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‘SOME PEOPLE ARE WORSE OFF

THAN ME’

DEAN HOFFMEYER/TIMES-DISPATCH

A dozen youngsters, most of them in wheelchairs, spent hours yesterday eating pizza and bowling at AMF Hanover Lanes.

Searching for a cure

Parents seek facts
on crippling disease

BY PAIGE AKIN
Tives-Dispatca Stare WRITer

annah Elliott was still in dia-
pers when her parents realized
she had a problem.

Instead of crawling like most
babies, she pulled herself across
the floor with her hands.

Soon after, Hannah was diagnosed
with spinal muscular atrophy, a degenera-
tive disease that attacks the spinal cord
and brain stem.

She’s now 6 — and a speed demon in
her child-size wheelchair.

Hannah and her family came to Rich-
mond from Tampa, Fla., for a symposium
on SMA this weekend. The annual event
was organized by Andrew’s Buddies, a
Richmond organization that raises money
to help find a cure for SMA. Since it was
founded 11 years ago, the group has
raised $2.5 million. Seven other chapters
have popped up across the United States.

The group is named after Andrew Slay,
a 16-year-old who attends Collegiate
School in Richmond. His parents founded
the group because they had nowhere to

turn when they needed more information
after their son was diagnosed at the age
of 1. They’ve helped some of the esti-
mated 20,000 people with SMA under-
stand the crippling disease.

Parents from across the country gath-
ered here and spent the weekend in infor-
mational sessions with doctors and re-
searchers.

That’s when the kids got to have some
fun.

Yesterday, a dozen youngsters, most of
them in wheelchairs, like Hannah and An-
drew, spent hours eating pizza and bowl-

Andrew Slay
(top left)
watches the
progress of his
ball with his
brother Patrick
(top right) and
friends Brian
Kraimer
(bottom right),
Andrew
Kraimer
(center) and
Kenny Reed
(bottom

left).

ing at AMF Hanover Lanes. They used
special ramps to fire the balls at the pins.

Hannah got a spare.

She and Andrew deftly maneuvered
their wheelchairs around the crowded
bowling lanes. The most difficult part of
having SMA, Andrew said, is poor mobil-
ity. SMA causes muscle cells to atrophy,
which weakens them.

“I'm able to move every muscle, but
not 100 percent,” he said. “But some peo-
ple are worse off than me.”
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