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Tragedy and trauma on the road to new life
By EMMA-KATE DAWES
Thursday, 20 January 2005

DEAN Lanyon describes the traumas he has faced in his lifetime as road humps, although many would have called them mountains. 

His right hand sporadically twitches as he sits in the Buninyong Cake Shop, his latest venture. 

But it has been a long road that has brought him here from his country childhood and his previous role as an international engineer. His off-beat sense of humour bubbles out from time to time, sometimes funny, sometimes a little disconcerting with its extreme self-deprecation. 

In his own words it is a miracle that he has survived and overcome the debilitating brain haemorrhage that left him fighting for his life in an American hospital. 

"I am very fortunate I have come out of it the way I have," he said. "I mean it was a miracle." 

An exceptionally talented engineer, Dean, then 28, along with then wife Natalie and six-month-old son Nicholas were living in Columbus, Indiana, USA in 1996 on an inter-company exchange. 

"I was scheduled to make a presentation to a major USA gold-mining company so I was pretty keyed up," he said. 

When a headache set in, he thought it was just due to stress and tension. He dismissed it and continued working. 

"It got worse and worse and it just wouldn't go away. 

"It eventually got so bad I passed out at work and was rushed to the local hospital." 

Despite an initial examination failing to find anything wrong with Dean, his doctor recommended he have a brain scan. 

"The CAT scan revealed I had a small haemorrhage as a result of a ruptured aneurysm." 

It was a time-bomb waiting to go off in Dean's brain - one that needed to be corrected immediately. He was raced to the Methodist hospital in Indiana's capital, Indianapolis. 

In the emergency room the aneurysm burst, flooding his brain with blood. He was placed on life support and rushed to theatre. 

After seven hours of delicate neurosurgery to repair the burst blood vessel, Dean's wife, Natalie was told Dean had only 33 per cent chance of returning to a normal state. 

Dean counts himself as lucky having the haemorrhage in the emergency room of a major hospital. If he had been anywhere else he said, he wouldn't have survived. 

Despite making it through the surgery, he remained critically ill and less than 24 hours later developed another potentially deadly problem. 

Due to the trauma of Dean's ordeal his brain began to swell. 

Known as hydrocephalus, the condition threatened to increase the pressure inside his skull to the point where it would kill him. 

Dean fell into a coma that lasted for 10 weeks. 

When he emerged he had lost many of his basic functions including the ability to talk, walk, eat and speak. 

"My next memory was being in a wheelchair with a balloon tied to it. I don't know why there was a balloon tied to it but there it was." 

With his family by his side, Dean began on the long road of rehabilitation. 

"I had rehab for four months, six days a week, from 8am to 6pm. But it's amazing your desire to get back things you once took for granted like walking and talking." 

Dean remembers his son Nicholas was also achieving the same developmental milestones and said there was some irony, if not a little competition, in who could get to them first. 

But he had been left with a common side effect of head trauma, depression. 

"In the first stages I was just lying in bed thinking `what's the point'." 

But with much hard work, support and some luck, Dean said he was able to return to a normal life, resuming work with engineering company Cummins in Melbourne. 

Second son Thomas, named after brain surgeon Thomas Leipzig, was born in 1998. 

But life had changed forever. 

No longer did he wish to chase a bigger car, bigger house or more important job. Quality of life had now become the top priority. 

"We didn't want to raise the boys in the city. We found Buninyong and thought this is a good spot." 

The couple relocated to the quiet village outside of Ballarat in 2002 before Dean bought the cake shop eight months ago. 

" It's been good - a lot of hard work but it's nice not to be told what to do and when to do it." 

He completed a Graduate Diploma of Education from the University of Ballarat in 2002 and made the decision to turn the events of his life into a teaching tool for teens. 

He created a presentation drawing on his haemorrhage and a car accident earlier in his life - his other road hump. 

In May 1985 Dean had been driving home to Boort with 21-year-old sister Jenny when he fell asleep at the wheel. 

Their Holden Gemini was split in two against a tree, killing Jenny instantly. 

"I was asleep as long as it took to drift from my lane onto the gravel. I reefed on the steering wheel and crashed into a tree right where Jenny was sitting." 

Dean was thrown from the vehicle, landing 60m away. 

With only a gash at the back of his head he returned to the car and tried to revive his sister. 

"I tried to get her seatbelt off, I tried to find a pulse but I couldn't find one. So I just put my head on her shoulder and was sobbing." 

The accident was devastating for Dean, and though his family's strong Baptist faith sustained them, he struggled to come to terms with the crash. 

He has woven the experience into his presentation and hopes his message gets through to kids. 

"When you're an adolescent you feel invincible. I encourage the kids to think about consequences and question how we cope when the world we know comes tumbling down. 

"But giving up is not an option."
