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HEATMSIGHT

y friend, Joan, and I sat on a beautiful beach in
! \ / I Southern California discussing what it was like
to be blind. You see, I had been born with that
condition, and Joan had lost her sight somewhere along
the way. I sort of figured that not being able to see was
much easier for me than it was for my friend, because I

had never known any other way of living and was very
healthy and happy in that state of being.

Joan surprised me when she said, “You're wrong, Tom.
I'm the lucky one, because T still have all of the
memories that were a part of being a sighted person.”
Then she stopped, reconsidering what she had just told
me. “Actually,” she said, “maybe we’re both right. I
mean, you know how to live as a blind person, and I
had to learn. But the most painful part of losing your
sight is not the adjustment—I mean, the physical
adjustment—but the emotional one. I remember how I
felt the first time I couldn’t picture orange.”

“Orange?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

“The color orange,” she said. “When I couldn’t hold it in
my mind, T was very sad, and gradually all the rest of the
images faded.” She teared up and began to cry softly.

I waited. And eventually she went on.

“It was when I couldn’t see my daughter’s face; when 1
couldn’t picture what Joyce looked like; that's when life
got tough.”

There’s so much we take for granted, most particularly,
our physical abilities; and yet, when we have a friend
who has an accident and becomes disabled, we are
shocked and sometimes even outraged. For all of us,
the preservation of vision has to become an ongoing
part of our lives. Simply put, each and every person
has to become responsible for his or her own eyesight.
Once-a-year examinations by an optometrist or
ophthalmologist need to become something we

just have to do—like paying our taxes.



have many friends who

—— struggle with conditions such
o 2 g8

‘ -~ as retinitis pigmentosa and
L retinopathy of prematurity,

along with diabetes and macular
degeneration (see box to right).

- So often, these people are in

complete denial when it comes
to dealing with vision loss.

I have known many who literally

themselves at risk and deny their

worsening condition.

Some of the statistics might surprise you. In the United
States, there are approximately 10 million blind and
visually impaired people. Of that 10 million, an
estimated 1.3 million are legally blind. In 2001, about
169 million Americans corrected their vision with
eyeglasses or contacts. Consistent attention and early
intervention, along with the application of medical
techniques and good medicine, can literally change
these disturbing trends.

Let me see if I can better frame an appropriate
perspective for all of you with sight. Sitting on the
beach that day, T asked Joan if she could remember
what a sunset was like.

Tilting her head back and feeling the late afternoon
rays on her face, she said, “Wow, Tom, that’s a tough
one.” Then she snapped her fingers. “If you took a
beautiful crystal vase and dropped it from the roof of
a building, when the delicate glass hit the ground and
shattered into thousands of fragmented pieces, that
might give you a perspective on the way the colors
interact when a perfect sunset touches the water.”

What is

Retinitis pigmentosa?

A genetic disease that damages the rods and cones in the retina.
Vision loss is gradual and is usually characterized by night
blindness and tunnel vision (a loss of peripheral vision).

Retinopathy of prematurity?

Primarily found in children born prematurely, retinopathy of
prematurity (ROP) occurs when abnormal and fragile blood
vessels grow and spread throughout the retina, with the
potential to leak and create scar tissue that can lead to a
detached retina. ROP is one of the most common causes
of vision loss in childhood.

Diabetic retinopathy?

In diabetic retinopathy, the blood vessels that nourish the retina

are affected by high blood sugar levels, leading to the growth of
abnormal blood vessels or blood vessels that swell or leak fluid

in the retina.

Macular degeneration?

The leading cause of blindness in America, macular degeneration
affects the clearness and sharpness of images when the macula
(a part of the retina) experiences changes.

I was awed listening to my friend, thinking about all of
the things I wish T could see. How long I had wanted
to take in nature’s beauty; how much it would mean to
me to see my children or to experience the look of
love in the eyes of my wife, Patty, when she looked at
me. I know there’s nothing more beautiful than the
sound of a smile, but it would mean so much if I could
just see one, even if it were only once. And the
rainbow—I'd travel to Oz to experience that possibility.

It’s true that I've enjoyed a world of incredible senses.
On that afternoon, Joan and I both noticed that there
were at least 15 different kinds of waves we could hear
coming in on the shore, and walking home we
probably stepped over 10 different kinds of sand. The
ocean smells were fantastic, and the sound of many
different kinds of birds soaring above was delightful.
But there is no question that for most of us, sight is the
lead sense. If you can see it, you can believe it. We've
all used the phrase. If T can see it with my own eyes,

I know that it’s the truth.



or all of you, sight dominates your perspective

on the world. It frames the majority of your

awareness and understanding of your
surroundings and of the people you come to know. It
creates our principal impressions; frankly, not always
the right ones. But as my kids say, sight rules. I have
learned to take in much of the same information with
my other senses, but it has become clear to me that all
of you depend largely on your sight. I understand
completely that as your primary tool of awareness, the
loss of vision can be devastating.

Let me put it to you this way: I would trade places
with any of you at any time if I were allowed to see.
I'm not complaining about my life; it has been a
wonderful one, but you have experienced the world in
ways that T will never be able to appreciate. It's my
hope that after reading this article, tomorrow you’ll
make an appointment for an eye exam; youll watch
your diet and work to avoid conditions like diabetes;
you'll not be afraid of using appropriate treatments for
glaucoma and dry eyes, like eye drops or prescription
therapies; you won't lie to yourselves about the state of
your vision; and you will be vigilant when it comes to
the preservation of your sight.

My friend, Joan, really gets it. She grasps the
significance of what she had and the devastation of
what she has now lost. It’s said that the eye is the
gateway to the soul. 'm not sure that’s true, but it is
clearly our most significant connection to the world
and each other.

Preserve your sight. Preserve the quality of your life.

philosophy? Tom’s new book:

To learn more about Tom Sullivan, visit:

www.sullivanspeaks.com

To learn more about the eye diseases mentioned, visit:

e American Academy of Ophthalmology
WWWw.aa0.0rg

e American Academy of Optometry
www.aaopt.org

e American Optometric Association
WWWw.a0a.org

e All About Vision
www.allaboutvision.com

¢ National Eye Institute (NEI)
www.nei.nih.gov

e National Women'’s Health Information Center
www.womenshealth.gov

To learn more about blindness, visit:

e American Foundation for the Blind
www.afb.org

¢ National Federation of the Blind
www.nfb.org

e Prevent Blindness America
www.preventblindness.org

Enjoying what you read here and want to find out more about Tom’s life and

Adventures in Darkness: The Summer of an

Eleven Year Old Blind Boy—is a heart-warming tale of his eleventh summer,

highlighting his determination to realize his dreams of a “normal” life.

ADVENTURES IN

PARK NESS

Published at the start of 2007 by Nelson Books, Tom’s latest book is also

available in an abridged CD version to reach and inspire the vision-impaired

TOM SULLIVAN

THE SUMMER OF AN ELEVEN YEAR OLD BLIND BOY

and those with eye health limitations. For a brief synopsis of the book and for

purchasing information, visit www.thomasnelson.com.
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