Blind Faith

How can they possibly do that blindfolded? This question is certain to have crossed the minds of amazed spectators of an unusual game of football this weekend.

One of the players himself had similar doubts: "How can a man stop a pass, dribble the ball, pass it on or kick it into the goal, when he cannot see properly?" But that was a year ago.

Today, 21-year-old Tilakprasad Joshi says, "Yes, we can."

Months of rigorous training and practice enabled Joshi to play in the first invitational football tournament for the visually impaired held at St Xavier's College, and hosted by the Xavier's Research Centre for the Visually Challenged (XRCVC). The three-day tournament was the first in the western region of the country and teams from Mumbai, Delhi and Goa played.

"I never thought I could ever run around a field competing with other players to get to the ball first. However, my determination and that of my coach have made this possible. When we started training a year ago, our coach would make us do rigorous exercises for which we all cursed him. Early in the morning we had to go for stretching, warm-up exercises and long runs. We now realise that it is because of this tough regimen that we can play like professionals. I would definitely want to continue playing even after my graduation," says Joshi, a third-year Sociology student at St Xavier's College.

On the first quadrangle of the college, the special football field has been barricaded as part of the logistical arrangement for the matches. The ball itself is special, different from the regular one. It has a ball-bearing contraption that makes loud clanging sounds every time the ball is kicked, or lands. The sound is what guides the players and not their sight. Some of the goal scorers have zero vision. The goalkeepers have partial visually impairment. All the players barring the keeper are blindfolded during play (to protect those who have residual vision). They wear shin and elbow pads for protection if they collide against each other or fall down. An ambulance stood ready near the venue.

The enthusiasm of players was matched by the eagerness of the audience, as the ball was kicked from one end of the quadrangle to the other.

"People tend to pigeonhole the visually impaired assuming they cannot run or play like regular people. Through this tournament we want to blow this myth and encourage the visually impaired to participate in sports and sporting activities. Through the event, we also want to promote fitness as a way of life, more necessary and important for people with any disability," said Dr Sam Taraporevala, director of XRCVC.

In 2005, Brazil had gifted special footballs to the Indian Blind Sports Association (IBSA). Since then, IBSA has been replicating and improvising these special footballs, without which the game would not have been possible.

"The sound made by the ball triggers the action from players. It is what helps them strategize. The entire process is a team effort. Orientation is the main challenge. The players have to constantly coordinate among themselves, and with the coach yelling out instructions from the fringe of the field. It is amazing that a blind person can so beautifully manoeuvre a ball towards the goal," said A David, Director, Football, at IBSA.

Organisers at XRCVC hope the successful debut this year will draw more participants from across the country next year. "We have made a start. Now we want to see more people from around the country to participate. It is an enriching experience for not only the visually impaired who are part of the game, but also those watching them play with enthusiasm and determination," Taraporevala said.
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