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Su   perman

“That’s  
my dad!”
Reeve Givens, at  
age three, with 
Christopher Reeve 
on the set of  
Superman IV in 
1987. Opposite: 
Reeve Givens,  
at 18, with her 
father in 2002. C
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To the rest of the world, my father was the Man of Steel, the hero of four blockbuster 
Superman movies made in the seventies and eighties. To me, he was a regular dad who 

did a great impersonation of Kermit the Frog and dragged me and my two brothers out of bed 
for “three-sport Saturdays” so we could swim, ride bikes, and play tennis all in a single day. He 
was the guy who taught us the crawl and backstroke in the small pond behind our house in Mas-
sachusetts. Dad was always the first to cannonball in, even when the water was freezing cold.

In 1995, when I was 11, a horseback-riding accident left my father paralyzed from the neck 
down—and everything changed in an instant. Our close-knit family found out suddenly how 
fragile life can be. But in the years that followed, we also learned much more—about resilience, 
hope, and the importance of cherishing our time together. 

Growing up, my dad was incredibly persistent. He told us how, when he was a teenager in New 
Jersey, he’d pestered the staff at his local theater for months until they let him do odd jobs around 
the place and—eventually—take minor roles onstage. Later, at Cornell University, he persuaded 
his professors to award him transfer credits so he could pursue a master’s degree in acting at the 
Juilliard School in New York City. For Dad, acting wasn’t just about Hollywood glamour; it was 
hard work. He spent months preparing for every role. I still remember Dad rehearsing lines out 
in our backyard so that he wouldn’t disturb my infant brother, Will, during nap time.

In the tough years after his accident, that persistence proved vital. Dad went from being ath-
letic and independent to needing help sitting up or even scratching his nose. He also needed 
a machine to breathe, via a tube that connected to his windpipe.  

Su   permanMy Father Really Was

And not just because he played him in the movies.  
In a Father’s Day exclusive, Alexandra Reeve Givens 

reveals the bravery of her dad, Christopher  
Reeve, who was paralyzed in a riding accident but 

never gave up his passion for helping others.
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At first, I worried constantly that the ventilator might 
malfunction with no one nearby to help. Thankfully, 
it never did, and I grew to love its reassuring hiss. 

Together our family—with my wonderful step-
mother, Dana, and my brothers, Matthew and Will, then 15 
and three—adapted to Dad’s new circumstances. Initially, 
I was hesitant to touch his wheelchair in case I disturbed the 
tubes and wires that wrapped around it. Will had no such res-
ervations: One day he tried to climb up into Dad’s lap as if the 
wheelchair were a jungle gym. Dad laughed and said, “Come on 
up,” in the familiar firm voice he’d never lost. That broke the ice, 
and Matthew and I realized we could hug Dad enthusiastically.

My father’s legacy
As his health stabilized, Dad started looking for new projects to 
focus on. He’d always been an advocate for the environment and 
the arts, and now he began using his celebrity to lobby for health 
care funding, traveling to Washington, D.C., on behalf of people 
living with paralysis, Parkinson’s disease, and other conditions. 

But at home, Dad was still Dad—and we found ourselves 
growing closer as a family. Even though there were no more 
three-sport Saturdays, we spent our time watching movies or 
going to Will’s hockey tournaments. We played board games, 
with Dana serving as Dad’s “hands” to move his pieces across 
the board. By the time I was a teenager, inspired by Dad’s pas-
sion for advocacy, I’d developed my own interest in the field. So 
Dad and I passed countless weekends working on his speeches, 
holed up in his study overlooking the pond. I’d try to give 
thoughtful comments and, more important, keep up with his 
fast dictation as I balanced a laptop on my knees.

To the public’s astonishment but not ours, Dad returned to 
the career he loved: making films. A year after the accident, he 
directed his first movie, In the Gloaming, a beautiful drama 
starring Glenn Close. He’d awaken before dawn so his aides 
could get him to the set on time, and he guided many scenes 
from a production truck so the ventilator’s noise wouldn’t be 
heard on tape. As we rode to the film’s New York City premiere, 
Dad caught my eye. “This is pretty cool,” he said. I could tell it 
was one of his proudest moments. It was certainly one of mine.

Now, almost 17 years after the accident and almost eight 
years after Dad died at age 52—from an infection related to his 
paralysis—I carry with me the lessons I learned from him. And 

I think too of the inspiring people he befriended, like Brooke 
Ellison, who, though paralyzed since age 11, graduated from 
Harvard and ran for the New York State Senate. I realize how 
easy it is to take life for granted—and how important it is for 
each of us to do the best we can in the time we have together.

That time is sometimes shorter than we expect. In 2006 
Dana passed away from cancer at the age of 44—less than two 
years after we lost Dad. She’d been there for me since I was a 
little kid, since before I can remember; her warmth and humor 
made her the center of our family. Her death was all the more 
poignant because of her tremendous accomplishments found-
ing the Christopher & Dana Reeve Foundation.

But the past few years have seen good things too. I’ve 
watched my brothers grow into men. Matthew is a film pro-
ducer and director, and Will is a college junior. They both have 
Dad’s broad shoulders and great smile. 

As for me, I graduated from law school, got married in 2008, 
and now work in D.C. When I walk through the Capitol build-
ing on the way to my office, I like to think of the many times my 
dad rolled his wheelchair down those marble halls. I also think 
about the countless people who have come to that place to work 
together for our country. I’m proud to be contributing to that 
legacy in my own small way. I see Dad’s and Dana’s persistence, 
hope, and love of life around me every day.   n

Alexandra Reeve Givens is a legal adviser to the U.S. Senate. 
The Christopher & Dana Reeve Foundation has awarded more 
than $95 million for paralysis research and given support to 
more than 49,000 people and families dealing with paralysis. 
Learn more at christopherreeve.org.

“Our time together 
is sometimes 

shorter than we  
 expect.”

A family 
transformed
Above, before the 
accident, the Reeves 
at home in Massachu-
setts in 1994: Will, two; 
Matthew, 14; Dana; 
Christopher; and  
Alexandra, 10. Left: 
Christopher and the 
kids in 2001.
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