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Jury awards $22 million to widow in malpractice case
after two doctors allegedly missed spinal fractures

\ Ben Anderson
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A Rabun County jury awarded $22 million Friday, June 26, to the
widow and estate of a man who was left paralyzed after doctors
allegedly failed to identify spinal fractures following a car wreck,
according to a press release from Gainesville-based Cook Law
Group.

The verdict was returned in favor of Carol Tucker and the estate
of her late husband, David Tucker, in a medical malpractice and
wrongful death case against Dr. Christopher Ratchford, of Habersham County, and Dr.
Richard Cory, of Fulton County.

The case stemmed from a Sept. 8, 2018, wreck near Tallulah Falls, where David and Carol
Tucker were rear-ended, according to the release. David Tucker, who was 71 at the time,
complained of neck, back and chest pain and was taken by ambulance to the Habersham
County Medical Center emergency room.

The plaintiffs alleged Ratchford, the emergency room doctor, initially ordered a CT scan of
Tucker’s neck but later canceled it after Tucker had difficulty lying flat because of back
pain. Ratchford instead ordered neck X-rays, which he read as negative for serious injury,
according to the release.

Two days later, Cory, a shareholder at Gainesville Radiology Group, which provided
radiology services to Habersham Medical, also read the X-ray as negative for acute injury,
according to the release.

The plaintiffs alleged both doctors failed to identify signs of trauma on the X-ray and that
the missed findings led to Tucker’s injuries.

On Sept. 12, 2018, Tucker returned to work as a truck driver and developed severe
neurological problems in his legs, causing him to collapse in a McDonald’s parking lot,
according to the release. He was taken to another emergency room, where CT scans
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showed two fractures — one in his neck and one in his upper back — and an epidural
hematoma compressing his spinal cord.

Tucker was flown to a trauma center and underwent surgery, but he was left permanently
paraplegic, according to the release. He remained wheelchair-bound for the next six years
and depended on his wife, to whom he had been married for 57 years, for care. Tucker died
July 20, 2024, from complications related to his paraplegia, according to the release.

The lawsuit was filed in 2020.

The defendants denied the allegations of negligence, according to the release. Defense
attorneys and expert witnesses argued Tucker’s fractures may not have occurred in the
Sept. 8 wreck and offered alternative explanations for his injuries, including a later fall, a
sudden spinal bleed or injury during subsequent medical care.

Cook Law Group said Tucker and his wife sent two $1 million settlement demands in 2021,
which the plaintiffs believed to be Ratchford’s insurance policy limit. The firm said both
demands were rejected with no offer from Ratchford’s insurer, MAG Mutual.

“Although we believed the case was worth much more than the insurance limits at the
time, our clients made the demands so that Mr. Tucker could obtain much needed medical
care he required before he died,” attorney Matt Cook said in the release.

The trial began June 15 after multiple delays.

Ratchford was represented by Jeff Peters and Avery Minnick, of Peters & Monyak. Cory and
Gainesville Radiology Group were represented by Dan Huff and Gabriella Wheeler, of Huff,
Powell & Bailey. Neither law firm returned requests for comment.

Cook Law Group said the verdict is believed to be the largest medical malpractice verdict in
the county’s history.

Asked over phone how the jury reached the $22 million verdict, Cook pointed to an
argument he made at trial about how to calculate a fair settlement.

“The defense had hired experts just to make up strained stories ... but they were paying
their experts $20,000 a day, and so what | said to the jury was, ‘Look, if it's worth $20,000 a
day for these doctors to come in and fabricate stories and be a little uncomfortable in cross
examination, surely Mr. Tucker's time was worth $20,000 a day, or half of that, or a third of
that.”

Carol Tucker plans to pursue all avenues of recovery, including any possible bad faith
claims against MAG Mutual, according to the release.



“The insurance company ... really controls all this,” Cook told The Times. “The doctors are
pawns in the big litigation machine. ... What the public doesn’t know is that insurance is
driving all this ... and then these insurance companies complain about runaway jury
verdicts, when the truth is, if they would just pay the damn claim ... this would never
happen.”



