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aving little or no sight does not have to be 
a barrier to enjoying the fun and exercise of 
cycling. South London cycling charity Wheels 
for Wellbeing offers the use of side-by-side and 

tandem cycles at off-road locations and led rides. Roger 
Lewis has been discovering cycling for the first time 
since losing his sight. 
Around 16 years ago I was a very keen and regular 
cyclist both in London and on holiday breaks. I cycled 
daily to work and also around London as my main form of 
transport. I also cycled for fun on off-road routes and went 
mountain biking. Sadly I did wear alarmingly-coloured 
Lycra shorts.
My sight loss was progressive and I was diagnosed as 
severely visually impaired (blind) in 2005. I have been 
effectively totally blind for about the past seven years. 
I work in the field of sensory impairment, including 
providing advice and guidance on new technology 
to visually impaired people in the London borough of 
Lambeth, where I live.
I’m interested in technology which enhances sensory 
perception skills for the blind and visually impaired, and 
I have followed the work of Dan Kish in the USA and his 
organisation World Access for the Blind, which uses the 
motto: “no limits”. That’s become my motto too. 

Earlier this year, I helped to organise a technology fair at 
Tate South Lambeth Library. A local charity, Wheels for 
Wellbeing, brought along some side-by-side and tandem 
bicycles for people to try outside. I didn’t need much 
persuading to have a go. 
It might sound clichéd, but I felt an exhilarating sense of 
liberation as I cycled around the block on a side-by-side 
bicycle with an instructor. I loved feeling the wind blowing 
in my hair and face, and I didn’t stop smiling the whole 
time I was on the bike. 
Afterwards I was invited to one of Wheels for Wellbeing’s 
cycling sessions at Herne Hill Velodrome, to try out the 
new UltraBike device made by UltraCane. 
The UltraBike enables people who are blind or visually 
impaired to cycle independently on a bicycle, with the 
aid of sonar signals – a button on the handlebar vibrates 
when an obstacle is detected, so that the cyclist can steer 
away from it. 
The idea of using Ultrasound was not new to me; I use 
echo location techniques to navigate around different 
environments on foot, and can detect obstacles such 
as bus stops, parked cars and phone boxes by hearing 
the click from my Long Cane tip rebound from these 
obstacles before I reach them. 
On a personal level, I wanted to try cycling solo for the 
sheer buzz of doing something as seemingly daft as 
cycling without any sight.

"I wanted to try cycling 
solo for the sheer buzz 
of  doing something as 
seemingly daft as cycling 
without any sight."

Written by Louise Jones on behalf  of  Roger Lewis.

Blind Lambeth resident Roger Lewis rides solo 
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At the velodrome, I warmed up by taking the pilot’s seat 
on the front of a three wheeled tandem, with a sighted 
guide from Wheels for Wellbeing in the passenger’s seat. 
This gave me the extra confidence I needed to try the 
UltraBike solo. 
I met with Julie from UltraCane, and we installed the 
sonar device on the handlebars of a tricycle. As my 
hands, arms and upper body strength are affected by 
arthritis I found it difficult to grip the handlebars, but the 
three wheels gave me some extra stability.
A barrier was set up along the inner part of the track and 
I cycled back and forth, slowly becoming more confident. 
It was an intriguing sensation to be cycling a bicycle on 
my own, with vibrations in my left or right thumbs to guide 
me, and Julie walking alongside. 
Although I was a bit shaky at first I felt that with regular 
use I could become much better at steering on my own 
with an UltraBike device. Funnily enough it wasn’t my 
lack of sight that made it tricky to pilot a bicycle on my 
own, but my lack of upper body strength which made it 
harder to grip the handlebars and get a good balance. 
If I can work on that I’d love to use the UltraBike again. In 
the meantime, it’s good to know that I can still experience 
the thrill of cycling on a side-by-side or tandem cycle.  
Having been bitten by the bug again, I’ll definitely be 
heading back to the velodrome at the next opportunity. 
I’m also now working with my local contacts to promote 
inclusive cycling and the idea of visually impaired people 
cycling wherever and whenever we can. 

Exercise that involves speed, movement and getting 
out-and-about is problematic for many severely visually 
impaired people. Cycling offers an exciting and socially 
inclusive alternative to going to a gym or sports centre. 
I’m addicted.
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Find out more about inclusive cycling 

sessions in London at 

www.wheelsforwellbeing.org.uk 

Find out more about the UltraBike 

device at www.ultracane.com
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