Connecting To The Reassuring Buzz Of Life
by Margaret Robertson

Margaret Robertson has been a Director of the Deafness Forum since October 1999, and was elected as Chairperson in October 2002. She has a progressive, sensorineural hearing loss and has been reliant on hearing aids for more than 15 years. She also uses various other techniques to assist her communicate. These include assisted-listening devices, captioning and speech reading. By profession she is a psychologist and she worked in university counselling for 23 years, eight as the Director of a Counselling Service. She now counsels part time in the area of hearing impairment and tinnitus, and is currently developing a psychological rehabilitation model based on cognitive-behavioural approaches to therapy.

I suppose we all fantasise sometimes about what personal possessions we would grab if we had to evacuate our home suddenly in the middle of the night in a house fire. In my case there is no debate. It would be my hearing aids.  Not only because they are my most expensive possessions - though they are indeed that. Years of needing to keep myself supplied with them have ensured that I have had precious little funds to spend on anything else. But no, it is because without them I would feel as if I had dropped out of life as I know it.

Occasionally I have an inkling of what life without hearing aids would be like, when I go to the hairdressers and have to remove them. During one of those hour-long colouring procedures I feel like the ghost in the salon as I sit there observing from body language that conversation is going on all around me, but I am the silent presence. What a relief it is to pop them back on and instantly hear the chatter of talk, the rumble of street noise, and clatter of footsteps outside. Back in connection with the world again!

I was disappointed but not really surprised when I discovered in my thirties that in the great genetic lottery I had snared the capricious family deafness gene. I remembered too well the deepening isolation of my increasingly deaf mother. I recalled the fruitless efforts we made to help her obtain and adjust to a hearing aid late in life when any motivation for persisting with the task and joining with the world had disappeared.

Even had it appealed, a life of isolation was not an option for me as I was supporting three children in an occupation that relied on good communication. So I resolved to tackle this problem head-on and to start learning to use hearing aids as early as they would be helpful. I will never forget my initial dismay as the traffic roared at me as I made my way back to the office with my first aid; and the squeaks from the wretched thing that startled my counselling clients when I inadvertently put a hand too close to my ear.

But I did persevere, and by the time I was forty I had graduated from one to two. In the years since I have steadily upgraded them in power and features, responding both to my progressively deteriorating hearing and the advancing technology. I put them on first thing in the morning and take them off last thing at night.

There is no way I could have earned my living, updated my professional skills, nurtured interaction with my family and friends, kept pace with the world or diverted and entertained my self without my hearing aids.

I am not for one moment suggesting that they restore me to normal hearing. Under less than ideal acoustic conditions or across a distance, communication with me is still a hit and miss experience, but assisted by good humour and patience I generally get the message. And under good conditions, hearing aids can work like magic. I get told “I would never know that you were deaf”. Mind you, I never know how to respond to that. Sometimes it sounds as if I am being congratulated on doing a good job of concealing something that deserves to be concealed. I staunchly refute the notion that deafness is a ghastly personal defect to be kept secret. (Ideally, the ads tell us, by miniscule hearing aids that no-one can see!) I believe that the less secretive I am about it, the better my chances of engaging co-operation from others in communication that could prove tricky.

In recent years, I have enjoyed great benefit from the T switches in my aids. Digital aids plus T switches have transformed telephoning into success for me. Also I have been able to access audio loops, and FM and infra red systems, both personal ones and in public places. At times I have found myself tearful with joy and relief when crystal clear voices or music have been delivered right into my ears by accessing these systems. I feel so sorry for hearing aided folk who, because of their own or their hearing aid supplier’s ignorance or prejudice favouring tiny aids, are denied the benefits of access via T switch.

How do hearing aids help me? Put simply they maintain me my place in the world; they keep me connected to the reassuring buzz of life; they enable me to communicate. Right now the magpies are carolling on the balcony, summoning my husband to feed them. And I can hear them loud and clear. I experience that pleasure because of hearing aids.

