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Sight is an amazing gift. And losing this ability can be life-changing. The loss of vision by the development of cataracts is just such a fact.

A cataract is a cloudy area in the lens of your eye. As it forms, your eyesight is reduced.  It’s the clear part of the eye that helps you focus light. There are many types of cataracts depending on where in the lens they are located—the center, along the edge, or at the back of the lens—ones present at birth, or develop during childhood, ones that develop as we age, or ones that are caused by disease, accidents, or poor life choices. My cataract was age-related.

Cataract surgery was developed in the mid-1700s, but it did not become common until 1957 when surgeon Dr. Joaquin Barraquer used an enzyme to dissolve the fibers holding the eye’s lens in place before removing the cataract lens. Since then medical technology has improved significantly.

Most cataracts develop slowly over the course of years. Age-related cataracts like mine are the most common type. Around age 40, the proteins in your eyes start to break down causing many to get glasses when they turn 45. This is typically when cataracts begin to develop although you typically won’t notice symptoms until you’re 60 or older. About 17% of people around the world experience cataract problems that impact their vision. Here in the U.S. nearly 20% of people age 65 to 74 have cataracts that affect vision. In fact, more than half of all Americans age 80 or older either have cataracts or have had surgery to replace them.

The cloudy areas that form into cataracts on your eye’s normally clear lens can be seen in the middle of your eye. Besides the cloudy look, the symptoms include blurry vision and glare around bright lights. The glare can include halos or streaks that form around lights. You may even experience double vision.

Environmental factors that can increase your risk for cataracts includes air pollution, tobacco smoke, excessive alcohol use, industrial chemical exposure, pesticides and long-term exposure to UV (ultraviolet) light from the sun.

As cataracts develop, we need to read in brighter light or use a flashlight when reading fine print. It’s like looking through a cloudy window. Think of the headlights on your vehicle. They get dull and cloudy from exposure to the sun. 

Cataract surgery by a surgeon (ophthalmologist) removes your clouded lens and replaces it with a clear artificial lens called an IOL (Intraocular lens). Health providers recommend surgery when your vision declines to 20/40, or when cataract symptoms interfere with your daily life.
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The lens in your eye is surrounded by a close-fitting skin called a lens capsule that covers and protects the lens. Cataract surgery involves replacing the lens inside this capsule.

All of this is related to that amazing organ—the eye. It’s the single thing in our body that lets us see the world around us. Let’s take a look at our eye (pun intended).
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The Eye
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When you look into someone’s eyes and focus on one at a time, you notice it is an amazing organ. Your eyes are the second most complex organ in your body after your brain. They work 24/7 and never need to be awakened. And they are packed with tools that aid your vision and perception. Your eye is comprised of a number of critical components. Each part is vital and works with the other parts to give you sight. This is why it’s so important to protect your eyes.

Brown eyes are more common in society, although blue or green occur enough to be significant. Brown is the dominant color.
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Below the eyebrows you’ll notice eyelashes above and below each eye. These serve to keep dirt and dust out of your eyes. The folds of skin above the eyes are the eyelids. They help keep harmful bright light out of your eyes. Your eyes are also protected by tears, which moisten and clean our dirt and other irritants that get past the eyelashes and eyelids. Tears lubricate the eye and keep the surface from drying out. A thin film of tears is swept over the eye surface each time you blink clearing out stray eyelashes and particles of dust. Each blink lasts 1/10th of a second.

As you focus in on one eye you’ll notice below the eyelid, the eyeball. You only see 1/6th of it. An eye is about 1” across and weighs only 0.25 ounces. Most of it is protected inside your eye socket. 

The white part of your eye is called the sclera. In the center is the iris. It’s a muscular ring or sphincter that shows the color of your eye. The iris controls the amount of light entering your eye vision system.

The iris muscles cause the pupil – that black round hole inside the ring of the iris – to get bigger (dilate) in darkness so more light can enter—or get smaller (constrict) in bright light. Your iris has over 256 unique characteristics, making eye scanners the best security system available today.

When you look at the eye from the side, you’ll notice a number of amazing structures. 
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The front of the outer surface holds the cornea. It’s a clear, fixed focus lens. A thin membrane called a conjunctiva covers the eyeball. It protects the cornea, sclera and the retina. The curved retina at the back contains light sensitive cells called rods and cones that can sense shape, color and pattern and pass this information into the brain.

Just behind the cornea is a small chamber filled with a fluid. This is the aqueous humour. The fluid that fills the rest of the eyeball is a thick, jelly-like substance called vitreous humour. It serves to keep the eyeball firm.

The tiny muscles of your iris change shape according to how far or near your eye needs to focus. 

Behind the pupil, there is a transparent structure called a lens. It does the fine focusing in vision. The lens works together with the cornea to focus incoming light correctly on the retina – a light-sensitive layer of tissue at the back of the eye. When light hits the retina, special cells called photoreceptors convert the light into electrical signals that are passed directly to the brain – much like a solar panel producing DC electricity.

As you try to focus on an object, ciliary muscles change the shape of the lens to focus the incoming light on the retina. It becomes thinner to focus on distant objects and becomes thicker to focus on nearby objects.

The lens works with the cornea to bend light into the eye to create clear images of objects at different distances.

By changing its shape, the lens works with the cornea to adjust the focal distance of the eye. In other words, your lens focuses the light rays that pass through it (and onto the retina) in order to create clear images of objects that are positioned at various distances away from you. It also works together with the cornea to refract, or bend, the light to enhance vision.

The retina is the innermost layer of the eye and is responsible for processing light energy into three-dimensional images. It's made up of millions of light-sensitive cells called rods and cones, as well as other nerve cells that receive and organize visual information. When light passes through the eye's lens and hits the retina, the photoreceptors in the retina convert the
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