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Introduction

flurry!"! of activity swarmed'” about Commonwealth Park in

Culpeper, Virginia. Equestrians, horses, coaches, and spectators
awaited the second event in the Commonwealth Dressage'® and Com-
bined Training Association’s horse trials that Memorial Day'*) weekend
in 1995. Eagerly walking the course on Saturday afternoon, Christopher
Reeve carefully noted the peculiarities of the ground and each of the
jumps to determine the safest and fastest route over them. He had al-
ready examined them the day before, but like all good riders, he never
took chances. Knowing what to expect would help Reeve guide his horse
through the 15-obstacle course and gain an advantage over the 300 other
competitors.

Judges awarded and deducted points for the three different catego-
ries—dressage, cross-country jumping, and stadium jumping—in this
and similar events. In dressage, riders are awarded points for complet-
ing several required technical elements well and showing that their horses
are calm and obedient. Cross-country jumping demonstrates the horse’s
boldness and ability to clear™ big hurdles. Stadium jumping combines
the qualities of both dressage and cross-country jumping.

Reeve, who likes competition, was thrilled to be moving up from
the “novice!®” category—the first level of competition—to “training”.
He knew he was ready for the challenge of the higher level, where there
were more and higher obstacles.

Earlier that day, May 27, Reeve had competed in the dressage phase!”! of
the trials and placed in the middle of the finishers,
a respectable’® showing considering it was his
first attempt at the new level. Saturday’s event,
cross-country jumping, would be the most dif-
ficult part of the competition.
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Introduction

When he was satisfied that he knew the course, Reeve finished putting
on his riding clothes. Then he went to the stables to get his horse, a roan!!
gelding®® named Eastern Express but called Buck. He swung his long leg
over his mount’s back, and together they took off for the warm-up area.

Earlier that day Reeve had told a reporter, “Horse jumping is the
most dangerous thing I do.” But today there was no need for concern.
He had trained for eight years, competed regularly, and wore his protec-
tive gear. He hadn’t fallen off a horse in over a year. In fact, Reeve was
impressed by how quickly he and his new horse had learned to work
together. “[Buck had] been jumping beautifully, beautifully. We were a
wonderful team,” he said later.

After warm-up, Reeve was ready to take his turn in the competition.
He guided his horse, easily clearing the first two jumps, and prepared to
leap over the third one, a stack of timbers Just over three feet high. It was
an easy jump, rating a three on a ten-point scale. Leaning forward, Reeve
headed for' the obstacle at about 500 yards' per minute.

Suddenly, Buck stopped, refusing to clear the hurdle. Horses take their
orders from their riders. Jumping horses learn what to do by observing!®!
the rider’s body signals. Reeve had failed to clearly tell the horse what
to do as they approached the jump. “You know, you really need a strong
leg at that point,” the actor later explained. With Buck’s bridle tangled!®
in his hands, Reeve flew over the animal’s head and cleared the jump by
himself. Unable to free his hands to break the fall, he hit the ground
headfirst and gasped “I can’t breathe.”

As Buck galloped'” back to the barn, an anesthesiologist watching
the competition rushed over and performed
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on Reeve.
While one of the judges called for an
ambulance, the doctor kept Reeve alive by
breathing for him until the paramedics
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arrived in an ambulance about a minute later. It was clear to everyone
who had seen the accident that Reeve had suffered a serious injury.

Because his spine was swelling, every moment was crucial. But the
paramedics couldn’t be careless in their rush to save Reeve since the
wrong move could cause further damage to his fragile condition. The
paramedics worked quickly and carefully to secure Reeve’s body and
prevent further movement. They placed him in the ambulance and rushed
him to the emergency room (ER) at Culpeper Medical Center.

Bill Maloney, the doctor in charge of the emergency room, took over!!!
Reeve’s care once he came through the hospital doors, strapped® to a
gurney™!. Maloney and his staff injected the patient with methylprednisolone,

-a synthetic steroid that reduces swelling in the spine. The Culpeper hospital

couldn’t provide any other lifesaving care for Reeve, however. They didn’t
have much expertise in spinal cord injury (SCI) treatment.

The University of Virginia Medical Center, a larger hospital about
50 miles away in Charlottesville, had better facilities and staff with a
great deal of knowledge and experience in spinal cord injury. Every
second mattered, so Dr. Maloney called for Pegasus'¥, a helicopter
equipped with medical supplies, to fly Reeve to Charlottesville.

His wife, Dana, who had stayed at the motel, got a-call, telling her what
had happened. She and their son, Will, rushed to the hospital. Will watched as
hospital workers put his unconscious father in the helicopter. Unable to under-
stand much of what was happening in front of him, the terrified little boy
believed that his dad was going to die.

The doctors and nurses around Reeve thought so, too. The medical
staff told Dana to say good-bye to her
husband and to think about funeral
arrangements. When the helicopter lifted into
the air, nobody knew if he would survive
the trip to Charlottesville.
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hristopher Reeve made his first scene-stealing entrance at Lenox

Hill Hospital in New York City on September 25, 1952. His parents,
Franklin and Barbara Reeve, didn’t mind being upstaged'?' by the birth
of their first son.

The infant’s mother and father brought Christopher home to the
family’s apartment at 535 East 88th Street. They had married over
Thanksgiving break!® in 1951. Franklin was a student working on his
doctoral degree at Columbia University in New York City. Barbara
had attended Vassar and Barnard Colleges for a short time before and
after the marriage, but she concentrated on caring for Chris after he
was born.

The baby had some impressive ancestors. Both his parents came
from wealthy families. On his father’s side, Reeve’s great-grandfather,
Colonel Richard d’Olier, was the president of Prudential Insurance
Company beginning in 1938. His children and grandchildren went to
exclusive!* schools and were reared with all the luxuries money could
buy. But even though Franklin Reeve came from an extremely wealthy
family, he had rejected their money and paid for his education at
Columbia by loading and unloading boats on the docks across the Hudson
River in Hoboken, New Jersey.

The next year, Christopher had a playmate. A baby brother named
Benjamin was born on October 6, 1953, when Chris was just one year
old. “My mother found herself married, with me and my younger brother,
when she was 20,” he later told an
interviewer. In March 1955, the situation for
Barbara got even more difficult when
Franklin Reeve moved out of the apartment.
The couple divorced in 1956.
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