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"He was sojlSt:' Dino Loukas

says of Charlie, rhe horse
who, in 2006, ended

borh his sreer wresding
career and his inrense,

yer freewheeling life as a
cowboy working his way up ro rhe \'?rangler
ProRodeo Tour. His voice is 60 percenr

admirarion, 40 percenr nosralgia, zero percenr
animosiry or regrer.

After graduaring from Colorado Srare
Universiry in 2000 and rerurning ro his
homerown of Chicago, Loukas had compered
in a differenr rodeo associarion, where his horse,

Hoss, picked up some bad habirs. In 2004, when
Loukas rerurned ro rhe PRCA ro compere in
rhe Grear Lakes Circuir, Hoss rook a while ro
relearn how ro score - ro srand morionless in rhe

box unril signaled ro go.
Since Hoss wasn'r ready, Loukas rode

Charlie, who belonged ro rraveling parrners

Nod and Jim Srrahan. He knew rhe horse had

an arrirude, bur he wanred speed, and Charlie
could deliver.

"He was sofist:' Loukas says again amiably,
sriII respecrful of rhe horse's arhleric abiliry.
"Bur he had a screw loose. He had never kicked

anyone, bur ifhe was mad, he would flip over in
rhe box or (ddiberardy) break rhe barrier."

Bur onJune 2, 2006, Charlie broke more rhan

a barrier. Apparendy, he broke Loukas' skull.

"Face down in the dirt"
The Norrh Cenrral Rodeo in Medford, Wis.,

was offering more rhan $83,000 in prize money
rhar weekend. The crowd had reason ro be fired

up - eighr bareback riders had scored higher
rhan 82 poinrs, and sreer wresding was well
under way.

Loukas and Charlie gor our a franion of a
second lare, a lirde off rhe barrier, bur rhey flew
down rhe arena. After Loukas made his jump ro
rhe sreer, he said, Charlie rook one srep ro rhe
righr and landed a kick wirh his sreel horseshoe

Stitches outlined the large flap of skull that
neurosurgeon Christopher MacKay of SI.
Joseph's Hospital in Marshfield, Wis., lilted just
three hours alter Dino Loukas' steer wrestling
accident so that his brain could continue to
swell without causing additional injury.

-Georgia Loukas photo
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COWBOY SPIRIT TRIUMPHS OVER TBI

Dino Loukas, left, and friend Tom Baker cross the finish line of

the 5K they ran last month in Fort Collins, Colo., to support the
Shared Journeys Brain Injury Foundation.

-PRCA ProRodeo photo by Anne Christensen

to the cowboy's left temple.
Loukas cannot remember the run, but

Joe Bob Locke, one of the judges that day,
remembers a great deal. It was a nice June
evening, he says, twilight, with perhaps a couple
thousand fans in the stands.

"That steer really ran hard;' Locke said.

"They were almost three-quarters of the way
down the arena, but it looked like he was going
to make a good catch. Then he didn't get locked
up on the steer well enough, and the next thing
you knew, the steer ran away and Dino landed
face down in the dirt.

"I knew he was knocked out before he hit

the ground, like when a boxer gets knocked out

standing up, because he didn't try to help himself
as he fell,"Locke said. "No one actually saw the
horse kick him, because they were running so
fast and so hard, and it happened so quickly, but
everyone knows that's what happened."

After 17 days in a coma, Loukas awoke. He
remembered nothing about the accident and
could not speak a word. The impact,landing
squarely outside the left frontal lobe of his brain,
had severely damaged his speech center. Even six
weeks later, he could not understand what was

going on around him.
"My brain was not ready to understand that

I had been in a rodeo accident;' Loukas said. He

had suffered an epidural hematoma and one of
the most serious kinds of traumatic brain injury,
a depressed skull fracture - an injury which

nearly always results in permanent damage or
death, as was the case for Brent Thurman, who

died after being stepped on by a bull at the 1994
\Vrangler National Finals Rodeo.

Doctors told Loukas only five of 1,000

people with his degree of injury ever walk
again. But Loukas is an athlete; he played
defensive end on his high school football team
and catcher on local Park District baseball

teams, then took up rodeo in college. He had
the skills and attitude to meet this unexpected

challenge - and the family support.
Team sports teach an athlete to set a

common goal and to have respect for others,
Loukas said, while his chosen individual sport,

steer wrestling, added focus and discipline. He
has relied on all those tools during his recovery.

"I've always had a plan," Loukas added. "I
wanted so badly to be a bulldogger, and I got it.

I wanted to go to the (Dodge) National Circuit
Finals Rodeo, and I did. I wanted to be on the

(\Vrangler) Tour, and I was very disciplined

about trying to get there.
"Now, after my accident, I am very

disciplined, too. For physical therapy, I started
at the Rehabilitation Institute of Chicago, and

they are the best in the world. I (still) work out
three or four times a week to build muscle mass,

and I usually go every day to my.grad student
speech therapists at Northwestern University ­
they are awesome."

The race
Nearly four years later, Loukas

stretched out before a 5K race
in Fort Collins, home of CSU,

where his rodeo career began.
The March 28, 2010,

run was a fund raiser for the

Shared Journeys Brain Injury
Foundation, which works

to provide residential and

rehabilitation programs to people
with acquired brain injuries.
For Loukas, it was another step
in his own journey - a personal

accomplishment - and the
beginning of his effort to support
others with brain injuries.

A six-footer who has worked

his way back up from his "coma
weight" of 160 pounds to his
rodeo weight of 195, Loukas
walks with a gait so normal that
you wouldn't notice anything
amiss if you passed him on the
sidewalk. His CSU cap almost
completely hides the remaining
shallow concavity in his skull. He's
wearing his 2005 Great Lakes
Circuit Finals Rodeo t-shirt.

His grin is the only thing about
him that stands out in the crowd

assembled at the starting line.
"He's exactly the same guy as he was before

his accident;' says Tom Baker, his best friend
since college who is running with him today.
"For sure, he's just as goofy. He just can't talk
quite as well as he used to."

That's true, but Loukas is not self-conscious.

Mentally, he's in good shape - intelligent,
organized, ranging comfortably from practical to
philosophical - although easily distracted when
tired. His inflection is expressive. He doesn't get
frustrated or embarrassed when listeners miss a

bit - he repeats, rephrases, perhaps even borrows
a pen and paper to write down a word that
escapes him. The letters C. P and B, in particular,
still cause him problems. It's as though they get

stuck right here, he says, pointing between his
front teeth and his lips.

But that doesn't matter today. He and Baker

plug in their headphones, stretch out a bit, join
the jostling crowd in the parking lot where the
race will begin, and listen to instructions. 1l1ey
take off; expecting to run the course in about
24 minutes, which is what Loukas has been

doing in training. But the Colorado altitude
takes its toll, and Loukas and Baker huffin at 34

minutes, in the middle ofrhe pack.
After the race, Loukas is tired; his arms move

more stiffiy, and his speech is more halting. But
he is satisfied.

"That's my last race;' he says to Baker. "I am
not a runner."

"No, you never were;' answers Baker.
They laugh at this inside joke from their six
years as roommates.

Returning to race headquarters, Loukas
bypasses the pizza and doughnuts, grabbing
eight clementines and a cup of coffee to go
with his Gatorade. He recalls how he, a Greek­

American born into an athletic family and

raised in urban Chicago just three blocks north
of Wrigley Field, got into rodeo - and how he
departed so abruptly from the arena.

"Something safer than bull riding"
"My mother was born on a sheep ranch near

Meeker, Colo., and we visited in the summers;'

Loukas says. "In high school and college, when
I was able to help, I worked with my uncle, Tom
Kourlis, on our place, the Harry Kourlis Ranch.
My uncle didn't like rodeo, but I tried it a little
in Craig and Steamboat Springs, and that's
where I won my first buckle.

"I moved sheep and cattle, leveled roads on
the ranch, checked camps - I was learning to
manage the ranch, and I hoped to do that some
day. I went to CSU and took animal science
classes, and a friend there named John \Varren,
who was a bull rider, showed me some videos. I

thought, 'Oh my God, that is so cool.'
"So I went with him to the CSU rodeo arena.

I sat on my first bull - the rodeo adviser there,
Dr. Russell Anthony, tried to scare me with his
name, \Vidowmaker - and I nodded my head. It
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