Head injury survivor inspires others

Support group
works to help
similar victims

By DAWN M. KOPECKI
Collogian Staff Writer

Thomas Byroes 1= locky to be alive,

Byrnes (senior-general arts and  sci
ences]) survived o trawnsatic head injury due
o an aleohol-related cor accident two years
apd, leaving his family litle hope of his
recoviery, His mother was told that he may
B last more than 72 hours, and Byrnes was
given his last rites

But alter Iving in 8 coma for more than
a week, spending one year in Inlensive
therapy and anather year plecing his life hack
together, Byrnes = very much abive. And
he has something to say.

Byrnes heads a support group for swr-
vivors of traomatic head Hjuries and their
Familics, which i based st the Mittany Valley
Eehabilitatinn Hospital

The Contre Regiom Head Injury Support
Grroup meets the second Thursday of cach
manth and provides assistance and aup-
prt b survivars and thelr families The group
alsn frics to educate the public about heagd
injuries and is lobbying the Pennsyivania
EmT.ﬂ:lslanme in support of bicyele halmet

Wi

“They (aurvivars) don't want to come
forward because there i nothing there for
them,” Byrnes said.

_ He said that when he returned to Penm State
Just one year after his accldent, he needed
mwore time to take exams and help from
University tutors. But the Unlversity couldn't
parovide the spclal networking Bymes peeded.

The intention of the support group is to
provide University students with a social
foundation For coping with everyday. life,
The group will also act as a “sharing and
caring" support system, where survivors can
share and learn from one snother’s expe-
ricnces,

When Byrnes came out of his coma, he
suffered amnesia and global aphasia — the
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logs or impairment of power to use words
as svmbols of deas

“'When Tom's accldent happened, it was
like the ather shoe fell ., ﬁm wiret thing
that comld happen lseppensd,” said his mn:-ﬂmr.
Henes Byrnes.

But Fenes Byrnes ssid Toom was very
determined, and she never gave up hope.

“1 never thought he would die, even when
they were trying to say that to me.” she said,
Baut the prognosia wasa't good, “Until the
fourth ar fifth day, the doctors only said deom
and gloom. "

But after almost 8 week, the nesrologist
finally kad pood news, Rense Byrnes said,

In fact, Dr, Julian Bailes, who pre-
formexd braln surgery on Byrmes, said Bymes
had enly a 5 percent chance of recovering
to the extent that he has. Bailes said 50 to
73 percent of patbenis who sustain hesd
injuries dis, let alone make a recovery Like
his.

Byrnes, who spent two weeks in nfen-
sive care, wes transferred From the Alle-
gheny General Hospital to Harmaresills
Rehabilitation Center 312 weeks after his
accident Then his rond to rocovery began
with speech, vocational, eccupational and
cognitlve thecapy every day for a year. His
doctors were unavailable for comment,

Byrnes, who did not sustain any other
bodity injuries, had physical therapy which
lasted & week The second time he wemt
running, he owiran hi= physieal thernpist and
wis performing militnry manuevers in the
wooids, Byrnes™ said,

“We think he thought that he was in some
kind of a prison camp,” =he said.

He wa= a reluctant patient and is prouwd
ta say that he tried escaping Harmarville
twice. His doctar chased him the first dme
and needad physical theropy himself for a
weck affer the incident, Byrnes said with
a laugh

“T hod no ddea why I was thera,” Bymes
gaid, "They had to let me go because |
escaped 50 mapy tmes.”

Mo, twie years after his accident, Bymnes
has almost completely regaiped all akills.

He reluctamtly admitted he still has troable
commundcating thoughts inm sentencas, He
has diffienlty finding the right words 1o
express idens.

Byrnes =akd he glso suffers what bhe calls
a "lazy tongue,"” but he says be &5 just
negligent and doesn't regularly practice
speaking.

Byrones, who {8 derermined 1o become a
special pgent with the U5 Fish and Wild-
life Beserve, alzo aald it takes him about twa
ti three times onger to repd and com-
prehend bomework as=slgnments.

He said his first semester back, which he
earnad & 30 grade point average, his [ifs
was “eating, sleeping, studying, liftuing and
ranming.” He aald that be didn bave a social
lifim,

=1 wanted w show that 1 wasa't messed
up from the accident,™ he said, sdding that
he doesn’t want sympathy. “1 Llearned & Lot
shout Life the hard way. It made me stop and
think and semell the colfes and reallze that
I'm damn lucky I'm alive."

Determinatbon was the key factor in his
recovery, Byrnes said

“He ix very determined in everything he
does, He's got to do the best. If he wants
smething bhe'll get at,™ shid Julie Farren,
Byrnes” close friend and a 1990 University
graduate,

“He went through a bot and [ think he could
help o ot of pepple,' Farren said.

Barnes i= a good role model for hesd injury
survivors, sakl Joe Geiger, execative direcior
for the Keystone State Head Injury Foun-
dation,

Gaiger sakd many mestakenly think a rural
place like Centre County hag less rigk far
head injuries than large metropoditan areas.
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Thomas Bymes, who surseed a traumatic head
Injury, pets his dog, Byrne sald he s lucky
to be alive after an alecholrolated car accident
placed him In the hoapital v & cama,

If Beaver Stndiom was filled eight times,
that's bow meany people have sustained bead
injuries that bave left permanent disabili-
thes among Pernaylvanisns alowe, Crelger said

Geiger said males from the ages 16 24
are the highest risk proop for head injus
ries

“One of the saddeast things in my job is
seeing the voung men who are 22 or 50 and
bnd much high aspirations and will never remch
their potentinl because of 8 bead dnjury,”
Greiger gaid “Mot poe of them thought it woald
bhappen to them,™

Byrnes is the youngest head injury suppost
group beader oot af 45 groups in Pennsyls
vanla, Gelger said,

“TI'm locky ennugh to be alive, God puf me
on this earth for 8 reason,'” Byrmes gaid 1
want to provide help becanse I'm hecky
enough to be here .., And I want other
survivars (o be where 1 am,”™




