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Avril 

“It keeps me completely in touch with who I am”.  

Reading for pleasure reminds Avril of who she is. Now 60, she was in her 
early 40s when her sight began to change as a result of macular dystrophy 
in both eyes. She felt that people’s perceptions of her changed but reading 
“It’s the one thing I hold on to. I’ve had to change things or give up things 
but reading keeps me in touch with who I think I am and that’s why it’s so 
important to me really”.  

Avril prefers large print (16 point font size) books but tends to read eBooks 
on a Kindle most frequently, which “enables me to enlarge the print, but 
there is something comforting about holding a book”. Sitting at a PC to read 
is uncomfortable but the advent of portable, hand-held eBook readers has 
made a huge difference to Avril’s reading of fiction: “The Kindle has opened 
up a huge, big library for me really”. Whilst non-fiction is not as readily 
available in eBook format, “occasionally there’s some”. As well as large 
print and eBooks, Avril also reads giant print and listens to audiobooks in 
MP3 format. She used to subscribe to RNIB’s Talking Books service but 
her local authority withdrew the funding for it on the basis that she didn’t 
read enough books (Avril tends to read between three and six hours a 
week). She purchases books and eBook downloads online and also 
borrows large print books from the public library.  

Avril is currently reading The Alchemist by Paolo Coelho and A Tale of Two 
Cities by Charles Dickens, “I usually have two books on the go”. However, 
the book that made the most impact on her is Sociology by Anthony 
Giddens. Read in 1993, this book represents the world of study and 
academia to Avril who went to achieve a Master’s degree in Social and 
Political Thought.  

Reading for pleasure provides Avril with escapism: “It’s been an escape 
from all the mundane things that go on in my life. It means I can completely 
step outside of everything else which I like. It’s offered me an escape from 
dealing with things when I don’t want to”. It also makes her feel she is still 
engaging in society: “All the time I can still access reading I don’t feel as if 
I’m outside society. I just feel I’m engaging in a different way. But if I 
couldn’t read I would feel as if I was completely on the margins”. 

Avril attends a reading group organised by the library in Selsey. She is the 
only blind or partially sighted member of the group. Between them the 
group members suggest books every six months and the library then try 
and get hold of copies. Avril tends to read the large print copy if there is 
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one available, get an eBook version or very occasionally she misses a 
meeting if she can’t get hold of the book. Attending the group helps shape 
Avril’s reading choices, “prompts me to read things I wouldn’t normally 
have read” because “they don’t want to read latest chick-lit or anything like 
that”.  
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Gordon  

“It fills in any loneliness I might feel”. 

Gordon is 81. Born in Wales, he lives in Leigh-on-Sea, Essex. For much of 
his working life he was a computer programmer and systems analyst in the 
Civil Service. At the age of 9, Gordon was a casualty of a WW2 bombing 
raid which killed his mother and his grandparents. He had to have his left 
eye removed and lost most of the sight in his right eye.  

At the age of 10, Gordon learnt to read braille. Nowadays he reads braille 
and listens to audiobooks. He has two books on the go at present; In the 
Wet by Nevil Shute in audio and a novel by Josephine Cox in braille. 
Gordon is hard pushed to say whether he prefers one reading format over 
another but in the main, he prefers to read braille because it “makes me 
more aware of the structure of literature” and “It is easier to go back over 
things, read over a sentence a second time” but he tends to read more 
audio because of its better availability, “The great advantage of audio is 
that there is a great deal more available”. He likes to listen to audiobooks 
when he is doing other things around the home, “like to be able to listen to 
books at times I can’t read braille like doing domestic chores, washing up”. 

Gordon reads braille and audio every day often as much as 20 hours over 
the course of a week. This way he maintains his interests in history and 
travel, “I’ve also quite considerably extended my knowledge of other 
countries, of history, which I certainly wouldn’t have done if I hadn’t been 
reading a lot“ and is never bored, “I can live in all sorts of worlds which I 
wouldn’t know about apart from through the world of books”. 

Gordon gets hold of DAISY audio CDs and braille from the RNIB NLS. He 
also borrows CDs from his local public library sometimes but doesn’t find 
their website very accessible. He makes his reading choices based on the 
information supplied by RNIB in their new book lists, magazine and website 
along with recommendations from his son who he likes to talk about books 
with, “My son is a great reader and reads print but if he tells me that a book 
is really good I will look online and see if it is available in braille or audio”. 
He also chooses books on the basis of author and is currently ploughing 
through Nevil Shute’s entire catalogue “If I have a favourite author I look 
them up on the Internet on the RNIB website and chose another book from 
them”.  

Gordon is widowed and lives alone. He has a son and two grand-daughters 
who he sees but they live a couple of hours drive away. Reading for 
pleasure provides him with companionship: “If you like books you need 
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never be bored or lonely”. Reading offers him an opportunity to “escape 
into a family, that’s one of the occasions when it helps to overcome the 
loneliness of living alone”. Following the death of his wife six years ago he 
has found that reading has “become more important…because there are 
times about the house such as mealtimes. Mealtimes are really family 
times but my meals are on my own now. I always have a book going”.  

Without reading for pleasure, ““I would really feel pretty lonely at times. I’d 
feel really, really deprived”.  
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Hans 

“Reading has made me what I am”.  

Hans Cohn, MBE, is 89 and lives in London with his second wife. Born in 
Berlin, Germany, he was blinded at school aged 11 when a Jewish friend 
was attacked by a member of Hitler Youth and one of the blows hit Hans 
who was cleaning his glasses at the time. The result of the blow was a 
detached retina. His eye was operated on twice, unsuccessfully. The result 
was that he was blind in one eye. By age 13 he was totally blind 
(sympathetic ophthalmia). 

Since he attended a French school whilst in Berlin, Hans learnt to read 
Braille in French and German until 1938. His mother had an English 
teacher who was blind who had attended Worcester College for the Blind 
Sons of Gentlemen. Hans and his mother moved to England so that Hans 
could attend the college (New College Worcester). He completed the 
Oxford and Cambridge matriculation entrance examinations and studied 
physiotherapy. Hans worked in the NHS and in private practice as a 
physiotherapist until his retirement at the age of 84. Hans is hard of hearing 
and wears two hearing aids; the result of catching measles at the age of 
19.  

Beware of Pity by Stefan Zweig is the book that has made the most impact 
on Hans’ life. A novel which Hans explains, relates directly to the 
relationship between disabled and non-disabled people. He read it when he 
was 20 in English braille and has read it more recently in German on audio 
“and it still makes quite an impact”.  

Hans can read English, German and French Braille. Nowadays Hans 
prefers audiobooks for leisure reading on CD and in DAISY format because 
it is quick and Braille for difficult subject matter. He doesn’t find he 
encounters any problems getting hold of reading materials in Braille, for 
example, from the Médiathèque de l'Association Valentin Haüy (library of 
the Association Valentin-Haüy in France) and from the Deutsche 
Zentralbücherei für Blinde (the German Central Library for the Blind). He 
also gets books from the public library, Calibre audio library and the RNIB 
National Library Service. 

Reading for pleasure is a source of knowledge, enjoyment and a leisure 
activity for Hans. He has just read a book about Greek mythology. His 
father, a lawyer, was also a classical scholar and was involved in an 
excavation of Troy at the turn of the 20th century.  
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Hans is an activist. He was a member of the Executive Council of RNIB for 
30 years and is involved with the National Federation of the Blind of the 
UK. He joined the Braille Chess Association set up to enable blind people 
to play correspondence chess in braille and was its Chief Executive for 
twenty years from the 1960s to the 1980s: “Reading has made me what I 
am. Somebody who can contribute to making the lives of blind people 
better”.  
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Janette 

“Reading motivated me to start enjoying life again”. 

Janette, 54, lives in Stirling, Central Scotland. Janette’s sight was affected 
by retinopathy of prematurity. She has retinitis pigmentosa and secondary 
glaucoma although an operation four years ago means that she can now 
see daylight. With a degree in Business Administration, for the last year six 
years she has worked part-time for Guide Dogs as a Trust Fundraiser. She 
attends a Women’s Group and sings in a choir at the Forth Valley Sensory 
Centre in Falkirk.  

Growing up in a family of avid readers in the Highlands of Scotland, her 
family would read books such as Last of the Mohicans by James Fenimore 
Cooper to her and this book symbolises Janette’s lifelong love of reading 
and all things historical at a time when she couldn’t read for herself: “I know 
what it’s like not to read. It’s like a void; you have to wait for someone to 
read to you”.  

Although Janette learnt braille she chooses not to read books in braille: the 
“thought of it makes me feel sick”. Janette first used Talking Books (TBs) 
from RNIB about 30 years ago when she lived on the Isle of Lewis, the 
largest island of the Outer Hebrides. In those days, TBs came on six-track 
cassettes and were played on a large machine. Janette remembers feeling 
frustrated that she could only have two or three books at a time. These 
days, the main source of her reading material is the RNIB NLS but she also 
gets books online, from the public library, from friends and as gifts.  

Janette usually reads three or four books at a time in a variety of audio and 
eBook formats. She is currently reading Stephen Fry’s Moab is my 
Washpot on DAISY CD from the RNIB; a crime story on her iPad using the 
iBooks app; she has just bought the current bestseller 50 Shades of Grey 
from Audible and was pleased to download her first ever e-book by herself, 
The Island by Victoria Hislop. Just for stand-by she has some Harry Potter 
books on her iPad. The DAISY CD is usually her night time reading whilst 
she uses the iPad with voiceover when doing the housework. Janette has a 
Victor Stream which she takes with her when she goes away and she loads 
it with DAISY audio, texts and downloads. What Janette cherishes is 
choice: “Nobody looking over my shoulder saying ‘you can’t have that’”. 
She can choose the books she wants to read: “Often before getting a 
computer I only got books people thought were suitable for (the) blind to 
read now I can make personal choices and read books from around the 
world that suit me in a variety of formats”. This probably explains her mixed 
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feelings about the reading group she attends at her local public library 
where the librarian choses the books.  

Reading for pleasure has led to Janette making some good friends through 
her love of fan fiction on Internet sites. It also helped her through the 
grieving process following the loss of her husband Tom, eight years ago: “I 
tried to move on a bit and it’s really difficult and the reading side of things 
has definitely helped. It’s a comfort blanket. It’s always been with me. I’ve 
certainly used the TBs to help. They’ve gee’d me up sometimes when I’ve 
felt down. Also my choice of books, I’ve tried to choose books that would 
give me impetus to move on a little bit more. In a funny sort of way the TBs 
were like my counselling service. I tried to choose books that would make 
me happy and books that made me understand myself a bit better. I don’t 
know what I would have done without them at that time”.  
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Marika 

“Just love the act of reading braille”.  

As a child, Marika, 47, had almost 70 operations on her eyes. Born with a 
rare form of glaucoma – Bartholomaus, most of the operations took place 
before the age of seven. She learnt braille as a child and is passionate 
about it. She is also fanatical about reading. Fortunately, she is able to 
combine these two passions in her job in braille transcription at The Royal 
National College for the Blind: ““I love my job actually. It is much more than 
just a job…To have a job that I love doing that involves reading, then I’m 
very lucky”. Marika, of English-Hungarian descent, moved from 
Staffordshire to Herefordshire in 2003 in order to work at RNC where she 
had formerly studied.  

A chance encounter with a book led to Marika joining a group and making 
friends. Marika is interested in astronomy and a book’s title, The Cold 
Moons by Aeron Clement on a RNIB list attracted her attention. Thinking it 
was about the planet Jupiter she ordered it only to discover it was a novel 
about badgers. Once she had read it, Marika went on to join a voluntary 
badger conservation group which involved surveying badgers and 
campaigning against culling: “That was through reading that book”.  

Marika works full time but still reads every day, “I always read when I get 
into bed…An hour or so each evening”. Reading provides escapism and 
relaxation after a day at work, “Just love going into other worlds, other 
people’s stories, get away from this sometimes unpleasant world and just 
go into another world”. Although braille is her format of choice “always been 
the way I’ve accessed written information”, she occasionally listens to 
audiobooks of the books she loves as an indulgence: “When you live in a 
one bedroom flat you can’t have all the Harry Potter books in braille”.  

Talking about books with her sisters and mother often leads to 
recommendations Marika will follow up on: “I might talk to my sister and 
she’ll say ‘read this Danielle Steele book’ and I’ll try and read it if it’s 
available in braille”. It is clearly something she enjoys doing: “I recently 
read the book of Marley and Me and not so long ago I saw the film. I was 
able to talk to my mum and my sisters about the comparison. It’s good to 
feel part of it”. Sometimes the time delay between publication of a book in 
print and its braille version means that “You can’t keep up with the Jones’”. 
A member of the RNIB NLS since she was a child, Marika relies upon them 
for her reading materials in braille, “I wouldn’t be without them” but she is 
sometimes frustrated when books aren’t available in braille, “It is a shame 
sometimes when you can’t have a sequel or follow-up book”.  
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Marika is currently reading the second of the Key of Knowledge trilogy by 
Nora Rogers. Although she is enjoying it, nothing quite compares to the His 
Dark Materials trilogy by Philip Pullman. One of Marika’s personal 
highlights was meeting the author: “I shook his hand and I just felt so in 
awe of meeting him… I just stood there in front of a famous person and 
cried”. As well as reading the trilogy in braille Marika has listened to it on 
audio CD five times.  
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Mike 

“You can never come to terms with losing someone you loved so much. 
[Reading] just helps”.  

Aged 75, Mike lives alone in Wilstone, Hertfordshire. Sheila, his partner of 
30 years, died last year and Mike is still coming to terms with his loss, “I’m 
very sad at losing her”. He finds that reading is “a mental comfort if you like, 
to read the books she bought me. It’s really just part of grieving”. Having 
cared for her for the last five years, he tries to “do as much as I can so I just 
read more to absorb myself into what I’m reading really”.  

Mike prefers to read non-fiction. He is interested in facts. One of his 
favourite books is The Kon-Tiki Expedition by Thor Heyerdahl which he 
bought in a paperback edition when he worked at the Evening Standard in 
London. The raft named Kon-Tiki, made from balsa wood, was on 
exhibition at the time. He tends to re-read this particular book once or twice 
a year. Another book which he holds in affection is The Tale of Two 
Horses: A 10,000 Mile Journey as Told by the Horses by Aime F. Tschiffely 
which was a book of his father’s. He remembers reading his father’s copies 
of National Geographic as a child, “that had some marvellous things in it 
and I used to like reading that”.  

Living in a cottage full of books – Mike always encouraged any friends who 
were getting rid of books to give them to him – means that Mike rarely buys 
books or borrows them from the library. His current read is a book of poetry 
from the 1930s. Mike has retinitis pigmentosa and so with good light behind 
and wearing reading glasses he is still able to read print. He finds reading 
in the evening, a comfort: “Sometimes you fall asleep with a book on your 
face or you wake up with a book on your face. It’s sort of relaxing really”.  

“When you are registered blind or partially sighted there’s not a lot of things 
you can do like running or cycling or playing football or cricket so you have 
to find more sedentary things to do”. As well as growing vegetables in his 
garden and walking in the field near his cottage, Mike attends a Visually 
Impaired Reading Group at Berkhamsted library which meets once every 6 
weeks on a Tuesday afternoon between 2.30-4pm; “I get picked up and 
they drive me in the community bus and they pick up other people”. All the 
members use audiobooks except Mike who reads print. The members of 
the group share their opinions of what they have read “We always have a 
laugh and a chinwag and then we talk about the books”. For Mike, the 
meeting is “a social gathering really, you get a cup of tea and a couple of 
biscuits”. In addition, the group provides Mike with an opportunity to meet 
with other blind and partially sighted adults and understand “how other 
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people get on with their visual impairments”. Mike also attends a Blind Club 
in Berkhamsted and one in Aston Clinton and is a member of Blind 
Veterans UK (formerly St. Dunstan’s). 

 

 

 


