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Ex-officer brings iron will to 1st Big House Big Heart Run

News Staff Reporter

Kristina Ripatti has never had any use for the word "no."

Too tired to work out? Tough.

Can't be bothered to turn out for a charity fundraising 

run? Get over it.

Ripatti does - even though she's in a wheelchair, a former 

police officer who was shot in the line of duty.

Ripatti will speak Sunday at the first Big House Big Heart 

run when an estimated 5,000 to 6,000 runners will raise 

money for charities of their choosing. The track winds 

through Ann Arbor and ends on the 50-yard line at Michigan 

Stadium, with runners appearing on the big screens at both 

ends of the field as they emerge from the stadium tunnel.

In June, exactly one year after she ran her last Los 

Angeles Police Memorial Run, Ripatti was back at the LAPD 

Memorial Run, paralyzed from the chest down by a severed 

spinal cord, but still standing with the help of braces 

and a walker.

With only the strength in her shoulders and chest and a 

deep will, Ripatti powered her lower body and legs back 

and forth, traveling 40 yards on her feet, to finish the 

run with her former fellow officers.

Now 34, Ripatti is a little bit California girl - a tall, 

blonde, buff surfer - and a little bit Starbuck - the 

bring-it-on "Battlestar Galactica" fighter pilot.

You might recognize her from ABC's Extreme Makeover Home 

Edition, which demolished her old house and built her an 

accessible one.

She and husband, Tim Pearce, 39, her former LAPD gang 

squad partner, sent the bangers underground when they hit 

the streets, and neither ever shied away from a scrap.

It was during a scrap when she was shot under the arm, 

above her protective vest, after an armed robbery on the 

night of her last LAPD run. The bullet ricocheted off a 

rib and severed her spinal cord. As she lay bleeding, the 

gunman stood over her and shot her two more times. As he 

took aim again, according to police accounts, her new 

partner killed the gunman.

Ripatti lost all but two pints of blood. Doctors, she 

said, told her the only thing that kept her alive was her 

superb physical conditioning - an hour a day of running 

and an hour of intense cardio training.

Now, her continued devotion to fitness serves a role in 

her therapy and recovery.

"And, hopefully, any future of me possibly walking, or at 

least keeping this body capable of taking advantage of 

anything science comes up with," she said this week.

She still works out daily, even now that she's happily 

pregnant with her second child.

She uses a recumbent step machine from NuStep, which has 

hired her as a spokeswoman. The company, which developed 

equipment that stabilizes her legs on the machine while 

she uses her arms to move her feet, is bringing Ripatti to 

the Big House Big Heart event.

Event organizers took an emotional hit last week when 

local attorney Phil Bowen, the inspiration for Big House 

Big Heart, died from complications of ALS.

Bowen, 60, was a partner at Conlin, McKenny & Philbrick, 

when he was struck by ALS more than three years ago.

Law partner and former U-M athlete Michael Highfield 

wanted to help find a cure and came up with the idea of a 

run that would end in the stadium. He took it to Running 

Fit, the local athletic shoe company and event organizer, 

to make it happen.

The event is unique, in that a portion of its entry fees 

will go toward ALS research and Mott Children's Hospital 

at the University of Michigan Medical Center, but runners 

are also able to raise pledges for any legally recognized 

nonprofit.

Bowen's three grown children are expected to attend 

Sunday, as will at least 15 U-M coaches from nearly every 

team sport, says organizer Andrea Allen.

With all the hits she's taken, Ripatti still continues to 

reach deep, and say "No, I won't quit."

"It comes from deep inside, it's who I've become. You just 

never know what can happen," she said. "I knew what I had 

to continue to do, not just fun or enjoyment, but 

necessity.

"I know I might not get anything back, but there is hope I 

could get something back," she said.

Susan Oppat can be reached at soppat@annarbornews.com or 

at 734-482-1166.

