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'ear,'ear!Perhapsthecornytitlemadeyoulooktwice1ormaybenotâ€“maybeyouhaveexperienceofearproblemswhichareactuallyverycommonamongstyachties.Theearcanbeunderstoodinthreecategories,basedontheanatomyâ€“firsttheouterear,thenthemiddleearandfinallytheinnerear.Theouterearisthepartwecanseeanditextendsastheearholeorcanaluptotheeardrumwhichseparatestheouterearfromthemiddleear.Themiddleearisacompartmentbeyondtheeardrumanditcommunicateswiththeoutsideworldviaatube(theEustachiantube)whichopensupatthebackofthethroat.Thereforethemiddleearisnormallyatatmosphericpressure.Itcontainsthreeinterconnectedbones(theossicles)whichstartontheinnersurfaceoftheeardrumandendontheconnectionwiththeinnerearandtheorganofhearing(thecochlea).Theossiclesamplifythesoundpressurewavesvibratingontheeardrumbyafactorofabout3bythetimetheyreachthecochlea.Thecochleaisintheinnerearwhichalsocontainstheorganofbalance(thelabyrinth).Thecochleaisadelicatestructurewhichconvertspressurewavesintonervemessageswhichareprocessedbythebrainintosound.Seawaterinthecanalcancauseanouterearinfection(swimmer'sear)whichisbesttreatedbyimpregnatingtheareawithantibioticdropsorspray.Waxcansometimesbuildupinthecanalandaggravatetheretentionofwaterandcausetemporarydeafness.Morepersistentdeafnesscanoccurifthecanalisblockedcompletelybywaxandthisjustifiessyringing,probablyafterapplyingwaxsofteningdrops,butotherwisewaxshouldbeleftaloneandshouldcertainlynotberemovedwithcottonbudswhichhaveahabitofimpactingthewaxagainsttheeardrum(likeasnowploughifyouknowwhatthatisfromyourpartoftheworld!)andsometimesthecottongetsleftbehindandformsthefocusofanastyouterearinfection.AheavycoldcanproduceprofusecatarrhwhichblockstheEustachiantubeandpreventsequilibrationofpressuresaswellasproducingastagnantcatarrhalmiddleearcompartmentwhicheasilybecomesinfectedandthegummingupoftheossiclesandthemiddleearcompartmentproducesthefamiliardeafnessofcatarrhalconditions.Theinfectedmaterialswellsandthiscausespainandultimatelypossibleperforationoftheeardrumwhichdoesresultinrapidpainreliefbutpotentialscarringtothedrumandasubsequentpossibleadverseeffectonhearing.Thisinfectedconditionmayimprovewithoralantibiotics,andpainrelief,butitisclearlynotadvisabletoundertakeflyingordivinginaverycatarrhalconditionbecausethepressuredifferentialscancausepainandalsopossibleperforationoftheeardruminanalternativebutdamagingattempttoequilibratepressures.ChildrenmaybemorepronetothisconditionduetoimmatureEustachiantubefunctionandcanbenefitfromtheinsertionofgrommetsintotheeardrumswhichthenfacilitateventilationofthemiddleearandalsoavoidunplannedandrepeatedeardrumperforation.Thedelicatenerveendingsofthecochleacanbedamagedirreversiblywithsustainedloudnoiseexposureandhistoricallythiswasacommonassociationwithengineroomnoiseinmarineengineers.Hearingprotectionisnowwidelypractisedinindustryandinthemerchantnavysothatnoise1inducedhearinglossisavoidedbutonlyifnoiselevelsareminimisedandallprecautionsaretaken.Theinnerearalsocontainstheorganofbalance(thelabyrinth)andthisenablesustomaintainathree1dimensionalpositionalfix.Wetakethisforgranteduntiloneofthecoordinatesisaffectedby,say,avirus(labyrinthitis)andsuddenlytheoutsideworldliterallyappearstospin(rotationalvertigo)andwefeelnauseatedandstartvomiting.Seasicknesscanbeunderstoodasthesameprocessinreverseinthatthepositionoftheoutsideworldisactuallychangingrepeatedlyandthelabyrinthisrepeatedlystimulatedandnotallowedtoestablishapositionalfix.Thepersistentstimulationproducedbywholebodyvibrationassociatedwithwavemotionatseaproducesthelabyrinthinesymptomsofnauseaandvomitingwhichisalltoofamiliartosailorsuntiltheir



bodieshavemadelongertermadjustments.Seasicknessmedicationsarevariousformsof"labyrinthinesedatives"whicharealsousedfortreatmentoflabyrinthitisandtruevertigo(actualperceptionofrotationaldisturbance).Theearsaresmallstructuresbutincrediblycomplexandwonderfullysuccessfulmostofthetimeatfacilitatinghearingandbalance.Sometimesthingsgowrongbutremediesareavailableforthecommonailments.Mostlargercrafthavesuitablemedicalkitsonboardandsomeonewhohashadtrainingonamedicalcareonboardshipcourse.Goodequipmentandgoodtrainingcanpreventear1relatedproblemsfromgrowingoutofcontrolandspoilinglifeontheopensea.DrKenPrudhoe,MCAApprovedDoctor,canbecontactedatClubdeMarMedicalCentre,PalmadeMallorca.Tel:(+34)639949125.


