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About the book

In "Concussion," Jeanne Marie Laskas presents a compelling account of Dr.

Bennet Omalu, a dedicated young forensic pathologist whose pivotal work

fundamentally challenges the prevailing understanding of sports-related head

injuries. The story begins with Omalu's groundbreaking autopsy of NFL

legend Mike Webster, whose tragic decline from a celebrated athlete to a

man plagued by severe mental deterioration sets the stage for a larger inquiry

into the sport's hidden dangers. 

Omalu’s investigation into Webster's brain reveals signs of chronic traumatic

encephalopathy (CTE), a degenerative brain condition linked to repeated

head trauma. As Omalu delves deeper into the implications of his findings,

highlighting the stark contrast between Webster's past glory and his

agonizing present, he encounters significant opposition from the powerful

National Football League (NFL). This organization, which has long

downplayed the risks of concussions and their associated effects, reacts

defensively, placing immense pressure on Omalu as he strives to publicize

his discoveries. 

The narrative shifts to showcase Omalu’s courageous stand against this

multi-billion dollar institution, illustrating his determination to advocate for

player safety despite personal and professional risks. He recognizes that

revealing the truth about CTE is not merely a personal crusade; it is a vital
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public health issue that could save countless athletes from similar fates. As

Omalu navigates threats, skepticism, and the challenges of institutional

resistance, Laskas weaves a story of resilience and integrity, emphasizing the

high cost of truth in a world where success is often prioritized over safety.

Ultimately, Omalu's journey becomes emblematic of a broader struggle for

justice and a testament to the power of unwavering conviction in the face of

adversity.
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About the author

Jeanne Marie Laskas is a celebrated author and journalist noted for her

engaging storytelling and insightful examination of complex themes. With a

focus on creative nonfiction, she has written for leading publications such as

The New York Times Magazine and GQ, effectively merging personal

stories with significant cultural discussions. In her book "Concussion,"

Laskas explores the often-overlooked issue of brain injuries in professional

football, shedding light on a hidden epidemic that has far-reaching

implications for players, families, and the sport itself. Through her

empathetic and rigorous approach, Laskas not only informs but also inspires

readers to consider the serious consequences of these injuries, making her

work a vital contribution to the conversation surrounding athlete safety and

health.

As chapters unfold, Laskas interlaces narratives of individual players

grappling with the physical and psychological repercussions of concussions,

emphasizing the human cost of a sport celebrated for its toughness. She

chronicles the scientific community's struggle to understand

concussion-related injuries, detailing the challenges faced by researchers and

advocates who strive to bring these issues to the forefront. 

The book also delves into the NFL's response to growing awareness about

concussions, illustrating the tension between the league's lucrative business
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model and the urgent need for reform. Laskas highlights key figures who

have emerged as advocates for player safety, presenting a nuanced view of

the sport's culture and the resistance to change.

Throughout the chapters, themes of vulnerability, resilience, and the quest

for truth emerge, inviting readers to reflect on the broader implications of

sports culture and the value placed on physicality over well-being. Laskas’s

exploration isn't just about football; it sparks critical discussions about

health, ethics, and the responsibilities of organizations to protect their

athletes.

Ultimately, "Concussion" serves as both a poignant narrative of personal

stories and a powerful critique of the systems that prioritize profit over

people, making a compelling case for change in a sport that has captivated

millions. Through her meticulous research and heartfelt storytelling, Laskas

creates a vivid and thought-provoking examination of a critical issue that

transcends the playing field, encouraging readers to approach the topic with

a deeper understanding and empathy.
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Chapter 1 Summary: OBSCURITY

CHAPTER 1: OBSCURITY

Setting the Scene  

The chapter opens in a Pittsburgh courtroom where Dr. Bennet Omalu, a

forensic pathologist, stands before the jury, dressed formally in stark

contrast to his view of scientists as often informal. As a Nigerian immigrant,

Omalu's unique cultural perspective shapes his understanding of American

values and the judicial system, setting the stage for his internal and external

conflicts.

Introduction of Dr. Omalu  

Introducing himself to the jury, Omalu’s strong accent causes confusion,

amplifying his nerves. His discomfort in formal attire mirrors his broader

unease in this alien atmosphere. As he speaks, he reflects on his profound

journey from Nigeria to the United States, highlighting the cultural

dissonance he experiences in his new life.

Personal Background  
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Omalu shares his story, illuminating his life since moving to the U.S. in

1994. He is a family man, married with a young daughter, and brings a rich

educational background in medicine and pathology. His credentials include

board certifications in various specialties, including forensic pathology, a

field he embraced during his time in America.

Connection with Cyril Wecht  

A pivotal figure in Omalu's professional life is Dr. Cyril Wecht, an esteemed

forensic pathologist known for his flamboyant style and profound expertise.

Omalu's admiration for Wecht complicates the courtroom dynamic, as he is

reluctantly compelled to testify against him amid Wecht's legal troubles,

creating a personal sense of betrayal.

Forensic Experience and Discoveries  

Throughout his career, Omalu has performed thousands of autopsies,

developing a keen interest in brain pathology. His work takes a significant

turn when he examines the brain of Mike Webster, a retired NFL player.

This examination uncovers crucial findings related to brain trauma, thrusting

Omalu into the center of a much larger discussion regarding the effects of

concussions in sports.

Conflict and Resolution  
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As Omalu prepares to testify, he is torn between his professional duty and

personal loyalty, grappling with guilt over his role in Wecht's downfall. His

reflections on the living versus the dead reveal his belief that the departed

convey an unfiltered truth, offering him solace amidst the complexities of

human relationships and the ethical murkiness of his situation.

Conclusion  

In the end, Omalu navigates a moral dilemma, finding himself at the

intersection of personal betrayal and professional integrity. The chapter

concludes with him reconciling his identity as both a witness against a

mentor and a dedicated scientist, illuminating the profound impact of his

work on his life and the lives of others.
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Chapter 2 Summary: RUNNING

CHAPTER 2: RUNNING

Bennet Omalu, the studious second youngest child in a large family of

seven, grows up under the rigid expectations set by his father, Oba, a

respected village chief in Enugwu-Ukwu, Nigeria. The family's dynamics

are heavily influenced by Oba's authoritative legacy, instilling a deep sense

of obedience and reverence in his children. Although Bennet possesses

considerable intellect and potential, he struggles with self-doubt, particularly

when comparing himself to his exceptionally talented sister, Mie-Mie.

From an early age, Bennet showed an aversion to physical activity, a

concern for his mother, who believed firmly in the value of hard work.

While his older brother Chizoba embraced outdoor pursuits, Bennet found

himself more academically inclined and introspective. This divergence from

family traditions further exacerbated his feelings of isolation, as he felt

disconnected from the cultural narratives that define his family’s history.

Oba's life story anchors the family's identity in a legacy forged from

adversity. Orphaned and rising from poverty, he dedicated himself to

education, becoming a renowned engineer and eventually attaining the

chieftaincy title of Oba. His achievements highlight the stark contrast
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between their family’s privilege and the socio-political upheaval engulfing

Nigeria, particularly the ethnic tensions leading to the brutal Biafran War.

The harrowing experiences of the Biafran War profoundly impacted Oba's

family, subjecting them to starvation, violence, and displacement. As they

fled from bombings, the war's devastation became intertwined with Bennet's

birth, a symbol of both hope and the lingering trauma of conflict.

As Bennet matures, he contends with his emerging identity. Initially

motivated by a crush on a girl named Christy, he takes a daring step by

joining the school track team. To his astonishment, he excels during a

critical race, marking a pivotal moment in his self-perception and suggesting

the potential for growth beneath his fragile exterior.

At the age of fifteen, Bennet dreams of becoming an airline pilot, yearning

for a future that diverges from his father’s entrenched expectations of

pursuing a more traditional and esteemed path in medicine. This conflict

brings to light the burdens of familial pressure and societal norms,

compelling Bennet to navigate the fine line between his aspirations and his

father's aspirations for him.

Ultimately, Bennet's journey reveals the intricate ties between personal

ambition and familial duty, all while being shaped by the harsh realities and

historical scars of his upbringing. Born amidst destruction, Bennet’s life
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foreshadows a continuous quest to find balance between his own desires and

the heavy expectations rooted in his family's complex legacy.
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Chapter 3 Summary: SPIRAL

### Chapter 3: Spiral

Introduction to Medical School  

At sixteen, Bennet Omalu embarked on an transformative journey when he

entered medical school at the University of Nigeria’s Enugu campus,

accompanied by his brother, Theodore. The vibrant and hectic urban life of

Enugu overwhelmed Bennet, starkly contrasting with his sheltered

upbringing in a quieter environment.

Struggles with Identity  

As he navigated the complexities of medical school, Bennet wrestled with

issues of self-image and masculinity, often feeling overshadowed by his

more confident brother. Although he maintained a cheerful facade, he faced

persistent feelings of inadequacy, failure, and depression as he tried to adapt

to the expectations of adulthood.

Political Awareness and Idealism  

Bennet’s experience was further complicated by Nigeria’s political
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landscape, marked by a military coup that shattered the nation's stability.

Inspired by the hopeful vision of M.K.O. Abiola, a prominent political

figure advocating for democracy, Bennet initially felt a sense of optimism.

However, this hope was quickly tainted by frustration over the widespread

apathy toward political engagement among his peers.

Disillusionment with Society  

Bennet's youthful idealism clashed with the mediocrity he observed in

Nigerian society, which cultivated feelings of anger and isolation within

him. He admired the aspirations depicted in American media, placing them

against the backdrop of what he perceived as a lack of ambition and drive in

his own culture.

Internal Battle with Depression  

As Bennet's depression deepened, he came to the painful realization that his

struggles were rooted within himself, not in external circumstances. Despite

seeking help, he felt alienated in therapeutic settings, eventually leading him

to retreat further into his own despair.

Family Support  

In this difficult period, Bennet drew strength from his sisters, Uche and
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Winny. Their compassion and encouragement played a vital role in helping

him refocus on his studies and reignite his determination to succeed, even as

he fought his ongoing mental battles.

Professional Challenges  

After becoming a village doctor in Plateau State, Bennet faced the harsh

realities of daily death and trauma. Each encounter with loss, including the

suicides of patients, forced him to confront the fragility of life, magnifying

his own internal struggles.

Political Turmoil and Dreams of Escape  

As political unrest intensified following the unjust annulment of Abiola's

election victory, Bennet felt a compelling urge to leave Nigeria. The chaos in

his surroundings mirrored his internal turmoil, fueling his desire to seek new

opportunities in the United States—a place he believed could offer him

healing and a chance at success.
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Chapter 4: AMERICA

CHAPTER 4: AMERICA

Bennet's journey to America begins with a crucial approval from Oba,

leading his family to rally together financially to support his aspirations.

Among his confidants, Chizoba guides him through personal matters,

resulting in an amusing yet awkward sexual encounter that highlights

Bennet's naiveté. Despite his lack of enthusiasm for the field, Bennet secures

a scholarship in epidemiology at the University of Washington, marking a

significant new chapter in his life.

Before his departure, the family organizes an emotional prayer session led

by Ikem, which deeply moves his sister Winny to tears. As Bennet embarks

on his journey, he feels a disconnection from his homeland and a readiness

to embrace a fresh start in America. En route to the airport, reflective

thoughts about Nigeria's struggles consume him, but nostalgia evades him;

he feels a profound sense of numbness instead.

Flash forward to 1999, five years later, and Bennet perceives his past life in

Nigeria as a sequence of calamities—including political turmoil and

personal losses. Now in America, he savors the exhilarating freedom on the

Pennsylvania Turnpike, feeling a rush as he embraces his new surroundings.
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Initially, the stark contrasts of American life overwhelm him; he appreciates

the orderly infrastructure and relative safety compared to his experiences in

Nigeria, where carrying items on one’s head was commonplace.

In Los Angeles, Bennet faces a series of cultural shocks, from witnessing

public displays of affection to grappling with everyday tasks, such as

buckling a seat belt. Establishing roots in Seattle, he becomes friends with

Jimmy, who introduces him to the complex landscape of American

masculinity and dating norms. He also meets Edith, who becomes a source

of comfort and insight into the pervasive loneliness that often characterizes

American society.

As Bennet navigates his new life in New York—where he secures a job—he

simultaneously confronts the weight of depression and the harsh realities of

racial prejudice, which were foreign to him in Nigeria. He becomes acutely

aware of the differential treatment he receives due to his race, forcing him to

confront societal structures he had never engaged with before.

Throughout these transitions, Bennet grapples with deep themes of

depression, isolation, and the heavy expectations tied to cultural identity. In

his work as he performs autopsies, he seeks understanding and connection

across human experiences, transcending the limitations of race and social

status. His fascination with forensic pathology crystallizes into a goal: to

secure a fellowship with Cyril Wecht, a distinguished forensic pathologist.
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This ambition instills in him a renewed sense of hope and determination,

hinting at a promising future filled with the potential for personal and

professional fulfillment.
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Chapter 5 Summary: FANCY

In Chapter 5, titled "Fancy," Bennet navigates a transformative phase in his

 life under the mentorship of Dr. Cyril Wecht, an accomplished forensic

pathologist known for his colorful personality and extensive media presence.

Driven by ambition and the aspiration to purchase a Mercedes-Benz E350,

Bennet finds motivation in his work at the coroner's office, which not only

symbolizes his personal achievements but also enhances his self-esteem.

Wecht emerges as a pivotal figure in Bennet’s life, resembling a father figure

who acknowledges Bennet's dedication and potential. The chapter paints a

picture of Wecht’s family life, highlighting the supportive presence of his

wife, Sigrid. She aids Bennet with immigration paperwork and encourages

his educational endeavors, helping him feel integrated into their family.

As Bennet immerses himself in the demanding environment of the coroner's

office, he discovers a passion for neuropathology. He eagerly takes on

challenging cases, often without appropriate recognition or financial reward.

This newfound purpose allows him to send money back home, gradually

restoring his self-respect.

A key case he prepares for involves Thomas Kimbell, a man sentenced to

death for a horrific murder. Through his investigation, Bennet confronts

significant societal issues like race and bias, especially during his
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interactions with Kimbell, forcing him to reflect on broader societal

injustices.

During this period of personal and professional upheaval, Bennet also seeks

solace in his spirituality, attending mass at a local church where he forms a

connection with Father Carmen D’Amico. Their discussions about race and

belonging reveal Bennet's yearning for community and understanding of his

identity as an African immigrant in the United States.

As Bennet uncovers crucial evidence that ultimately leads to Kimbell's

exoneration, he mirrors Wecht's bold courtroom style, boosting his

confidence and affirming his burgeoning professional identity. However, the

chapter concludes with Bennet grappling with ethical concerns regarding his

relationship with Wecht. He ponders the fine line between mentorship and

exploitation, reflecting on the complexities of their dynamic. Ultimately,

Bennet's journey through this chapter is marked by profound growth, both in

his career and in self-awareness.
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Chapter 6 Summary: THE MORGUE

CHAPTER 6: THE MORGUE

The chapter begins with the narrator performing an autopsy on Felicia, a

44-year-old woman who suffered a traumatic brain injury due to an assault

by her husband. As they examine her brain, surprising findings of

Alzheimer's disease changes emerge, highlighting an alarming connection

between brain trauma and neurodegenerative disorders. This revelation

leaves a profound impact on the narrator, shaping their future research

trajectory.

The setting transitions to Pittsburgh's unique morgue, a cherished institution

in the city. With a reputation for being open to the public, the morgue

features a body identification theater and a chapel, serving as a community

hub. The morgue's history is marked by a remarkable event in 1929 when it

was relocated by a skilled team of movers—all the while maintaining its

operations, reinforcing its significance to the locals.

Amidst this backdrop, we meet Bennet, a character grappling with the

contrast between the traditional morgue and his aspirations for

modernization. On a somber September Saturday in 2002, Bennet arrives at

the morgue dressed in professional attire, setting the stage for the serious
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tasks ahead as he navigates his ongoing battle with depression through

various therapeutic methods.

Bennet is assigned the autopsy of Mike Webster, a legendary NFL player

whose death has garnered considerable media attention. Despite being

initially unfamiliar with football, Bennet learns of Webster's prominent

status and the tragic circumstances surrounding his passing, which includes

struggles with mental health after retiring from the sport. This highlights the

hidden consequences of repeated head injuries sustained by athletes.

As Bennet conducts Webster's autopsy, he observes signs of significant

physical trauma and contemplates the potential ramifications of

football-related brain injuries, drawing comparisons to similar damage seen

in boxers. Although Webster's brain appears normal on the outside, Bennet

senses that something is amiss and resolves to preserve the brain for further

analysis, believing it holds valuable insights.

This decision marks a pivotal moment for Bennet. He now sees a direct link

between Webster's brain injuries and his mental deterioration, pressing the

need for further study, despite facing objections from established protocols.

To proceed, he seeks permission from Webster's family lawyer, highlighting

the intricacies of the case and its broader implications for understanding

concussions in professional football.
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The chapter also introduces Bob Fitzsimmons, Webster's lawyer and staunch

advocate, who has tirelessly worked on securing disability claims for

Webster due to his multiple football-related injuries. Their relationship

exemplifies the emotional strain and urgency of Webster's situation, further

accentuating the NFL's contradictory stance on player health and safety.

In conclusion, the chapter reflects on the complexity of Mike Webster’s life.

Once celebrated as a football hero, he now stands as a tragic figure, plagued

by the repercussions of his career’s physical toll, leading to dire personal

challenges and mental health issues. Fitzsimmons’ consent to study

Webster's brain shines a light on the hope for discovering crucial insights

into the long-term damage caused by football, as well as the ongoing fight

against systemic negligence within the sport.
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Chapter 7 Summary: DISCOVERY

CHAPTER 7: DISCOVERY

In the aftermath of Mike Webster's passing, his brain was preserved in

formaldehyde for two weeks before being examined by Dr. Bennet Omalu at

the University of Pittsburgh. The quirky rapport between Bennet and

technician Jonette Werley stood in stark contrast to the lab's typically

grant-focused atmosphere. Driven by personal curiosity rather than

obligations, Bennet approached his research discreetly, carefully managing

not only the investigation's technicalities but also the reactions of his

colleagues.

Juggling his personal life and responsibilities, Bennet developed a close

friendship with Prema, a Kenyan nurse, which began to influence both his

emotional state and his professional endeavors. With their bond growing,

Bennet viewed his research as not just a task, but an intriguing exploration

of the complexities of the human brain.

When he finally analyzed the processed slides from Webster's brain, Bennet

was stunned to discover unconventional dark clusters in the tissue. Digging

deeper, he identified these as tau tangles, a protein typically linked to

neurodegenerative disorders. This unforeseen finding hinted at a potential
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correlation between Webster's brain condition and the abnormalities seen in

boxers, igniting Bennet's investigation into the relationship between

football-related head injuries and chronic brain trauma.

Eager to substantiate his findings, Bennet reached out to his former

professor, Ronald Hamilton, who was taken aback by the significant

implications of this discovery. Together, they recognized the seriousness of

Bennet's revelations, likening them to a type of dementia observed in boxers.

Their discussions culminated in a presentation to Dr. Steve DeKosky, a

respected neurologist, leading to increased recognition and validation of

Bennet's insights in the scientific community.

Summary:  

Bennet Omalu's examination of Mike Webster's brain revealed unexpected

tau tangles, suggesting neurodegenerative damage potentially linked to

football injuries. As his friendship with Prema flourished, his curiosity

intensified, prompting discussions with prominent colleagues like Ronald

Hamilton and Dr. Steve DeKosky. These interactions helped establish the

legitimacy of Bennet's groundbreaking findings, signaling a critical

examination of head injuries in sports.
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Chapter 8: BELONGING

CHAPTER 8: BELONGING

In this chapter, the theme of belonging weaves through Bennet's journey in

Pittsburgh, where he finds solace and support through the presence of those

dear to him, notably his sister Mie-Mie and her partner Uche. Their frequent

visits during his formative years provided emotional strength as he delved

into the complexities of brain research, especially regarding the impacts of

concussions. Mie-Mie's achievements as a PhD and her budding connection

with Bennet’s romantic partner, Prema, further enriched his sense of

community, helping him recover from past struggles with depression.

Bennet’s work, particularly his research on NFL player Mike Webster’s

brain, fueled his passion for understanding the grave implications of head

injuries. He became increasingly invested in tackling issues surrounding

concussions and contributed to broader discussions on this critical subject.

Notable cases of players like Al Toon and Merril Hoge had begun to shine a

light on the dangers of head trauma, thereby prompting the NFL, under

Commissioner Paul Tagliabue, to establish the Mild Traumatic Brain Injury

(MTBI) committee—a response to mounting public concern.

However, Bennet was critical of the committee’s methods, particularly their
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failure to engage with established concussion researchers. Driven by a desire

to enhance the scientific discourse, he sought to present new insights about

Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE) derived from Webster's case,

viewing this as an opportunity to connect the league's research efforts with

credible scientific work.

Amidst his professional endeavors, Bennet’s personal life also evolved.

Family pressures regarding marriage compelled him to propose to Prema in

a uniquely practical way, marking a pivotal step in his life journey.

Surrounded by a supportive network, he experienced a newfound sense of

belonging, further solidified by his commitment to Prema.

The chapter takes a tense turn as it concludes with the FBI's unexpected raid

on the offices of Wecht, Bennet’s mentor, presenting an ominous challenge

ahead. This incident not only foreshadows potential upheaval but also

prompts Bennet to reflect deeply on his identity and sense of belonging in a

complex and often tumultuous environment.
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Chapter 9 Summary: ATTACK

CHAPTER 9: ATTACK

In July 2005, Bennet's monumental research paper on Mike Webster's brain,

revealing chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) in the former NFL

player, was published in *Neurosurgery*. This marked a pivotal moment in

understanding the long-term effects of concussions in football and filled him

with immense pride, signaling a step forward in medical research.

However, this pride was short-lived. Soon after the paper's release, Bennet

received alarming news: three doctors demanded its retraction. This demand

shocked him, as retractions typically suggest allegations of fraud or serious

failings in research conduct.

Determined to defend his work, Bennet, alongside colleagues Hamilton and

DeKosky, prepared a robust response. It soon became evident that the

doctors advocating for the retraction were affiliated with the Mild Traumatic

Brain Injury (MTBI) committee, which had ties to the NFL, raising red flags

about their motives. Bennet began to scrutinize the integrity of the MTBI

committee, noting a conspicuous lack of neuropathologists and potential

biases that seemed intent on downplaying the severity of concussions in

football.
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Building on his previous research, Bennet discovered that the MTBI

committee consistently minimized the risks associated with player

concussions, leading him to suspect that the NFL was actively attempting to

suppress legitimate research findings. To strengthen his case, he conducted

an autopsy on another former player, Terry Long, only to find significant

CTE markers in his brain as well, which he intended to publish as further

evidence of the epidemic.

The situation escalated when Wecht, a colleague, sought media coverage,

boldly linking Long’s death to CTE from his football career. This media

engagement intensified reactions from the NFL community, with various

prominent doctors publicly challenging Bennet's conclusions.

As he braced for conflict, Bennet uncovered inaccuracies in the NFL doctors'

statements regarding Long's medical history. Armed with this information,

he prepared to confront the misrepresentations.

Support arrived in the form of Julian Bailes, a highly respected neurosurgeon

well-versed in the intersection of football and brain injuries. Bailes not only

validated Bennet's research but also shed light on the systemic issues

surrounding concussion awareness within the NFL.

Recognizing the need for collective action, Bennet, Bailes, and attorney Bob
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Fitzsimmons forged a collaborative alliance, dedicated to investigating CTE

further and resisting the NFL’s efforts to silence critical research.

Amid these professional challenges, Bennet took time to reflect on his

personal life, preparing for his upcoming wedding in Nigeria while

remaining connected to his cultural roots. He nurtured hope for change

within the beleaguered landscape of American sports medicine, even as the

battle against institutional denial raged around him.
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Chapter 10 Summary: SCRAMBLE

Chapter 10: Scramble

The narrative opens with the shocking indictment of Dr. Cyril H. Wecht, a

prominent figure in forensic pathology, facing serious fraud charges for

misusing resources from his office for personal profit. Bennet, a close

associate of Wecht, wrestles with the gravity of these allegations, perceiving

them as minor compared to Wecht's established success in his private

medical practice.

Amidst this turmoil, Bennet drives his own ambitions forward. With his

partner, Prema, he dreams of a secure position in the coroner's office and a

promising future in a desirable neighborhood. However, they encounter

harsh racial discrimination when their mortgage offer on a house is rejected.

This experience fuels Bennet’s resolve to take matters into his own hands by

deciding to build their home, underscoring the societal obstacles they face.

Shifting focus, Bennet delves into research on chronic traumatic

encephalopathy (CTE), a brain condition linked to repeated head injuries in

athletes. The tragic suicide of former NFL player Andre Waters leads Bennet

to connect with Chris Nowinski. A former WWE wrestler turned brain

injury advocate, Nowinski proposes a collaboration to study the brains of
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deceased NFL players, aiming to validate the link between football and the

onset of CTE.

As their work gains traction, media attention builds, particularly following a

New York Times article that correlates Waters’ suicide with CTE. Nowinski,

eager to establish his role as the key figure in this unfolding narrative,

somewhat eclipses Bennet's contributions, effectively framing their

partnership within a larger critique of the NFL’s negligence regarding player

safety.

In response to this burgeoning controversy, the NFL's science committee

vehemently denies any connections between football and long-term brain

damage, leading Bennet to become embroiled in a broader struggle against

the NFL's policies of denial in light of growing evidence concerning

concussions.

Despite these setbacks, Bennet, Nowinski, and their colleagues explore the

formation of the Sports Legacy Institute. This new organization is

envisioned as a formidable advocate for research and awareness regarding

CTE, working to support former players grappling with mental health issues

stemming from their careers. The chapter closes with a sense of optimism

for Bennet as he looks forward to cultivating new partnerships and

resources, positioning himself at the forefront of an important movement in

sports medicine.
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Chapter 11 Summary: ODDBALL

ODDBALL - Summary of Key Chapters

Keana Strzelczyk’s Reflections  

In this chapter, Keana Strzelczyk opens up about her tumultuous relationship

with her ex-husband, Justin Strzelczyk, a former football player. She

recounts the unsettling changes in Justin's behavior, which she believes

stemmed from mental health struggles exacerbated by his NFL career.

Despite her awareness of his emotional turmoil, Keana grapples with guilt

over their separation, often linking it to the intense pressures and injuries of

professional football that might have impacted Justin's mental state.

Justin Strzelczyk's Last Day  

The narrative escalates with the shocking incident on an autumn day in

2004, when Justin tragically loses his life in a reckless car crash involving a

tanker truck. Initially, this event seems disconnected from his struggles, but

future explorations reveal a link to CTE (Chronic Traumatic

Encephalopathy), a degenerative brain condition linked to repeated head

injuries in athletes. This revelation adds a layer of complexity to his life and

death, suggesting that the sport he once loved contributed to his decline.
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Julian Bailes’ Investigation into CTE  

Years later, Dr. Julian Bailes, a prominent figure in studying CTE, reflects

on the pervasive impact of the condition among former NFL players,

including Justin. His research uncovers alarming links between football and

severe mental health issues, deepening the emotional toll as Bailes confronts

the devastating find that Justin’s brain exhibited signs of CTE. This moment

ignites concern over the extensive implications for the health of all former

football players, prompting Bailes to advocate for greater acknowledgment

of these risks.

Bennet Omalu’s Challenges  

Dr. Bennet Omalu, the pioneering pathologist who first identified CTE,

faces significant opposition within the medical community when his

groundbreaking discoveries are dismissed. Following a leadership change at

Allegheny County’s Medical Examiner’s Office, Omalu finds himself under

relentless scrutiny and isolation, with his work marginalized and ultimately

leading to the loss of his position. His struggle highlights the immense

barriers faced by those raising awareness about the dangers of

football-related injuries.

The NFL's Denial and Concussion Summit  
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At a pivotal NFL concussion summit, Bailes takes a stand to present

Omalu's research and the critical implications of CTE on players’ health.

Unfortunately, his efforts are largely met with skepticism and ridicule from

attendees, underscoring the NFL’s entrenched denial regarding the gravity of

CTE’s impact. This dismissive attitude reflects the broader culture within the

sport that often prioritizes revenue and image over player safety.

Conflict Among Advocates for CTE Awareness  

As the movement to raise awareness about concussion and CTE risks gains

traction, internal conflicts arise among advocates. Chris Nowinski's

insistence on personal compensation for his work creates tensions within the

group, resulting in significant fractures. This discord complicates their

collective mission, threatening the progress made toward educating the

public and effecting change within the league.

Conclusion  

Overall, Chapter 11 weaves a poignant tale of personal heartbreak and

professional trials faced by those affected by CTE. It encapsulates Keana's

reflective sorrow, the scientific quest for truth by Dr. Bailes and Dr. Omalu,

and the complex interplay between advocacy and conflict, all set against the

backdrop of the NFL’s challenging landscape regarding player health and
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safety. The chapter emphasizes the urgent need for recognition and

understanding of CTE's profound impact on the lives of countless former

athletes.
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Chapter 12: COMFORT ZONE

Chapter Summary: Comfort Zone

The chapter centers around Bennet Omalu, who is testifying in the 2008 trial

of Dr. Cyril Wecht in Pittsburgh. As he prepares to share his insights, Bennet

feels out of place and uncomfortable, reflecting on his life in California

where he has found solace in researching chronic traumatic encephalopathy

(CTE) — a degenerative brain condition linked to repeated head trauma,

prominently affecting athletes, particularly in football.

During his testimony, the defense attorney probes Bennet about his

connections with Wecht, a prominent forensic pathologist who has

significantly influenced his career. Despite feeling underappreciated and

inadequately compensated, Bennet acknowledges Wecht as a pivotal figure

in his professional development, even expressing a fondness for him.

However, the courtroom's formal atmosphere makes his emotional

recognition seem incongruous.

The trial ultimately results in a hung jury, leaving Bennet with a sense of

being undervalued and marginalized. Following the trial, he uncovers CTE

in the brain of Tom McHale, a former football player, which adds a critical

piece to the puzzle of understanding the long-term effects of contact sports.
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Unfortunately, his efforts to publicize his findings are thwarted by conflicts

with other researchers, particularly Chris Nowinski, a former football player

turned advocate for CTE awareness.

As concerns about CTE escalate, the NFL's response is one of damage

control; they attempt to discredit Bennet while showcasing their initiatives

for research on head injuries. Despite other researchers, including Peter

Davies, confirming Bennet's findings, the NFL opts to suppress this

information and focuses instead on collaborations that steer public

perception in their favor.

Amidst the turmoil, Bennet grapples with feelings of exclusion and reflects

on potential racial bias in the academic community, questioning why his

critical contributions are frequently overshadowed by others who have not

invested the same effort. The chapter closes with the NFL making a

significant donation to Nowinski's research group, highlighting the

commercialization of CTE studies and underscoring Bennet’s ongoing

struggle for recognition in the face of institutional challenges.
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Chapter 13 Summary: WORD

### Chapter 13 Summary: Cultural Change in the NFL

The conversation around concussions in professional football has gained

significant traction, especially following congressional hearings that urged

the NFL to enhance player safety. This led to the implementation of safety

measures, such as posters in locker rooms that highlight the risks of

concussions. However, amidst these efforts, fans often express their

discontent at the potential penalties for violent plays, fearing that

safeguarding measures could fundamentally alter the nature of the game they

love.

As the league seeks to introduce stricter safety protocols, a paradox emerges:

the sport’s inherent violence clashes with the growing acknowledgment of

the severe consequences associated with head injuries, particularly chronic

traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) — a degenerative brain condition linked to

repeated trauma. This contradiction fuels passionate debates among

commentators and players, igniting discussions about what defines the

essence of football.

A poignant example is the case of Owen Thomas, a young player diagnosed

with CTE without ever suffering a recorded concussion. His story highlights

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


the risks posed by repetitive subconcussive impacts, questioning the

previous narratives that equated concussion severity with risk. This concern

extends to retired players like Fred McNeill, whose declining mental health

raises additional alarms regarding the long-term implications of playing

football.

The chapter also delves into the legal landscape as lawyers like Jason

Luckasevic embark on legal action against the NFL, driven by mounting

worries over player safety and the misleading information about brain injury

risks. Luckasevic’s activism leads to a collective response, with numerous

players and their families joining a lawsuit against the league. This

development amplifies the discussion on the dangers of football and calls

into question the league's accountability.

Amidst this tumultuous backdrop, families of former players share their

personal narratives, providing a deeply human perspective on the impact of

CTE. Tia McNeill’s quest for answers about her husband Fred’s mental

health struggles connects her to others facing similar challenges and

culminates in a conference aimed at raising awareness and fostering support

for families navigating these obstacles.

As knowledge of CTE continues to broaden, former players and public

figures increasingly voice their concerns regarding the risks of football, with

some expressing regret for their involvement in the sport. This growing
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movement challenges the NFL to confront its responsibilities towards player

health and well-being, stirring discussions about organizational change and

the care owed to affected individuals.

The chapter closes with insights into Dr. Bennet Omalu, a key advocate for

victims of CTE, whose unwavering commitment to securing proper

recognition and treatment for brain injuries remains steadfast despite

skepticism and resistance. Omalu’s efforts underscore the persistent struggle

for improved safety protocols in football, illuminating the ongoing battle for

the health and safety of its players.
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Chapter 14 Summary: DADDY

Chapter 14: Daddy

In July 2014, the village of Enugwu-Ukwu is adorned with billboards

celebrating Oba, a beloved patriarch who passed away in May. Rather than a

somber funeral, the family organizes a vibrant celebration to honor his

extraordinary life and legacy, bringing together hundreds of mourners.

Bennet, Oba’s son, arrives and is struck by the transformed landscape, an

outward reflection of his father's significance. After spending two decades in

America, Bennet grapples with feelings of disconnection from his Nigerian

roots. While he takes pride in his heritage, he is deeply enmeshed in his

American life, even receiving an enticing job offer in Washington, D.C.,

which he ultimately opts to decline.

As the family prepares for the ceremony, tensions mount with a local priest

over a contentious tradition: the widow throwing dirt on the casket. Bennet’s

mother firmly refuses to partake in this ritual, leading to an escalating

argument that highlights a clash between traditional customs and modern

beliefs. Bennet finds himself advocating against the priest's demands,

representing a more progressive perspective within the family.
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On the day of the celebration, Bennet takes comfort in the intimate act of

dressing his father’s body for the ceremony. Surrounded by family and

friends, they honor Oba’s legacy through music, dance, and heartfelt

tributes, reflecting on his profound impact on their lives and the community

as a whole.

The emotional yet joyous funeral parade unfolds, but tensions reignite when

it comes time for the dirt-throwing ritual. Bennet, feeling overwhelmed by

the conflict, chooses a different path to express his love for his

father—throwing a rose into the grave, a gesture that symbolizes closure and

family unity.

The ensuing days are filled with festivities, food, and cherished memories of

Oba, allowing Bennet to immerse himself in the vibrancy of his culture

despite the ongoing disputes. Upon his return to America, he reflects on

writing a letter to the pope, questioning the priest’s authority over personal

beliefs and customs.

Ultimately, Bennet navigates the balance between his identity as an Omalu

and his American professional life, synthesizing the lessons he learns from

both worlds. Through this journey, he embraces the richness of his Nigerian

heritage while acknowledging his responsibilities and aspirations in

America.
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