Story and photographs by MARK GILCHRIST

Ken Smith was dead July 2, 2005, shortly after he jumped
his motorcycle 70 feet and crashed into an embankment.
Life left him only brieﬂy as his heart stopped beating and
his lungs lay ﬂat, until his younger brother reached over the
wall that separates life and death and pulled him back.
It is amazing that Ken, who will turn 40 this year, suffered
only one permanent injury that day at his motocross track
in Whiteville, when his body slammed into the packed
dirt at 40 mph, but it is tragic that the small injury was
to his spinal cord between his ﬁrst and second vertebrae,
making him a quadriplegic. The wreck and Ken’s recovery
have put the Smith family on an odyssey of the greatest
challenge of their lives.
Listen to motocross riders talk
about their sport and you would
think it was a drug.
“Nothing got my adrenaline
pumping like getting on my
motocross bike and taking a track
with competition,” Ken says. The
pull of that adrenaline was like an
addiction that, even into his late
30s, Ken couldn’t shake.
“It still makes me shiver when
I watch it,” Ken says. “It makes
me want to get back on it again.”
That he was even on a motorcycle
last year is amazing, as he had
fallen enough times to break both
collarbones and a pair of ribs and
crack his scapulae. “It was a hard
sport to lay it down,” he says. “It’s
an exciting sport, it’s a challenging
sport – it’s a dangerous sport.”
Ken has a clear goal to walk
someday – to rise from his wheelchair
on his own two feet. This is a longterm goal, as today he is struggling to
move his hands a few inches.

The kick-start

When family matters
One year after a motorcycle crash left Ken Smith a quadriplegic, his family is by his side.

emotionally powerful place,” Ken
says. “They would drive and drive
it into your mind to have a positive
attitude. But there were a lot of kids
there that it didn’t work.
“That’s the biggest thing – that
right attitude and people supporting you,” Ken says. “That’s what
keeps you going.”

The track ahead

Ken and David Smith
in the early years.
“He always signed his cards to
me; ‘From your #1 son.’”
The Tabletop is one of the most
difﬁcult motocross jumps to master, and Ken had mastered it many
times. When you jump the Tabletop, you are much like a cat leaping
onto a chair and then onto a table.
“Two minutes.” Ken is balancing at the side of his bed, his stiff
arms propping him up. Physical
Therapist Kim Conner is crouched
at his knees.
“Two minutes, ﬁfteen seconds,”
announces Trevor, a physical therapist trainee who is timing this test.
Kim hopes Ken can balance longer
than he did last week when he lasted for just under three minutes.
Every bit of progress is progress.
Also today, Ken will try to move
each hand an inch or two, straighten a foot, ﬂex his ﬁngers...
“Two minutes, forty-ﬁve seconds,” Nervous smiles ﬁll the
room. Kim cheers Ken on.
The task is so challenging that
Ken is silent – this takes all his concentration.
Seconds pass and Ken strains
to support himself, his eyes ﬁxed
straight ahead. Kim takes a deep
breath...
“Three minutes!” Kim cheers
and laughs and Ken smiles broadly.
She leans forward as he begins to
fall and she grabs him.
“You did it!” She holds his
shoulders and smiles ﬁll the room.
Our lungs work involuntarily,
even while we sleep. Ken still
has this advantage over the late
Christopher Reeve, whose case is
a benchmark in the spinal cord
injury world.
Reeve had to breathe as a conscious act, and when he slept, a
ventilator operated his lungs. Ken
has the unconscious impulse to
breathe, but pulling air into his
lungs is deliberate. He labors on
each breath, pausing his speech,
bringing his chin down slightly and
drawing air into his lungs.

“I never wished that I had different brothers.” Marjorie Simmons is the only daughter in a family with three sons, including David, left, and
Ken. In the past year, the Smith family has faced their greatest challenge, which included, during a frantic moment on July 2, 2005, bringing
Ken back to life, and the next 12 months, bringing life back to the family.
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Ken’s father built a wheelchair
ramp in the back of their home and
prepared an empty bedroom for
him. During the ﬁrst few months he
was home, his brothers and sister
took turns staying the night with
Ken, sleeping next to his bed on a
borrowed cot.
These days, his room is busy
with visitors. The phone rings
again, a call from family friend
Henrietta Todd. He talks to her
through a speakerphone.
“I don’t need to tell you this,
Kenny, but a lot of people love you
and keep you in prayer,” she says.
“It makes you appreciate a small
town and knowing people,” Ken
says afterward. “If I was in a big
town like Atlanta, I’d be just another name and number.
“The Lord’s got a lot to do with
it. I keep saying my prayers and
hoping it’ll come through and I’ll
be able to move around.” He says
that the people at his church have
been very helpful, as are his friends.
“It has been wonderful to have
them.”
“It’s tough when you’re 39 years
old and you come back and move
into your mom and dad’s home,”
Ken says. “It changes everyone’s
lifestyle. Whether they say it or not,
you feel like you’re a burden. Everything I need to do I’ve got to ask
someone to do it – it used to be the
other way around.
“If my mom and dad were in bad
health, I hope the Lord will bring
me out of this situation so I’ll be
ready to take care of them.”
Your spinal cord is about as big
around as your thumb and contains thousands of nerves, or very,
very thin wires. While scientists can
see individual nerves, they can’t
tell one from the other, and when
many are broken, we can’t ﬁx them.
There has been some success, Dr.
Walters says, with repairing a few
nerves on extremities, but very little
in the spinal cord.
A nurse is with Ken throughout
the day, paid for by Medicaid, but
the family shares other chores.
Jayne gets Ken up each morning
and Chris and David take turns
preparing him for sleep each night.
Marjorie recently gave up her shift
when she became pregnant.
Every evening, Ken’s muscles
and joints need to be ﬂexed by
someone stretching his arms, legs,
hands and feet. Then, they’ll replace his shirt with a gown, let him
breathe humid air from a machine
to avoid pneumonia, brush his
teeth and give him medication.
Then it’s time to prop him up.
Ken will lie on his back all night,
so he wears boots and hand splints
that keep his feet and ﬁngers
straight. His bed sheet must be
perfectly smooth, as creases could
damage his skin. A set of pillows
keeps him in position, the same
position that Jayne will ﬁnd him the
next morning.
“It is what it is, but we’re not
going to stop everything and mope
about it,” David says. “Our family
is a kind of ‘suck it up, get it done,
and do what you gotta do’ family.
“He’s come an awful long way
and he doesn’t complain. You
just keep hoping and praying that
things will get better for Kenny
- you just don’t know how much of
it will come back.”
Once unthinkable medical pursuits are now considered, such as
stem cell research.
“Sometimes God gives you
knowledge to do things,” David
says. “He’s given us knowledge and
if it’s used right… When you’re on
the down side of it and you see how
it can help people, you look at it
differently.”
Jayne believes her son’s condition will improve.
“He doesn’t like the word failure,” she says. “I just know that if
he can continue to get therapy he
can get better. He’s come a long
way in the past year, and he’s just
determined to not let this thing
whip him.”
“They told my brother that he’d
never walk again,” Marjorie says.
“But there’s that possibility that he
might, and I just want him to go
somewhere that, if he doesn’t walk

See Family, page 15-A
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Conner stretches Ken’s arms. Without ﬂexing, Ken’s muscles, skin and even bones will atrophy. “My chest, it feels like I’m in a full metal jacket,” Ken says about the slight sensation he can feel. “It’s like when your arm goes to sleep.”

Family
Continued from page 9-A
again, he’ll be able to use his hands
to use a wheelchair, wash himself…
rub his own eye if he wants.”
If, by some miracle, the possibility existed for Ken to be able to
walk today, and ride a motorcycle
even, would he do it?
“No, I think I’d watch,” he says.
“If the good Lord gave me another
chance, I think I’d watch.”
The greatest challenges reap
rewards, and this has been a great
challenge for the Smiths.
“This has made me more sensitive to handicapped and elderly
people,” Marjorie says. “When I
see someone who is handicapped,
it brings me joy to smile to them.
There are times that I regret the
way I used to be. I feel like I wasted
a part of my life not being more
sensitive, more caring.” Marjorie
has also become much closer to her
brother. Before the wreck they met
every two weeks or so, and now she
sees him every day, and their relationship is deeper.
“Now, always when we say goodbye, he tells me he loves me and to
be careful,” she says. “He thanks
me.”

The next race
Some of the Smith family’s best
times with Ken are when he is just
Ken, when he is the free-spirited,
ambitious brother they remember.
David recalls a recent evening when
they had him over for dinner.
David and Susan live next door
in the yellow house that has been
in the family for seven generations. They had pizza in the oven
and the conversation was all about
old times. They talked about high
school and the crazy things that
three brothers do. Laughter rose
like spring ﬂowers after a long
winter.
“He would always razz on us,”
David says. “That night, one of
our boys was giving him a hard
time and he looked at him and
said; ‘Boy, when I get moving, I’m
gonna jerk a knot in your butt!’ We
laughed so hard...
“There’s something good about
us treating him like he’s Kenneth.”
The road that they call rehab is
paved with psychology as much
as physiology, and people on that
road can tell you that the damage
may be in their necks, but most of
their recovery is in their heads.
Andy Cohn, one of the quadriplegic men documented in the

One of Ken’s nurses, Rosemary Ford, shaves Ken’s beard in the sunshine.

You are living a new life
One that I may never live
You have been so strong
And brave
I hope that will always stay
God has so many things
In store for you.
If you didn’t have a clue
He has given you a special task
It just hasn’t been unmasked
I will always be there to lend
A hand
That’s me, your sister, your friend.
You have always been
A special one
Keeping things exciting and fun
My heart gets so heavy
Some days
But I just Pray and Pray
We will see you walk
Again
I believe in that my brother,
My friend
Marjorie Simmons

The
family album
At left, Marjorie
deals with the
family’s
challenge by writing
poems to her
brother. Above,
Ken racing on
the track, in
his early years
and, at right, in
2005 at Mollie’s
Branch MX in
Whiteville
before his crash.
Historical photos
courtesy of the
Smith family.

2005 movie “Murderball,” tells how
the sport of quad rugby, which is
played in wheelchairs on a basketball court, helped him escape the
depression that can further disable,
and even kill, a quadriplegic.
“All quads believe they’ll walk…
the ﬁrst year,” Cohn said, relating
how the major step in rehab is accepting your disabilities so you can
thrive on your abilities.
Cohn discusses the process
that took him from an ordinary
disabled person with a future not
nearly as promising as his past, to a
Paralympics bronze medal winner
in quad rugby and the subject of a
documentary motion picture. He
referred to it as his “resurrection.”
Quad rugby is a very physical
sport, and not all disabled people
can excel at it, but when Cohn
found something he could succeed
in– and more importantly, develop
a passion for – he was able to, at
least spiritually, rise up out of his
wheelchair.
When life-changing events
like this occur, some friends and
acquaintances drift away, and
the ones who stay with you, stay
for different reasons. Some stay
because of what you had been to
them, and some stay because of
what you still are for them.
In his autobiography, Christopher Reeve said that early on in his
rehabilitation he suggested to his
wife; “Maybe we should let me go.”
Dana Reeve responded with words
that Reeve later said “saved my
life.” She told him; “I’ll be with you
for the long haul, no matter what.
You’re still you and I love you.”
Ken is still Ken, and what he offers his family, his friends and even
the professionals who care for him
are his free spirit and an indefatigable optimism, all balanced with
a persistent struggle to work hard

Rosemary uses a cable-operated lift to move Ken from his bed to a wheelchair.
and be strong. He will spend the
rest of his life working harder and
being stronger than he ever has.
“I’m still looking for better
things in life,” Ken says. “But what
I’ve got so far I can’t complain a
bit. The Lord’s keeping me here for
a purpose and I’m looking at it to
be better than the ﬁrst time.”
For information on spinal
cord injuries, visit this article at
Whiteville.com.

“Three minutes!” Ken struggles to keep himself upright,
commanding what little control he has over his arms and
legs as Physical Therapist Kim Conner guides him.
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