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Werner Kolb


Hey there! It's me, Musician with Tinnitus









Information is not knowledge


Knowledge is not wisdom


Wisdom is not truth


Truth is not beauty


Beauty is not love


Love is not music


Music is


THE BEST


–


FRANK ZAPPA


Packard Goose


›Joe's Garage Act III‹









Prologue


»The best thing to do is to put on headphones and turn the music up so loud that you can no longer hear your tinnitus. Otherwise, your brain will quickly memorize the sounds and burn them into your cerebral cortex. Then you can't do anything about it. Then it becomes chronic.«


That was the first piece of medical advice I received on the phone. Crazy, but true. In the list of statements from trained professionals, it stands unchallenged at the top. In comparison, slogans such as ›You'll have to live with it now‹ seem almost banal.


It was the first time in my life that I had to deal with this destructive way of communication. Both in medical and bureaucratic terms. And I have to admit that I had my problems with it.


I was born on March 23, 1963 in Aalen, Baden-Württemberg, at ten o'clock in the evening. In 1965, my family moved to neighbouring Ellwangen.


I have never been seriously ill so far. Apart from the usual childhood illnesses, I often suffered from middle ear infections as a teenager. There are voices claiming that this could be an indication that stress was already affecting my ears back then.


One night at the age of nineteen, I got extreme pain in my right foot. To this day, the worst I've ever experienced. The joint in my big toe was the source.


»Your purine levels are not elevated in any way, but the symptoms are clear ‒ gout.«


I came into contact with alcohol and dope at an early age. It felt like excessive drinking and smoking weed was prevalent in my hometown across all social classes. But maybe I just never met the others.


My elevated liver fat values, which were sometimes very pronounced, always caused doctors to frown.


In March 2003, after one of my countless binges and a subsequent gout attack, they reached an all-time high.


»Mr. Kolb, you must immediately go to the ›Bernhard-Nocht-Institut‹ for observation.«


Instead, I decided to take a break from alcohol, which has lasted to this day.


»When was the last time you drank alcohol?«


Dr. Hans Pielke, my GP, looked at me through his slightly oversized glasses.


»Thirteen years ago.«


Every time he asked this question, another one was added. He looked at the results of the last lab test with a serious expression.


»Well, let's go ahead and do a biopsy then.«


On this occasion, I had to stay in the hospital overnight for the first time in August 2016.


»The bad news: we haven't found anything. The good news: we haven't found anything.«


I was a chain-smoker for ten years, ›Schwarze Hand‹. One night, when I was twenty-three years old, I had a coughing fit that lasted about thirty minutes and was accompanied by severe shortness of breath. I had experienced something similar before. This time, however, it was so severe that the next morning I threw the remaining tobacco in the rubbish. I said to myself that nicotine was okay when smoking weed, and it actually worked. I never smoked a normal cigarette again.


In turn, I stopped smoking weed in 2013. After thirty-five years, I had to admit that I had been feeling more and more depressed whenever I consumed.


Since then, I have been what is colloquially referred to as ›clean‹. This may sound too simple for some. But I just didn't feel like it anymore. It's crazy how easy things can be when there is willpower.
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The Holiday


September 9, 2016. The call resounded through the idyllic evening. A beautiful, atmospheric sound. With absolute silence in my head, I sat on a bench in front of my hut and took in the atmosphere of the Innsbruck Alps.


The sun was about to set and fog was beginning to cover the pastures when the young shepherd appeared next to me. He must have been in his early twenties and was wearing one of those classic ›Seppl-Hats‹. Hard to believe, I enjoyed it when he sang his melody and clapped his hands rhythmically. There was no distorted shrieking coming through to me, no pain in my ear canals.


As if out of nowhere, the first cows appeared from behind a hill and looked in our direction. One by one, they followed their shepherd's call to disappear into the barn with him before returning to their pastures the next morning. Fascinating.


For years, I had felt the desire to escape the constant noise and pressure of the big city, to find peace and quiet, to have time for myself, and to be creative. I was familiar with the Alps from my childhood, as my parents used to take me on ski holidays to Switzerland regularly.


In autumn 2015, I spent a few days in the Allgäu and visited Daniel, whom I had reconnected with via social networks after more than thirty years. As we sat in his reading room and talked about the past, I decided to spend my time-out in the mountains. Together with Petra, my girlfriend, I tracked down this collection of small huts.


There aren't many events that gave me a queasy feeling – you could also call it fear. When I went hang gliding in a Tunisian hotel complex many years ago, it took hours until I could breathe normally again. It was the only package holiday I had ever booked in my life. Due to my life philosophy based on freedom of choice, I actually reject this kind of holiday planning.


The last stage of my journey to the Grafensalm, which had nothing to do with a package holiday, was another example of this. I left the main road and began the ascent. The road I was travelling on became narrower and narrower and the verges increasingly brittle. There were no longer any crash barriers. Finally, I found myself on a gravel track. It wound round the mountain in serpentines and dropped off sharply down the sides.


»Two lorries can drive past each other«, laughed the dairyman when I told him about it during a neighbourhood chat. An elderly man who was making his retirement life more enjoyable. My blood would start to boil even if I had to manoeuvre past an oncoming Fiat Uno.


I was in this isolated place for a week, of course far too short. The tinkling of the bells that every cow wore around its neck and the sound of the mountain streams were the predominant sources of noise. The further I moved away from the huts and into the mountains, the quieter it became.


At night, when the sky was clear, I would sit outside my hut. I remembered as a little boy looking out of the window in the back seat of my parents' car and watching the stars. That's how I used to switch off so that I didn't have to listen to all the nagging from the front seats.


Even now, the world up there captivated me and I began to dream. That it would be pretty much the last time to be able to enjoy such peace and quiet was not mentioned.


***


›Are you the BEATLES- or the ROLLING-STONES-type?‹ When it comes to this frequently asked question, I clearly belong to the first category.


From the age of eight, I got classical piano lessons, which only fascinated me to a limited extent. Then I saw the film ›A Hard Day's Night‹ and I'm sure that this event triggered my love of music. According to Wikipedia, its first broadcast on German television was on Thursday, April 18, 1974. That makes sense, as I was eleven years old at the time.


Just one year later, hard rock was my island of security. I discovered the fascination of the local record store and my vinyl collection began to grow. My room was located in the basement under the garage, the place where I was undisturbed. When I came home from school, the first thing I did was put a record on the turntable, then lay down on my mattress: ›Deep Purple in Rock‹, Speed King, the intro – I closed my eyes, began to forget everything around me and immersed myself in the music. For twenty minutes, I was in a world that allowed my imagination to flow. It was only the sound of the tone arm announcing the end of the record side that brought me back. My mother signed me out of piano lessons, which was a sensible decision.


I had my first blackout experience with Daniel. To be more precise, on July 23, 1977, on the eve of the ›1st Rockpalast Night‹. We were fourteen and my parents were away for the weekend.


There was this house bar in our living room. It had the shape and appearance of a globe, the two halves of which soon no longer fitted together due to the frequent opening. We were intrigued by the rum with eighty percent of alcohol content.


»Hey, let's have a sip.« It tasted awful, but manly. One schnapps followed another.


»Down in one!«


I didn't see the concert itself. At the time, I was lying between my vomit and overturned flower pots.


Since then, I've had an ambivalent relationship with RORY GALLAGHER.


For my fifteenth birthday, my grandfather gave me a ›Viscount Intercontinental‹ organ. I was soon playing it in a band. That was one of the reasons why Daniel and I lost sight of each other. However, the contact was more sporadic anyway. Unlike me, he never touched alcohol again after our rum interlude. The other members of the band were about five years older than me and belonged to the post-hippie-generation; few parents wanted their children to socialize like that.


»Do you want some?«


I was on my way to Stuttgart with Jack and Uli. Uli turned to me from the passenger seat of the old Daimler with the gear stick on the steering column and held out his home-made hash pipe. I've already smoked joints at parties before, but had never felt anything. This time, however, it burned like hell when I inhaled.


»You have to take a big drag until the piece is completely burnt up,« Uli said with a grin, as if he knew what was going to happen to me and that it would be the first time. Jack pulled into a car park.


»Give me some too.« There was no mistaking that he was very experienced at this. He put in a cassette: FRANK ZAPPA's ›One Size Fits All‹. To the sound of Inca Roads, I sank into the cushions of the back seat and only regained my wits when we reached our destination a good hour later.


When I was seventeen, I went to Lake Como with several mates during the summer holidays. Roland, whose shoulder-length blond hair looked amazingly well-groomed, had LSD trips in his luggage. After a few fun and carefree days, we sat around having a cosy hangover breakfast.


»Do you fancy a trip?« What a stupid question.


»Dude, how long does it take for the effects to kick in? We swallowed the pill an hour ago and I don't feel anything yet.«


I walked over in a daze. What a world, lasting until the next morning. It was the ultimate enhancement of everything I had experienced so far. I loved it, this world. At least for four years. But then the trips started to become more and more unpleasant, and I decided to leave this drug in the past.


After leaving school, I did my community service. I underwent an examination of conscience in front of a five-member panel. Apparently, I answered the most absurd questions sufficiently to be accepted at the first hearing of this Punch and Judy show. So the consultation at the Ellwangen Youth Centre had served its purpose.


Just one day after receiving the registration for military service, I dropped my application for conscientious objection in the letterbox. I had already made the decision long beforehand. The same applied to my professional future. I wanted to leave the Swabian province and become a musician as soon as possible.


***


»Do you think I can have the room?«


It was January 14, 1985, and I was visiting Ebbe, an old football club mate who had been studying in Hamburg for a few months. His room consisted of a desk and a shelf crammed with books and records, but there was no record player. The inventory was rounded off by his futon mattress, which was rolled up in the corner during the day. My sleeping bag also found its place here.


He lived in a building with several separately rented furnished rooms, with the tenants sharing the kitchen and bathroom. I hadn't planned that. While we were chatting, it turned out that one of the rooms was empty.


»Why don't you ask?«


Two days later, he delivered the message that changed everything: »I've spoken to the landlord, it's fine.«


This was followed by one of my five-minute decisions, the consequences of which I couldn't even begin to comprehend.


I travelled back to southern Germany, gave notice on my room in a shared flat, which I had been living in for almost two years, and packed. My parents weren't as enthusiastic, but they didn't try to stop me either.


On January 28, 1985, I drove in my R6 to my new life. I was twenty-one and had never been to a metropolis like this before, apart from a few parties organized by friends who had mostly moved to bigger cities because of their studies.


I enrolled for ›Afrikanistik‹. It was the only degree program I found that did not have a ›Numerus clausus‹. I would often go to the main university building in the morning. There was a large notice board with job offers posted on it. Some of them were for the day in question, others for a longer period. I read through them and tore one off. I would then call the number from the nearest phone booth and head to work.


The jobs were usually for construction work. Of course, this was not at all conducive to keeping my hands supple, but no matter. I toiled the day away and received my wages in cash. I typically went to the supermarket to stock up the fridge.


One of my first jobs was restoring war graves from the First World War. Even when I was at school, I worked in gardening and landscaping during the summer holidays. I bought my first bass with the money I made back then. I have no idea why. I just felt like it. And it immediately became my instrument, it had far more sex than the black and white keys.


My engagement lasted one week, and every morning I travelled to Ohlsdorf cemetery. When cleaning the gravestones, I noticed the often young age of those buried here. Some were just fifteen years old. An age that was not so long ago for me and was characterized by parties and carefree living.


After that week, I was offered the chance to stay with the company for longer, but I didn't accept. I only wanted to work occasionally. I wanted to focus exclusively on my music. It wasn't difficult to get jobs at that time.


***


Ultimately, I don't do anything different today, only the nature of the jobs has changed over time.


In November 2016, I travelled across the Atlantic on a cruise ship for twelve days and then played gigs into December. For this, I used customized ear protection for my ear canals, which I had made three years earlier. By changing the filters, I could vary the attenuation between six dB and twenty-five dB, but it obviously didn't help or prevent anything.


A process must have started in me at some point, gradually. I can't say how long it had been going on. But I do know when I first noticed it.









The Suspicion


As all the live playing became more and more exhausting, I decided to build up an additional financial pillar. In 2015, I finished my training as a sound engineer and invested a five-figure sum to set up an acoustically optimized room in my 65 m2 flat. Here I worked on productions, did exercises to train my ears or simply listened to music. The latter almost like before. The only difference was that I was no longer lying on a mattress, but sitting in an office chair.


On December 15, 2016, at the age of fifty-three years, eight months and twenty-two days, my life changed, even though I didn't realize it at the time. I made myself comfortable, started a sound experience from the forge of Bruce Swedien, MICHAEL JACKSON's sound engineer, and closed my eyes. However, what came out of the speakers was anything but a feast for the ears. It sounded as if my monitoring system, which was only three months old and cost more than three thousand euros, had malfunctioned. The voices sounded overdriven, surprisingly not all the music. After a few minutes, I ended the session and moved on to other things.


The next day, I sat down again – shit! Annoyed, I got my old speakers and amplifier out of the cellar to try and find the cause of the problem. Despite replacing the individual components and conducting a series of tests, I was unable to achieve a satisfactory result. In every configuration, the voices sounded as if they were being played through a megaphone that had been dropped multiple times. I did not consider looking for the issue within myself.


Days later, having postponed troubleshooting indefinitely, I listened to music with the headphones on – also distorted. It seemed unlikely to me that both the headphones and speakers were defective at the same time. The suspicion towards my ears began to grow.


***


When I came to Hamburg in 1985, there was a live club on Karolinenstraße called ›Let's Rock‹. Ebbe was a regular. »Do you want to come with me?«


»Is there anything to smoke?«


»For sure. Herbert always comes by as a part of his evening round.«


That sounded like a land of milk and honey.


We went downstairs to the catacombs. Steve, the landlord, was waiting for us on the other side of the front door. He was chubby, had a moustache, and a thinning hairline. I guessed he was in his late twenties.


The ›Let's Rock‹ was a dive bar with no natural light, which was certainly a good thing. I didn't see a stage, just a drum kit in an otherwise empty room to the left of the bar. When there were no concerts, people jammed here. There was no pay, but the beer was free.


We went inside the sparsely filled dining room and sat down. I looked curiously at the posters on the lime-plastered walls. With a broad grin, Steve brought the beers.


»Are you the bass player Ebbe told me about? Jimmy's coming today, he's already looking forward to play with you.«


Monty, a well-known drummer on the scene, was sitting at one of the other tables with two broads. He never went home without finishing a bottle of tequila.


Then came Jimmy – singer, guitarist, bon vivant, and chatterbox. He was able to meticulously explain how the show business works.


»What do you say we go for a little spin?«


»What do you want to play?«


»Red House, everything else will fall into place. But you can only play the song if you know what it's about.«


I had no idea what he was talking about.


Amplifiers were fetched from a side room, which also served as a dressing room for bands. Beer on stage, cigarette out of the corner of my mouth.


Somehow, nobody was really interested in what I was playing. The self-promoters around me were too busy with themselves. Then, maybe half an hour later, the one everyone was eagerly waiting for arrived.


»Hey, let's see the list!« Jimmy leaned his guitar against the amplifier – break.


Herbert, whose snippy grin was framed by a little goatee, placed a notepad on the table. We could neatly see which pieces were available.


»I'll take that for twenty-five marks.«


»And me the twenty-two.«


»Have you got anything for eighteen?«


And so it went across the club. Herbert rummaged in his little bag, handed us what we wanted, and counted the money he had received. Then he neatly crossed the sold items off his list and said goodbye. He was undoubtedly the accountant among Hamburg's dealers.


Joints were being rolled and smoked everywhere, and the atmosphere was much more exuberant. We jammed until the early hours of the morning. Dude, that was cool.


»Hey Monty, can you recommend a bass teacher?«


»I can give you the phone number of Detlev Beier. He's the hottest jazz bassist in Hamburg.«


I came here almost every evening. Unfortunately, the whole thing didn't last long. Steve stopped, and nobody really knew why. That was the end of ›Let's Rock‹. After the rooms had been empty for a few months, they mutated into a Thai restaurant.


I have no idea how loud it was back then. Certainly not quiet, like most of the things I did at the time and in the years that followed. Nobody thought of any kind of ear protection, why should they? On the contrary: the louder the stereo system, the amplifier on stage, the band, the concert, or the disco was, the better. In a drugged state, anyway.


***


December 20, 2016. I called the ENT emergency department of a Hamburg hospital and was given an appointment with Dr. Rudolf Kempe for the next day. He, always with a flippant remark on his lips, suspiciously relaxed, got straight down to business.


»Which ear is affected?«


»Both«


»Then we can rule out a sudden hearing loss. A sudden loss of hearing in both ears at the same time is completely unknown. Let's go to the extreme and do a hearing test.«


No sooner said than done.


»You have a dip in the left ear at two kHz and in the right ear at three kHz. This is completely normal due to age. I can't tell you anything about your distorted hearing.« It seemed as he had never heard of such a phenomenon.


Dr. Kempe prescribed me a prophylactic medication, ›Prednisolon 20 mg‹ – cortisone. The fact that the distortion could not be diagnosed further made me wonder. I left with a bad feeling. I took the pills for ten days but noticed no improvement.


My next performance was scheduled for New Year's Eve. Final preparations for Christmas were currently in progress: Who was going to visit whom, when and where, getting the last presents and everything else that went with it. There was no reason for me to stay away from the festivities based on my suspicion.


On Christmas Day, fourteen of us sat around Petra's family table. We talked, ate, drank, unpacked, and commented, often several at the same time. My ears started to hurt.


The next day we set off in the car to my childhood home, which is a good six hundred kilometres away. Petra turned on the radio, and it sounded horrible.


»Please turn it off again, or at least turn it down.« It stayed off for the entire journey.


We stayed with Andreas Hunke, a fellow musician from the seventies, one of the few people from my hometown who credibly gives the impression that he is satisfied with the way his life has developed.


I spent the first evening doing more research on the internet. I discovered a clinic specializing in ear and hearing problems in Hamburg, which I contacted the next day.


»Unfortunately, we can't do anything for you. We are a clinic for private patients only.«


I realized how difficult it is to get medical assistance between Christmas and New Year. Many doctors have closed their practices, including my GP. It is an unfavourable time to develop health issues, especially when the time factor plays a not insignificant role.


In the evening, we met up with friends. The pub was small but full. It's just a sociable crowd down there. I felt comfortable, although the volume was immense. Everyone was chattering, and it got louder and louder as the alcohol level increased. The jukebox played non-stop. But my ears didn't hurt and I didn't notice the distortion.


One topic of the conversation was a concert from 1987 that I played with my first Hamburg jazz band at the Ellwangen Youth Centre.


***


Jazz? DEEP PURPLE and FRANK ZAPPA were my world. I couldn't do anything with jazz. But it certainly could help to sharpen my skills as a bass player. The decision was made, I called Detlev. On March 19, 1985, I set off for the first time.


»Come in,« he said, cigarette in hand, as he opened the door to his two-bedroom flat in Altona. I entered the small classroom. There were two chairs, a music stand, a stereo system, a sofa, a television, and a well-filled ashtray. It was undoubtedly the living room of a musician. My eyes fell on the only poster on the wall: JOACHIM KÜHN QUARTETT. I recognized Detlev from it. Only then did I realize the league this man was playing in. And I was just about to have my first lesson. I had been in Hamburg for less than two months, and it already had nothing to do with what I had experienced over the past twenty years. Since that day, ›Joachim Kühn Quartett‹ from 1982 has been on my record shelf.


I went to see him every Tuesday and practised for an average of six hours a day.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Werner Kolb

Hey there! It's me,
Musician with Tinnitus

What it took from me and what it gave —
a travelogue






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




		Table of Contents



		Epigraph



		Prologue



		The Holiday



		The Suspicion



		The Snake



		Intratympanic Steroid Therapy



		First Experiences with Health Insurance Fund



		The Acupuncture



		The Psychotherapy



		The Relapse



		About Side Effects and the Medical Service



		The Laser Therapy



		The Caribbean



		The Day Clinic



		Piet



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Photo Credits and Notes

		Musiker & Tinnitus



		Letter of the Health Insurance Company









		Copyright









Page List





		1



		5



		7



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		4











OEBPS/images/11_1.jpg





