











Ken Kunken: The Way Back

call and answer some fifty unanswered questions? Ken
was at the nursing station on the fourth floor just at 9
the next morning and filled in the needed details in thirty-
five minutes, ending by saying, “I know a lot of Cornell
alumni have read about me. I love getting mail. I really
appreciate what they are doing.”

There were more calls to be made, and a fuller picture
to be gotten from others: details to be learned of things
beginning to happen that could mean a fuller life than
anyone had realized Ken’s will and body could make
possible.

Harvey Silver, coach of the 150-pound team at Colum-
bia, had word from the engineering admissions people
at his school that Ken would be admitted in January or
February 1972 if he was ready. (Cornell’s climate and

its lack of ramps or elevators would make schooling an:

almost impossibility in Ithaca.)

“If it’s possible. I'd really, I'd definitely like to go
back,” Ken had said in late May. He was still hoping to
take the final in Professor Maas’s psych course. “I had
to listen to each tape several times.” Maas had been in
touch with him, which Ken appreciated. When he was
ready to take the test he could, but not now.

His career was “very much up in the air. I'd like to
help out in a lot of different ways. A Mr. Mahling [from
England] demonstrated all sorts of engineering devices
for the severely handicapped here the other day. If I
could help out people in that way I'd really enjoy it.”

He didn’t know at that time of Columbia’s wish to
admit him. With its relatively flat campus, and elevators,
it was a more likely place to continue schooling. His
father describes his prospects as appearing very dim;
he hopes the Cornell administration will do “everything
necessary to help in this endeavor.”

Columbia alumni contributed several thousand dollars
worth of merchandise to be raffled; they had other Kun-
ken benefits in mind. Oceanside High School students
played a benefit marathon seventy-two hour softball game
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through night and rain, charging participants, to raise
$1,500. “When the weather got really bad, we put in the
lacrosse players . . . they don’t care what the weather is
like.”

The Cornell Glee Club sang a benefit for him Senior
Week in Ithaca, and raised $2,000. The Daily Sun de-
cided to forego its annual athlete-of-the-year trophy, in-
stead sent a special citation to Ken for his courage, and
the money for the trophy went to the Kunken Fund.

The university began to clarify its relationship to the
Ken Kunken case in early June, when a university official
was assigned to meet with Mr. Kunken after he wrote
President Corson in late May. The President was due to
go on leave to Europe for the summer, and the univer-
sity counsel met with Mr. Kunken in early June,

Acting President Robert Plane wrote Mr. Kunken in
mid-June to offer the university’s assistance in helping
his son find a way to extend his education. Plane also
asked Mr. Kunken to meet with the university’s vice
president for medical affairs, Dr. Hugh Luckey, at the
New York Hospital-Cornell Medical Center, to talk
about future ways in which Ken might seek rehabilita-
tion.

The father was still concerned at the limits (page 16)
the university placed on financial help, and the university
appeared reluctant to offer further help until it knew if
this would establish its liability for still further claims.

The university’s Board of Trustees was to consider
additional ways to help at its meeting on July 21.

till, there is Ken Kunken ’72, alive, with a life

he very much wants to live. Against odds

others can only faintly imagine. Experiencing
sensations even he cannot describe except to “know I
have stomach aches, almost as if you have something
deep inside you cannot feel . . . deceiving feelings, hot
and cold in your hands.”

“Going to sleep, nothing happening and the mind
starts to wander.” Where he carefully does not say.
“When I did fall asleep it was a natural dream. I'd be
swimming or running out there on the football field. I
was well and thought I'd jump out of bed.” Then he’d
wake to find he couldn’t roll over, let alone make any
jump.

None of us can visit that world, his world. It is
frightening to try to imagine. Then Ken smiles and it
seems to disappear. “Tell Coach I keep getting his letters
and tell him I'm going to be very careful what I write
from now on” (a reference to the wide distribution his
first typed letter received).

What can he do with that device attached to his wrist
splint? His deep voice assumes a wicked tone. “Look
what I do with people who give me trouble.” He swings
his left arm with the fork attached through an upward
arc and stops it just where it might prod an unwary per-
son. His leer turns into a big smile and he laughs. -

So does everyone else in the room.





