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6th annual Discover New
Berlin Community Fair, 9
a.m. to 2 p.m. today, New
Berlin West High School Field
House, 18695 W. Cleveland
Ave., New Berlin. Children’s
activities sponsored by the
New Berlin School District,
such as a petting zoo, bounce
house, games, arts and crafts,
and S.T.E.M. activities.
Through the New Berlin
Chamber of Commerce, local

businesses showcase their
products and services. There
will also be a job fair and
other entertainment. Free
admission.

Trinity Irish Dancers, 10 a.m. to
11 a.m. today, Waukesha Public
Library, 321 Wisconsin Ave.

Waukesha Expo Market 
Collectibles and Flea Style
Show, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. today

and 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Sunday,
Waukesha County Expo Cen-
ter, 1000 Northview Road,
Waukesha. $5 admission or $3
with two nonperishable food
items for Hunger Task Force.

Art Sunday, 1:30 p.m. to 3:30
p.m. Sunday, Waukesha Public
Library, 321 Wisconsin Ave. No
registration required. Drop in for
informal art exploration and
activities for the entire family.
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Bryon Riesch does not wait for life’s circum-
stances to define him. Instead, he has taken
one of the greatest hardships imaginable —

becoming a quadriplegic after a freak accident in
college — to launch a nonprofit that has helped
countless lives through personal grants and medical
research investment. Those who know and love him
would say that he has taken a disadvantage and
used it to his advantage to help change the world —
one grant and one joke at a time. 
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Mary Catanese/Special to The Freeman

The 2018 Freeman Citizen of the Year is Bryon Riesch, seen here at R&R Insurance.

For his ability to find joy in pain, to
raise millions of dollars for medical
research and personal grants, and to
inspire a community much larger than
Waukesha’s borders, Bryon Riesch has
been named the 2018 Freeman Citizen of
the Year.

The accident

The day Riesch became paralyzed is
imprinted on his and his family’s minds —
April 25, 1998. He was a freshman at Mar-
quette University and was partaking in a

party when he dived down a Slip ’n Slide
in a competition to see who could slide the
farthest. During the slide, Riesch’s arm got
under his chin and pushed his head back-
ward, causing a spinal injury.

Riesch recalls lying at the end of the
water toy not being able to move and
knowing he was paralyzed. He spent three
months in the hospital and about 25 days
in the intensive care unit.

His diagnosis: He was a C5 incomplete
quadriplegic. The damage was done near
his fifth spinal cord, causing him to lose

the use of many parts of his body. Riesch
still has control over his shoulders and
biceps, but not his hands, triceps nor
wrists. He also has feeling throughout the
body, so when someone tickles his feet he
gets upset, Riesch joked.

Through the years, Riesch said he has
been able to get some movement back and
feeling has improved, but the biggest area
of improvement for his life has been the
result of technology.

“He is an
absolute hero

to so many
people and he
doesn’t even
realize it.”

— Janet Curtis, 
the director of development

for the Bryon Riesch 
Paralysis FoundationSee RIESCH, PAGE 6A
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‘He is an inspiration to everyone who meets him’
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Riesch
From Page 1A

“It was a tragic accident
but he certainly has worked
extremely hard and diligent-
ly to make the most of his
life,” his father, Ken, said. 

The rehabilitation
Riesch counts himself

blessed because he has a
family who was able to sup-
port him emotionally and
physically by helping him to
regain his independence.

“How do you make your-
self the most productive
while still being healthy and
getting on with your life?”
Bryon Riesch said. “It’s
always been a challenge. In
my life I have been unbeliev-
ably blessed. I have an unbe-
lievable family. I have a
great support system. I have
a great community. I have
great friends. I have lucked
out to have come from a fam-
ily that has means where I
am lucky enough to have a
house where I can get in and
out of. I can feel indepen-
dent. I have a van that I can
get in and out and go places
and have people to help me.”

Shortly after his accident,
he recalls his father visiting
him. Riesch asked his son if
he wanted to live or die and
Bryon couldn’t help but
wonder about the timing of
his father’s question. But,
the question got Bryon
thinking and he knew he
wanted to live. The follow-up
question from Ken Riesch
was: Do you think you can
be a productive member of
society? Riesch answered
that he thought he could do
that.

“And he said, ‘Whenever
you get a chance, you reach
out your hand and you will
be amazed at what you get
back’ and I have tried to live
that my whole life — reach
out my hand to other people
— and I have really, truly
been amazed at what I have
gotten back,” Bryon Riesch
said.

The foundation
The Bryon Riesch Paraly-

sis Foundation started as a
golf outing to benefit Riesch.
But when the organizers
approached Bryon to plan
the event for the second
year, he said he wanted to
raise money for others. They
chose the Christopher and
Dana Reeve Foundation. 

Two years later, in 2001,
they started the Bryon
Riesch Paralysis Founda-
tion. 

“My goal has always been
the same, my dream has
been to walk again and
move again and try new
things,” Riesch said. “I knew
at the time of my accident
that I was never going to be
able to be a researcher to
make that happen,” but he
added, he knew that through
his family and his personali-
ty he’d be able to raise
money for medical research.

The annual golf outing
has grown to raise about
$400,000 annually with 400
people attending.

“The best thing about it is
we have been able to make a
difference, whether that’s
research grants or charita-
ble grants or scholarships.
Over the years you can see
how our impact has really
made a difference not only
in my life, but in a lot of peo-
ple’s lives who have been
affected by a neurological
disorder,” he said.

Riesch said paralysis of a
family member can be a
great financial burden, from
acquiring a motorized
wheelchair that can cost
$40,000 to a $25,000 ramp for
a $30,000 van. There’s also
the process of making a
home accessible by equip-
ping it with a ramp, bars in
the bathroom and a new bed.

This is an area where the
Bryon Riesch Paralysis
Foundation is happy to help.
It has provided grants to
individuals for something as
simple as a shower chair, but

for that individual, it can be
life-changing.

In the 20 years that Riesch
and his friends have been
raising money, they have col-
lected more than $5 million
and have added more events
to the foundation’s lineup,
such as a fashion show and a
bowling tournament. 

“I am lucky. I am kind of
like a figurehead for this
whole thing. While my name
gets put on it, there’s really
so many other people who
do so much work from our
board to our volunteers that
I almost feel guilty some-
times because I feel like I am
the one who normally gets
credit for it. Their work is
what makes it happen. It’s
them that propel me, that
give me hope, which keeps
me going. You see someone
else working their butt off to
help you and guess what,
you are going to do the same
thing.”

While Riesch may remain
humble about his involve-
ment with the foundation’s
accomplishments, those
around him say he is the
reason for its success.

“He is a key motivator and
inspirational leader to make
a lot of that happen,” Ken
Riesch said.

Inspiring others
Carolyn Hahn, a board

member of the Bryon Riesch
Paralysis Foundation, nomi-
nated Riesch to be the Free-
man Citizen of the Year.

She said his pursuit of
finding a cure for paralysis
inspires her, as does his self-
lessness.

“His goal is to provide a
cure for paralysis for other
people,” she said. “There are
so many other people affect-
ed and he wants to help
them. It’s never about him.”

Riesch was also nominat-
ed by Suzanne Frank.

“Our community has
become much more inclu-
sive of people with disabili-
ties through such events as
Bryon’s Run/Walk/Roll to
Cure Paralysis, This is How
We Roll Fashion Show, and
BRPF Team Sports Chal-
lenge among others,” she
wrote in her nomination.
“Bryon’s partnerships with
the Medical College of Wis-
consin, Wisconsin Adaptive
Sports Association, Mar-
quette and Carroll universi-
ties have added so much to
all of our lives here. Bryon,
who is just 40, does all this
from his wheelchair! He is
an inspiration to everyone
who meets him. I cannot
think of a better person to
receive this award.”

Foundation funding
Through the years, the

Bryon Riesch Paralysis
Foundation has established
ties with several places of
academia in the area,
including Marquette Univer-
sity, the Medical College of
Wisconsin and Carroll Uni-
versity. 

Riesch said some of the
money raised by the founda-
tion also has been used as
seed money for research and
to develop and flesh out
ideas that can then be used
to acquire larger grants.

The foundation has
worked with a gene thera-
pist at the Medical College of
Wisconsin to find a cure for
paralysis. The $250,000 they
gave him over the course of
several years has led him to
get about $5 million in grant
money that was put toward
developing the ability to
implant stem cells into a
spine that improves the per-
son’s movement, Riesch
said. 

Some other medical
research and technology
that the Bryon Riesch Paral-
ysis Foundation has invest-
ed in is DTI imaging, which
is similar to an MRI and
takes images of a spinal
cord. Those images can help
illustrate if a person might
be able to eventually walk
again or could regain hand
movement. 

“It’s so cool for me to be in

the midst of all this. To be
able to see this. To be able to
see people get better and to
have hope and dreams. The
reality is that stuff is really
happening and people no
longer have to necessarily
hope, but believe that this
going to be,” Riesch said. 

He said he’s excited to see
the paralysis research being
conducted in Milwaukee and
Waukesha counties, as well
as southeastern Wisconsin.

Two jobs
With the amount of events

the Bryon Riesch Paralysis
Foundation now holds, it
sounds like a full-time job
for Riesch, but he considers
it his second job. He works
about 30 hours per week as a
project manager at his fami-
ly’s R&R Insurance business
in Waukesha. 

Prior to joining R&R
Insurance, Riesch worked in
the IT department at North-
western Mutual for seven
years.

“I believe in the power of
work and the independence

it gives someone,” he said.
“The ability to go outside
and make a living and not be
dependent on someone else.”

Upbeat and appreciative
It’s impossible to describe

Riesch without first starting
with his humor. Shortly
after shaking a person’s
hand, he starts making the
person feel at ease with a
joke or a witty comment. 

Only a short time after
becoming paralyzed, Riesch
was able to laugh at himself.
He recalls how his leg would
sometimes have spasms and
jump around during class at
Marquette University.  He
said everyone would look at
him and he’d exclaim, “Oh,
my god, I can move!”

“You can’t cry about it.
You might as well laugh
about it,” Riesch said about
his injury.

Janet Curtis, the director
of development for the
Bryon Riesch Paralysis
Foundation, admires
Bryon’s ability to remain
upbeat.

“He is the kindest person.
You don’t hear him com-
plain really hardly ever
about his adversities. What I
always really marvel at is in
his situation, he has not had
a lot of control over his life.
... He could be kind of down
and complain about it; he
never does. He is always
really grateful and apprecia-
tive when you help him out,”
she said.

While some people may
tend to shy away from those
with disabilities, Curtis said
Riesch takes away those bar-
riers for them and makes
them feel relaxed. 

“He has taught me to
laugh. He has some great
one-liners that make me
very grateful that I work
with him,” she said.

And for many people he
meets, Bryon becomes their
role model.

“Bryon is a constant
reminder to me of what it
takes to beat adversity. He is
an absolute hero to so many
people and he doesn’t even
realize it,” she said.

Family and friends
For those closest to Bryon,

they don’t see a paralyzed
man, they see a brother, son,
uncle or best friend.

“We all look at Bryon as if
he is an able-bodied member
of the family and we have
gotten used to that,” Ken
Riesch said. “And because of
Bryon we have gotten to
meet a whole new group of
people.”

His sister, Stephanie
Riesch-Knapp, describes
Bryon as a dreamer. 

“You know he is trying to
make life better for himself
and for all of those around
him,” she said. “He doesn’t
give up, even though he has
faced some of the most diffi-
cult stuff I have seen anyone
face. I think he has done a
tremendous job of overcom-
ing his disability.”

For Riesch-Knapp’s chil-
dren who are 8, 4 and 5
months old, they have never
known Bryon any other way
than with a disability. 

“They embrace him for
who he is; they don’t see him
in a wheelchair. He truly
loves them,” she said. 

And whether it’s dancing
with the nieces and nephews
or making jokes with his
siblings, Riesch makes oth-
ers happy.

“He’s my older brother
and he’s very competitive,
very fun, down to earth and
outgoing,” Riesch-Knapp
said. “He’s fun to be around.
People gravitate toward him
because it makes people
happy to be around him.
He’s like a good drug.”

She added, “He truly
respects people for who they
are. He doesn’t judge
because he has been through
so much in his life. He is
really able to be on the same
level as people no matter
what circumstances they
face.”

Hobbies
Some of Bryon’s biggest

hobbies are watching bas-
ketball, especially Marquette
games, and viewing the
games with his nieces and
nephews. He even makes it
to every home game.

Before his injury, Riesch
was an avid sports player,
participating in varsity bas-
ketball and golf and even
winning state champi-
onships. Paralysis has not
kept Riesch from fishing at
his family’s cabin on Lac La
Belle. He is able to cast the
line with an adaptive reel
that allows him to pull in
catches.

But it’s basketball that
really gets his heart pump-
ing.

Ken Riesch recalls how
Bryon is always on the
phones with his nieces and
nephews while the game is
on, talking about it. In addi-
tion, he has coached basket-
ball since becoming a
quadriplegic, Ken Riesch
said. 

Other interests for Riesch
include shuffleboard, binge-
watching Netflix, history
and having dinner with
friends. 

The future
When asked about the

future, Riesch said he’s com-
mitted to helping R&R
Insurance continue to grow
and transition to its new
headquarters in the City of
Pewaukee.

He also remains commit-
ted to continuing to help the
community that has helped
him so much.

“It’s not often you look at
your life and say this is why
I am here,” Riesch said. 

His father knows there is a
lot more his son will accom-
plish.

“Bryon is a very caring
young man that has chan-
neled a terrible injury into
some pretty big successes
and I don’t think there is an
end to what he can do,” he
said. “A lot of times I think
he’s just scratching the sur-
face.”

6A • SATURDAY, MARCH 16, 2019 GMTODAY.COM

To learn more
about the
Bryon Riesch
Paralysis
Foundation,
go to
http://brpf.org
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Kailey Knapp gets ready for a Marquette game with her uncle Bryon
Riesch.

Riley Enright takes a break from
training for a marathon to capture
a photo with Bryon Riesch.

Mary Catanese/Special to The Freeman

Bryon Riesch stops to talk with
Jake Helland as he passes by at
R&R Insurance.

Submitted photo
One of Bryon Riesch’s favorite hobbies is fishing.

WAUKESHA — The Bryon Riesch
Paralysis Foundation has given
Marquette University’s College of
Health Sciences a $500,000 gift to
establish the BRPF Excellence Fund
in Spinal Cord Injury Research. 

The Bryon Riesch Paralysis Foun-
dation was formed by Marquette
alumnus Bryon Riesch, who was
paralyzed in an accident nearly 21
years ago when he was an under-

graduate student at Marquette.
The gift will fund research done

primarily by Dr. Murray Black-
more, associate professor of
biomedical sciences and one of the
foremost spinal cord injury neuro-
science researchers in the country,
according to the announcement. 

Blackmore previously received
$50,000 annually in seed funding
from the Bryon Riesch Paralysis

Foundation that helped in part to
lead to multiple R01 research grants
from the National Institutes of
Health, totaling nearly $4 million in
funding.

“We’re very proud to have a long
history and tradition of collabora-
tion with the College of Health Sci-
ences and specifically with Dr.
Blackmore,” Riesch said in a state-
ment. “To see the strides he’s made

in research since we’ve known each
other, it just made sense to make
this investment in his lab, his team
and his work.”

Blackmore’s research focuses on
the use of gene therapy to treat
brain cells damaged in spinal cord
injuries, leading to nerve growth
and regeneration at the injury site.
In short, the therapy can reverse
some of the paralysis, leading to

regained movement and motor con-
trol.

“Bryon is a great friend and col-
laborator, and he understands the
importance this kind of funding
has to lead to breakthroughs,”
Blackmore said in a statement. “My
team and I are very grateful to
Bryon and to the Foundation for
helping us continue our work for
years to come.”

Gift to establish fund for spinal cord injury research
BRYON RIESCH PARALYSIS FOUNDATION
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The Riesch family poses for a photo in 2014: from left to
right, back row, Ken, Jack and Jeannie; and front row,
Bryon, Stephanie and Mikey.
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