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TURNING TRAGEDY

INTO HOPE



“This has been an inspiring inaugural year for the 
Gillian Reny Stepping Strong Fund. This new initiative 
boldly elevates trauma research and care, providing 
extraordinary opportunities for transformative 
innovations that are leading the way in turning 
tragedy into hope for countless individuals in need.” 
 —BETSY NABEL, MD, PRESIDENT, BRIGHAM AND WOMEN’S HOSPITAL



Dear friends,

When our family was standing at the 
finish line that fateful day in April 2013, 
we had no idea how, in just one instant, 
our lives would be forever changed. That 
is the nature of trauma: it is something 
unexpected that puts you on a path you 
never anticipated. But, as we learned from 
day one, hope can emerge from even 
the most horrific tragedy. From the first 
responders at the finish line, to the brilliant 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital (BWH) 

medical team who worked miracles to save Gillian’s life and limbs, to the family and community 
members worldwide who supported us in so many ways—thank you so very much. You helped us 
put our family back together in the midst of chaos, and your generosity continues to renew and 
inspire us.

When we decided we wanted to give back to the medical heroes who helped us and all the 
other innocent victims that day in Boston, we learned that trauma care was an under-recognized, 
under-funded area. We established the Gillian Reny Stepping Strong Fund at BWH one year ago 
and have been humbled to see it develop as a positive force of change. To date, we have raised 
nearly $3.9 million, funded five innovative researchers, talked about trauma issues on national 
and local TV, and engaged more than 5,000 people around the globe to join us in our mission to 
transform outcomes for future trauma survivors.

But this is just the beginning.

On behalf of current trauma patients and countless others whose lives can be changed in just an 
instant, we are renewing our commitment to trauma research and care. Together with our BWH 
partners and all of you, we plan to endow the Stepping Strong programs in perpetuity so we can 
help future patients with traumatic, athletic, military, and disease-related limb injuries regain their 
strength and step strong once again.

Please know you are all part of the Stepping Strong family. We encourage you to cheer on the 
Stepping Strong Boston Marathon and 5K Teams, read our newsletters, and watch our videos so 
you can continue to be a passionate advocate. 

Thank you once again for joining our journey and helping us turn tragedy into hope.

With sincere gratitude,
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ON APRIL 15, 2013, 18-YEAR-OLD GILLIAN RENY was standing 
near the Boston Marathon finish line with her parents, Audrey 
Epstein Reny and Steven Reny, cheering on the runners and 
waiting for her older sister, Danielle, to cross. When the bombs 
went off, the Renys were among the many innocent bystanders 
who were wounded, Gillian critically. She and her parents were 
rushed to the Emergency Department at Brigham and Women’s 
Hospital (BWH) where Gillian benefited from the collaborative 
efforts of BWH’s physicians, nurses, and support staff, who saved 
not only her life but also both of her legs. 
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“I went to the Marathon as a spectator and former 
soldier with my three best friends. It started out as 
such a beautiful day. Although unfortunate tragedy 
ensued, I am thankful I kept a level head and was 
able to help with the initial treatment of Gillian’s 
trauma wounds. I still remember telling Audrey that 
Gillian was going to be okay. The Renys didn’t have 
any idea who I was. But for some reason they trusted 
me; they believed what I said.” —JOHN MACKIE

Gillian, an aspiring dancer, had life-threatening injuries. A multidisciplinary team of trauma specialists—
among them, Emergency Department physicians, neurologists, general trauma surgeons, orthopedic 
surgeons, plastic surgeons, and vascular surgeons—coalesced quickly to evaluate her condition. 
Gillian escaped damage to her blood vessels and nerves, but sustained serious injury to her soft 
tissue, muscles, and bones. Orthopedist Mitchel Harris, MD, together with plastic surgeons Christian 
Sampson, MD, and Eric Halvorson, MD, devised the treatment plan. “Gillian had a terrible bony injury,” 
says Sampson. “Remarkably, the main blood vessels and nerves to her lower leg were intact, and that 
is what set us on the direction of limb salvage rather than amputation.” The team took healthy tissue 
from Gillian’s abdomen and microscopically connected the blood vessels to keep the tissue alive. 
A stabilizing rod was placed inside her tibia to hold the bone in the proper alignment, length, and 
rotation. Thanks to their quick action and collaborative efforts, BWH’s physicians, nurses, and support 
staff were able to save Gillian’s life and limbs. She was one of 39 people injured in the Boston Marathon 
bombings who received lifesaving care in the BWH Emergency Department on that fateful day.
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Turning Tragedy into Hope: A Message from Gillian Reny

When we arrived at the Brigham, it didn’t take long for us to realize how lucky we were. I had 
never been in the hospital before getting injured in the Marathon bombings, so I never could have 
anticipated the love I would feel for everyone we came in contact with—nurses, doctors, support 
staff. Every single person was truly amazing. The fact that people genuinely cared—they were not just 
doing their job—made everything so much better.

That’s why even in the hospital we were talking about how we wanted to do something to give 
back to BWH. First it was a general idea, then it spiraled into this wonderful thing that we created: 
the Stepping Strong Fund. We didn’t take it lightly. We did a lot of research about what was most 
important to us. But at that time, we had no idea if it would resonate with others or how big Stepping 
Strong would become. 

I also didn’t know it was possible to have such a supportive family. My parents and sister, Danielle, 
have literally been by my side since the moment it happened. They believe in me so much, and there 
is simply no way I’d be where I am without them. 

I was so fortunate with my recovery. I’m not going to say it’s been easy. My recovery has been up and 
down, and sometimes it is frustrating. But I am so lucky I was able to go to college and continue on 
with my life as normally as possible. When I’m down, I take a step back and reflect on how far I’ve 
come. I am so very thankful for all of the support I have received. 

It makes me so proud to think I was a part of creating the Stepping Strong Fund. I couldn’t imagine 
it would turn out so perfectly, and I really hope it continues to grow. In time, the narrative will turn 
away from me, and someone else will benefit, and their story will be told. And so on. My story is just a 
vehicle to get this started. I look forward to continuing this amazing journey of turning tragedy into 
hope with all of you. 



“We work with 
entrepreneurs to help 
them transform their 
industries. We mention 
this because we are 
so impressed with the 
brilliance of Stepping 
Strong—the way it is 
structured, the global 
impact it has had in 

just one year, and its potential to truly transform the future of 
trauma research and care.” —NINA AND DAVID FIALKOW 
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Brigham and Women’s Hospital (BWH) President Betsy Nabel, MD, 
recalls, “I was with the Reny family when they first learned that 
amputation might be required. I will never forget the lump in my throat 
that occurred when I learned that our amazing trauma surgeons had 
managed to save the legs of this young dancer.”

Out of tragedy, the Reny family created something of great promise. 
Inspired by her resilience—and forever grateful to the BWH team 
that treated her—Gillian’s family launched the Gillian Reny Stepping 
Strong Fund in February 2014. In less than a year, the fund has made 
remarkable strides: Thanks to generous donors, it has already raised 
$3.9 million, $1.3 million of which supports a variety of innovative 
research initiatives. As you will discover in this report, the fund 
continues to move forward in helping future patients with traumatic, 
athletic, military, and disease-related limb injuries regain their 
strength—and step strong once again.

Size of the
SSF community

5,000

Money raised
$3.9M

Research Dollars
Allocated

$1.3M

Innovator Awards
voters

4,100

States that voted
for Innovator Awards

50

Countries that voted
for Innovator Awards

36
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Innovations in Science and Medicine
The Gillian Reny Stepping Strong Fund takes a three-pronged approach to fueling leading-edge 
research and clinical programs in trauma healing and limb reconstruction.

The Stepping Strong Innovator Awards support groundbreaking projects to inspire innovative 
research in trauma treatment and recovery. 

The Stepping Strong Plastic Surgery Trauma Fellowship aims to train the next generation of 
trauma surgeons in advancing techniques for treating acute and complex traumatic injury.

The Stepping Strong Research Scholars supports two teams of investigators—one exploring how 
stem cells can advance bone regeneration, and the other one studying skin regeneration and wound healing.

All three of these programs were designed to advance the multidisciplinary approach that enabled 
BWH clinicians to save Gillian and others injured in the Boston Marathon bombings.

Matthew Carty, MD, won the inaugural Stepping 
Strong Award at BWH’s Research Day event in 
November 2014

David Epstein, Betsy Epstein, Stepping Strong Innovator Award winner 
George Dyer, MD, Ara Nazarian, PhD, Audrey Epstein Reny, and Steven 
Reny at a Stepping Strong Innovator Awards event in December 2014

“I was on call for vascular surgery the day of the Marathon. When we got the first call about the 
bombs, a group convened in the Emergency Department. At BWH we are fortunate to have a 
deep bench, meaning there are a lot of people we can call in when there are multiple casualties. 
This collaborative approach was key to Gillian’s treatment plan. But more needs to be done 
to address the needs of trauma patients. Each year trauma accounts for 41 million Emergency 
Department visits and 2.3 million hospital admissions across the nation. Spending smart 
research dollars is a great way to stimulate future advances—and with the Stepping Strong Fund, 
we can get there.” —JONATHAN D. GATES, MD, MBA, MEDICAL DIRECTOR, TRAUMA SERVICES



6

STEPPING STRONG INNOVATOR AWARDS
Game-changing advances in science and medicine often stem from unconventional approaches. By 
thinking outside the box, investigators can gain new insight into some of medicine’s most challenging 
problems—and the treatment of traumatic injury is no exception.

The physicians and surgeons who saved and reconstructed Gillian’s injured legs after the Boston 
Marathon bombings are now teaming with the Reny family and a host of generous donors to 
ensure anyone who suffers a traumatic injury can benefit from novel approaches to care, yielding 
the best possible outcomes for patients in need. To inspire innovation in research—including limb 
reconstruction, limb transplant, advanced stem cell technology, orthopedic and plastic surgery, and 
bioengineering—the Stepping Strong Innovator Awards recognize two investigators annually through a 
competitive request-for-proposal process. These two $100,000 grants fund high-reward projects by the 
best and brightest trauma care physicians and researchers at BWH.

After a request for applications was circulated in August 2014, an 
advisory committee of BWH faculty selected six finalists from a 
field of 18 candidates. These unique projects were chosen based 
on their ingenuity, feasibility, and potential clinical impact. 

The winners of the inaugural Stepping Strong Innovator Awards, 
Matthew Carty, MD, and George Dyer, MD, each received grants 
after a rigorous four-month review process that included an 
international public voting competition and a privately judged 
session.

I VOTED!
Jodi Swenson, RN,
casts her Stepping Strong 
Innovator Awards vote

Pink areas indicate voting activity for the Stepping Strong Innovator Awards. More than 4,100 people from 36 countries and
50 states participated.



In November 2014, Carty, of BWH’s Division of Plastic Surgery, was declared the winner of an 
international public voting competition during BWH’s third annual Research Day. More than 4,100 
people in 36 countries and all 50 states cast votes online. Carty’s project, Recovering Limb Function: 
A New Surgical Approach for the 21st Century, explores innovative techniques for lower limb 
amputation that will enable amputees to interact with next-generation prostheses in ways that will 
restore limb functions of fine movement and sensation. Incorporating complex reconstructive surgery 
techniques, Carty’s team developed a procedure that converts the traditional passive lower limb stump 
into an active appendage directly controlled by the central nervous system. This innovative approach 
offers amputees the promise of controlling next-generation prostheses in a way that is far more natural 
and dynamic.

In accepting the award, Carty said, “It’s particularly remarkable when patients feel a sense of gratitude 
beyond the normal patient-doctor interaction and they want to do something to give back to the 
institution or give back to other patients. It’s exceptionally remarkable when they do that in a way 
that sets up an infrastructure that impacts research.” His project is a collaboration among plastic, 
orthopedic, and vascular surgeons from BWH, as well as the biomechatronics group at the MIT Media 
Lab, under the direction of Hugh Herr, PhD. 
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Danielle Reny and Kyle Larrow cast their
Stepping Strong Innovator Awards votes          

Thomas S. Thornhill, MD, chair, Department of Orthopedic Surgery,
speaks at the Lafayette City Center Stepping Strong event

“It was exciting to participate in the Stepping Strong Innovator Awards panel last November—
both to be a part of the shark tank experience and to witness firsthand how a terrible event like 
the Boston Marathon bombings can be transformed into something so positive and with such 
great promise for medical breakthroughs. This work is well worth a long-term investment; we 
will be giving to the Stepping Strong Fund forever.”  — CARROLL AND BOB PIERCE



“We know that one of the major issues Gillian will have going 
forward is a lack of muscle in her leg—something there is no 
solution for at this moment in time. That is why we decided to 
fund a third Stepping Strong Innovator Award project, which 
focuses on using the body’s own stem cells to regenerate 
muscle. There’s no better builder of the body than the body 
itself. If the team is successful, their results could potentially 
address Gillian’s problem, and help scores of others who 

suffer from muscle loss.” —Esta and RobERt EpstEin
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In December 2014, Dyer, a staff surgeon of the Department of Orthopedic Surgery, was selected for 
the second Stepping Strong Innovator Award by a judging panel following a closed-door presentation. 
His project, Repairing Large Traumatic Fractures: Using Silk-Based Orthopedic Implants to 
Promote Healing, focuses on a new way to accelerate bone healing using fully degradable, silk-based 
surgical repair rods and bioactive molecules. The hope is that this surgical approach will ultimately 
replace metal alloys, the current standard for large traumatic defect repair, with degradable devices, 
thus minimizing the need for second surgeries and transforming outcomes for patients with all 
types of orthopedic injuries. Dyer notes, “I want to thank the Renys and Epsteins for creating such a 
fruitful environment for collaboration, which will enable us to revolutionize orthopedic repairs.” His 
collaborators include David Kaplan, PhD, at Tufts University, and Ara Nazarian, PhD, at BWH.

In an exciting footnote, Gillian’s grandparents Esta and Robert Epstein were so impressed by one of 
the finalist’s projects, they decided to fund a third Stepping Strong Innovator. With their $100,000 
grant, BWH plastic surgeon Indranil Sinha, MD, will be able to facilitate healing after traumatic injury. 
His project, Using Stem Cells to Regenerate Injured Muscle, draws on breakthroughs in stem cell 
isolation and growth with the ultimate goal of injecting muscle stem cells back into the patient’s body 
and helping patients to regain their strength—and possibly the ability to walk. “I was surprised and 
honored to receive a Stepping Strong Innovator Award,” says Sinha. “The Epstein’s gift will help 
accelerate the pace of our work with stem cells and translate our lab findings to patient care. I am 
extremely grateful, and look forward to the possibility that Gillian will once again be able to dance.” 

These groundbreaking projects would not be possible without the extraordinary vision and support of 
the donors who made the inaugural Stepping Strong Innovator Awards possible: Stephanie and John 
Connaughton, Betsy and David Epstein, and Esta and Robert Epstein.

Stepping Strong innovator awardS CounCil MeMberS (as of March 9, 2015):

Francis Claro
Debb and Tim Diggins
Elof Eriksson, MD, PhD
Jane Reny Frank
Audrey Epstein Reny and Steven Reny
Michael and Barbara Eisenson
Betsy and David Epstein
Esta and Robert Epstein
Jennifer Epstein and William Keravuori

Nina and David Fialkow
Jeff Karp, PhD
Anne Kubik, MD and Michael Krupka 
Carroll and Robert Pierce
Ali Salim, MD
Elinor E. Svenson
Thomas S. Thornhill, MD
Ron M. Walls, MD
Michael J. Zinner, MD
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Matthew J. Carty, MD, is a staff surgeon in the BWH Division of Plastic Surgery 

and an assistant professor of surgery at Harvard Medical School (HMS). He earned 

his bachelor’s degree magna cum laude from Harvard College, and attended 

medical school at the Columbia University College of Physicians & Surgeons. He 

completed his surgical training in the Harvard Combined Plastic Surgery Residency 

Program, followed by an additional year of fellowship in hand and microvascular 

surgery at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center. He joined the BWH faculty in 2009, 

and has since had a clinical focus in complex reconstructive surgery of the trunk and 

extremities. Carty is co-director of the BWH Microsurgical Breast Reconstruction 

Program and director of the BWH Lower Extremity Transplant Program. His research 

interests are focused primarily on limb restoration, both through transplantation and 

complex reconstruction.

George Dyer, MD, is a staff surgeon in the BWH Department of Orthopedic 

Surgery and an assistant professor of surgery at HMS. He received his bachelor’s 

degree from Harvard College and attended HMS following seven years of active 

duty service in the United States Air Force. Dyer completed his surgical training in 

the Harvard Combined Orthopedic Residency Program, followed by an additional 

year of fellowship in hand and upper extremity surgery at BWH, Boston Children’s 

Hospital, and Massachusetts General Hospital. In 2008, Dyer joined the staff at BWH, 

where he specializes in the management of complex injury to the upper extremity.  

Formerly the chief of upper extremity surgery at the Veteran’s Administration hospital 

in Boston, he now serves as program director of the orthopedic residency program 

at HMS.

Indranil Sinha, MD, is the Burn Surgery Fellow at BWH. Sinha earned his 

undergraduate degree at the University of California, Berkeley, where he graduated 

as a member of Phi Beta Kappa. He then completed medical school training at the 

University of Michigan, where he was inducted into the Alpha Omega Alpha Honor 

Society. Sinha completed his internship at BWH and went on to train in plastic 

surgery in the Harvard Plastic Surgery Training Program in 2014. During residency 

training, Sinha was awarded a National Institutes of Health award for basic science 

research and worked at the Harvard Stem Cell Institute from 2009-2011. Sinha’s 

clinical focus is burn reconstruction, facial reconstruction, and microsurgery. His 

research interests include skeletal muscle stem cells and their implications.
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STEPPING STRONG PLASTIC SURGERY TRAUMA FELLOWSHIP
Plastic surgeons are integral to the management of complex wounds resulting from trauma, tumor 
removal, infections, and burns. As a teaching affiliate of HMS, BWH offers a fertile environment 
for future plastic surgeons to learn advanced techniques in microsurgery, rehabilitation, limb 
reconstruction, and scar management. To take advantage of this access to the best and brightest new 
physicians—and to a world-renowned faculty—the Gillian Reny Stepping Strong Fund has established 
a Stepping Strong Plastic Surgery Trauma Fellowship. This unique program will allow the fellow to 
evaluate patients with complex traumatic injuries and create plans for reconstructive plastic surgery 
in a multidisciplinary setting with colleagues from the trauma, orthopedic, vascular, and other clinical 
services. The trauma fellow will be the uniting link for all plastic surgery disciplines at BWH, allowing 
him or her to become proficient in treating a wide variety of clinical problems. Fellows will have the 
opportunity to participate in ongoing research programs at BWH. 

We expect the fellowship to stimulate much-needed trauma research and innovation and look forward to 
sharing lessons learned with the military and other academic medical centers worldwide.

The Stepping Strong Fellowship will begin in earnest in July 2015 with the selection of a qualified 
candidate, and will be co-directed by Eric Halvorson, MD, and Christian Sampson, MD, two of the 
surgeons who treated Gillian for her injuries. Elof Eriksson, MD, PhD, chief of the Division of Plastic 
Surgery, is director of the fellowship program committee. We look forward to sharing more details 
about the fellowship as it gains momentum this year.

“It is only recently that trauma has emerged as a unique discipline. So it is with great excitement 
that this July, the Division of Plastic Surgery will be home to the nation’s only plastic surgery 
trauma fellowship made possible through the Stepping Strong Fund. I’m impressed with how 
hard the Reny family has worked to stimulate much-needed trauma research and innovation.
I personally support the Stepping Strong Fund because I know BWH is where we can transform 
trauma research and care. I hope my donation will strengthen the message to the rest of the 

world.” —ELOF ERIKSSON, MD, PHD, CHIEF OF THE DIVISION OF PLASTIC SURGERY

Audrey and Steven (center), and members of the Stepping Strong Research Scholars and Trauma Fellowship programs 
convened at the Stepping Strong Grand Rounds in July 2014
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Elof Eriksson, MD, PhD, was born in Sweden and earned his graduate medical 

and research training there. He then completed a general surgery residency at the 

University of Chicago, and a plastic surgery residency at the Medical College of 

Virginia. Between 1982 and 1986 he was the director of the Burn Center at Memorial 

Medical Center at Southern Illinois University School of Medicine in Springfield, 

Illinois. Since 1986, he has been chief of plastic surgery at BWH. In 1997, he became 

the first Joseph E. Murray Professor of Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery. Eriksson’s 

current focus is on the analysis and modification of the wound microenvironments 

after trauma and burns as well as keratinocyte and fibroblast transplantation for 

regeneration of skin. 

Eric Halvorson, MD, earned his undergraduate degree from Bates College in 

Lewiston, ME. He then attended Duke University School of Medicine, from which 

he graduated in 1998. He trained at Brown University and Rhode Island Hospital 

in Providence, RI, in general surgery and then went on to train in plastic surgery at 

the Lahey Clinic in Burlington, MA. Following his residency programs, Halvorson 

completed a microsurgery fellowship at Memorial-Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. In 

2006, Halvorson joined the staff at the hospitals of the University of North Carolina 

as a plastic surgeon. In 2013, Halvorson joined BWH as an associate surgeon in 

plastic surgery and burn surgery and lecturer at HMS. Halvorson’s clinical interests 

include craniofacial and lower extremity trauma reconstruction, microsurgery, burn 

reconstruction, advanced techniques in implant breast reconstruction, and perforator 

flap breast reconstruction.

Christian E. Sampson, MD, is the director of residency in the Division of Plastic 

Surgery at BWH and an assistant professor at HMS. He earned his bachelor’s degree 

from DePauw University, his master’s degree from Boston University, and his medical 

degree from Boston University School of Medicine. Sampson trained in general 

surgery at Boston University and in plastic surgery at BWH and HMS. He completed 

a fellowship in hand surgery at the CV Starr Hand Surgery Center at Roosevelt 

Hospital in New York City.
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STEPPING STRONG RESEARCH SCHOLARS
True innovation requires a collaborative approach. Your gift helps fund Stepping Strong Research 
Scholars in multidisciplinary team endeavors with the goal of advancing the full spectrum of trauma-
related research and care. Two teams of scholars—Julie Glowacki, PhD, and Mitchel B. Harris, MD, and 
Dennis Orgill, MD, PhD, Laurie Bayer, PA-C, in collaboration with David Crandell, MD—are investigating 
a broad range of methods for treating traumatic injury and disease. Glowacki and Harris are exploring 
the use of stem cells to advance bone regeneration, with the goal of gaining a deeper understanding of 
the effects of age, hormone deficiency, and vitamin D deficiency on bone-forming cells. Orgill is working 
to develop better methods to regenerate skin and heal wounds. Bayer and Crandell are investigating 
ways to improve wound care in the rehabilitation setting.

“By combining advanced stem cell technologies with dermal scaffolds, we hope to develop better 
methods of regenerating skin and healing wounds for all types of traumatic injuries,” says Orgill.
“Bone has a remarkable regenerative capacity,” adds Glowacki. “But for various reasons—age, 
nutritional, vitamin D, or hormone deficiencies, for instance—some patients have a limited capacity to 
heal. This funding will help us to better understand the mechanisms of fracture healing.”

Harris believes the work he and his fellow Stepping Strong Research Scholars are doing will help build 
a strong foundation for future translational research that takes such discoveries from the laboratory 
to patients’ bedsides. “Our hope is to one day have the capability to regenerate muscle, cartilage, 
and bone lost to traumatic injuries or even from tumors,” he explains. “Once we figure out how to 
predictably regenerate bone through the enhanced activation of osteoblasts [bone-forming cells], the 
scaffolding for even greater reconstructive initiatives will be accomplished.”

Stepping Strong Research Scholars Mitchel Harris, MD, and Julie Glowacki, PhD, discuss their research on bone regeneration

“Wound care in the rehabilitation setting and beyond continues to be a challenge well after the 
acute injury occurs. In collaboration with Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital, BWH is developing 
new treatments to improve and maintain wound healing. Having support to advance our work 
will go a long way in improving outcomes and the quality of life for our trauma patients.”  

—LAURIE BAYER, PA-C
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orthopedic surgery at HMS, and professor of oral and maxillofacial surgery at 
Harvard School of Dental Medicine. She earned her BA in biology, chemistry, 
and philosophy from Boston University and her PhD in biological chemistry from 
Harvard University. Glowacki’s research, which has been funded by the National 
Institutes of Health, the Department of Defense, North American Spine Society, 
and various foundations, concerns mechanisms of congenital and acquired 
musculoskeletal disorders and their treatment. Currently, she serves as co-director 
of the BWH Musculoskeletal Research Center and on the HMS Conflicts of Interest 
Committee. She has received many honors and awards for research contributions, 

community service, and training and mentoring aspiring scientists. 

Mitchel B. Harris, MD, is chief of orthopedic trauma at BWH. He is responsible 
for organizing the clinical and administrative structure of the orthopedic 
trauma service at BWH as well as coordinating orthopedic trauma services with 
Massachusetts General Hospital and Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center under 
the umbrella of Harvard Orthopedic Trauma Services. Harris is a professor of 
orthopedic surgery at HMS. He completed his medical degree at the University 
of Illinois-Chicago and his orthopedic residency at Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical 
Center. He received teacher of the year awards at Louisiana State University 
(2000), Wake Forest (2003), and Harvard’s Combined Orthopedic Residency 
Program (2004). Harris is the founding co-director of the BWH–Harvard Business 
School’s Mid-Career Physician Leadership Program. He has been on the leadership 
committee of the American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons and has been 
directly involved with the development of a leadership program for the North 

American Spine Society.

Dennis P. Orgill, MD, PhD, is vice chairman for quality improvement in the 
Department of Surgery at BWH and professor of surgery at HMS. He earned  his 
undergraduate degree in bioengineering from the University of California, Berkeley, 
and then moved to Massachusetts where he earned his PhD from MIT in medical 
engineering and an MD from HMS. Early in his career, Orgill was a trauma surgeon 
at BWH before directing the BWH burn unit. He now focuses his clinical activities 
in plastic surgery and directs BWH’s Wound Care Center and Tissue Engineering 
and Wound Healing Laboratory, which is working to develop better technologies 
to treat wounds, prevent amputations, and regenerate tissues. His work includes 
improvements in artificial skin and methods to improve wound healing including 

micromechanical forces, platelets, and stem cells. 

Laurie Bayer, PA-C, has a bachelor’s degree in psychology from Cornell 
University and graduated from the Northeastern Physician program in 1985. She 
has been at BWH, first in cardiac surgery and then plastic surgery, ever since. She is 
currently an associate in surgery and clinical director of the Wound Care Center. She 
also established a Wound Consult Program at Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital 
Boston, where she visits weekly. She has conducted numerous clinical trials on 
wound healing, has presented at many local, regional, and international meetings, 
and has published several original articles and abstracts on wound healing topics. 



Above left and right: Members of the 2014 Stepping Strong 5K team

2014 HIGHLIGHTS
The story of the Boston Marathon bombings is one of tragedy, but also of hope. Faced with a public 
health emergency following an act of terrorism, Bostonians came together with the common goal of 
helping those injured in the attacks. Inspired by this momentum, the Gillian Reny Stepping Strong 
Fund seeks to establish BWH as the leader in research and care for anyone who has suffered from a 
traumatic injury. 

To that end, BWH and its physicians hosted several events that helped establish the fund as a major 
presence in the hospital and beyond. In May 2014, Audrey Epstein Reny and Christian Sampson, MD, 
introduced the Stepping Strong Fund at a BWH President’s Advisory Council meeting. In July, Steven 
Reny and Audrey Epstein Reny joined academic and medical leaders at a Stepping Strong Grand 
Rounds meeting to discuss the mission and strategy of the fund and stimulate inventive thinking about 
trauma research. Attendees also weighed in on the selection process for the first annual Stepping Strong 
Innovator Awards. In September, donors and members of the Stepping Strong medical team gathered 
to celebrate the early success of the Stepping Strong Fund at the home of BWH President Betsy Nabel, 
MD. One month later, Thomas S. Thornhill, MD, chair of the BWH Department of Orthopedic Surgery and 
the John B. and Buckminster Brown Professor of Orthopedic Surgery at HMS, formally announced the 
Stepping Strong Innovator Awards and kicked off the voting process at a well-attended event at Lafayette 
City Center in Boston.
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“I must say that it took me by surprise to hear that 
Gillian was participating in the SoulCycle event, but 
to ride next to her for 45 minutes and watch her 
spinning when only a year and a half ago I thought 
she might never walk again—that was absolutely 
amazing. There are miracles of medicine, but then 
there are miracles of the human spirit. Gillian
amazes me!” —ERIC HALVERSON, MD, CO-DIRECTOR, 

STEPPING STRONG PLASTIC SURGERY TRAUMA FELLOWSHIP



“We were so inspired by how the Epstein and 
Reny families rose to make an obviously tragic 
and negative incident into something so positive. 
From the first day, they talked about the miracles 
the Brigham brought to bear on their tragedy, 
and they couldn’t have been more pleased by 
the quality and compassion of their medical team. 
Sometimes we take the magic of the Brigham for 
granted, since it’s in our backyard. But the care 
the Renys received reminds us all to stop and 
realize we have leading-edge miracle makers 
right here in Boston.”
 —JOHN AND STEPHANIE CONNAUGHTON

15

These BWH-based events were crucial in spreading the fund’s message, but they represent just a 
segment of the support the fund has received. In its first year, the Gillian Reny Stepping Strong Fund 
grew substantially, benefitting from the generosity of donors who were inspired to give directly, as well as 
through a variety of events. These events have been integral to the fund’s success. To date, 214 leadership 
donors have contributed gifts of $1,000 or more to the Stepping Strong Fund. We are so grateful for this 
outpouring of support. In addition, thousands of stakeholders have invested their time, funds, talents, and 
passion to the cause through outside events. The following represent just some of the many events, large 
and small, that were critical to our success.

Douglas Reny, Betsy Nabel, MD, Steven Reny, Audrey Epstein Reny, William Keravuori, Jennifer Epstein, Esta Epstein,
Betty Reny, and Guy Reny at a Stepping Strong event at Dr. Nabel’s home in September 2014



 SCHOOLS
• Students at Buckingham Browne & Nichols (BB&N) Lower School raised an impressive $10,000 at a 

school dance-a-thon

• Students raised $340 through the BB&N Lower School Book Bonanza

• The women’s softball team at Harvard College sold Stepping Strong baseball hats, raising  
more than $1,400

• Lynnfield High School hosted a basketball tournament, raising $700

• A fraternity at the University of Pennsylvania raised $800 at its annual band party  

BUSINESSES AND NONPROFITS
• Harpoon Brewery hosted a public fundraiser on the one-year anniversary of the bombing, raising 

$25,000 in a gift-matching program

• ProEx Physical Therapy solicited its customer database, raising almost $10,000

• Sweet Cupcakes baked and sold limited-edition Stepping Strong cupcakes 

• The Beehive hosted a 2014 Boston Marathon Day fundraiser, contributing 100 percent of its profits 
to the fund, raising $3,000 

• Boston Ballet promoted the fund to more than 70,000 patrons

SPORTING EVENTS
• Eighty runners participated in the Boston Marathon and 5K races, raising over $110,000

• During the last home game of the season, the Boston Celtics honored Gillian’s doctors and nurses 
and held a record-breaking onsite raffle, raising more than $9,000

• Twenty-three runners ran for the Stepping Strong Fund at the Chilmark Road Race on Martha’s 
Vineyard, in August raising nearly $2,000

• Starwood Hotel held a Stepping Strong charity golf tournament in September, raising more than $5,000

• Fifty-five biking enthusiasts raised $10,000 at a SoulCycle event in Chestnut Hill

(Opposite page) Andy Larrow, Charles Schumacher, MD, Karen Smyers, Carroll Pierce, Bill Keravuori, Steven Reny, Sue Mullaney, Kyle 
Larrow, Christian Sampson, MD, Audrey Epstein Reny, Jennifer Epstein, Danielle Reny (not pictured: Lili Pike and Glynis Gozigian)
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Students raised funds for Stepping Strong at a school dance-a-thon 
in April 2014

Harpoon Brewery staff raise a toast to Stepping Strong at an April 2014 fundraiser



Running foR Life
The Boston Marathon has long served as a symbol of strength and resilience in the face of adversity, an 
image that has now become even more meaningful. In April 2014, runners returned to the race, eager 
to cross the finish line—not just for themselves, but for the city of Boston. Among those runners were 
14 passionate members of the BWH Stepping Strong Boston Marathon team, including Gillian’s mother, 
father, sister, aunt, uncle, and two BWH surgeons who treated her. In addition, more than 60 Stepping 
Strong Fund runners participated in the Boston Athletic Association’s 5K race during Marathon weekend 
to raise awareness and support the fund.

And the Stepping Strong Marathon Team continues to move forward. Thanks to the support of the 
Boston Athletic Association and BWH, 34 runners from the 2015 BWH Stepping Strong Marathon 
Team are continuing to transform tragedy into hope. Our 2015 team includes Kim Aeschliman, Sandra 
Argote, Andrew Beir, Hannah Beir, McKenna Buchanan, Craig Costa, Alex Denton, Maura Donnelly, 
Lissie Fishman, William Frank, Tynan Friend, Jacquie Gordon, Tracey Grossman, Nicole Jensen, Karen 
Kiepert, Kyle Larrow, Sarah Jane Maxted, Greta Meszoely, Corinne Milbury, Katey Mirch, Carroll Pierce, 
Leeds Pierce, Win Porter, Audrey Epstein Reny, Danielle Reny, Steven Reny, Jon Rounds, Lauren 
Sherman, Karen Smyers, John Stoller, Olivia Tomeo, Anne Tucci, Meaghan Williams, and Kirkham 
Wood. More than 115 runners have joined this year’s Stepping Strong 5K team. We are grateful to all 
of these runners for lending their support and commitment to our cause.

“Watching our niece Gillian tackle extreme and unexpected physical challenges with 
such determination and grace inspired us to run the Boston Marathon in her honor 
last year. In the aftermath of the marathon bombings, we saw that real heroes exist 
in everyday life. We support the Stepping Strong Fund to enable those heroes to heal 
others as miraculously as they did our family.” —Jennifer epstein and William Keravuori



COMMUNICATING OUR IMPACT: STEPPING STRONG IN THE MEDIA
In the midst of the terror and confusion surrounding the Boston Marathon attacks, BWH stood strong, 
working as a team to care for the wounded. This collaborative approach was evident in Gillian’s 
treatment, and it is a cornerstone of the Gillian Reny Stepping Strong Fund. Although the devastating 
injuries associated with the Boston Marathon bombings made headlines, trauma-related injuries remain 
a major health issue around the world, whether the result of a roadside bomb in Iraq or a car accident a 
block from home. The potential of the Stepping Strong Fund to help transform the treatment of trauma 
has attracted a significant amount of attention, both from within the Partners HealthCare network and 
from local and national media. Coverage of the fund ranged from an in-depth profile in The Boston 
Globe to an interview with Gillian on NBC’s Today show. The Stepping Strong Fund has also received 
recognition for its efforts from former Gov. Deval Patrick, as well as a Partners in Excellence award 
presented to the Stepping Strong Fund team at BWH in January 2015.

BOSTON (CBS) — Gillian Reny nearly lost her leg in the Boston Marathon bombing. Her 
mission now is to help doctors find new and even better ways to help others recover from 
similar devastating injuries.

Nine months ago, Reny and her family started the Stepping Strong foundation, already 
raising $3.5 million for cutting-edge research. It’s her way of saying thank you to the doctors 
at Brigham and Women’s hospital who sprang into action to save her life and limbs.

Marathon Survivor Gillian Reny ‘Stepping Strong’
To Help Others Recover
By Beth Germano, WBZ-TV

November 20, 2014 6:50PM
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Marathon bombing victim builds on her recovery

By Liz Kowalczyk | GLOBE STAFF  FEBRUARY 20, 2014

When Gillian Reny arrived at the University of Pennsylvania last August, she longed to be 
an ordinary freshman. She moved into a dormitory,
took psychology and writing courses, and checked out fraternity parties. But it was hard 
to keep the past at bay.

It was just days before classes began when Reny started walking again — on crutches. Her 
scars were still healing. And she struggled with how to answer when new acquaintances 
asked what had happened to her leg. Before long she made close friends on her hall and 
shared her story: She had nearly lost her right leg in the terrorist attack on Marathon 
Monday.



OUR SINCERE GRATITUDE
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Inspired by the multidisciplinary 
collaboration at BWH that helped save 
Gillian’s life and legs, the creation of the 
Gillian Reny Stepping Strong Fund unites 
clinicians, researchers, and supporters with 
a common goal: to advance the study and 
treatment of traumatic, athletic, military, 
and disease-related limb injuries. 

In just its first year, the fund has made remarkable progress in creating awareness, fueling 
innovation, and supporting leading-edge research and clinical programs that promise to 
establish BWH as a leader in trauma care and limb reconstruction. 

These exciting advances would not be possible without generous commitments to the fund 
from our donors. Philanthropy is a driving force in our progress, and we have ambitious plans for 
the coming months and years. Our goal is to endow both the Stepping Strong Plastic Surgery 
Trauma Fellowship and the Stepping Strong Innovator Awards at a level of $2.5 million each. 
This will carry our momentum forward in perpetuity and generate a steady stream of income 
each fiscal year to ensure that our vital programs continue to grow and prosper. 

Together, we can change the face of medicine and improve the lives of countless patients and 
families who strive to regain their strength and step strong again. 
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2014 HONOR ROLL (as of February 28, 2015)

TO ALL WHO HAVE CONTRIBUTED TO THE GILLIAN RENY STEPPING STRONG FUND,  
WE OFFER OUR SINCERE THANKS. WITH YOUR GENEROSITY, WE HAVE RAISED
$3.9 MILLION AND COUNTING.
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