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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Virginia affirmed a judgment for Richard I. Knight arising from an automobile
collision involving Melvin Ray Hancock. The court held that Virginia trial courts may not instruct
juries on unavoidable accident and that the proposed sudden-emergency instruction was unsupported
because Hancock became unconscious and took no action after the alleged medical crisis. The court
also discussed the evidence required to support requested jury instructions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court erred by refusing to give an unavoidable-accident jury instruction.

2. Whether the trial court erred by refusing to give the proffered sudden-emergency jury instruction when
the evidence indicated that Hancock suffered a medical crisis and became unconscious.

HOLDINGS

1. It is error to instruct a jury on unavoidable accident; Virginia abandons its prior practice of permitting
such instructions in narrow circumstances.

2. The trial court did not err in refusing the particular sudden-emergency instruction because the evidence
showed that Hancock became unconscious and took no immediate action; the proposed instruction was
therefore unsupported by the evidence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In consideration of the prevailing concerns of the states that have rejected the instruction—that it merely
restates the law of negligence, overemphasizes the defendant's case, and is apt to confuse and mislead—we
join those states and hold that it is error to grant an unavoidable accident instruction.” (725)

“For the reasons stated, we hold that it is error to instruct a jury on unavoidable accident. Further, the
particular instruction tendered by the Administrator concerning sudden emergency was not supported by the
evidence.” (727)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

On May 21, 2005, Melvin Ray Hancock's van crossed the centerline of Route 130 in Amherst County and
collided with Richard I. Knight's truck. Shortly before the collision, Hancock complained of a severe headache
and then slumped over the steering wheel; medical testimony indicated that he likely suffered an acute
intracranial hemorrhage. Hancock died, while Knight was severely injured. The estate argued that Hancock's
medical emergency supported unavoidable-accident and sudden-emergency instructions, but the trial court
refused both.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Knight sued Hancock's estate in the Circuit Court of Amherst County for injuries sustained in an automobile
collision. After a one-day jury trial, the jury returned a $490,000 verdict for Knight, and the trial court entered
judgment. The Supreme Court of Virginia granted the administrator an appeal and affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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