcastle, and presented it to the Society .The building, which housed our office and the Newcastle Branch Office of the National Institute for the Blind, became known as the Sutherland Memorial Hall, in memory of Sir Arthur's sister, Elizabeth Sutherland, who had died in September 1935. The land adjacent to the church was also secured by Sir Arthur and was to be used as a garden of rest for blind people .The premises were opened by the Duchess of Northumberland on February 10th 1936.

Shaftesbury House 

Later in the year the Social Centre for the Blind, Shaftesbury House, Prince Consort Road, Gateshead was opened. This was a large three storeyed detached house, which after alteration and re-decoration opened on October 29th, 1936, by the Dowager Viscountess Allendale assisted by the Mayor of Gateshead. Amongst others present were Rev. Alfred Thomas, M.A., F.R.S.L., (President of the Society), Canon Stephenson and Alderman W. Tait, J.P.

What we gained and lost in this period

The main gain for the Society was to have a home base to develop new activities, have permanent offices, and offer space for the NIB Newcastle office to share Sutherland Memorial Hall. The idea was that blind people would only have one place to go for a range of activities and functions. In particular, this would serve us well in building relationships with some organisations, such as the NIB. The full potential of the building was only exploited until after the National Assistance Act (See Chapter Four). 

We had been hoping for a permanent base since our formation. We had rented rooms in a variety of locations in the city centre. So, the office base and permanent phone number and address were obvious benefits.  However, the location of  Sutherland Memorial Hall was outside the immediate City Centre and our social evenings were no longer held at Brunswick Church Hall, as our 1936 Annual Report confirms: “Now that the weekly meetings carefully organised by Mrs. Hatfield Walker and formerly held in the Brunswick Church Hall, kindly loaned for the occasion by the Trustees, have been transferred to the new Centre, the Society have dispensed with a concession given by the Trustees of the Brunswick Methodist Church which has been enjoyed by the Society for over 25 years”. Not only had we lost a key relationship but a City Centre location.
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Outings and events

Outings 

The outings probably began sometime before 1930 but were not reported until 1930 when Newcastle Rotary Club became involved, lending their private cars and providing buses for the purpose. The following summer several members of Newcastle Rotary Club took parties to Alnmouth in their cars, and on another occasion, provided two buses for a trip to Rothbury, teas being provided by the Rotarians on each occasion. In 1932 Rotary Club sent 350 blind people to Whitley Bay and “given a most enjoyable afternoon and evening.” The year 1933 saw over 500 blind people and their guides travelling to Whitley Bay in special buses where tea was served. “The Spanish City Amusements were offered to the visitors free of charge and there was a plentiful supply of tobacco, sweets, etc
.”      The outing was helped by the ever resourceful Mrs. Hatfield Walker who invited helpers as her guests to ensure safety and comfort. Gateshead was not at this point formally participating but had the slightly more genteel pursuit of an annual garden party at the Rectory with Canon Stephenson!

The next two years had an average of 350 people attending the outings and the tradition of tea being provided by Empress Ballroom café was started. The 1936 report highlighted what services had been available to the visitors: “Mr. L. Bertorelli, gift of ice cream to all present at the outing; Whitley Bay Pleasure Garden Co., for free facilities in Spanish City Amusements; the Picture House, Whitley Bay, Leon Dodd's Pierrot Show, Whitley Bay, the Playhouse, Whitley Bay, for the concession in allowing Blind people to visit their shows free of charge.” In 1937, Gateshead Rotary Club joined forces with Newcastle and so it was became possible for the Gateshead blind people and their Guides to be included, with 19 buses conveying over 600 blind and their Guides. Once again Mrs. Hatfield Walker invited helpers as her guests to tea. 

The joint arrangements with Gateshead carried on until 1940 with around 600 people attending each year. During the war the outings could not be undertaken but smaller trips were organised by Mrs.Pearey and the Home Teachers.  The 1946 trip broke with tradition by going to Tynemouth, but returned to the Spanish City a year later. Numbers were by this time declining but, even in the following 20 years outings still attracted over 200 people each year.  
Annual Services

On November 20th 1932 a Special Service for the Blind was held in Newcastle Cathedral. A Blind Choir featured under the direction of Mr. Arthur Jackson, A.R.C.O., and a blind organist, who also played piano accompaniments. Our Chair, Rev. Alfred Thomas, Vicar of St. Barnabas, conducted the service and the Rev. Canon C. E. Bolam, the National Institute for the Blind Chief Chaplain preached. The Shields Daily News reported that Hymn books, prayer books and the Bible used were all Braille and that Canon Bolam himself was blind. (3) The Lord Mayor of Newcastle (Dr. W. J. Leech, M.P.) read the first lesson and the Mayor of Gateshead the second on the blind beggar’s appeal to Jesus. "Sighted worshippers who came to assist the blind or join in the service wereunder an emotional spell as they saw the eager faces of the sightless turned to the tall figure in the temporary pulpit." (9) 
The service then seems to have been held on an annual basis until September 1938 when presumably the onset of war intervened.
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How we responded to national advances

Radio Sets 

There was considerable demand from blind people in Newcastle and Gateshead for radio sets. The British Wireless for the Blind began distributing Crystal Sets with Braille dials in 1929. By 1931, 215 complete Crystal Sets had been received and installed in Newcastle and Gateshead. Radio had become so popular that the 1936 Report bemoaned: “Lessons and instruction in Braille, Moon and Handicrafts have been continued, though now that wireless is so convenient it is becoming difficult to persuade the blind who are capable to take up tuition.”

In 1937 that the Society received  a small sum each year from the Regional Appeal for the maintenance and repair of wireless sets through the Northern Counties Association for the Blind.

But there was also a shortage in 1937 of suitable sets. We recognised that not everyone had a useable set as “a good number of the cases have not yet been supplied owing no doubt to the inadaptability of Crystal Sets, through inconvenience and discomfort to the aged blind that earphone reception is.” Clearly, there was a lot of pressure on the Society to seek sets from the Wireless Fund but the 1937 Report notes that “the unfortunate part of it is that a good deal of the money was spent on wireless sets which are now no use. The old Crystal Sets and all these sets have had to be replaced by valve sets or relay sets. Now the Fund is in such a state that we only got a very small share in the last distribution, about 18 sets, which was hopeless to meet our requirements.” Further information about the development of wireless sets can be found on the Fund’s website. ( 5) 

Our Report argued that “Rediffusion is the best service for the blind because all they have to do is to turn on the switch and they have the music or other entertainment. Of course, there is always a snag and there is a snag in Rediffusion because blind people do not always stay in the same house, they move about. It may cost £3 to provide a set, then the blind people move out and leave it and we have an additional amount to pay before the set can be transferred to the new address.”  By 1944 provision seemed to be a mixture of BWFB, privately donated sets and Rediffusion. The Annual Report notes that: “wirelesses were obtained and installed by the Rediffusion Co at a time when there was an acute shortage of loudspeakers.” This mixed provision continued for years until the demise of the Rediffusion system.The 1965 report is the last to mention Rediffusion. 

White canes (walking sticks) 

Rather like guide dogs, although sticks had been used by blind people to guide themselves it was the English photographer James Biggs who, when blinded, came up with the idea of a white stick in 1921. The idea of painting it white was to make it easily visible. A similar idea occurred to Lions Club members in the USA in 1931(6). Our 1932 Annual Report states: “The Society has to record its gratitude to Mr. E. Bewick Ward who provided 250 white walking sticks for the Newcastle Blind. The demand for these, however, far exceeded the supply and. following an appeal…applicants have now been supplied.” The adoption of the cane, then called white walking stick was not without controversy, as the Report also notes: “exception is still taken in some quarters to the utility of white sticks. Two blind men, armed with these sticks, unfortunately walked into the Tyne, and I am glad to say that by some happy chance the white sticks led ultimately to their rescue. Thus they have justified themselves in an unexpected way.”!
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Other services and activities

Free Concert Tickets

We started a Concert Ticket Bureau in 1926. In its initial year it was sustained through the generosity of the Newcastle Glee and Madrigal Society and the Y.M.C.A. Choral Society who gave over 400 complimentary tickets for their various concerts in the Town Hall which were then distributed among blind people. This was never again reported in the body of our annual reports but a request was made at the end of them to take free or spare tickets. This continued until about 1954.

Thomson Memorial Fund

After the deaths of the Treasurer Mr. James Thomson and his sister Miss Mary Thomson, a memorial fund in 1927 was established to give people holiday grants to assist convalescence. Initially these took the form of payments to recognised convalescent homes, but were then widened to anyone who wanted to go to the coast or into the country. These grants continued to be available until at least the 1970s.

Holidays at Hope

1942 saw the first of the Holidays at Hope which eventually became our Walking Holidays (see Chapter Four) in the early 1950s. ( FIG ) Eighteen people from Gateshead and 10 from Newcastle spent a “most enjoyable “ week's holiday at the Co-operative Holiday Association's Centre, Hope, Derbyshire, in October, 1942. Mrs. H. P. Pearey was in charge of the party. Supporters on the holiday were largely friends and family of Mrs. Pearey and these are explored in more detail in the next Chapter.

9
Things that did not go quite according to plan

At the beginning of the Second World War we had a number of schemes for expansion that did not come to fruition in part because of the war itself. These included a Home for Aged Blind and a Clothing Club. In 1944 the committee decided to see if a home might still be viable. There was also a proposal to provide a Hostel in collaboration with Newcastle Corporation. Canon Thomas hoped that the home could be dedicated to the memory of Mrs. Hatfield Walker, who had died in July 1944.

A year later it had been ascertained that only four blind persons (3 in Newcastle and 1 in Gateshead) wanted to live in a Home for the Blind. Councillor Clydesdale, who was Lord Mayor that year and chaired the meeting, was adamant that this needed to be reconsidered: “The statement that only four blind persons in Newcastle and Gateshead were desirous of securing accommodation in a Home for the Blind is misleading. I do not know how the figures have been arrived at but the conclusion is not correct.”

Nevertheless, in view of this small demand, we looked at a joint scheme to provide a Home for the Blind with the Local Authorities in the area or with the Northern Counties' Association for the Blind. The 1946 Report notes: “we found what was thought to be an ideal site, and actually came to terms with the owner regarding it, but the building has been requisitioned for other purposes to our keen disappointment.” A year later we were still looking for a site but with the implementation of the National Assistance Act and the changes in responsibilities the idea was no longer viable. 
Another proposal at the end of the war was for a Domestic Help Scheme - a home help concept to keep homes clean and tidy. Again, this was left behind following the National Assistance Act.

Northumberland 

For two and a half years from November 1924 we assumed responsibilities for supporting blind people in Northumberland. This meant covering Berwick to the Tyne and from Hexham to the coast so the first task was to compile a new, or to verify any existing register. A Teacher was appointed and first had to acquaint herself with all known cases and ascertain their condition or requirements. 177 blind people were identified. A year later this figure had increased to 227 people, resulting from systematic visiting and recording and unregistered cases being discovered and added to the lists. Of the 227 blind people, 19 were at schools, colleges or other Institutions, and 27 were employed, either in workshops, by the Society, or in occupations to which they had adapted themselves. During the year the Home Teacher made approximately 900 calls to the blind people in their homes and lessons were given in Braille and Handicrafts. Ten people were provided with materials and paid for all work done. Other services included making sure people got their blind old age pension and securing admission to Homes, and Institutions for suitable cases. The disparate geography and poor transport accounted for the relatively low visiting figures.  A further home teacher was appointed the next year boosting visiting figures to 1,400 and the number of people identified increased to 267.Despite this, and the success with Home Workers and casual workers, Northumberland County Council severed the contract at the end of March 1927.
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The impact of other legislation 

Local Government Act of 1929, Blind Persons Act 1938 

The Local Government Act of 1929 was important in a number of ways:

· It gave local authorities “the power to declare that domiciliary assistance to the blind should no longer be given under the Poor Law but under the 1920 Blind Persons Act.” (1) Later, under the 1938 Blind Persons Act, this was made an obligation. This meant that the same statutory authority was now responsible for assistance for health and blind welfare.(1) 

· Major local authorities were to “receive general exchequer contributions out of which a range of social services were to be assisted. The supervision of the voluntary organisations and the payment of contributions towards their work were to be the responsibility of the local authorities.” (1)
Pardey notes that: 

· On the one hand, it led to a closer relationship between the local authorities and the voluntary agencies that already carried out services on their behalf; 

· On the other hand, there was an increasing tendency for statutory bodies to provide their own schemes after 1929.

1938 Blind Persons Act 

There were several important aspects of this Act:

· “Financial aid to the blind was now almost entirely statutory, although a relatively small amount in cash payments continued to be paid by voluntary societies administering charitable pension schemes.”  ( 1)
· There was a duty to consider the needs of dependents when a blind individual needed assistance. 

· There was a reduction of the age of eligibility for an old-age non-contributory pension from fifty to forty.

· There was a complete separation from the Poor Law for those blind people who required assistance, other than medical assistance, in their own homes. 

Pardey summarised this period as: 

“By 1939, England could claim to have one of the most comprehensive systems of blind welfare in the world. Its system of registration was certainly the envy of many countries. The blind welfare service recognised the value of encouraging self-help and independence while securing assistance and certain amenities for those blind people who needed them.” 
(1) This system was based on statutory funding and (largely) voluntary provision. 

1948 National Assistance Act 

The 1948 National Assistance Act extended local authorities’ powers to provide services for all disabled people. This is defined in Section 29 of the Act thus: “A Local Authority shall have power to make arrangements for promoting the welfare of persons to whom this Section applies, that is to say, persons who are blind, deaf or dumb or other persons who are substantially or permanently handicapped by illness, injury or congenital deformity or such other disabilities as may be prescribed by the Minister.” (1) Services could include: 

· Providing help and instruction to disabled people in their own homes or elsewhere, to enable them to cope more easily with their disability - which could involve the provision of aids or adaptations to property;

· Providing some form of work for disabled people either in their own homes or elsewhere, and helping to market any goods which might be made; 

· Providing workshops or hostels; 

· Providing recreational facilities, which would include clubs and holiday schemes;

· Keeping registers of disabilities.

Blind people were still favoured in this Act in that the implementation of the services were initially only made mandatory for services for the blind, and it was not until 1960, following the issuing of the Ministry Circular 15/ 60, that the provision of these services became mandatory for across the board. 

(1)
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How we reacted to the National Assistance Act and conclusion

Locally both local authorities were expected to provide everything themselves. We lost Home Teachers, anything to do with employment and our last register was for 1946-7. After that these became the responsibility of the Local Authorities.  We changed our name to Newcastle and Gateshead Voluntary Society for the Blind. There had been much discussion between the Society and the local authorities to decide how services would be provided. It was hoped that cooperation with the Local Authorities would continue. This is what we retained as described in our 1947-8 Report:

Newcastle: Grants for clothing bedding etc., grants towards holidays, supply of wireless sets, parties and outings and loans for special needs
Gateshead : Grants towards clothing and blankets, grants towards holidays and loans for special needs .
The Annual Report also covered our 80th Anniversary on the occasion of which Canon Thomas looked back to the Jubilee handbook. Mrs. Pearey, however, said: "now that this work has become the province of the Local authorities we find ourselves with the necessity of reduction and concentration.” She further stated she was not pessimistic about the Society, but: "At present we hear people suggesting that the day of the voluntary worker is done but I am convinced this is not the case.” Her view was that we should concentrate on: "providing for the Blind people those benefits that are not included in the National Health Bill. Thus opening new doors further enriching their lives." Despite the changes, finances were actually in a healthy position. 
To enable the changes a new constitution was written, which has sadly been lost. 

Conclusion 

Nationally there was a trend towards local authorities taking away home teaching and other functions after the National Assistance Act. Exact reasons were down to local circumstances but we can be reasonably sure it was not a lack of confidence in the Society by the local authority.  As we shall see in Chapter Four, relationships in the following 20 years were arguably the best ever. Possible reasons were the need to have the newly expanded welfare services under one roof and therefore managed   consistently and that home teachers were in short supply and changing their roles. These required various nationally driven initiatives which would be better implemented in house. Nevertheless the Society’s raison d ‘etre had been removed. 

	Panel Of Interest : Sterilisation and Blind People
 
Following the publication of “The Origin of Species” in 1859, some prominent people started to apply the principle of Survival of the Fittest to human beings. They questioned the wisdom of providing care to the "weak" on the grounds this would enable people to live and reproduce who were not meant to survive. (10) This led to the eugenics movement which was strongly linked to a Government report published in 1934 by the Brock Committee. (11) The Brock Report’s original brief was whether voluntary sterilisation could be offered to certain people who had hereditary conditions that their children would inherit. The report originally confined itself to people who were “mental defectives” or “mentally subnormal”, in other words, people with profound or severe learning disabilities. The report cites a law that had been introduced in Germany for compulsory sterilisation for a much broader group of people including people with congenital conditions that would lead to blindness.  It should be stressed that the Brock Report (12) was not advocating compulsory sterilisation but it did suggest that the eligible groups could be wider:

“At the risk of going beyond our reference we would point out that the considerations which lead us to this conclusion apply with at least equal force to grave physical disabilities, such as certain forms of blindness, deaf-mutism, hemophilia and brachydactylic, which have been shown to be transmissible. The case for legalising sterilisation rests upon the broad principle that no person, unless conscience bids, ought to be forced to choose between the alternative of complete abstinence from sexual activity or of risking bringing into the world children whose disabilities will make them a burden to themselves and society. “

“It is not for us to discuss how transmissible physical defect should be defined for this purpose, but we are unanimous in the conviction that it is both anti-social and inequitable that persons who have good reason to fear that they may transmit to their offspring grave physical disabilities should be left without any remedy except the harassing uncertainty of contraceptive devices.”

The Report was discussed by the Northern Counties Association for the 

Blind in January 1936 with a resolution to support the idea of voluntary sterilisation for hereditary blindness and was carried. (13) This included what appears to be a statement of support from Councillor Clydesdale.

It is worth stressing that 

· This was pre NHS medical services 

· It was also pre modern methods of contraception that were less reliable

· Hospitals at that time would not give voluntary sterilisation to poor people for fear of being sued 

· The procedure as recommended would not be carried out without two doctors signing the procedure off , one of whom needed to be independent

· The Minister of Health had power to submit the case to an expert committee, who had to be satisfied that it was really a case for sterilisation.

The term eugenics was used in the debate. The underlying implications of this being that these were decisions for individual families but, taken collectively, the outcome would be breeding out “defects”.

At the meeting there was debate as to how much pressure would be put on people so the decision could become voluntary in name only. Councillor Clydesdale said “It was true that hereditary blindness was exaggerated, but they had got to visualise the tragedy to some people who knew that if they had a family it would be born blind.” “The resolution was carried by 46 votes to nine.

Despite how seriously this debate was taken in 1934 the Brock Committee recommended in favour of voluntary sterilisation. A Royal Commission was, however, never appointed and Brock’s recommendations, as well as the Committee itself, was discreetly forgotten as the consequences of compulsory sterilisation in National Germany was exposed from the mid 1930s(11)


	Panel of Interest: EJ Sillett - A North Country Poet 
Mr E J Sillett was “a blind man of Newcastle” who lived at 226 Stanhope Street. He contributed a poem to our Annual Reports from 1925 to 1936. We have brought all the poems together for our Archive. According to Beacon Magazine (1930), he was formerly an employee of the Newcastle Chronicle. He learnt Braille when he lost his sight in order to continue his literary studies. He began to write poetry in 1920 and his first effort “A Prayer”, in four verses, was published in the Braille magazine Progress, and reproduced in a booklet published in Australia by another blind man. His first book of poems, “Call of the Hills," was published in 1924. (14)
“Memories”, his second volume were published in 1930. In the Beacon review of the book it is noted that this was a little book of verse by a blind man, unpretentious and simply written. The review went on to say that he was evidently a lover of the countryside, and found in its scents and sounds a beauty that was intensified for him “when eyes no longer see". The song of the bird, the fragrance of field and flower, the murmur of the sea, and the movement in the crowded street are full of meaning for his listening ear. 

His final book of verse, Quietude was published in 1933, the Beacon review noting that it was “attractively produced in booklet form, and suitable for sending as a Christmas card.” (15) We have managed to find copies of all three books either as PDFs or paper copies. Here is his penultimate contribution from 1935:

TRUE RELATIONSHIP.

How oft we hear the common phrase 

"Related to each other"

And other words that sound so fine 

"My Sister" and "My Brother".

But when there comes a testing time 

Of hardship or of danger,

The one that gives the helping hand

Is oft of a perfect stranger

E. J. SILLETT.




	Panel of Interest : Canon  HS Stephenson

Henry Spencer Stephenson’s step father was Canon of Rothbury .He was ordained as a priest in 1895 and Assistant Curate at Willington from 1895 to 1900. He became vicar of Allendale 1900 became vicar of Gateshead at Christ  Church in 1908 then Rector of Gateshead in 1914.(3)
Temperance and morality 

He was a keen temperance movement supporter, became President of Gateshead Temperance Council and a member of the Prohibition Party which supported candidates from other parties that stood for prohibition. He was also involved in the Gateshead Moral Welfare Association. (3)
Work with local children 

He was very keen on poor children charities and giving those holidays e.g. Gateshead Poor Children's Holiday Association and Rescue Agency He was supportive of children learning disabilities Royal Albert Hospital in Lancaster. As well as this he was Commissioner of Boy Scouts  He wielded influence by getting Gateshead boys jobs in other parts of  the country e.g. West Sussex Golf Club as caddies. (3)
In newspaper reports he was involved with St Nicholas boys’ home for waifs and strays at West Boldon. Most significantly perhaps he founded the Youth organisations Council for Gateshead covering all the agencies involved in the welfare of young people On the 50th anniversary of his being ordained he spent a holiday looking after 36 evacuated boys at Fallowfield House at Hexham. (3)
Chaplain to the King and then the Queen 

He was appointed Chaplain to the King at the end of September 1938 and, after the King’s death, continued in this role with Queen Elizabeth II. He participated as Chaplain during her coronation in 1953.

Duties included being with the  Royal Family at Sandringham and there are various newspaper accounts of him preaching at a Service in January 1939 .He was  also connected to the Spencer family of England according to  Wikipedia.(16)

Other honours 
He was made an honorary Canon of Durham in 1922 and Freeman of Gateshead in 1946. He died in hospital in Newcastle Upon Tyne on 4th June 1957.

Involvement with the  Society 

He was not noted as a member of the Committee in 1909 annual report but  he was present at the meeting. He served on our Committee from at least 1913 and as a Vice President from 1925 until his death. He gave the Annual Outing for Gateshead blind people in the grounds of the Rectory and occasionally gave the use of a room – Ellison Street Mission room for meetings and concerts. Sadly, for all the publicity he generated in the local press there are no mentions of his involvement with the Society.



	Panel of Interest : Alderman James Clydesdale :Glimpses into his life

The basis of the Panel of Interest comes from research conducted by Mr. Roland Sibley and his family in support of a campaign to secure a Blue Plaque for Councillor Clydesdale. We are very grateful to be allowed to use this research.

	Date
	Event 

	1879
	Born February 3 1879

	1887
	Sightless since the age of eight. Entered Royal Glasgow Asylum and School for the Blind 

	1889
	Led first strike at the age of 10, a protest against the quality of food!

	1894
	At age of 15 started trade as basket- maker

	1903
	Married his wife Mary

	1907
	Helped set up Glasgow branch of the “National League of the Blind” and became its secretary

	1911
	Census records him as Basket Maker, “Blind Asylum”

	1915ish
	Known as “Glasgow’s Blind Orator”

	1918/19
	Led strike at Asylum regarding pay and conditions. This was apparently a bitter but successful strike

	1919
	Moved to Newcastle as he had been appointed Northern Regional Organiser for the National League

	1920
	National League march down to London – an inspiration apparently for the Jarrow Marchers.

	1921
	November - Elected to Newcastle Council Stephenson Ward  though probably took up office in 1922

	1923ish
	Becomes Councillor member of Newcastle and Gateshead Home Teaching Society for the Blind committee

	1927

December
	Ministry of Health advisory committee on Welfare of the Blind includes Councillor Clydesdale 

	1930
	By 1930 the RNIB Beacon magazine notes that he was a member of

Newcastle- Education Committee , Member of Advisory Committee for the Welfare of the Blind, Ministry of Health Member, Management Committee of Newcastle and Gateshead Workshops for the Adult Blind, Home Teaching Society for the Blind, and Royal Victoria School for the Blind

	1932
	September  - he resigned from the Independent Labour Party saying he was elected to the council as a Socialist candidate 

	1932
	Presides over Newcastle Corporation’s Town and Streets Improvement Committee. Committee made a report on use of space in the city

	1933
	Put forward as a potential parliamentary candidate 

	1935
	January 30th Makes major speech at Newcastle Conference on Deaf Blind people. Reported in RNIB Beacon magazine and held in our digital archive

	1935
	March. There was a pension scheme for blind outlined in Hull at which he attended 

	1936
	Blind workers’ march to London in October

He was one of the speakers at September meeting on the March. The marchers were held together by knitted rope!

	1942
	September : Vice Chair of the committee to improve Newcastle 

	1942
	Sheriff designate and leader of the Labour group on Newcastle council

	1943
	In 1943 became an Alderman

	1944
	September Nominated for Lord Mayor the following year

	1945
	First Socialist Mayor of Newcastle 

First blind Mayor of Newcastle 

He notes in his speech to the Society that 

“I hope all those who have assisted us will not forget that their kind help and sympathetic assistance will be necessary even if the Government comes to the aid of the blind. …There is a psychology that thinks “give the blind money and everything is all right." That is not true. The sympathetic touch is also an essential side of the work, and there will be still need for that kindly consideration and fellow-feeling that makes the world a so much better place not only to those who get help but also to those who give it.”

	1946
	Lord mayor of Newcastle

Mrs. Clydesdale who acted as his eyes died in 1946 whilst he was Mayor

Rides Steam Roller at Invicta works September 1946 One of the steam rollers was named after him

	1949
	Campaigned regarding  blind pensions in Scotland

	1954
	September - At the age of 75 joins a protest in Sheffield against blind people losing free public transport

	1955
	He led the Socialist group in Newcastle Council  until 1955

	1957
	Becomes last President of Newcastle and Gateshead Voluntary Society for the Blind 

	1962 
	He died 6th October 1962

He said on his 80th birthday that he wanted to serve for another five years but died when he was 83

Our Obituary for Alderman Clydesdale 

Before the business of the meeting started the Chairman, with deep regret, reported the death of Alderman James Clydesdale, President of the Society. Alderman Clydesdale had been an outstanding figure in the world of the blind, locally and nationally. More than that, he had made his mark in civic affairs and had been a distinguished and respected Lord Mayor of the City. His enthusiasm and deep political convictions were tempered by sound judgment born of long experience. Not only the blind community, but the city too, would be the poorer by his passing. All present stood in silence as a tribute of their regard and regret.



	2017
	13th April: Thanks to the ceaseless efforts of Mr. Roland Sibley and his family,  a Council Plaque is erected in his memory West End Library, Condercum Road , Newcastle Upon Tyne. Ceremony over seen by Lord Mayor of Newcastle ( FIG ) and some family members.

The library was not far from where “Jimmy” as he was known lived. The nearby church of  St James was always known as “Speakers Corner”  and Alderman Clydesdale is believed to often spoken there. The Library holds the “West End” picture collection that includes material relating to  Alderman  Clydesdale.
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Chapter Four:

1950 – 1982 “You’ve never had it so good”

1
1950 – 1956

Background

This Chapter mainly uses our annual reports from the period and so is not referenced individually.

The value of social contact had been recognised from the very beginnings of the Society. Social activities now had to take centre stage. Moreover, if we no longer had automatic contact with people through the home teachers we had to keep in touch with them. And, as we were no longer responsible for the register we had to make sure we knew who new cases were.

Sutherland Memorial Hall was underused because of other centres opening in the east and west of the city, the hangover of getting people out of their houses after the war
 and the emerging issue of traffic unnerving older people in particular. This provided an opportunity to concentrate and focus our activity and to make the most of our resources and connections. To move forward we had to: 

· Use the social centres, especially Sutherland Memorial Hall, more proactively and expand our services to appeal to a wider range of people Build up a schedule of new services people could depend upon

· Make sure we didn’t just provide a service for a limited number of people

· Be clear about who our services were for.

Using the Centres 

A report was adopted in 1951 suggesting “a greater use of the facilities provided by the Sutherland Memorial Hall should be made, in the social sense, on winter evenings.” This was supported by the Chief Welfare Officer for Newcastle upon Tyne. To encourage this greater use we signed up our Games teams to be part of Northern Games Association and we gave financial help to the tournaments organised by the North Regional Games Committee. This meant teams were playing for the honour of the society and, in so doing, getting to know people from other societies. 

Regular activities in 1951 included a domino whist afternoon each Wednesday, various handicraft classes on Tuesday and Thursday, and a social afternoon, with dominoes and tea each Monday. In 1952 “Visitors from North Shields, South Shields and from some of the "Over 60" clubs spent an afternoon with our centre users, and return visits were made to High Heaton Veterans' Association, to Nun's Moor Park Veterans, and to the Social Centre for the Blind at South and North Shields.” This meant we were having reciprocal social interaction with sighted older people.  The following year’s report noted that reciprocal trips had broadened to Stanley and Gateshead. The report noted that interest in our social efforts shown by the sighted visitors made for better understanding between both groups. It was also reported in 1953 that the Monday afternoon gathering with whist, dominoes and tea and a prize of cigarettes had become increasingly well attended, and four linoleum-topped card tables were provided for the whist players. By 1964 the average attendance at the domino drives on Mondays and Wednesdays was 24 people, described as a “very satisfactory figure”.
Another simple idea was to allow and encourage the Home Teachers to continue using the hall for classes so that people who might otherwise be lost to the Society would still have contact. As noted in the last Chapter, in 1959 “our Shop" was “lent to the teachers for one week before Christmas for the display and sale of work done in the classes of all the Home Teachers, and the experiment proved quite successful.” 

Working with the Local Authority 

The first Chief Welfare Officer for Newcastle, Miss Gladys Thwaites, was a great supporter of the Society. Upon her retirement in 1953, she was elected to our Committee serving until her death in 1969/70
. Her successor as Chief Welfare Officer, Mr. J Bulmer, had an equally close relationship with the Society, enthusing in the 1957 report that he: “wished particularly to express, on behalf of the Local Authority, appreciation of all that the Society did to supplement the work of the City for its blind citizens. The Secretary was always most willing to help, and the co-operation between the Society and the Local Authority was absolutely first class. He could remember no instance when a request for co-operation had been refused by the Society, and it gave him very great pleasure to move a formal vote of thanks for all those services so willingly rendered by the Voluntary Society for the Blind People.”

Widening the population the Society served 

Around 1950, the Society first offered a separate summer outing and Christmas party for blind people with children. At the Christmas party children were entertained by a Punch and Judy show.  Assistant Honorary Treasurer, Miss Laverick always took a keen interest in these and presented each child with a toy. The Christmas parties lasted until 1962 when the children were too old but the outings seemed to continue until 1968 when a party of 69 blind children and their parents and blind parents and their children were entertained by the Society at a separate outing at Whitley Bay.

Organised Holidays 

As noted in the last Chapter, Holidays at Hope had been organised since 1942 supported by Mrs. Harriet Pearey’s family and friends. In October 1955 the first outing in a different location was organised. Mrs. Pearey led a week's walking holiday in the Peak District for a party of blind people from Newcastle and Gateshead with the Society contributing £27 towards travelling expenses. Various excursions were arranged, including a visit to British Railway Shops at Derby. The weather was fine, “and the holiday proved an unqualified success, being greatly enjoyed and appreciated by all who participated”. The 1956 itinerary was even more impressive. A party of 21 blind people from Newcastle and Gateshead, together with a band of voluntary helpers, spent a week at Ardenconnel, Rhu. The excursions took them to the Kyles of Bute, Loch Lomond, Luss and Rothesay. Some even climbed Ben Lomond (3,200 feet). The average distance walked each day was eight to ten miles but this did not prevent anyone from joining in the social activities at the Centre each evening. In fact, their achievements seem to have astonished the sighted guests at Ardenconnel.

The 1969 report gives some interesting details. The guides were personal friends of the leader, so that the blind people participating had a change from their normal family escorts, and the family members left at home had a rest from supporting the blind. Although on these holidays the guides paid their expenses and the blind members of the group paid most of their share, help was received from sources interested in the welfare of the blind, including this Society. Holidays continued annually and then biennially until 1972 when the group decided they could no longer run down the mountains due to age. 

This was not the only holiday opportunity though. Alongside our holiday, people used Royal National Institute for the Blind Holiday Homes, whilst others visited friends or relations or made arrangements for private holidays. The annual report for 1955 noted that: “In all cases financial aid was given by the Society towards travelling expenses.”

Part 2 1957 - 1970

In 1957 Canon Thomas died. A giant in the Society’s history, the Canon had served on the Committee since 1905 (5) and had been President and Chair since 1924. The annual report noted that he had been “both a member of the Blind Persons' Act Committee until 1948, and serving for a long period on the Executive Council of the Royal National Institute for the Blind.” The report continued that he would be missed by “those blind people whose wellbeing he had so deeply at heart; many of whom were numbered among his personal friends.”  

 Mrs. Harriet Pearey, Vice Chair was elected Chair and for the first time the Chair and Presidency was held by two different people. Councillor Clydesdale was elected President, serving until his death in 1962. After which, presumably, it was thought no one could follow him and the position was abandoned. 

Miss E. M. McKinley was made Vice Chair.  This meant Chair, Vice Chair, Treasurer and Secretary were all women for the first time in the history of the Society. Moreover, both Chair and Vice Chair were Gateshead members (though Mrs. Pearey was noted as a Newcastle member as well). The Vice Chair changed in 1965 to Mrs. G Davison who was also a Gateshead member.

Mrs. Pearey’s first interest 
arose in 1921 apparently through her father in law to be. In 1925 she married William Scott Pearey who had been blinded in the Battle of the Somme in 1916. When he died from his war wounds in 1940 Mrs. Pearey's activities for the blind were widely extended. 
She was a member of the Council of the Voluntary Society from 1936 to 1952, Vice-Chairman for five years, and served as Chair until 1972. Under her leadership and t dynamic vison, the Society enjoyed one of the most creative periods of its history.

Her daughters, Mrs. R.H.S. Casson and Miss J.E. Pearey were also members of the Society from 1964, with the latter serving as an active volunteer until the mid-70s.

1957

Financial Arrangements 

As we have seen in earlier chapters, in the early days of blind welfare work, the local societies collected their own funds from the public. This inevitably resulted in overlapping, and in an effort to make the work more efficient, agreements were entered into with the Royal National Institute for the Blind in 1918. (1) Under the terms of these agreements the local societies surrendered their right to collect directly from the public and the business of collecting was taken over by the RNIB, which returned to the local societies an agreed proportion of the monies so collected. This was originally with the Workshops for The Blind and the Royal Victoria School with Northumberland County being added later after Northumberland County Council had terminated its contract with us (see Chapter Three). Thus, the four local bodies entered into an agreement and received equal shares of the amounts available for distribution from the collection pool. This is the fund referred to in Chapter Two where we were given £250. The income of the societies steadily increased throughout the years, and there was no doubt that blind people had benefited from these collecting agreements.

In 1956, both local societies argued that we were dealing with the majority of people and we should therefore have more of the pool. There was an impasse with one of the other agencies whilst the other remained neutral .Resolution of this could only be achieved by agreement amongst the bodies concerned. 
Through negotiations with the RNIB, the two local Societies were given one third of the pool each and the remaining third split between the Royal Victoria School and the Workshops for the Blind.  In the course of negotiations, Mrs. Pearey had agreed with the need for a formal legal agreement and this became known as the Unification of Collection Agreement.  Mrs. Pearey also  made a direct appeal to Sir Ian Fraser who she presumably knew through her husband and St Dunstan’s .It ruffled a few  feathers but there was a resolution shortly afterwards! 
(1) 

Mrs. Pearey’s Vision:

Cooperation and partnership

In an address “A Word for Women Who work” given at the Hartlepool Soroptomists ball 3rd October 1953 ( Hartlepool Northern Daily Mail 5th October, 1953) ( 6) Mrs Pearey noted that: 
"People were fighting for the democratic way of life across the world. People of conflicting ideals and varied experience cannot cooperate until they understand each other. The more understanding you get the more you get toleration and until you have understanding plus toleration you cannot have democracy.” It was the promotion of this understanding that enabled her to take people along with her
.

This belief is emphasised in the 1964 annual report where she stresses that: “We must try to ensure that all blind persons know of the existence of the Society and its objects. It is here that the consultations with the statutory bodies are so vital; co-ordination of activities and exchange of information are essential if the blind person is to receive the fullest measure of help possible. The Welfare Departments must know what the Society seeks to do and what it offers; the Society must know what the statutory services are providing and what they cannot provide. This is why we value the co-operation of the Welfare Departments so highly, and why, in our revised constitution, we have provided for the co-option of an elected member of our two Local Authorities to the Council of the Society. “

The role of the Society 

In 1964 Mrs Pearey  noted that: “Charity Trustees must….ask themselves two questions: 

(1) Is what we are trying to do something that is already being done by the statutory services? 

(2) What was in the minds, what was the aim of those who founded this particular charity which we are now helping to administer?” 

She suggested that if the Society’s work had been overtaken by the statutory welfare services,  the policy had to be changed. With regards to the second question she thought that the founders of this Society had wanted to relieve the burden of blindness. She later stated that the Society which aimed to promote the well-being of the blind had to seek ways of “providing companionship, mental stimulation, recreational gatherings, an occasional change of surroundings for those who wish to avail themselves of opportunities to lighten the darkness of their days.”

In the 1959 report she adds “It is the special function of the voluntary agency to-day to pioneer, so that new fields of pleasure and usefulness become available to blind men and women, and to discriminate, so that in some small degree at least the satisfaction of temperament, the development of personality and the encouragement of initiative can be catered for.” 
This was explored further in the 1967 report when Mrs Pearey highlighted two emerging challenges, traffic and loneliness and social isolation.
Traffic 

Having for many years encouraged blind people to get out and about, they were once more becoming housebound, not because of lack of confidence but because of the increasing volume of traffic in urban areas that many dared not venture out alone. This meant that transport had to be taken into consideration when planning recreational activities.

Loneliness and isolation 

Many older people with sight loss were very lonely. This constituted a challenge to those who served on the Committee of private charities and voluntary Societies more particularly because the Statutory Welfare Services are finding it difficult to recruit enough personnel to carry out what used to be regarded as the necessary routine visiting of registered blind persons. The Voluntary Organisations which, a few years ago had seemed to be declining in importance might well find themselves required to give greater service in the future 

Putting the vision into action

Finding out what people want

When we only had 107 identified people and were in close contact with all of them it was relatively easy to find out what services people really needed. By the turn of the 1960s and relatively out of contact with people being seen through the Home Teachers, Mrs. Pearey’s team thought of an interesting alternative - an Essay Competition! This asked people what services needed and it attracted entries from all over the country. The overall winners were from Leeds and Birmingham, while the best local entry was from Miss Dorothy Robson of Gateshead. While there was little that was entirely new in the essays, several requests for more “small group” activities were made. This reinforced the need for the Society to move in this direction.

Expanding the activities 

In 1957 Miss Pelton started our choir. The choir travelled about giving concerts to Over-Sixty Clubs as well as at the Society’s Christmas parties. Miss Pelton got married in 1965 and went to Australia but Mr. Williams stepped in and a year later a public Carol Recital was given in Jesmond Baptist Church at Christmas with some items recorded by the BBC.  Mr. Williams later named the choir The Sutherland Singers - note no mention of blindness!  In 1970 Mr. Williams sadly died but Mrs. Jenny McManners had taken on his request to lead the Choir before he died. Numbers declined in the early 70s and Mrs. Mc Manners’ own ill health meant that they petered out in the mid-70s. 

In May 1966 the Society gave Miss Dorothy McMahon, a blind piano teacher, the use of Sutherland Hall, for a recital by her pupils. These rapidly turned into twice yearly recitals in the hall. On the 30th June, 2017, Miss McMahon, now in her 70s returned to the Society and played at the 150th Anniversary Tea Party. A video recording of her performance will be placed in the digital archive.

Social groups’ outings and Christmas 

 An interesting development was that individual social groups had their own social outings, for example Sutherland Memorial Hall group’s trip to Seaton Carew and Hartlepool with the members contributing the cost of the refreshments while the Society paid for transport. The Hall’s Domino Group also had its own outing to Allendale. The 1959 annual report noted that: “These outings are especially valued by those who do not go away for holidays. “ What with the annual big trip to Whitley Bay and these trips coach companies must have loved us!

The 1968 report noted that: “the Social Afternoon Group, the Deaf-Blind Group and the Walking Group in accordance with their custom, also held their festive gatherings in the Sutherland Hall”. Interestingly, our current Knit and Natter group have revived this idea of having their own Christmas “do”.
Inner Wheel and Soroptimists’ parties

As well as the big Christmas party event for everyone, there were additional parties provided by Newcastle Inner Wheel and Newcastle Soroptimists Club. The 1968 report summarises these well: “What have become the traditional "extra" parties, also took place, Newcastle Inner Wheel entertained the usual group of music lovers at the Douglas Hotel, and Newcastle Soroptimists Club gave a delightful supper and entertainment in the Hall. The Soroptimists provided transport for those unable to have the services of a guide; this transport undoubtedly attracts some of the blind folk who would otherwise stay at home.”

The 1970 report noted that: “The Soroptimists provide transport, either by the private cars of members or by taxi, to those blind people who wish to attend the party but who cannot travel alone and have no available guide. This enables some elderly folk who seldom leave their homes to join the fun. Certain 
of the Soroptimist Members collect the same blind persons each year, and this provides a little link of fellowship, which is greatly appreciated. Refreshments too, are slightly different, since the members of the Club themselves prepare the food. Entertainment is at the choice of the Club President each year, so no one knows exactly what will be provided and this leads to certain amounts of advance guessing. Also, since some Soroptimists live in Gateshead, a number of Gateshead blind people are invited to the party, and so some re-unions take place.” 
A section of the 1971 report highlights the benefit of building up relationships very well the value of continuity in our recreational activities. “When you cannot see a face it must be doubly reassuring to hear a known voice, and to have some shared reminiscences to add to the pleasure of the event.” Such events promoted a feeling of being remembered and cared for as an individual person. These additional parties, undoubtedly due to the influence of Mrs. Pearey and her colleagues, carried on until at least the early 1980s.
Chiropody Service. 

About 1957 a Chiropody service was established. Mrs. Pearey was a Chiropodist (3) and seemed to have had a practice in Morpeth. (6) Whether she actually ran the Society’s service is not known, though unlikely. The 1958 report stated that: “regular treatment is maintained, and it has been found possible to deal with all enquiries.”

The 1960 report noted that a Local Authority chiropody service was not in place yet so we continued with ours, which was much appreciated by the blind people. The local authority service finally debuted in 1967 and our service finished on 1st July that year.

Cultural activities 

Two new small group activities arose from an essay 
competition. The 1963 report noted that “Conducted by Dr. D. J. Smith of King's College, in May a group visited Hadrian's Wall at Housesteads, and the recently excavated Roman Temple at Carrowbrough. Tea was taken at the Twice Brewed Inn”. In July another group, in three fishing cobles, sailed around the Farne Islands to hear the birds. This trip was led by a Miss Thompson of Ford Castle, who also brought sound recordings of the birds, which she played to the party during tea at the Links Hotel, Seahouses.

That same year it was decided to arrange residential week-end schools at Beadnell Hall. The topic chosen for study was the history of the North Country, and tutors were provided by the Extra Mural Department of the University of Newcastle upon Tyne. The first of these schools was held in May and the second in October, the numbers attending were 47 and 61 respectively. Some blind people who had not previously taken part in the social activities of the Society were among the first applicants for the week-end courses. The courses turned in to spring and October events lasting until the mid-1970s.
Over the years residential week-end schools at Beadnell included “The Art of Listening to Music”, “Sixth Sense”, “Rise and Fall of Tyneside” “Local history Conservation and Pollution”, “Science To-day”, “Crime and Society” and a demonstration of Northumbrian Pipes. The tutors were provided by Newcastle University’s Adult Education Department. The Society paid the whole cost of the special meetings for each Registered Blind Person, but made a charge for guides. However the week-end schools were an exception, with visually impaired people also making a contribution towards the cost.
In 1968, a ‘Teach In’ was staged around "The Place of the Handicapped Person in Society.” The event had no formal Tutor, with the party divided into four groups, each being presided over by a leader with specialist knowledge. One of Mrs. Pearey’s daughters, Mrs. Casson, was one of the group leaders. The event was highly appreciated.

As well as residential weekends, one off cultural events were organised including two in 1963. The first of these was held at Dunstanburgh Castle, when Dr. Mary Fraser, one of the weekend school tutors, led a party of fifty around the ruins, and told the story of the castle. Tea was provided at the Choughs at Craster.  Gateshead people weren’t left out. A visit was arranged by the Director of Welfare Services to visit Wallington Hall and the Society contributed towards the cost of this.

More one off cultural events were held in the following years. In 1965, a civic Tour of Newcastle filled a double-decker bus to capacity. An official guide was stationed on each deck and these gentlemen (who had volunteered for the task) did everything possible to give an illuminating verbal picture of all the places of interest on the route. Others included a half-day outing in 1966 to the Georgian Theatre at Richmond where the Manager proved “a most fluent and understanding guide”, and a country ramble to hear bird song in 1967. 
Speaker Wednesday 

At the request of some blind people who regularly attended Sutherland Memorial Hall activities, ‘Speaker Wednesday’ was started in January 1971. The second Wednesday in each month took the form of a "Speaker" meeting with talks followed by discussion with an average attendance of about 30 people. These carried on into the 1980s Ironically our current C U Wednesday, which has essentially the same function, was developed some 20 years later without knowing about this earlier group!

Maintaining an old favourite  - the annual Outings 

The summer outings to Whitley Bay were back in full swing. In 1951, the Rotary Club provided for 350 people and guides, including a party from Gosforth. Tea was provided at the Empress Ballroom. This also seemed to be the first year where the Society contributed the sum of £65 towards the cost of a summer outing to Redcar for Gateshead blind people. During the 1960s the average attendance was about 230 with a decline by the start of the 1970s when the gathering was transferred to the Rex Hotel. On that occasion, the Rotarian President joined the party for tea.
Developing a yearly schedule 

 In 1968 Mrs. Pearey and her team’s dream of having anchor events “a pattern of activities” as it was described that stayed the same with more varied one offs in between to give people something to look forward to throughout the year took  shape. The year started with a Spring Residential Weekend School, probably in April, followed by a country ramble to listen to bird song. In May and June there were half-day outings to places or events of interest. July brought the annual outing to the seaside followed in September or October by the Autumn Residential weekend. Spaced among these events were the outings of the Blind Choir, the Social Afternoon Group and the Deaf Blind group. The report noted that: “The pattern is becoming known and taken for granted and….the highlights of the year are anticipated with pleasure.”

Centenary.  The Centenary celebrations in 1967 lasted three days. They were opened by the Civic Heads of Newcastle and Gateshead and Maxwell Dens, Head of Religious Programmes at Tyne Tees Television. The idea was to have an open house at the Hall for a demonstration of creativity by blind people. These comprised an exhibition of craft work, a demonstration of cookery by two blind women and one blind man and the blind choir and some of the Society’s distinguished musicians. All the known blind people in the Society's area were invited, and many attended. Also, a “very pleasing ceremony was held during the Centenary Celebrations, when Miss B. A. Laverick was presented with a gold watch by members of the Society's Council as an appreciation of her 41 years of service as Honorary Treasurer. This was a moving little ceremony and all present felt privileged to be taking part in it.”

GRANTS MADE BY THE SOCIETY.

Despite the National Assistance Act level of financial support we continued to provide grants for, for example assisting in the cost of home decorating. A young blind couple in Gateshead received a substantial grant for the purchase of linoleum for their living-room, another grant enabled a young woman to attend her brother’s wedding, in London,, several grants covered the cost of spectacle repairs and three old ladies were provided with fireguards.

3
1970 - 1982

In the1970s the Society suffered a series of setbacks from which it nearly did not recover. 

Seebohm and Chronically Sick and Disabled persons Act.

Pardey (2) highlights that before 1971 the blind welfare system had a number of strengths: 

· Regular visiting - the majority of the blind being visited every 7 to 12 weeks, and the very lonely visited weekly or fortnightly; 

· Reliable, knowledgeable and trained workers who were dedicated and who had a sense of urgency about their clients' needs, and a preventive approach to their problems; 

· Continuity of the relationship between the worker and client; 

· A specialist service in which staff had a current knowledge of the needs and situations of the people on their caseloads making it easier to identify the need for new types of services;

· Visually impaired people not havig to compete for the relative priority with all other client groups.

This all changed in 1971, following the recommendations of the Seebohm Report, when the blind welfare system virtually lost its specialist service. The new local authority social services departments, which evolved from the old mental health, child care and welfare departments, provided generic rather than specialist social work support. Until then, blind welfare had been the responsibility of welfare departments, and specialist workers (the home teachers or social welfare officers of the blind) who worked exclusively with the visually handicapped. The traditional training of these workers was abolished and a distinction made between the social work and the teaching aspects of rehabilitation. (2)
The most obvious impacts in Newcastle were:  

· Greater demand for our services because people were being seen less by statutory authorities because services were based on individuals’ needs. This is reflected in the 1970 annual report which stated: “Now that there is no routine visiting of people on the statutory register of blind persons, but only "request" visiting, there are more calls upon Mrs. Whitely by blind people with problems. She enjoys cordial relations with both Welfare Departments, and always receives immediate response when she requests advice and /or help in any particular case.” 

· Loss of relationships with social services. In contrast to the still positive 1970 report above, the 1972 annual report noted: “Efforts were made to keep in constant touch with the Health and Social Services Department, particularly in view of the implementation of the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act 1970 and the consequent grouping together of all disabled people, and to offer what help we could to any blind person with problems. Implementation of the Act involves extensive changes in the responsibilities and field of action of the Local Authorities. Time and money are needed before the effects of the changes can be fully achieved. Meanwhile, some of our blind people miss the periodic visits, to which they were accustomed, of Social Workers trained to deal with the blind.”

· Social Workers’ specialist knowledge and experience was lost. Although Home Teachers for the blind were the only recognised persons besides Child Care Officers with qualifications they were not included in the hierarchy of the social services, because they had bee working in isolation. (2)
· Less contact with social services meant less knowledge of people’s needs, especially the newly visually impaired.
1972 

Although Miss B. Laverick, the backbone for the Society for 50 years had to retire on grounds of ill health in 1969, her death in August 1972 was keenly felt. While the Society was still dealing with this loss, Mrs. Pearey died a month later. Five months later in February 1973, Mrs. G Davison, Mrs. Pearey's vice chair for seven years resigned. Finally, Mrs. Whitely who had been Mrs. Pearey’s organiser retired at the end of January 1974. Within the space of eighteen months the ‘dream team’ was gone. This left a large vacuum.

Mr. A. Lawrence was elected Chair in 1973. He had been a Rotary Club member since 1960 and took on the role because of his long-standing Society experience. Mr. J. R. Peacock joined 1968 and was Vice Chair for a year. Mr. Johnston was elected onto the Committee in 1973 and became Vice Chair in 1974, then Treasurer in 1977/8 and finally Chair and Treasurer from 1979. In between, Mr. West, former RNIB representative acted as Chair in 1976. There was some fresh blood in the Committee's ranks with Mr. J. Gray, a deeply committed blind rights campaigner and himself blind.

Changed financial institutions

In the 1970s there was less money from the RNIB because of falling collections and crippling inflation affecting the cost of living, which led to less hours and loss of staff. The Society could no longer afford a caretaker and Mrs. Whitely's   successor could only do 6 hours per week.

The Chairman said: “The severe inflation during the past two years has created problems which have tested the Society and the members of the Council to the limit.” The income of the Society had not kept pace with inflation and to maintain services to blind people drastic economies were necessary. This meant that Council members had to carry the functions of the Society themselves.
Gateshead 

In March 1970 the Town Clerk of Gateshead informed the Society that his Corporation proposed to form an independent Trust for the Blind People of Gateshead. An agreement in principle was reached in April with an eventual agreement that all the monies collected by the R.N.I.B. in the Borough of Gateshead should be paid over to the new Trust, subject to the agreed deduction of costs of collection, the quota to the RNIB for the maintenance of its national work for the blind, a share to the Royal Victoria School for the Blind, and a share to the Workshops for the Blind Voluntary Fund. The amount due was to be paid to the Gateshead Trust quarterly. The arrangements started from 1st April 1971. Meanwhile we would retain Gateshead in our title until such time we felt appropriate to change.

Services 1972 – 1982

New ideas 

Despite the downturn in service provision 
there was still room for some innovation. In 1973 Mr. Gray, the new blind Committee member organised an adventurous walk in September in Kielder Forest with the Forestry Commission. He and some blind friends first did a test walk to assess safety. Starting from Byrness, and accompanied by a Forestry Commission Officer a party of thirty-three men and women (sighted escorts and blind persons) had a delightful walk along four and a half miles of Forest Tracks and roadways and negotiated stepping stones over a narrow stream. After the walk tea was taken at the Village Hall of Byrness. This was repeated in September 1973 
to give an opportunity for the more energetic to measure themselves against a four mile walk over rough terrain. This was an activity led by a blind person, something even the Pearey era had not managed.

Nine years later, in March 1982, Mr. Gray went one step further and organised a visit to Denmark for a party of 10 people, 1 sighted and 9 blind, who had a most enjoyable spring break. The occasion was marked with the party being received by the Mayor of Esbjerg. Our Civic Authorities sent an engraved plaque to the City of Esbjerg as a memento of the visit. 

Outings 

The outings still continued, changing to Seahouses as a destination. By July 1981 we were down to only two busloads of people, supported by Committee members but still funded through the Rotary Club. 

Christmas Party and Gift 

The Soroptimists and Inner Wheel parties kept going. However, one year Newcastle City Council’s own Christmas party clashed with the Society’s. As a result, instead of having a Christmas Party in December 1974, it was decided to send seasonal greetings and a gift of £1 to every registered blind person except to Workshops for the Blind pensioners and employees who had their own funds. This required that the Society’s and Local Authority’s lists of registered blind people were reconciled, which proved a formidable task. Volunteers from the Society delivered letters by hand and several members spent many hours looking for streets and house numbers. It should be stressed that money had been sent to those unable to attend parties almost since their inception. However, to cancel the party for everyone was unique.

The newly created database provided an opportunity to promote the services, to get people more involved, to find out how we could tackle new people's needs and to keep in touch with them. Ideas could have been tried out, for instance befriending services or the development of a volunteer service to keep in touch especially with those living alone. Indeed this had been suggested in the 1972 annual report thus:

“It does seem, perhaps because of the general ageing of the blind population that our social and educational activities have tended to be confined to the same, or very much the same, group of persons (the Whitley Bay Outing and the Christmas Party accepted). We wonder if all blind persons in the City know of our existence and our potential. Some recently blind persons may be housebound because they are alone all day or live alone and lack escorts. Their true position and needs can perhaps only be ascertained by personal visitation. Numerous volunteers might be the answer. This is worth considering.”

It would have also have raised our profile with the local authority and demonstrated that we could work in partnership. Instead, we seemed to think the money was more important than the contact and so a bizarre notion of simply sending out Christmas gift to all blind people instead annually was started.  Not surprisingly, later outside observers considered this outdated and patronising.
 Moreover, it was quite expensive - by 1980 the sum had increased to £5 each!

It would be unfair to say that the late 70s committee lacked vision – the truth is they didn’t have time to think ahead. This only became possible at the end of the decade when the financial position was better in part due to the withdrawal of the Royal Victoria School from the RNIB agreement and the sale of Sutherland Memorial Hall looking possible.  Directionless firefighting it may have been but, given that for at least two years the majority of tasks to ensure survival was being undertaken by Committee members themselves, it was actually quite a remarkable achievement. 


What does seem to be lacking from the reports was any great sense of empathy from some with the people they served. Moreover, we were adrift – disconnected from the vast majority of people we were supposed to serve. A core of services was being maintained but with seemingly little idea of where to go next. Mrs.Pearey’s legacy was being dismantled and it was telling that in 1979 in a reference to her the Annual Report spelt her name as Pierie! 

Eric Tainsh, our current longest serving Committee member described the state of the Society when he joined in 1978 as “moribund”.
 In April 1980, the Society finally dropped Gateshead from its name becoming Newcastle upon Tyne Voluntary Society for the Blind. In 1982 the Committee decided that: “the cost of maintenance of Sutherland Hall is beyond our slender means and a decision was taken by the committee to continue our search for more suitable premises.” Later that year we moved to the Friends Meeting House, 1 Archbold Terrace in Jesmond. Mr. Peacock assumed acting Chair as Mr. Johnston was ill and Eric Tainish was Vice Chair. With a new base and Committee the Society hoped to get back on an even footing and regain a sense of purpose and vision.

	Panel of Interest The use of Sutherland Memorial Hall 

Sutherland Memorial Hall was used as the basis of the most diverse range of activities in our history. It allowed the scale of activity to be managed in a single building. As the 1972 report noted: “December and Christmas time brought the annual Christmas Party and entertainment and it was then we were glad to have the Sutherland Hall large enough to seat 200 or more people.”

In 1956 however the use of the Hall was declining and its upkeep was expensive. The report noted that: “The general maintenance of the Sutherland Memorial Hall, in its various aspects-heating, lighting, cleaning, repairs and caretaker's services, etc.- absorbs a not inconsiderable portion of the Society's annual income (the figure for 1955-1956 is approximately £831).“ People were getting older and didn’t want to come out – so there needed to be a greater incentive to attend. So, “the Monday afternoon Social has been improved by the provision of afternoon tea and the award of prizes for the winners of the domino handicaps.”  This seemed to work!

By 1960 ““The Society had rather husbanded its reserves, because it wished to improve the amenities of the Sutherland Hall”. A scheme had been drawn up but the Council itself was trying to provide a social centre at Shieldfield for all disability groups. We noted that “Overlapping had to be avoided, and the Society had no wish to create in the blind people a conflict of loyalties as between two Social Centres. It was noted that “Our own Society was precluded by the terms of the Deed of Gift from using the Sutherland Hall for other than blind persons. It is hoped, however, that if some groups of blind person preferred to attend classes in the Sutherland Hall as in the past, they would be permitted to do so. “
Also in 1960 Pearey House in Tynemouth was visited as a model to use to improve “Following this visit, a Premises Sub-Committee was set up to examine the desirability of improving the Sutherland Hall. In May a firm of architects was consulted, and they undertook to draw up tentative plans, which in due course were submitted to the Society”   But it was felt that the Local Authority Social and Recreational Centre might cause a decrease in the attendances at the Sutherland Hall, and it was decided to defer a decision for a period of six months, by which time it was hoped the position might be clarified. The Council social centre opened in 1962 and as social activities attendances were not affected adversely it was decided to commission improvements to the toilet accommodation, a more suitable kitchen where catering for the smaller groups could be carried out, the furnishing of a small "Quiet Room" where blind people could sit and chat, and some improvement in the lighting of the Hall. It was hoped these alterations would help both the blind people and sighted helpers “who give their services loyally and willingly throughout the year and on the special occasions when large numbers of blind people are assembled.” The work finally got underway in 1963/4 helped by donations for the furniture for the proposed quiet room from the ladies of Gateshead (East) Inner Wheel and from the Gardner's Trust towards the cost of rewiring the Hall.  The following year we sounded very pleased when the alterations had been completed. In addition to the plans above “a carpeted sitting-room with settees and easy chairs has been made out of the large recess.” 

Not all ideas were carried forward to fruition. In 1971 we had a Suggestion Box. One of the ideas was for a workshop at the Hall where blind people could practice simple carpentry. Plans were duly drawn up and a” quite feasible scheme was ultimately approved, but it seemed to be impossible to guarantee enough interest on the part of the blind people to justify the expenditure”.



	Panel Of Interest : Supporting  Deaf blind people

In January 1935 we staged a conference on how to support deaf - blind people. At that time in England and Wales there were approximately 3,000 deaf-blind people and in Newcastle 22 who were deaf-blind. (4) Councillor Clydesdale presided, and outlined how a partnership scheme between agencies could provide support for this group. Some four years earlier, Dr. A. Eichholz, of the Board of Education, had been appointed to investigate the condition of deaf people in the UK. Early in the enquiry he was struck by “the appalling calamity of those who were blind as well as deaf,”(4) 
Councillor Clydesdale stated: “It is bad to be blind, and sometimes I am asked whether I think blindness or deafness is the worse. They are both bad and it is difficult to know. But when there is a combination of both, when there are no more sounds, no sky, no sunset, trees or flowers, no expression of a  human face — that most interesting thing in the world — there is nothing but complete darkness. We have to see if we cannot find a way of getting into contact with some of these souls. Some people think it impossible, but that is not true. It is possible to reach through that tremendous barrier of darkness and deafness to the entity within, and to stir within them some hope, some interest, and some faith in their fellows.” He added “it is time we rallied our forces to try to tackle this problem.”

He then gave a moving call to arms "Our work here to-day is not to look for money but for service. Civilisation is not measured by the cleverness of its scientists or its craftsmen, but by its human relationships, the consideration it has for each of its members, the love it expresses, and the social contacts between the individuals composing its society. If you are proud of your heritage of good works from the generations which have passed, if you are going to do your little bit, there is a call from these three thousand people, and we hope that some of you will expend some of your leisure, time and thought in trying to bring to them a knowledge of the true world. Most of you, have heard of Helen Keller, who visited this country from America a short time ago. She was made into a wonderful woman by the devotion of her friend, and she could not have got into contact with the ideas she expresses, nor could she have written her books, if she had not had a friend. 

There may be many Helen Kellers with ideas worth listening to, philosophies to express, and thoughts that would create admiration from everyone. There is a story told by an old friend of ours who loves this work about a deaf-blind girl who, through the love and devotion of her blind friend, learned to play duets on the piano, even though she could not hear them. “

His idea was for voluntary helpers for this group:  “If you will offer to give some of your leisure time to the service of these deaf -blind people, we will have someone to direct you and put you in touch with them, and whatever little you can do will at least be something. Think of taking a deaf-blind man on to the moors, or into the park, to feel the wind and smell the flowers. There are things he would never get in his own home, and there are one hundred things you could introduce him to if you are willing to think and act for him.”

The idea was supported by Northumberland and Durham Mission to the Deaf and Dumb and we and the two agencies agreed to form a liaison committee to recruit voluntary workers. 
By 1937, we reported that this “section of the community now receives special attention not only through the Society's Teachers, but in addition there is a Committee created jointly through the Society and the Mission to the Deaf and Dumb, which meets quarterly to consider the individual cases and where possible create interest and voluntary help for these unfortunately handicapped by their double affliction.” But more voluntary helpers were needed.

A year later, six people were able to enjoy a holiday at the specialist facility for Deaf-Blind at Hoylake, Cheshire. It was noted that: “Attention is being given to their recreational needs and soon it is hoped the arrangements made for them by the local Deaf-Blind Mission will be supplemented by other interests at the Society's Social Centres as also by the assistance of voluntary workers.”  We continued to do this for a number of years. The 1951 Report states this was still happening. 

Our 1957 Report noted that as well the holiday to Hoylake, deaf-blind people also enjoyed the outings arranged for them by voluntary helpers.

In 1966 we helped test out a new system of doorbell communication for the deaf-blind in the small annex at the Sutherland Hall. 

In 1967 a weekly meeting of a group of the Deaf-Blind, first arranged at the request of Newcastle Welfare Department was ongoing.

Even after the Pearey era, we provided some support. In 1973/4 there was an evening outing in the summer to Tynemouth for the deaf blind led by Social Workers from the Social Services Department. We paid for transport and refreshments.
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Chapter Five 1983 -2010: Still Standing

1
Introduction 

This chapter is derived from annual reports, some minutes from the 1980s and 90s, Heather Niven’s review of our Newsletters from 1993 to 2010 and interviews with Board members, volunteers and visually impaired people who use our services. There are therefore no references for this chapter.

In 1982 Sutherland Memorial Hall was sold. Various options were discussed until a property developer demolished the building and built a block of flats. However, restrictions on the use of the proceeds placed by the Charity Commission meant that we were unable to spend any of this on the development of services for a considerable time. Alongside this, there were numerous attempts to find new accommodation (stymied by inaccessibility of buildings or planning objections) but, following a brief period at the Friends Meeting Hall, we moved to MEA House on 29th April 1985. It was always the intention to find somewhere else but 32 years on we are still here! 

Another consequence of not being able to spend the proceeds was that potential funders saw us as having enough funds to maintain our service. We found ourselves in the bizarre situation of having difficulties with day to day running costs but with a significant sum of money in the bank.

By that time Roy Peacock and Eric Tainsh had become Chair and Vice Chair respectively. In his interview for this chapter Eric was keen to stress that Roy’s vision for the Society was to reconnect with people and to restore a home visiting service in some shape or form. He argued that it was desperately needed because of the increasing recognition of the impact of social isolation for visually impaired people, and that the Society was there to support visually impaired people.  In going back to home visiting, the original vision of the society was reinvented.  It would be good to think that the influence of the increased number of visually impaired people on the committee, for example George Yeoman, a former Home Teacher, helped rekindle this vision. Eric noted we nevertheless stagnated because of the lack of good staff. 

Our difficult financial situation was compounded by the number of visually impaired people transferred to Newcastle from Northumberland following boundary changes.  Without more funding the Society was unable to provide services for this additional group.  A stalemate ensued and we had great difficulty getting information about who should be on our database.

If we wanted to see services develop, we had to rely on volunteers more than ever before and, exploit the various back to work employment support and training schemes, which the Thatcher government had established.

2
The development of volunteering and the return of home visiting 

In 1984 we considered where we might recruit volunteers to become home visitors. The first was to recruit from the New Horizons scheme (a Government job creation scheme). Quite often people would stay on as volunteers with us once their New Horizons placement had finished. By 1985 we had approximately ten part-time visitors and two activities helpers who helped run the classes. These were funded through the Manpower Services Commission Community Programme with an investment of £28,000. In 1986 we engaged a supervisor, who spent a lot of her time supervising the Community Programme Workers. 

By the end of the 1980s the Community Programme funding ran out but we took over the funding of Roger Harrison, who had coordinated the scheme. In April 1989 a small number of trainees started with the Society under the Employment Training (ET) scheme on a staggered basis.  Sixty per cent of these trainees’ time was spent giving practical support to the society. In June 1989 we offered Mairi Robertson the post of volunteer coordinator and a year later there were about ten ET workers and six volunteers who did home visiting. By November 1990 we had 17 volunteers who fell into three categories:

· Those who regularly visited clients living near them;

· Those who came to the office to help and who also made home visits;

· Those who would only help in the classes.

In 1992, 1,115 people were registered as blind in Newcastle. It was estimated that there were two to three times as many people who were registerable but who were not for various reasons. This meant we had to rethink how we contacted people and what our eligibility criteria should be. Moreover, in 1985 Social Services extended their remit to partially sighted people and they wanted us to do the same. We eventually agreed to this in February 1992. Taking these factors together we knew we needed to look again at the whole volunteer situation. We employed at that time a Supervisor, Alma Smith and Mairi as Volunteer Coordinator, but she left when the post expired in May 1992.

When Heather Niven arrived at the Society in June 1992 (see below for more detail) the quality of volunteering was inconsistent. This was remedied two years later when a Rehabilitation Officer was appointed who trained all volunteers on the Home Visiting scheme.  By 1994 we had a new volunteer visiting service, manned by young people from North East Council on Addictions (NECA) who were being trained on counselling courses and who provided much needed additional support.  
3
Service reviews and changes 

In early 1992 Cathy Cash, the RNIB representative on the Committee, produced a report on the Society, which said that the profile of the Society was low and that it would have to change if it was to stand any chance of being funded. Services needed to be modernised. Social Services Director Brian Roycroft wrote a letter saying that he was impressed by the report and that he was committed to working collaboratively with the Society. In order for the plan to be realised he wondered if we could fund someone for one or two years from existing reserves. Consequently, an advert was placed for a service manager. One hundred and seven people applied for the job.  The successful candidate was Heather Niven.

Heather was given a distinct brief from the committee: “To review services by visiting local societies in other parts of the country then, based upon good practice, plan and bring into being similar services reflecting good practice.  The aim was to meet the needs of people with sight-loss in Newcastle.” She visited services in Fife, Scotland, York and Chester and after about nine months produced a report for the Board of Trustees. In Heather’s view there was some resistance to change in the Society with some seeing current services as effective and adequate. But these, when compared with what she had seen at Fife, York and Chester were not serving visually impaired people well and did not give the Society a good name. Over the next two years many of the services that now form the core of our provision were established. These are explained in more detail in the next section.

In 1994 Dr Graham Lomas, an acknowledged expert on blind welfare was asked to write a report on the Society. The report made 18 main recommendations with many more suggestions for action. This was arguably the most significant external report in our history. The recommendations were considered by the Committee at a special meeting held on 18 May 1995.

Many were taken up immediately:

· Establish a macular degeneration group as part of a service to older people 

· Adopt the name 'Newcastle Society for the Blind’  - we  chose Newcastle  Society for Blind People instead 

· Form the Society into a Limited Liability Company

· Adopt a new letterhead – we went further than this with a logo which was designed by visually impaired people 

· Develop training opportunities in short courses and client awareness in association with others. This became our Vision Awareness Course and then Sight Awareness For Everyone ( SAFE )  course, regarded as the most valuable of our services alongside vision support

· Have a general council that extended membership to more visually impaired people and other relevant  organisations such as Newcastle CVS and  Age Concern 

· Form a membership organisation, with people paying a membership fee

· Have visually impaired people drive the Committee

· Extend and enhance the Annual Report. 
Other suggestions that were not taken up included: 

· Co-operate with the media to draw attention to the Society's work. Glossier versions of annual reports were created e.g. in 2005/6 when we were the Lord Mayor’s Charity, but this has not been kept up in a sustained or consistent way

· Create a position of Consultant on visually impaired employment matters in association with the Employment Service and RNIB. 

Doug Walker, Chair of Tyne Sound News, had joined the Committee as a visually impaired member a couple of years before the report. In his interview he was enthusiastic about the change the Report brought about. He highlighted that “Lomas also suggested that the Society stay at MEA House and abandon the idea of buying new premises. The Charity could then release some of its Capital and employ more staff to allow the organisation to develop its Services and to become more professional.”

The report highlighted the changes following the NHS and Community Care Act, in particular those relating to the empowerment of individuals to make their own decisions about their support as part of their care plan. Lomas noted that in order for the Society to position itself to be effective in supporting people: “The approaches the Society needs to pursue are ones that encourage self-help and mutual support, rather than paternalism and reinforcement of the status quo. Such aims are not new to the Newcastle Society since its objects have long stressed quality of life, independence, choice, privacy, and dignity for all visually impaired people.”  

Moreover, Lomas restated the role of the Society in contemporary terms that included:

· To be the resource centre in the Newcastle community for visually impaired people.

· To be a forum for analysis and discussion of issues affecting the welfare of blind and partially sighted people.

· To be an independent voice and advocate on matters of visual impairment and the rights of visually impaired people.

· To encourage self-help and mutual support among blind and partially sighted people in the City.

These defined many of the partnership and service developments for the next twenty years.

4
Running the Society 
The day to day running costs crisis became worse and we would have had to close had it not been for a generous one off grant from Social Services in 2007. Having to sit on the proceeds of Sutherland Hall tied our hands for 10 to 12 years. We eventually got the requirement overturned and this freed us up to plan for the future again. Roy Peacock stepped down in 1996. Eric was Vice Chair for about 14 years. 

Colin Scott took over from Roy Peacock as Chair. Colin was quite business-like, and planning sessions were held at his house. When Colin Scott stepped down, Barry Ward who lived in Boston Spa became Chair with David Kilner as Honorary Treasurer. David remains our Honorary Treasurer today.  Barry influenced many changes at NSBP, in particular, introducing the idea of providing services that meet the needs of younger people affected by visual impairment. Heather noted that: “At the start of 2001 our Chairman of Trustees, Colin Scott and David Oliver the Honorary treasurer had both retired. Both Colin and David had worked with great dedication and had helped the Society to become responsive to current growing need and supported the development of the organisation. They chose a good time to retire because after many lean years, the Society received its first, substantial legacy in 2000. The legacy was from Miss J. I. Kirkup Legacy and we were all overwhelmed to find this amounted to £115,000.  We were able to use this funding to underpin the Society’s work for well over a year.”

After Barry left John Rand, a city planner, took over at the beginning of 2004. When John stepped down Eric took over on a temporary basis until Stephen Bell agreed to become Chair, while Eric remained on the Committee. Stephen chaired until 2016 when Vice Chair Lisa Charlton took over.

5
Changing services 

Volunteering 

By 2004 the main areas of work for volunteers were home visiting, the ‘Ring Around’ service, and occasional help as sighted guides and helpers with the popular Friday lunch club.  Through a grant from the Big Lottery in 2004 we were able to employ a full-time Volunteer Coordinator. With this grant we employed Andrea Taylor to be the Volunteer Coordinator. Most importantly, she was able to recruit, train and deploy many more volunteers. During 2006 volunteers provided an average of 264 hours of volunteer time each week. This was calculated as bringing added value of £109,000 to NSBP's services and to the city. By the early summer of 2007 the volunteer project had reached its set objective of recruiting 100 new volunteers over three years. 

Newsletter 

Our first newsletter was published in December 1993 with 220 copies on cassette tape, 145 in large print and 15 in Braille. By 2005, Tyne Sound News was producing 800 cassettes every quarter. We are now in 2017 and Tyne Sound News is still producing our newsletter in audible formats.
Vision Awareness

In 1997 the Committee decided, based on research and information available, that we should concentrate on three main areas of provision: 

· the introduction of a Vision Awareness Course 

· the continuation of our VIP Welfare Benefits service

· The development of our Resource Centre and Accessible Information Service (the newsletter was an important part of this). 

The Vision Awareness Course set up by Martin Kearney and Sandra Coates was an eight week course. It aimed to raise the awareness of visually impaired people and their carers of what help was available and that being visually impaired did not mean the end of the world. Much emphasis was placed upon positivity, available services, new technology, access to benefits and people’s rights and the use of one’s residual sight. In her interview Sandra recalled that: “Martin was a trainee rehabilitation officer at the time. We started in Brunswick Church on the second floor and took bagfuls of biscuits and coffee. On the eighth week of the course the group would go out for lunch. That was in the good old days when money wasn’t so tight.”  The Vision Awareness Course is now called Sight Awareness for Everyone and is run by Vision Support Workers Judith Robinson and Jacqui Smith with Sandra as a volunteer alongside long-time volunteer and SAFE contributor Fred Hepple. It is consistently highly regarded by people because it empowers and equips people to take charge of their lives again.

CU Wednesday 

Sandra noted that at the end of SAFE courses people were encouraged to read the newsletter as a point of contact because they did not want to pester people to come to services. Nevertheless, course participants said that they had made friends and that they wanted something that would allow them to stay in touch and involved in the Society.

A new support group was therefore planned for everyone who had been on a SAFE course and the CU Wednesday group was born. The name was derived from the then current and fashionable text speak ‘CU’. The group still meets monthly and has evolved into our primary social group with speakers giving talks but there are also purely social meetings.

Training in information technology

In 1988 a grant for a word processor for a blind person was discussed but it was not until 1993 that we decided to buy our first computer from Dolphin. The cost of the whole system was £6900. This included training for six people and installation. By 1995, the Society had developed provision for visually impaired people to learn basic information technology. We liaised with Newcastle College and other training agencies that were able to train visually impaired people to gain these vital skills in order to help access work and achieve personal independence. Doug Walker has fond memories of these early classes. “As a Service User I attended some of the Society's Computer Classes and became familiar with screen reading software. This training has stood me in good stead over the intervening years and I could not now manage without my accessible home computer.”  Heather described how: “By the spring of 1995 we had one specially adapted computer and through gaining funding from The Laura Ashley Foundation and from Greggs Charitable Trust, we had the funding to pay an independent trainer to come in to provide one-to-one training to four service users. This was an introductory course and the beginnings of the Society’s long provision of training in IT. One student, Miss Masie Ewles, was in her eighties and was an honorary treasurer to a variety of organisations. She was a church treasurer and wanted to learn to use a computer so that she could continue in this role. Following this she became interested in NSBP and became a valued trustee, until her death. 

Heather noted that: “By 2004 the Society had seven IT classes running each week in term time. This was creating a strong interest in technology for people with sight loss. We supported this developing interest by arranging Technology days.  Different companies selling items to support independent living for blind and partially sighted people came and staged exhibitions at MEA House.”

Macular Group 

As recommended in the Lomas Report, in 1996 we developed a Self Help Macular Disease Group. There was a steady growth, from the first meeting of four people to the third meeting three months later, when 16 people attended.  Jean Ambler recalled joining the group around that time. On her first day she was introduced to Eric Wright who had macular disease.  “That was the first meeting and I joined the national society and I joined here that day. From then on I have come to the monthly macular meetings and a year later we decided that we would take control of the group because Heather was doing too much work. We formed a little committee. Eric was the chairman and we discussed trips and outings and anything that was worrying people. We did that for about 10 years. Then Ann Banks (Heather’s Personal Assistant) came and she was a lovely, caring lady who took the minutes and when Eric retired she took over. She organised trips up to Kielder etc. The day before, she would go with her husband to check that there was nothing that would trip us etc., she was excellent.” Jean also noted that Eric and she have been friends ever since.
Braille class

Early 1994 saw the start of Braille classes provided by volunteer Margaret Robson, a retired teacher of the Blind. One of Margaret’s keenest pupils was John Reid, who is still a member and has been a trustee for many years. We now have an introductory level Braille class, run by Sandra Coates and new one to one sessions provided by visually impaired volunteer Gillian Rowley.

Creative activities

In 1994 a one off drama workshop led by the National Association for Drama for the Visually Impaired was held. This was an enjoyable event with two experienced tutors from Leicester.  Fourteen service users took part and from the account in the Newsletter ‘there was much hilarity!’  This event was warmly remembered in the research for this book and suggests an avenue for future development.

In the winter of 1999 the idea of developing a sensory garden within the Exhibition Park was made and received enthusiastically by members. The idea soon had 29 visually impaired people supporting it and led to the setting up of a gardening club run in partnership with the Newcastle Parks Department. The garden was a joint project between Newcastle City Council, NSBP and Soroptimist International of Newcastle upon Tyne. 

The Garden was designed by Rennie Barnes, a landscape architect employed by the Newcastle City Parks Department.  Rennie met with 26 members of our Gardening Club where they contributed their ideas. These were formed into a design brief. The Gardening Club members wanted to see the Garden supporting both Wildlife and the Senses. The draft design was developed in a tactile format in NSBP’s office using the Zychem system. Keith Pimm, who was a retired Community architect with a strong interest in promoting and supporting community projects, was key to the garden coming to fruition. Funds of £40,000 were raised towards meeting the costs and the City contributed the time of the landscape architect and manpower from the parks and recreation department. The garden was built to the agreed design by Bramledown Landscapes.   

In 2002 the Garden was officially opened by Norman Wisdom who was met by the Society’s Gardening Club. This was the start of many visits by the local TV and radio programmes. Two of the ‘star’ service users were Mrs McClain who at 94, was one of the keenest gardeners in the group of 29 people who supported the development of the garden. The other was Mrs Agnes Smith. The Sensory Garden is still giving great pleasure to park users today and is maintained by seeking volunteers from companies who make up occasional working parties. 

The same year, Tactile Art classes were introduced at the Laing Art Gallery.  NSBP received initial funding from the Royal Victoria Trust for the Blind and from the Northern Disability Arts Forum, with the success of these classes the Laing Art Gallery found some further funding so they could continue.  We also managed to get funding to provide door-to-door transport so that service users who could not get to the Gallery by public transport were not prevented from taking part.  

Jean Ambler recalled that: “There was an art class at the Laing art gallery. A lady called Julia helped us and we set up an exhibition in a special room. We decided to call it Why Eye, for the Geordie connection but also why do you need your eyes to appreciate art? I did a sculpture and all the work was auctioned off and the funds were donated to charity. We helped make the Laing accessible. Why Eye was nominated for an award and I was asked if I would go down to London with Julia and we had a couple of super days. It was like being at the Oscars! We had talks by Lloyd Grossman and Janet Street Porter. I would have had none of this without the blind society.”

In 2005 English Heritage provided the staff that organised outings and workshops for a group of eleven clients interested in exploring tactile art. This project linked in with prehistoric rock markings in Northumberland and with some help from volunteers trained as sighted guides the group enjoyed exploring these historical sites. Gordon Forster was part of this group and he explained in his interview that the idea was for people to “express our impression of feeling rock art in the Wooler area.” By 2001 a Creative Writing Class using the medium of tape was formed. The class continued until 2014 and many people still remember it fondly.

In 2005 Newcastle City Library Service agreed to provide a senior librarian who started a monthly, taped book, reading group. About ten clients still attend regularly using the taped books available from the Library service. None of these activities could have been possible without external collaboration, partnerships and volunteers.

Keep fit 

A new Keep Fit Class started in 1997. Jean Ambler remembered joining the group:

“I joined the keep fit group run by Ann Brown. We did the keep fit to music. The first time we came, there were about eight of us. She put a George Formby record on. Well that was a bit too old hat for us and we said we would like something a bit more modern so we asked for some M People! Moving On Up. We had such good fun.”  Jean is still part of the chair based Yoga which for many years has been run successfully by Ingrid Temple.

Welfare Rights 

During 1996, NSBP’s Welfare Rights service was introduced which worked towards ensuring all blind and partially sighted people in Newcastle were getting the benefits they were entitled to.

We had discovered there was a great deal of unclaimed benefits and this affected the quality of life of our service users. This was remedied through partnership working and a grant for one year from the Royal Victoria Trust for the Blind, which paid for the one year’s salaries for this service. The project was set up in August 1996 by a consortium of NSBP, Social Services Sensory Support Team, the Royal Victoria Trust for the Blind and Social Service Welfare Rights team. The project worker was Susan Coulson. The aim was to: “Offer all blind and partially sighted persons living within the Newcastle boundary a benefits check to ensure they are receiving the benefit they are entitled to, and if necessary, provide expert help to complete the forms to access their entitlement.”  The benefits the project accessed were: Daily Living Allowance, Care and Mobility Allowances and Income Support.   Unfortunately, it was discontinued when funding ran out. Some support has been provided since then but a number of interviewees saw the loss of this service as a particular gap in getting the support to live as independently as possible.

Leisure 

Heather noted that in 1997: “NSBP used the Newsletter to advertise the various leisure activities provided by the Tyneside Recreation Club for the Blind. Kenneth Robson was the Chair and through his hard work, the club provided the following activities: Tenpin Bowling, Carpet Bowls, Archery, Rambles and Tandem Cycling. There were monthly meetings, socials with quiz afternoons and speakers and outings to local destinations. In one sense this seemed to be redeveloping the social focus provided by Sutherland Hall in the Pearey era. Kenneth was also a trustee of NSBP for a period of about ten years and this dual role meant that the two organisations supported each other.”

In 2007 we introduced short holidays, staying at the Windermere Manor Hotel, which proved to be very popular.  The holidays have recently been discontinued as staffing levels do not allow for them at present.

Lunch clubs 

Spring 1994 saw the introduction of the Society’s lunch club at the Minories, which included an ‘after lunch’ speaker. Mini bus transport was provided for those attending. This was also a weekly social meeting place and in Heather’s words: “It was a popular service for many years overcoming isolation and loneliness.”
Emotional support 

The Befriending/Ring Around project was introduced during 2000 through a successful application to the National Lottery. This was funded for three years and aimed to recruit volunteers to befriend and support isolated visually impaired people. The service is still running today, although currently with smaller numbers involved. The recruitment of volunteers was becoming very necessary as the number of people wanting to have the support of the Society was growing considerably. In his interview, Gordon praised this service: “Because there is nothing worse than being lonely and not being able to see.”

Safeguarding 

Our 2008 report noted that regular contacts with our clients found that many were isolated and vulnerable. After discovering cases of elder abuse we successfully applied to Comic Relief, which funded NSBP's Safeguarding Adults Officer from November 2008 to October 2011. We received a sum of £29,000 per annum for three years and Marjorie Prince was appointed. In her first year she worked with some 50 service users, either victims of abuse or at risk of abuse. An important part of the Safeguarding Officer’s role was to provide awareness raising training both within NSBP and to other agencies. The Project continues to be funded by a range of short-term grants from charitable trust.

In 2012 NSBP was invited to become a Safe Reporting Centre for Northumbria Police and Marjorie delivered multi agency safeguarding adult training throughout the city to 149 people. By attending these sessions staff and volunteers are able to recognise signs and indicators of abuse and how to report concerns. Tonia Foster, one of the primary researchers for this book said one of the great things about living in Newcastle is that police officers have training in VI awareness. In her experience officers would recognise whichever kind of cane a person was using. She cited a case of a person in Manchester in early 2017 who had been tasered by police who thought he had been carrying a weapon. In her view, this just would not happen here. Certainly the exemplary partnership work fostered by Marjorie with community officers in Northumbria Police and its Police and Crime Commissioner's office  means the police are aware of VI issues.
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Partnerships 

As we reached the mid-80s, relationships with Social Services were getting closer. A Working Party was set up between the Society and the Newcastle Social Services to identify the needs of blind people in the area and the best way of meeting these needs. As a result, the Council’s Social Services and Policy Services Departments carried out a study, which reported in June 1985. This confirmed that the growing number of older people with multiple problems formed the majority of the visually impaired people in the area. This led to all organisations concerned with blind and partially sighted people in the area meeting together to discuss collaborative action. Two years later Vision Link was formed. The idea was that individual agencies would not lose their identity but would think of common and joint working including contact with the hospital eye clinics, leaflets and advice given as early as possible to those partially sighted and those with “incipient blindness”.

A further piece of joint working was the idea for a Resource Centre for visually impaired people. By 1991 we had cleared space in our offices for a small provision of specialist equipment. This meant we started buying for people from the RNIB, with talking clocks and watches being the most popular items. In 1996 we decided to upgrade our premises to provide a well-equipped Resource Centre to support visually impaired people, their carers and professional staff working with them. It centred upon a display of specialist equipment which was aimed at helping visually impaired people towards independence as well as a specialist information source.

In 2000 we partnered with Guide Dogs for the Blind Association along with Newcastle Social Services.  Guide Dogs agreed to fund a Rehabilitation Officer post for a three year period. The person appointed was Darren Lindsay who had recently qualified as rehabilitation officer. Darren coming to NSBP meant that we had increased capacity to provide training in independence and communication skills and we could also offer Mobility and Independent Living skills and Low Vision Training.  

The arrival of Pam Satterthwaite as Team Manager in the Sensory Support Team meant that relationships with Social Services on all levels improved yet further. Perhaps the pinnacle of this was the Shaping Your Service initiative originally started in 2007 that marshalled the Society’s members to give views and develop service ideas on: 

· Educating people on what visual impairment means led to the Wylie Cards. These business size cards showed a full vision photograph of the Tyne Bridge and compared the vision experienced by a person suffering from one of six common visual impairments including macular degeneration.

· Accessible information that contributed significantly to the City Council adopting the Information For All toolkit.

· Employment that led to NSBP chairing the Vision to Work initiative developing one point to access training for basic skills to apply for jobs and the mentoring of VI people who had jobs.

· Transport that led to North East Action On Transport (NEAT), a transport group across the North East for visually impaired organisations and people. This has helped to secure audio visual announcements on all new buses as part of the Bus Service Act and mandatory bus driver training on disability. NEAT is now part of the Society’s VINTAGE Empowerment project.

During 2005 Two of NSBP’s trustees, Eric Wright and John Reid represented NSBP on the Newcastle Elders Council. Eric was the Chairman of the Macular Disease group and John brought a wide range of experience of sight loss to these meetings.  Their input into the Elders Council was important in highlighting that visual impairment and its isolating effects and the specific needs of people with sight loss are frequently unseen, unrecorded and unrecognised in planning processes.

7
Campaigning and Empowerment 

The Eye Wish Project

Following three years of development work and fundraising the Eye Wish Project was established towards the end of 2009, by a group of nine visually impaired people, many of whom have struggled with inaccessible employment recruitment procedures. One of its aims was to provide training to companies and organisations to illustrate the institutional barriers people with sight loss face in getting into employment or in using mainstream services. These volunteers developed a training course covering all aspects of `Vision Awareness' aimed at organisations and companies that need to be aware of the barriers which, if not removed, have a direct impact upon the quality of life of people with sight loss. Once trained, our visually impaired volunteers delivered this course to front line staff in the NHS, in residential homes and to university students taking health and social care courses. The courses were well received and the income earned was ploughed back into the service. In order to continue this project and turn it into a successful social enterprise an application was made to the Working Neighbourhood Fund at Newcastle City Council's Area Based Team. This application was successful and funding started at the beginning of 2010 and lasted for thirteen months. The grant enabled NSBP to employ a full-time project coordinator and support worker with the aim of developing this project as a social enterprise. 

Funding ended in February 2011 and although NSBP continued to support the Project through 2011 and the early part of 2012 it was not able to do so beyond this. Four funding models which represented different working relationships with the Society were proposed. Eventually it was agreed that the best way forward was for the Eye Wish project to become independent of NSBP and be self-sustaining.

Campaigning 

The Society’s track record in raising issues of local importance to visually impaired people has been patchy. The 1950s saw some concerns raised about traffic volume and the location of bus stops near Sutherland Hall, and in the 1970s visually impaired people got involved in for example, the design of Metro trains but there was no concerted effort to act as a local campaigning body. This started to improve after 1996 when we became a membership organisation. In 1988 there was a report in the City News about pavement parking which we thought had somewhat trivialised the matter and that pavement parking was illegal. We complained to the engineers department and to the editor of City News that this should have been treated more seriously.  By 2009 NSBP was seen as a credible partner with user involvement organisations. We worked with the LINK (forerunner of the current Heathwatch model) to bring together 36 visually impaired people to discuss social care provision. This consultation highlighted that those present wanted to see more recognition of how sight loss adversely affects independence. 

In 2012 we were successful in gaining Kellett Funding to start Visual Impairment Newcastle upon Tyne AGE (VINTAGE), which is aimed at people aged over 50. The project’s strands comprise local civic engagement action, developing new activities that are not just purely social e.g. cultural or learning and improving the IT service to give people one to one support at home or in our refurbished IT suite. An emphasis has been put on smartphones and tablets, which has been very popular. The project also started its Net and Natter group, which led to the writing of this book.
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Ongoing services

Outings 

The annual outings continued but unlike the 1930s (see chapter 3) boxes of fruit kindly donated by Rotarian Mr Robert Holford replaced the tobacco!  By 1989 there were two 53 seater Coaches. Visually impaired people were asked to pay £5 towards the lunch. Guides on outings paid for their own lunches A further outing to Grange over Sands was also organised. 

The outings become more adventurous too as Doug Walker recalled: “The highlight of the Society's Social Calendar was the Annual Trip. Of these outings I fondly remember the Trip to Tullie House Museum and Art Gallery in Carlisle. After an excellent lunch my totally blind companion and I visited the Museum and learnt something of the History of the Eden Valley from Roman Times to the coming of the Railways. This was thirsty work so we adjourned to the Directors Public House. With pint in hand we asked the Barmaid about the name of the Pub. She informed us that the Directors of the Carlisle State Brewery used to hold their Board Meetings on the premises. We agreed that they must have been the best-oiled Civil Servants in the land! Sometime later, on leaving this Hostelry our Guide Dog could not remember where we had left the Trip Bus! However, all's well that ends well and we did get back home, eventually!”

In 1996 the Society started the first of its monthly summer outings providing door-to door transport and taking people on outings to Durham, Belsay Hall, Kirkley Hall and the seaside with a member of staff supervising.

In 2002 the outing went to Doxford Hall in Northumberland. It was the home of Mr Bernie, a local philanthropist, who put on a spectacular day out for elderly and disabled people and veterans. Participants enjoyed entertainment, fish and chips, and wonderful weather made it a perfect day out. But the best part of the day was that the fish and chips for lunch were delivered by rescue helicopter! The trip was repeated in 2005, made possible by the generosity of the Newcastle Rotary Club.   
Christmas Grant 

As a result of Cathy Cash’s recommendations the Christmas grant to all visually impaired people of £5 discussed in the last chapter was finally discontinued in 1994. This gave us the necessary finance to provide the Newsletter in accessible format.
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How we compare with the past

Although not an explicit question in the interviews, people tended to compare the Society as they first knew it to now. 

Alan Rowley said: “In terms of the Society it has gone from strength to strength. I remember Sutherland Hall and worked there (at the end of the 70s/early 80s for Gateshead Council). It was one of the lowest points and stemmed from VI people not having the input. It was very much a “our poor people attitude” and not forward thinking.”

John Evans, volunteer and VI Accessible Transport Champion for the Society said: “There are fewer activities now. It is affecting all charities. There is a lot less paid staff than there were, for example staff to organise outings and get funding for them. Heather (who has become our volunteer fundraiser) has a great job on her hands trying to get funding and grants. In the early days in the 1990s there was more available funding. There were a lot more agencies who were willing to come in and give their services.” He also observed that we seemed to have fewer volunteers doing befriending or Ring Around.

Sandra said she had more freedom when the funding for her post had run out and she could do whatever was necessary and she gave an example of one man whose wife had developed dementia and he was blind and he had a long haired cat. The cat had to be groomed but he couldn’t see to do it. Sandra went out to help but brought in professional help when it appeared the cat needed to be shaved. Compared to some needs this may sound trivial but she stressed that in every other respect this gentleman was very independent and this was the one thing he really needed help with. Moreover the level of contact necessitated here led to the discovery of more complex underlying issues that were then pursued. 
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What needs to change 

Accessible streets 
Phyll Elliott who is our main Ring Around volunteer said: “Cars on the street, not seeing cars parked on the pavements. Pavements are so uneven.  Overhanging shrubbery is also irritating. I have people go with me to warn me.” She also said that bins that are not taken in on bin day can make walking in the street difficult.  “You have to work around these issues.”

Jean Ambler talked about street clutter: “I fell over something once and damaged my knees. Shared space would be a disaster for VI people. People say for this to be effective one must have eye contact – how can you do this when you are blind. If shared spaces came in it would stop everyone going to town. People would not dare to go in.”

Alan Rowley said: “The number of cyclists who go through pedestrianised areas and who ride on pavements is a big issue .People should bear in mind that visually impaired people need to get about as well. We are all living together.”

Hazel Spicer, another volunteer said the new cycle lane junction with John Dobson Street is very difficult to see.

Attitudes 

Tonia Foster said: “People assume you are blind or not blind. People should ask a person to explain the nature and level of sight they have left.” Tonia has a coloured cane and the assumption from sighted people is that she has full sight, so people need to know now about what coloured canes mean.

Alan reinforced this: “People could be more courteous towards people with a cane. At the end of the day canes symbolise a visual impairment or in the case of red and white cane a dual sensory loss. People need to be more considerate. I think there have been a lot of improvements because more and more visually impaired people are coming out into the world by themselves. In the past sighted people came out with VI people, now people are not shut away or excluded.”

Profile and access to information 

Sandra said access to information and exclusion from it is still a key issue. “A man currently attending the SAFE course (May 2017) was diagnosed nine years ago but only found out about us this year! He and his wife attended the course and he was rightly annoyed that he had no support up till now, saying for nine years I was left to think that there was no help out there. We need to be more visible in the city.”

John Evans also noted: “Organisations [should be] talking to each other. Since the loss [of social services] sensory support [team] getting social care help can be difficult. The voluntary sector could help by organising information and getting this out to people.” He talked about what the Elders Council’s groups are doing, which he has contributed to. Our new website could help to give information but printed material may still need to be produced in large print.

Catering for 50 – 70 year olds

According to John Evans activities are organised for people who are over 70. There are not enough people to gather information about the 50 to 70 age group. We should be finding out more about this age group and how much relevant information gets out to those aged 50 to 70. There is a gap here which is probably masked by the broad terms older people and younger people.”
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Summing us up

We asked people to say what encapsulates the Society for them. Here are a few quotes to finish the main part of this book:

Sandra Coates said: “We give warmth and welcome. It feels like walking into a friend’s place. They feel safe and they can come and talk to us.”

Alan Rowley, visually impaired volunteer said he and his wife Gillian are always welcomed here and it’s a privilege to come: “Where’s there’s a will there’s a way, it’s a “can do” organisation. Moreover we don’t feel pressurised when we volunteer here. We are left to get on with tasks. It enables us to do things for other people.”

Eric Tainsh said: “The spirit of the Society is to want to help and draw people in to feel included in the society. I can only imagine what it must be like to be visually impaired. Giving people the opportunity to experience normality again is what the Society is about. We still have a job to do.”

Gordon Forster said: “I gave a talk to Newcastle Disability Forum about what we do. The Society provides a good service.”

Doug Walker said: “I would like to end my recollections by saying that over the last 150 years the Society will have, no doubt, experienced many vicissitudes including some successes and some failures along the way. But, it is the personal recollections of the staff, volunteers and other Members which will live the longest in my memory. Thank you one and all for helping to enrich my life over the last 24 years.”

This is from a former volunteer who moved away to be with family. We interviewed her by telephone.

“It [the Society] makes a world of difference. You can see people really worried when they first come and then you begin to see smiles on their faces. You can see people relaxing and enjoying life again.”

Conclusion: Full Circle

Writing this book has highlighted themes from our past that suggest we have come full circle in many of the services we provide and the world we find ourselves in. 

· When we started there was no state provision, but everything was provided through the voluntary sector. Whilst we are not back at that position the state is retracting again. Mrs. Pearey was right; the organisation has been required to fill in the much needed role of visiting people in their homes to identify and arrange means of support. We effectively provide the link worker role again and we may have to do more.

· What characterised us from the outset was providing ongoing support. People who had received education or instruction in an institution were left high and dry, especially those of working age. They needed ongoing support to maintain and further develop their skills to try and make a living through for example, our home workers scheme. Although our Vision Support Workers operate in a reablement context and the IT home support is limited to a number of sessions we don’t close our books on people. People can have follow up IT support if they need it. These, alongside visiting people in their own homes, are the unique aspects of our services we must preserve and develop. Demand for these services will rise with the changes in state support such as the full roll out of the revised benefits system and increased dependence on digital information.

· We have always tried to promote people’s independence. As Chapter One points out, the key difference with the Moon Teaching Societies compared with other contemporary organisations was they took embossed literature and taught people to read – NOT just to be read to. 

· For all the patronising language used to model provision in the early days, this organisation has always put its members first. Yet it is only recently that service users’ voices have been recorded. What this project must ensure is that those members’ voices keep getting heard. Recording how our services impact on the richness of people’s lives continues to inform our future direction.

· We have always tried to enable people to feel 

· part of the world

· connected and 

· that there are still new opportunities when you are visually impaired 

This was demonstrated through the library of books available to people, the social evenings and the chance to show off one’s creativity, even from the first meeting in 1868!

· Combating isolation and loneliness has been a factor from the very beginning of our organisation. The shift towards the majority of visually impaired people being older has simply exacerbated this. We have always been a social contact organisation but we have always been most effective when we have provided more than social activities. 
· Some of the devices longed for in Mrs. Pearey's Chair’s reports have been invented. Sufficient resources are not available to meet demand. Therefore we need to work in partnerships with other agencies to make mainstream activities accessible to visually impaired people.

· The Society’s ongoing role of regular contact enables us to identify issues other agencies might not recognise, especially safeguarding issues. This is a role that was recognised as far back as 1934 in the Home Teachers’ handbook. 

· We have a distinguished history of employment support for service users with home workers, the shop and our relationship with the Workshops. We have to ask ourselves if we need to think about taking a more active role here again.
· Organised social activities such as games might have an institutional shadow cast over them but they can be stimulating. The popularity of board and computer games is at an all-time high. In the past people had fun having tournaments between societies. Maybe we should reintroduce game clubs and leagues.

· We have seen the urban world becoming more challenging for visually impaired people. Increased traffic, changes in street design with cycle lanes, street furniture, new style traffic signals are all issues that can challenge members’ ability to get around Newcastle. We should support our members to address difficulties in accessing the external environment.

· People want more cultural activities and to do these together with others much as we did in the 1960s and early 70s. 

· In the 1960s we had residential trips, learning weekends with qualified tutors, and mini courses in anything from philosophy to ecology. Their strength lay in being residential, away from it all with a safe night time environment in which to relax.

· We have creative visually impaired people who do not want to be passive recipients of services. They want to give something back. Despite their limitations our home workers schemes and shop displayed visually impaired people’s talents. Although there is no need to recreate the past, we can learn from it and find ways of nurturing creativity again.

· The centenary celebrations, suggested we had an open house for three days at Sutherland Memorial Hall, showing what we can do. An open house would demonstrate what current members can do and provide excellent publicity opportunities. It could show how people cope with everyday tasks and raise awareness in the general public that visual impairment can affect anyone and of the value of our organisation.
· The backbone of the relationships with the Rotarians, Inner Wheels and Soroptimists over the years, aside from their leadership of the Society itself, was that these organisations took on recurring responsibilities through funding. This enabled them to build up a relationship with the people they supported and increased our capacity significantly. It also provided dependable events in our annual programme. We need to explore modern options for providing this kind of support again. 
· Even when we have had influential people helping the organisation we have never maximised our publicity opportunities. We should explore ways of taking on a more public and strategic role in promoting and leading on visual impairment issues in Newcastle.
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Mrs Pearey highlighted two emerging challenges, traffic and loneliness and social isolation.


�This would look better as a footnote


�Personally I would cut this but maybe it’s ok


�Should this be Some of the….


�This is a fairly long quote, which could be paraphrased to shorten it


�It’s not clear which essay completion so should be an essay …


�Hmmm not sure this is needed


�I think this is what Bill meant


�I’m not sure if this is a typo or if Bill means that the walk was repeated the same month as the previous walk


�This is very judgmental . I think it should be rewritten – any ideas?


�Again this is rather rambling and judgmental. In my view it should be re-written


�Ditto!


�Does Eric really want to be cited saying this?!?


�I don’t quite understand the purpose of this box. Most of what is said here has already been stated elsewhere in the chapter. Anything ‘outstanding’ could easily be incorporated in the general text if necessary


�This is overly long and could probably be incorporated in the general text. Although I can kind of understand why Bill has chosen to put it separately


�Although very stirring I’m not sure this needs to be here.





Cut?


�These should really be in a consistent format in all chapters
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