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GET IN TOUCH:
Have you struggled with

a difficult health problem?
We want to tell your story.

Contact our health
c o r re s p o n d e n t

Cathy Buss on 0116 222
4261, email catherinebuss
@ l e i c e s t e r m e rc u r y. c o . u k

THE
FA C T S

GLAUCOMA

GLAUCOMA is a condi-
tion caused by a build-
up of pressure within
the eye.

It develops when fluid
in the eyeball cannot
drain properly and pres-
sure builds up – this is
known as intraocular
p re s s u re .

This can damage the
optic nerve which con-
nects the eye to the
brain and the nerve
fibres from the retina.

There are four main
types of the condition.
■ The most common
type is chronic open-
angle glaucoma.
■ Primary angle-closure
glaucoma is more rare.
■ Secondary glaucoma
usually happens as a
result of an injury or an-
other eye condition.

THREAT TO VISION:
Glaucoma develops
when fluid in the eyeball
cannot drain properly and
pressure builds up

By the time
it gets to

four or five
in the

evening, I
can’t go out

because I
can’t see

anything

Incurable eye
condition glaucoma
has made everyday
life a challenge for
76-year-old Henry
Plumtre. He talks to

CATHY BUSS

W hen dusk falls,
the world
becomes a dark-
er place for

Henry Plumtre. The 76-year-
old has glaucoma – an
incurable eye condition
which can lead to blindness.

He was in his 40s when he
realised his eyesight was de-
teriorating.

Although glaucoma ran in
the family, Henry said no-one
really mentioned he probably
had the same condition.

He said: “My eyesight
wasn’t too bad. I ran my own

market and I was still driving.
I wore glasses and went every
two or three years to the opti-
cian and changed my glasses.

“But I must have been in
my 50s when glaucoma was
diagnosed.

“I had heard of the condi-
tion. When I was at college
my great aunty went com-
pletely blind because of it.

“When I was diagnosed as
having it, I did suspect I
might go blind.”

Henry’s eyesight worsened
and he had to give up driving.

He said: “I was heavily

affected. I was seeing things
in different perspectives,
seeing things double.”

Henry, from Loughbor-
ough, was prescribed eye
drops to treat the glaucoma.
He said they helped the con-
dition a lot and he still ad-
ministers them each day and
each night.

But Henry was dealt anoth-
er blow to his eyesight when,
nearly 10 years ago in 2005,
he developed cataracts.

He is now registered blind
and has to use a stick when
he goes out.

He said: “I have had catar-
act operations and they have
helped to bring down the
pressure in my eyes but the
operations haven’t greatly
improved my eyesight yet.

“I can only see tiny bits dur-
ing the day but my vision is
always cloudy.

“It can be very difficult be-
cause the stick doesn’t pick
up where the potholes in the
pavement are and puddles of
water and I end up stepping
into them.

“By the time it gets to about
four or five in the evening,

that’s it – I can’t go out at all
even with my stick because I
can’t see anything.”

Henry can no longer cook
for himself. He relies on pre-
prepared meals which he can
put into a microwave and has
to have a cleaner who comes
in once a week.

He said: “I used to read a lot
which I can’t do any more
and when it comes to watch-
ing TV, I have to just follow
the sound.”

Henry, who has four chil-
dren, seven grandchildren
and three great-grandchil-

dren, said he had to rely on
his memory rather than see-
ing them.

He said: “As my sight has
deteriorated I rely so much
on sound and I can still re-
member people’s voices.”

But life is still something of
a struggle for Henry.

He said: “Coins are very dif-
ficult. I scrape the sides of
them to try and identify
them, but often I hand over
the cash and ask others to
take what is needed and hope
I get the right change.

“It is also really difficult to

use a cashpoint machine. I
have to get someone to help
me put my card in and then
they turn their back while I
put my pin number in.”

Henry has had help and
special training from
Leicestershire-based charity
Vista, which helps blind and
partially-sighted adults and
children.

He said: “They have done a
lot for me.

“I have had training and all
sorts of gadgets to help me.”

Henry is hoping that by
telling his story it will help

raise awareness of glaucoma
and encourage people not to
put off having regular eye
check-ups.

He said: “I want to raise
awareness, particularly in the
Asian and African-Caribbean
communities about
glaucoma and how important
early detection through
regular check-ups is.

“My glaucoma started
gradually and I don’t really
know whether it would have
made a difference if my treat-
ment had started earlier.”
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AMAR Alwitry is a consultant
ophthalmologist who special-
ises in treating people with
glaucoma.

He said: “It is estimated
that more than 500,000
people in England and Wales
have glaucoma, but many
more may not know they
have the condition.

“It affects up to two in every
100 people over 40 and about
five in every 100 people over
80.

“Years ago, glaucoma used
to blind people as the visual
loss sustained is irreversible.”

Mr Alwitry said early detec-
tion has led to significantly
improved prognosis.

He said: “The danger is that
glaucoma is a silent disorder
and you do not know you
have it until it starts affecting
your central vision.

“It is vital that people with a
‘first degree’ relative with

glaucoma – such as a mother,
father, brother or sister – have
a regular check with their op-
tician as they have a one in
five chance of developing
glaucoma.

“Anyone over 40 with a
mother, father, sister or
brother with the condition is
entitle to a free NHS check.”

Treatment begins with
drops which can lower the
eye pressure and protect vis-
ion.

Mr Alwitry said: “The con-
dition requires lifelong treat-
ment and lifelong follow-up
to ensure stability.

“Typically, the pressure in
the eye is high, which causes

the damage but there are
some people who develop
glaucoma with normal pres-
sures.

“Equally, there are people
who have high pressures all
their lives and nothing hap-
pens to them.

“The latter group are called
‘ocular hypertensives’ and it
is important they have their
optic nerves assessed regu-
larly to ensure they do not de-
velop glaucoma.

“Patients with the condi-
tion should use their drops
religiously and attend hospit-
al appointments so we can
keep them safe.

“Those due to have cataract
surgery may have the oppor-
tunity to have a device fitted
to lower the pressure.”

For more information on
glaucoma and other eye con-
ditions, visit:
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■ Developmental glauc-
oma is also rare. It oc-
curs in very young chil-
dren and caused by an
a b n o r m a l i t y.

Early diagnosis is im-
portant as damage
caused by the condition
cannot be reversed but
treatment, which is usu-
ally drops, can prevent
it worsening.

People should have an
eye test at least every
two years, or more of-
ten if recommended by
an optometrist – espe -
cially if a close relative
has glaucoma.

If the optometrist sus-
pects glaucoma they
will refer to an ophthal-
mologist for further
tests.

Diagnosis will determ-
ine how far the condi-
tion has developed, the
damage to the eye and
what may have caused
the glaucoma.

‘About 500,000 people have
glaucoma, but many more
may not know they have it’

ASK THE
EXPERT

THEY
VISTA is a Leicestershire-
based charity which sup-
ports anyone affected with
sight loss, including glauc-
oma patients.

It provides help and in-
formation to adults and chil-
dren and there is also a
phone helpline on 0116 249
8839.
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THE International Glaucoma
Association is a charity
which supports people af-
fected by glaucoma as well
as funding research into the
condition.

There is also a website
providing a forum for pa-
tients, friends and family the

chance to ask and answer
questions and provide sup-
port to others.

It runs a helpline, Sight-
line, which is open from
9.30am-5pm, Monday to Fri-

day on 01233 648170.
w w w. g l a u c o m a - a s s o c i a t i o n . c o m /

THE RNIB – Royal National
Institute of Blind People –
provides help and informa-
tion for those affected by
glaucoma.

There is also a helpline on
0303 123 9999.
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THE Eyecare Trust is a re-
gistered charity which
raises awareness of all eye
health and the importance
of regular eye checks.

The charity also operates
a public information line on
0845 129 5001.
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‘A SILENT DISORDER’: Consultant ophthalmologist Amar Alwitry is glaucoma specialist
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‘I CAN ONLY SEE TINY
BITS DURING THE
D AY ’: Henry Plumtre
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