
Follow 
my lead

Every week hundreds of visually impaired walkers stride out into the countryside 
with the help of dedicated Ramblers volunteers. Andrew McCloy reports on  
a thriving partnership which has turned the role of walks leader on its head.



   summer 2008 walk   33www.walkmag.co.ukwww.walkmag.co.uk

VISUALLY IMPAIRED WALKERS OUTREACH

B
etsy Wilson is passionate  
about walking in and around 
Sheffield. She’s been a member 
of the Ramblers’ Association 

since the 1960s and gets stuck into 
committees with the same enthusiasm  
and gusto as she does when she pulls  
on her rucksack for a walk on the moors. 
Betsy is also registered blind. 

When you’re visually impaired, says 
Betsy, the barriers to accessing the 
countryside are not just physical. “All too 
often, people are filled with stereotypes 
and don’t realise the enormous capacity  
of blind people,” she says. “Organisations 
like the Ramblers need to be willing to 
learn from us. We are the experts and 
there’s practically nothing we can’t do  
– it will just take us longer.”

No terraiN off-limits
American-born Betsy is chair of the 
Sheffield Visually Impaired Walking 
Group (SVIWG), founded in 2000 when 
Sheffield Social Services turned to the 
local Ramblers to see if they could lead a 
walk for people with visual impairments. 
Despite initial uncertainty it proved a 
success and the group now organises 
weekly walks, usually 10-13km/6-8 miles 
in length, which attract parties of between 
20 and 30 each time (two thirds of whom 
are usually sighted guides for group 
members). Sheffield Ramblers continues  
to provide leaders and plot the routes,  
in locations that vary from country park 
strolls to hikes in the moors and dales  
of the Peak District. Indeed, with added 
support from the National Park Ranger 
Service and the National Trust, there  
have been outings to the exposed  
tops of Bleaklow, Kinder Scout and 
Derwent Edge. 

Betsy says that her members tell the 
walks leaders what they need, rather than 
the other way around. Physical fitness and 
ability is not usually an issue, rather it’s  
a question of time and patience. Coming 
down uneven slopes, for instance, can be 
extremely time-consuming, with a stick  
or pole acting as a third leg and the guide 
describing where to place their feet. 

“We rarely trip and are very skilled with 
our feet,” says Betsy, “because we have  
to be. We also have better-than-average 
balance and a greater sense of direction, 

again developed out of necessity. People 
with visual impairments learn to use what 
they’ve got more effectively than most 
people with full sight.” Whether it’s the 
direction of the wind, orientating according 
to the sun or judging the type of surface 
underfoot, Betsy believes the senses of those 
visually impaired are far more heightened 
and they are good at picking up clues.

One of the group’s regular walks leaders 
is John Harker, footpaths secretary with 
South Yorkshire and North East Derbyshire 
Ramblers. As an experienced group leader, 
he says that you have to change your 
mindset when leading blind ramblers, 
otherwise it can be a frustrating experience. 

“The pace is slower, of course, and you 
have to allow more time for everything. 
It’s always a very sociable outing and there 
are plenty of stops, but this is also because 
the walks can take on a tactile element – 

stopping to feel the bark of a tree or the 
smoothness of a rock.” 

It has been such a positive learning 
curve for John’s Ramblers groups that its 
walks leaders have had training on how  
to lead walks for blind people. Similarly, 
Sheffield Ramblers now asks its walks 
leaders to assess whether their own 
mainstream walks are suitable for the 
visually impaired.

successful partNerships
The partnership working in Sheffield is 
also evident in the South East where 
around 30 different Ramblers groups  
take it in turns to organise and lead  
walks for the London Blind Rambling 
Club. Affiliated to the Ramblers’ 
Association, the 40-strong club was 
established in the 1970s and now,  
every weekend between March and 

“people with visual impairments learn to use what 
they’ve got more effectively than most people with  
full sight. We rarely trip and are very skilled with  
our feet because we have to be. We also have better-
than-average balance and a greater sense of direction.”

EffECTS Of SOME COMMOn EYE COnDITIOnS
One in 30 people will develop a serious eye condition and will have to be registered partially sighted or blind.  
Here are some examples of how vision may be affected by cataracts, macular degeneration or tunnel vision.

Normal vision Cateract view Macular degeneration Tunnel vision
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October, up to a dozen blind or 
partially sighted ramblers take a  
train or tube from London to link  
up with a local Ramblers group. The 
10-16km/6-10-mile walks explore the 
likes of the South Downs, Chilterns 
and Epping Forest, and the club’s 
coordinator David Clark says it has 
proved enormously rewarding. 

“As city dwellers we enjoy getting 
deep into the peace and quiet of the 
countryside,” he says, “but it’s also a 
great opportunity for blind people to 
meet all different types of folk. The 
social aspect is very important and we 
have built up good relationships with 
the different Ramblers groups.” 

The club also organises week-long 
walking trips for its members, and this 
September’s destination is Sheringham, 
where three local Ramblers groups from 
Norfolk have agreed to arrange and lead 
walks for the club. “We couldn’t operate 
without the help of Ramblers members,” 
says David. “It’s a unique and hugely 
important arrangement.” 

Around the country there are other 
Ramblers groups who jointly organise  
or lead walks for local blind clubs. For 
many years Chesterfield Ramblers have 
stepped out on popular monthly walks 
with the Derbyshire Association for the 
Blind, as have Lower Wye Ramblers with 
Gwent Association for the Blind. West 
Essex and Cardiff Ramblers have led 
similar walks, while City of Birmingham 
Ramblers team up with the Meerkats, a 
Birmingham-based sports club for disabled 
people, to put on short rambles of up to 
10km/6 miles. 

Various eye coNditioNs
Back in Sheffield, Betsy Wilson is keen  
to break down stereotypes further by 
explaining that SVIWG members have  
a range of eye conditions and no two are 
identical. Some members have partial 
sight, while others are completely blind; 
some have guide dogs, while others rely  
on a stick and a helping arm.

Perhaps the most startling fact is the 
large number of people who have, or  
will have at some point (usually later)  
in their life, a form of visual impairment. 
According to the Royal National Institute 
of Blind People, almost two million people 

fURTHER InfO
Sheffield Visually Impaired Walking Group  
( 0114 234 1271, www.sviwg.org.uk

London Blind Rambling Club, 22 Waverley Road, 
Rayners Lane HA2 9RD ( 020 8868 0096

Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB), 
105 Judd Street, London WC1H 9NE  
( 0845 766 9999, www.rnib.org.uk

in the UK have significant sight loss.  
Aside from cataracts and refractive errors, 
one of the most common problems is 
glaucoma – the collective name for a group 
of eye conditions in which the optic nerve 
is damaged at the point where it leaves the 
eye. It can reduce vision to minute bits  
in the centre or at the side of the eye, 
while in others it takes the form of tunnel 
vision, which has been described as 
looking down a tube at an ever-decreasing 
pinprick of light.

In her own case, Betsy lost most of  
her sight in her 30s, three decades ago, 
and as her condition steadily worsened  
she was left with partial vision around the 
periphery of the eye. It’s known as age-
related macular degeneration, the macular 
being the spot at the very centre of the 
retina that allows us to see fine detail for 
reading and writing, as well as our ability 
to see colour. 

“Bits of cell on the retina, the business 
part of the eye, were drying up and 
disappearing,” she explains. “The central 
part of the eye then degenerates, leaving 
you with partial vision. It’s like you can  
tell the bus is coming but you can’t read  
its number.” 

aN iNclusiVe approach
SVIWG is affiliated to the Ramblers’ 
Association and Betsy attends local 
Ramblers committee meetings to ensure 
they are included in the decision-making 

process. Group walks normally make use 
of public transport, with coloured name 
badges and luminous armbands worn,  
and radio contact maintained with the 
designated back marker. 

With the support of the Ramblers, 
Sheffield Social Services and the Sheffield 
Royal Society for the Blind, SVIWG is 
helping people with visual impairments to 
walk in the countryside with confidence 
and at their own pace. The group now has 
around 65 guides on its books, including  
a number who are willing to accompany 
members for a walk on a one-to-one basis. 
Several SVIWG members also regularly 
walk with Sheffield Ramblers on their 
Tuesday walks.

Betsy says that the relationship with 
Sheffield Ramblers is very positive and she 
wants the Ramblers to be proud of them; 
however she feels there is a wider message 
that the organisation can learn. “I want the 
Ramblers to understand that many of its 
members are experiencing and will suffer 
from conditions such as age-related 
macular degeneration of the eye. It must 
recognise this and be prepared, like 
Sheffield Ramblers, to be inclusive and 
help everyone enjoy rambling.” n

“What’s startling is the 
number of people who 
have, or will have at some 
point in their life, a form  
of visual impairment. 
according to the royal 
National institute of Blind 
people, almost two million 
people in the uK have 
significant sight loss.”


