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AUTHORS’ NOTE

This book benefited greatly from the work of people who joined us at different stages of the research. Sabrina Shankman, a reporter for Frontline, the PBS investigative news program, spent nearly a year on the project, conducting numerous interviews and gathering information on everything from the biomechanics of helmet testing to the NFL’s courtship of mommy bloggers. She is a tireless, smart, and resourceful reporter and a wonderful colleague. Her work can be found throughout the book. Kevin Fixler, a recent graduate of the UC Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism and a freelance sportswriter based in Denver, and Maureen Fan, the former Beijing correspondent for the Washington Post, also contributed essential research. We were fortunate to have such outstanding collaborators, each of whom strengthened the book in ways that are visible and others that are not.
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PROLOGUE

BIRD BRAINS

Behold the mighty woodpecker.

On average, it weighs about 2 ounces and can generate up to 1,000 g forces while pecking at tree limbs 12,000 times a day. Yet the woodpecker’s brain remains pristine and unscathed, a fact that has intrigued researchers for decades. Nature essentially has turned the woodpecker into a shock absorber from beak to foot. The bird’s uneven bill deflects much of the impact of its incessant head banging. A third interior eyelid prevents its eyeballs from popping out. The woodpecker’s tongue is one of the most unusual features in nature. It extends from the back of the bird’s mouth and through its right nostril, finally wrapping itself snugly around the entire crown of the head. Chinese researchers who subjected the great spotted woodpecker and the Eurasian hoopoe to super-slow-motion replay and CT scans concluded that the tongue serves as a kind of safety belt for the brain.

In the late 2000s, Julian Bailes displayed a woodpecker skull in a jar on top of his desk in Morgantown, West Virginia. Bailes was a top neurosurgeon and a former team doctor for the Pittsburgh Steelers. He incurred the wrath of the NFL when he joined a small group of researchers who concluded that football was causing brain damage in an alarming number of former players. During a closed-door meeting in 2007 that was attended by the NFL commissioner, Roger Goodell, and 200 team doctors, trainers, and players, a neurologist affiliated with the league had mocked Bailes, rolling his eyes as Bailes showed slides of diseased brain tissue collected from dead players. “I’m a man of science!” the NFL’s neurologist had bellowed, implying that Bailes was not. It was an ugly scene, one of many that took place during those strange years when the National Football League went to war against science.

Every once in a while, someone would ask Bailes about the curious object on his desk. Bailes loved football—he had been an all-state linebacker in Louisiana—and even though the NFL was attacking him, he surrounded himself with artifacts of the sport: a shelf filled with old helmets of the Steelers, Cardinals, Chiefs, and Rams; deflated footballs; a panoramic photo of Pittsburgh’s Three Rivers Stadium, where he once had worked; and a signed photo of the legendary Steelers linebacker Jack Lambert, snarling and toothless. “My whole life was football,” Bailes would say. He would pick up the tiny bird brain from his desk and explain that if only NFL players were built like woodpeckers, none of this would have happened.

September 28, 2002, is one of the most significant dates in the history of American sports. You won’t find it in the record books.

That morning, on a stainless steel autopsy table inside the Allegheny County coroner’s office in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, lay the body of Mike Webster, the legendary center of the Pittsburgh Steelers. He had been stripped to his blue jeans, and his stomach had been injected with embalming fluid. Even in death, Webster looked formidable, with a muscular thickness from head to foot, a body that seemed designed to absorb and mete out punishment. But on closer inspection, it was a body that showed horrific signs of wear. Late in Webster’s life, his personal physician had noticed that the skin on his forehead had become “fixed to his scalp,” a shelf of scar tissue built up over 17 years of pro football. Odd bulges protruded from his back, varicose veins spidered down his legs, and deep cracks ran along the bottoms of his feet. His fingers were thick and crooked like splayed branches. Webster’s ex-wife, peering into his casket, had noticed that his fingers remained curled so that “it looked like he was still holding a football.” Webster was 50 years old when he died, but a lot of people thought he looked 70.

Five years earlier, when Webster was inducted into the Hall of Fame, his old quarterback, Terry Bradshaw, introduced him as “the best center that’s ever played the game, the best to ever put his hands down on a football.” Bradshaw, bald except for a fringe of blond hair, looking like a TV evangelist in his gold Hall of Fame sport coat, gazed up to the gray skies and cried: “One more time, let me put my hands under Mike Webster’s butt!” Webster, looking sheepish and befuddled, bent over in his khakis and hiked the ball to Bradshaw as the crowd roared. That was in 1997. Webster was already a very sick man. How sick, only a few people knew. Steelers fans had heard some of the stories: that Webster was broke and jobless and living in his truck, that his body was falling apart, that he was seeing a psychiatrist. The reality was far worse: Webster, a kind, thoughtful man during his playing days—many imagined he would go on to a successful career in coaching or perhaps broadcasting, like Bradshaw—had been transformed into a completely different person.

Webster had accumulated an arsenal of weapons that included a Sig Sauer P226 semiautomatic pistol, an AR-15 semiautomatic assault rifle, and a .357 Magnum revolver. He talked frequently about killing NFL officials, including Steelers executives and members of the league’s disability board, whom he blamed for his financial troubles. Webster had become addicted to Ritalin, a stimulant normally prescribed to children with attention-deficit disorder, finding that it was the only thing that got him through the day.

Webster, more than anyone, knew how sick he was, and he believed his illness was connected to the game to which he had given his life. Webster once went six seasons without missing a single offensive play; later, when asked by a doctor if he had ever been involved in a car crash, he replied: “Oh, probably about 25,000 times or so.” He read constantly, even during the worst of his illness, and he would pore over literature on head trauma and brain disease, putting exclamation points in the margins and circling terms that he thought applied to him, such as “ice pick headache” and “disinhibition” and “dysfluency.” He wrapped duct tape around his crooked fingers so that he could grasp a pen to write thousands of letters—some ranting and paranoid, some desperate, some incomprehensible—on any scrap of paper he could find. One read:


What Do I do, I am over fucking overwhelmed … what to Do … Have NO way Be able to Help my Kids Everyone other Family Dependents and Keep Them Healthy Safe.… Maybe me worthless piece of crap but can NOT Let That Get to me have to Keep Trying Keep Work at all this but How Do I Do anything Now?



As Webster lay dead inside the coroner’s office that September morning, a silver Mercedes-Benz turned into the back parking lot. A small, dapper forensic pathologist named Bennet Omalu climbed out. It was a mild fall day in Pittsburgh, not yet cold, the start of another football season. Outside the building, TV trucks and reporters had gathered with the news that “Iron Mike” Webster, the indestructible force of four Super Bowl champions, the center of gravity of the Steeler dynasty—“our strength,” Bradshaw had called him—was inside on a slab.

Omalu was on call to perform autopsies that Saturday because he was the most junior pathologist in the office. He had been out clubbing the night before.

“What’s going on?” he asked his colleagues.

“It’s Mike Webster. His body is in there,” one of them whispered.

“Who is Mike Webster?” asked Omalu.

Over the last year or so, people sometimes have asked us: Is ESPN really going to let you write this book?

It is an interesting question. We are employees of the company once known as the Entertainment and Sports Programming Network but now commonly identified by its initials—a media empire that operates seven 24-hour sports channels, a website that attracts more than 37 million unique visitors every month, a radio network of more than 400 stations, and numerous other sports-related enterprises. The centerpiece of ESPN’s empire is its lucrative relationship with the National Football League. The network pays the NFL—and, by extension, its 32 franchises—$1.9 billion per year to broadcast Monday Night Football. That’s $112 million per game, nearly the average budget for the Harry Potter films.

ESPN’s bet on the NFL is based on its own market research, which distinguishes the average sports fan from what the network likes to call “avids”—people who follow their sports regularly and crave information about them the way they crave food. According to ESPN’s internal data, by 2012 there were 85 million NFL avids—more than a quarter of the nation. The network has been able to pinpoint almost the exact moment when pro football permanently surpassed baseball as America’s pastime: the fall of 1994, when, not coincidentally, a seven-month strike wiped out the World Series. In some major cities today, having a pro football team is a higher priority than providing basic services. The city of Oakland and Alameda County, for example, shell out over $30 million each year to support the Raiders; by 2012, Oakland, with one of the worst crime rates in the nation, had cut 200 police officers to save money.

The national obsession with football, which blew right through the recession, has turned the NFL into the richest and most powerful sports league in the nation and a ubiquitous presence in our lives. ESPN’s research has discovered that for the first time, more people prefer watching games on television to attending them. The NFL is broadcast over five networks—including its own—and brings in annual rights fees of $5 billion. In the fall of 2012, 23 of the 25 top-rated shows on TV were NFL games. Once, when the league moved a game from Sunday to Tuesday because of a blizzard, a spokesman predicted that the ratings would be unaffected because the NFL is the “ultimate reality show” and impervious even to acts of God.

The players—the larger-than-life men on whom this $10 billion industry was built—participate in what the historian and former Kansas City Chiefs offensive lineman Michael Oriard has described as “contact ballet.” The violence, of course, has always been a big part of football’s appeal, but it’s cinematic and filtered, almost like a war movie. The destructive force behind the sport was seldom considered. In 2004, a football-loving physicist at the University of Nebraska named Tim Gay set out to calculate the magnitude of a Dick Butkus hit. Applying Newton’s second law of motion, he calculated that Butkus, who played at 245 pounds (about 30 pounds lighter than many linebackers today), generated 1,150 pounds of force when slamming into a running back of approximately the same size. “That’s the weight of a small adult killer whale!” Gay added helpfully. But rarely did fans dwell on the implications for the men on either side of that transaction.

And then, one Saturday morning in 2002, an obscure forensic pathologist cut open Mike Webster’s skull.

That decision—and its consequences, growing by the day—is the subject of this book. There has never been anything like it in the history of sports: a public health crisis that emerged from the playing fields of our twenty-first-century pastime. A small group of research scientists put football under a microscope—literally. What they found was not the obvious, as many people later would claim. We all knew that football was violent and dangerous, that one hit could break your neck or even kill you. No, what the researchers were saying was that the essence of football—the unavoidable head banging that occurs on every play, like a woodpecker jackhammering at a tree—can unleash a cascading series of neurological events that in the end strangles your brain, leaving you unrecognizable.

The researchers who made this discovery—you could count them on one hand—thought NFL executives would embrace their findings, if only to make their product safer. That is not what happened. Instead, the league used its economic, political, and media power to attack pioneering research and try to replace it with its own. Its resources, of course, were considerable. For years, the NFL would co-opt an influential medical journal whose editor in chief was a consultant to the New York Giants. The league used that journal, which some researchers would come to ridicule as “the Journal of No NFL Concussions,” to publish an unprecedented series of papers, several of which were rejected by peer reviewers and editors and later disavowed even by some of their own authors. The papers portrayed NFL players as superhuman and impervious to brain damage. They included such eye-popping assertions as “Professional football players do not sustain frequent repetitive blows to the brain on a regular basis.” The NFL’s flawed research was shaped by a web of conflicting interests. Riddell, the league’s official helmet maker, used the research to create and successfully market a helmet it claimed significantly reduced concussions in children—a claim that triggered an investigation by the Federal Trade Commission, which concluded it was false.

The NFL’s strategy seemed not unlike that of another powerful industry, the tobacco industry, which had responded to its own existential threat by underwriting questionable science through the creation of its own scientific research council and trying to silence anyone who contradicted it. There are many differences, as we shall see, but one is that football’s health crisis featured not millions of anonymous victims but very public figures whose grotesque demises seemed almost impossible to reconcile with their personas. One eight-year NFL veteran would kill himself by drinking antifreeze. Another prominent player would crash his Ford pickup into a tanker truck while leading police on a high-speed chase. Two players, Dave Duerson and Junior Seau, would fire handguns into their chests; Seau, one of the finest linebackers to play the game, used a .357 Magnum that his family didn’t know he owned to shoot himself in a guest room of his beach house filled with the memorabilia of a 20-year career. As the crisis grew, the brains of those famous players became valuable scientific commodities. A macabre race ensued among researchers to harvest and study them—even while the bodies were still warm. Minutes after Seau’s body was carted out of his house, his oldest son, Tyler, began getting calls seeking his father’s brain.

The story is far from over. As this book was being written, nearly 6,000 retired players and their families were suing the league and Riddell for negligence and fraud. Their argument was that the NFL had “propagated its own industry-funded and falsified research” to conceal the link between football and brain damage. One week before the start of the 2013 season, the NFL settled the case — agreeing to pay the players $765 million, plus an expected $200 million in legal fees. The NFL did not admit wrongdoing, but the settlement hardly resolved the question at the core of the league’s concussion crisis: How dangerous is football to one’s brain? Unlike smoking, there was no scientific consensus about the risks of playing football. One neurosurgeon connected to the NFL said children were more likely to sustain a brain injury riding a bike or falling down. Another neurosurgeon, also connected to the league, called for abolishing tackle football entirely for children younger than 14.

The prevalence of chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE)—the name for the insidious disease found in the brains of Seau, Duerson, and the others—is also unknown. The leading expert on the subject is a blond Green Bay Packers fan named Ann McKee, who works out of a redbrick building at the Department of Veterans Affairs outside Boston in an office cluttered with football helmets, bobblehead dolls, and a Packers cheesehead resting atop a plastic heart. In a nearby building, the largest collection of NFL brains is stored in a freezer at –80 degrees Celsius.

By the fall of 2012, McKee had examined the brains of 34 former NFL players. Thirty-three had CTE. We asked her what percentage of NFL players probably had it.

The following exchange ensued:


   McKee: I don’t think everybody has it, but I think it’s going to be a shockingly high percentage.

   Question: If you believe that there is a shockingly high number of football players who are bound to suffer from it, how can we even justify having people play professional football?

   McKee: Well, I think, you know … how come I just don’t say, “Let’s ban football immediately”?

   Question: Yeah.

   McKee: I think I would lose my audience.



That brings us back to the question: What’s in it for ESPN to support this book? Why would the network that stages the rough equivalent of a Harry Potter movie every week let us dig into a subject that examines the darkest underside of the network’s biggest product.

ESPN—itself worth an estimated $40 billion—subsists on sports information, any sports information, much the way the Wall Street Journal and CNBC subsist on financial information. “The value of the NFL to us is the ubiquity of the sport across all our platforms all the time,” John Skipper, now ESPN’s president, explained to the New York Times when asked about the staggering contract in 2011. “It’s just stupendous for us. It’s daily product—we don’t have a day without the NFL.”

From its modest beginnings, journalism has been part of ESPN’s DNA. We work out of a cubbyhole of the empire, an investigative reporting unit with the unusual mandate to investigate the very products that ESPN is selling. It is, in many respects, a journalistic minefield. But for a network that traffics in sports information, one piece of sports information is in particularly high demand these days: Is football killing its players?

Do we really want to know?

[image: ]

“You mean that guy who was on TV?” Bennet Omalu asked his colleagues as he arrived at the coroner’s office.

Omalu had seen the reports of Webster’s death, the stories about his life unraveling over the final few years. Omalu didn’t think much about it. He had never attended a football game. He found the sport brutal and strange, “extraterrestrials running around a large field and tackling one another, sometimes in a ferocious manner.”

Omalu himself was something of an alien. At that moment, his visa had lapsed, and he was in the process of renewing it to stay in the United States. He was a small man, about 5-feet-6 and black, with a voice that went up several octaves when he was excited, which was often, and a perfectly round head, like a 16-inch softball. Omalu had been born in the middle of Nigeria’s civil war in the short-lived secessionist nation of Biafra. He came to the United States in 1994 and immediately began collecting degrees. He obtained his medical license in Indiana and Pennsylvania (later he would add California and Hawaii); an MBA; a master’s degree in public health; and board certifications in anatomic pathology, clinical pathology, forensic pathology, neuropathology, and medical management.

Omalu’s specialty was the science of death.

A deeply spiritual man, he believed, in fact, that he could talk to the dead. Before dissecting his subjects—murder victims, people who had died of unknown or suspicious causes—he carried on internal conversations with the people laid out before him, imploring the dead to help him figure out what had caused their demise.

Now he talked to Webster.

“Mike, you need to help me. I know there’s something wrong, but you need to help me tell the world what happened to you.”

Omalu used a scalpel to make a Y-shaped incision along the length of Webster’s torso. He peeled back Webster’s abdomen, which was thick and taut from the embalming fluid. He removed Webster’s rib cage with a small oscillating saw. He inspected the internal organs in situ and then removed them one by one. He weighed the organs—the liver, the pancreas, the heart—on a scale and then sliced them into pieces on a plastic cutting board before placing them in jars.

The assistant then propped up the back of Webster’s head on a rubber tee. She made incisions across the scalp and over the ears. She pushed the rough skin of Webster’s forehead over his eyes and pulled back his scalp to reveal the top of his head. To see the skull exposed is to understand the preciousness of its contents, the brain’s utter indispensability to who we are. The brain sits inside a quarter-inch-thick vault of bony plates, in a bath of cerebrospinal fluid. It is not easy to remove. The autopsy suite filled with the high-pitched whine of the circular saw as bone dust rose from Webster’s head.

For all the punishment Webster’s body had absorbed, his brain looked normal. It had no visible bruises or aneurysms within its soft gray folds. In its natural state, the brain is almost gelatinous; to examine it further would require soaking it for weeks in a tub of formaldehyde and water, a process known as fixing. The process stiffens the brain until it can be sliced like pound cake and then shaved into slivers to be viewed under a microscope.

But that wouldn’t be necessary here. The official cause of Webster’s death was “acute myocardial infarction”—a heart attack. The assistant began to gather Webster’s brain with his other organs, to be placed back inside his body.

Omalu paused. The death certificate had noted somewhat mysteriously that Webster suffered from “depression secondary to postconcussion syndrome.” Omalu thought about the reports he had seen on television that morning about Webster’s erratic behavior. He thought about a previous patient, a battered woman whose autopsy had shown signs of brain disease. “It was a decision that you just make in the spur of the moment,” he later would say.

“Fix the brain,” he ordered.

The assistant balked. Webster’s brain was normal, wasn’t it? He had died of a heart attack.

“Fix the brain,” Omalu said, this time more firmly.



PART ONE

DISCOVERY




1

THE NUTCRACER

On Monday morning, July 15, 1974, Mike Webster took the field for the first time as a Pittsburgh Steeler. It was the opening day of training camp. Not the official opening—that had taken place the day before, with routine meetings, room assignments, and the distribution of playbooks and equipment. This was the real opening of camp, when Chuck Noll and his coaching staff would toss out “the raw meat to find who’s hungriest.” Thousands of fans made the pilgrimage out to Saint Vincent College in Latrobe, Pennsylvania, about an hour east of Pittsburgh. The cars snaked down Route 30 and parked in a cornfield, the faithful walking the last mile to the tiny Benedictine school.

They had turned out not only for practice but for one particular drill, a bloody annual rite so notorious that it had two names. Noll, always bland and officious, used its more decorous name: the Oklahoma drill, said to derive from its origins at the University of Oklahoma under Bud Wilkinson. But others had a more descriptive name that seemed closer to its essence: the Nutcracker. Its champions included Vince Lombardi, who viewed it as nothing less than a test of manhood. The players dreaded it. Future generations would look back and cringe at the ritual, almost a form of human cockfighting, thinking about the inevitable toll, but at the time it was a staple for all teams at all levels, as much a sign that football was back as the turning of the leaves.

The rules of the Nutcracker were basic: An offensive player lined up against a defensive player. They stood between two tackling dummies set three yards apart, creating a gauntlet. A quarterback and a running back lined up behind the offensive player. At the whistle, the quarterback handed the ball to the running back, who followed the blocker and tried to get past the defender. But the quarterback and the running back were essentially props. The Nutcracker was about the collision, two opposing forces coming together, rams knocking heads. It was about setting a tone. New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick believed the Nutcracker answered some of football’s most fundamental questions: “Who is a man? Who’s tough? Who’s going to hit somebody?”

Noll turned it into a public spectacle. The fans, watching from a hill, cheered it on like a blood sport, a modern-day gladiatorial battle. The players joined in, forming a ring around the pit and roaring their allegiances—offense or defense. The assistant coaches were ringleaders, selecting the players for combat. At one point in the 1970s, the Steelers had two coaches, Rollie Dotsch, on offense, and George Perles, on defense, who were both Michigan State grads. Perles in particular “was out of his fucking mind, and they would whip the players into a frenzy,” said Stan Savran, a veteran Pittsburgh broadcaster. The two coaches, themselves in a lather, sometimes came to blows, and “even though you thought it was probably fake, you were so into the emotion of it,” said Jon Kolb, the longtime Steelers tackle. “I mean, you’re talking about guys with an inordinate amount of testosterone.” Art Rooney Jr., the team’s scouting director, said the Nutcracker was about “huffing, puffing, bleeding, farting.” Once, as the team was about to run the drill, he asked a Steelers assistant, “Is this guy tough?” “Tough?” the coach replied. “He’s a fighter, a fucker, a wild horseback rider.”

Webster, the Steelers’ fifth-round draft pick, found himself paired off against another rookie, linebacker Jack Lambert, who had been drafted in the second round. Few, if any, would have bet on Webster. Lambert was tall and lean, 215 pounds, fairly light for a linebacker. He had played at a midlevel school, Kent State, arriving one year after the protest shootings, when there was some doubt whether football, President Nixon’s sport, would even survive on campus. But he was quick, tough, and smart—an intimidator and a trash-talker. “You think I’m mean, you should see Lambert,” Joe Greene would later say. “He’s so mean he doesn’t even like himself.” Lambert literally had fangs: He had lost four upper teeth playing high school basketball and would remove his bridge for football, enhancing his image of menace. Lambert’s legend at Kent State included a story in which the star quarterback broke a team rule and would have to miss a game unless he accepted his punishment: running, rolling, and then crawling 100 times across the length of the field. The quarterback initially balked.

“Look, asshole,” Lambert told him. “Do the drill. I’ll do it with you. It may be tough, but not as tough as it’s going to be if you don’t do it or don’t finish it. Because I’ll kill you.”

Upon being drafted by the Steelers, Lambert informed reporters, “I get satisfaction out of hitting a guy and seeing him lay there for a while.” He confidently predicted that he would find a regular spot on a team that already had two All-Pro linebackers: Andy Russell and Jack Ham. Phil Musick, then the beat writer for the Pittsburgh Press, was already referring to Lambert as the Nureyev of linebackers.

Webster, in contrast, was small and slow, an obscure farm kid from the northernmost edge of the country. Rooney, the scouting director, had fallen in love with Webster’s game films from Wisconsin, but even he had to admit that Webster was a reach—even as a fifth-rounder. The sense was that he might hook on as a special-teams player. The Steelers had begun to experiment with a computer for scouting, and the message the computer spit out was clear: You can’t win a championship with a center as small and as slow as Mike Webster. Musick was less effusive about the Steelers’ fifth-round pick than he’d been about Lambert: “In the fifth round they got a center—Wisconsin’s Mike Webster—which they need primarily to snap the ball in training camp.” Webster himself knew the odds. He had told his new wife to stay behind in Madison in case he didn’t make the team.

It was a clear day, the temperature climbing toward the mid-eighties; back then, the punishing camp began in the middle of the sweltering summer and lasted all the way till fall. Webster squatted low. Lambert, a few feet away, bent down in a three-point stance. There was the whistle and then the explosion: Webster blasting his helmet into Lambert’s chest and head, his stumpy legs churning and churning, driving Lambert first up and then back—all the way into the ground, some recalled. The crowd roared and the offense roared, and the running back easily slid past. Lambert was beaten, “tattooed,” as Musick put it. They ran the play back with the same outcome: Jack Lambert destroyed. The whole thing had taken a few seconds, but it was a brief glimpse into the Steelers’ future. The Nutcracker was a drill that rewarded leverage and technique and relentlessness. It was mano a mano, a test of brute strength and sheer will, the same battle that takes place at the line of scrimmage on every down. Lambert, of course, was a future Hall of Famer, one of the best linebackers the game would produce, but his speed and agility were of little use to him here. He was in Webster’s territory.

For years to come, it was always the same matchup when the Steelers opened camp: Lambert versus Webster. “I don’t remember Lambert ever making a tackle, not in the seven years I was there,” said Robin Cole, a linebacker who joined the team a few years later. “He was at a disadvantage. It really wasn’t fair.”

Jack Lambert didn’t know—would never really know—the true nature of the force that had hit him.

The story of escape—from poverty, from persecution, from violence—is timeless in American sports. But rarely has the urge to escape—and the fear of being sent back—so completely shaped an athlete as it did Mike Webster. Few Steelers would know the full extent of it, but Jon Kolb, one of Webster’s best friends, got a glimpse one morning while they were driving to practice at Three Rivers Stadium. Webster and Kolb were part of the Steelers’ Bible study group, and as they drove, Webster began to reflect on the “depravity” of his childhood, his shattered family, his relationship with God. Kolb would spend years with Webster on and off the field, but he never forgot the emotion of the moment, during which Webster quoted 1 Timothy 1:15: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.”

“We were coming down Interstate 79 and heading north toward the stadium and just coming down that hill before you get to the exit; I remember exactly where we were because it was so impactful,” Kolb recalled. “There were two things that he was talking about. One, how grateful he was for God’s love. But the other thing is how he really saw himself.”

Years later, after examining Webster, a West Virginia clinical psychologist would write: “He indicated that he essentially had no childhood.” That wasn’t completely true. Later, Webster would recount many fond memories of sports, of hunting and fishing with his siblings and his friends, of working on his family’s potato farm, but it was a reflection of how Webster saw himself and the long road he had traveled. Asked what drove his son so maniacally to succeed, Bill Webster said, “I don’t know; maybe he just wanted to get away from it all.”

Webster was born in 1952 in Tomahawk, Wisconsin, in the heart of the Northwoods, a tourist destination on the Wisconsin River where people hunt quail and deer and fish for musky, walleye, and largemouth bass. He was the second of five children: three boys and two girls. His parents met at a local bar called Tower Hill and soon afterward eloped to Michigan. “We had five kids before we even knew what was causing them,” said Bill.

For a child, it could have been idyllic. Webster was raised on a farm situated in an enchanted forest of sweet-smelling timber and folklore. The name of his high school football team was the Hodags, a mythical horned creature said to roam the Northwoods. But the reality of Webster’s early life was chaos, poverty, and shame. Bill Webster was a potato farmer and a local hell-raiser, a harsh disciplinarian who was quick to anger, quick to grab a belt to punish his kids. Mike Webster later told his son Colin that his father had beaten him “with sticks, switches, belts until he was black and blue.” Bill Webster’s own family history was riddled with turmoil and mental illness, including a brother who committed suicide. Webster’s mother had mental illness on her side of the family and eventually would have a nervous breakdown. A doctor later reported that among Webster’s four siblings, “all have had manic depressive illnesses, one requiring shock therapy and one who has had several suicide attempts.” His youngest brother, Joey, would spend much of his life in prison for a variety of crimes; in 1978, Webster’s fourth year in the NFL, Joey was convicted in Michigan on charges of bank robbery and illegal possession of firearms and sent to federal prison for 15 years.

Webster later told doctors that both of his parents were alcoholics. “My mom used to get scared and take off running with us five kids,” said Reid Webster, Mike’s older brother by a year, who also battled depression.

When she and her husband fought, Betty Webster would take her five kids to a motel or to her mother’s house or the neighbors’ houses until the storm had passed. Betty and Bill divorced in 1962, when Mike was 10. Both of his parents would remarry twice.

When Mike and Reid were old enough for high school, the two boys returned to their dad’s potato farm to live with him, his new wife, and her two children. The farm, about four miles square, was in Harshaw, an unincorporated hamlet of scattered farms and dilapidated houses. On weekends and in the summers, Mike and Reid worked with their dad. They drove the tractor, sprayed the potatoes with pesticides, irrigated the soil, and harvested the potato crop in the fall. Mike and Reid would each grab one end of the 100-pound potato sacks and heave them onto trucks. By the time he reached high school, Mike could easily lift the bags by himself.

The Websters had a small black-and-white television, and when Mike was little, he announced to his father that he intended to play for the Green Bay Packers; he only needed to get big and strong. From that moment, sports became Mike’s main outlet. When he and his brother finished their chores, they often played one-on-one tackle football in a hay field. As the boys grew older, the games got rougher. One afternoon before Mike’s freshman year at Rhinelander High School, Reid chopped his younger brother at the knees. Mike flipped over backward and broke his wrist in two places. He had intended to play football that year, but his season was over before it started.

A few weeks later, Mike was standing on the grass in his cast, staring out at the football field. One of the players, Billy Makris, was running late for practice when he noticed Webster, stocky and blond, about 5-feet-10, big for a freshman.

“You playing football?” Makris asked.

“I can’t. I broke my arm,” Webster said.

It was just a fleeting image: a teenager staring longingly at an empty football field. But Makris never forgot it: “The sadness in his eyes, that’s the best way to explain it, sadness in his eyes that he wasn’t playing.” Makris and Webster became best friends. Football, Makris believed, was Webster’s refuge from his gothic childhood, almost a matter of survival.

Once Webster healed, he poured all his energy into training. To his coaches and teammates, it became clear that he was different. More than dedication, there was a kind of desperation in the way he prepared, as if he feared that the slightest letdown would lead to failure. By then, Bill Webster, already living on the margins, had moved from potato farming into a business digging for water wells. That meant more back-breaking labor for his sons, who at times were required to lift a 200-pound steel casing, slide it over the drill bar, lock it in place, and drive the casing into the earth.

Webster’s only consolation was that he was able to salvage parts from the well business and use them for his training. An old piece of pipe became a weight bar. Water buckets were filled up and used as weights. Webster’s weight bench was a piece of plywood resting atop two cinder blocks. By his senior year, he was lifting twice a day and wearing out the dirt roads around Bill’s property.

Mike was turning himself into a small truck. It wasn’t that he was so tall or imposing—6 feet, just over 200 pounds at the time of his graduation. But he was chiseled, fairly bulging out of his skin. He had large hands, “like a St. Bernard pup,” said Makris. He wasn’t yet an elite athlete, but what stood out was his intensity—his refusal to quit. Another injury like the one that had put him out his freshman year became unthinkable. When Webster broke his arm again, he had it fitted with an inflatable cast. Makris watched in awe as Webster blew up the cast on the sideline like a pool toy, then took his broken arm back out onto the field.

Webster was recruited to play at the University of Wisconsin. It was there that he began his transformation into “Iron Mike,” the force so familiar to a generation of football fans. He anchored the Badgers’ offensive line and became even more obsessive about his training. On the field, Webster adopted the habit of sprinting out of the huddle. At first, his teammates thought he was showboating, but they soon realized it was part of the same relentless package.

By his senior year, Webster was team captain and the best center in the Big Ten. He also got married. His new wife, Pam, worked in the Badgers’ ticket office. Her upbringing was everything Webster’s was not. She had grown up in Lodi, a small town 25 miles north of Madison, in a stable family of seven brothers and sisters. Her father drove the school bus that shuttled local sports teams to their games and worked in the heating and sheet-metal business. Her mother was a nurse. Her family led a typical Wisconsin life: “hunting, brats, and the Packers.”

Pam found Mike strangely endearing. He was socially awkward and could barely dress himself, his shirts mismatched and ill fitting. Even his sense of humor seemed slightly off; he meant well but was prone to saying and doing the wrong thing. But unlike other athletes she had been around, he was a gentle soul, polite and soft-spoken, and seemed entirely unimpressed with himself. “Mike had just a really kind heart,” she said. He didn’t tell her much about his family, but she sensed he was the caretaker for not only his brothers and his sisters but also his mother.

“I think there was a part of him that seemed wounded to me—like his soul—that just reached out to me,” she said.

Webster was part of perhaps the greatest single draft by a team in NFL history. In 1974, the Steelers took USC wide receiver Lynn Swann in the first round, Lambert in the second, Alabama A&M receiver John Stallworth in the fourth, and Webster in the fifth. All four were future Hall of Famers. Between 1969, Noll’s first season as head coach, and 1974, the Steelers drafted 11 Hall of Famers, the foundation of one of the NFL’s great dynasties.

Webster was the biggest long shot of them all. There were those like Rooney Jr., the scouting director and son of the Steelers’ patriarch, who admired Webster. At the Senior Bowl that year, Webster had manhandled a big Tennessee State middle linebacker named Waymond Bryant, whom the Bears took with the fourth overall pick. The more film the Steelers watched, the more they were intrigued. “You gotta see this Webster,” Dick Haley, the team’s director of player personnel, told Rooney. “He hits like Rocky Marciano.” Webster’s technique seemed flawless: He had a knack for smashing his head like a sledgehammer underneath an opposing lineman’s chin, then controlling the bigger man by using his leverage. He had surprisingly quick feet, stuffing one oncoming pass rusher and then gliding over to pick up another.

But there was the lingering issue of his size. He was listed at 6 feet, 2½ inches, 225 pounds, but no one believed that. He was—maybe—6-feet-1, 215. Some people had thought Webster wouldn’t be drafted at all and the Steelers could pick him up as a free agent.

Webster did make the team, benefiting from a players strike that allowed him to get a long look from the Steelers coaches. He played mostly as a backup to Ray Mansfield, a beloved veteran center known as “the Old Ranger.” Webster’s rookie year culminated with the Steelers winning the first Super Bowl in the team’s history.

As they packed up for the year, Ralph Berlin, the team’s longtime trainer, ran into Webster and asked him what he had planned for the off-season.

“I’m gonna go home and get bigger,” Webster told him. “You can’t play in this league where I am.”

When Webster returned the next season, Berlin was stunned. Webster now weighed between 250 and 260 pounds, he recalled.

By then, Webster’s dedication to his training had become so maniacal that in hindsight, his closest friends wondered if it wasn’t a sign of insecurity so profound that it was almost a sickness. On most days, Webster could be found in the basement of a Pittsburgh steak house, the Red Bull Inn in McMurray, a suburb south of the city. Jon Kolb had gotten to know the manager, a power-lifting fanatic named Lou Curinga, who had turned the restaurant’s boiler room into a gym. It was a lifter’s dungeon, windowless and stifling, the air thick with the smell of sweat and athletic tape. Kolb recruited Webster and several other Steelers into what he called the 500 Club—players who could bench-press 500 pounds. The Red Bull Inn became Webster’s second home, so central to his life that he and Pam moved closer to McMurray to cut down on his “commute.”

Webster often brought his training home with him. In the winter, he would head out into the knee-deep snow with a barbell behind his head and do lunges. When the snow thawed, he put on shoulder pads and a helmet and hammered against a blocking sled he kept in his yard. Craig Wolfley, a Steelers offensive lineman, pulled up at Webster’s house early one morning to find Webster “in a helmet, shoulder pads, and spikes, pushing a sled across the front yard. Six-thirty in the morning! I said, ‘Webby, do you know how crazy this looks?’ ” Wolfley joked that Webster should hook up the blocking sled to a lawn mower to kill two birds with one stone. Webster pounded his blocking sled so often, it carved a trench in the yard. Sometimes his youngest son, Garrett, hopped on for the ride.

Webster’s training regimen included anabolic steroids. Decades later, this would still be a matter of debate in some circles, but the evidence was conclusive. Most notable was Webster’s own admission: At least two reports in his lengthy medical file contain references to steroids. In 1993, less than three years after Webster retired, a Pittsburgh doctor reported: “He took anabolic steroids for a very short time when he was in his twenties.” Another report in 1993, based on a doctor’s conversation with Webster, asserted that he “only rarely experimented with steroid use” during his playing career. Those reports contradicted Webster’s repeated public denials and almost certainly understated the extent of steroid use.

Webster’s involvement with performance-enhancing drugs coincided with their emergence in the NFL, which didn’t officially ban steroids until 1983. At least two of Webster’s teammates, running back Rocky Bleier and guard Steve Courson, later admitted using steroids while they were legal. Courson, who was killed in 2005 when a tree fell on him while he was cutting it down, asserted “unequivocally” in his 1991 autobiography, False Glory: Steelers and Steroids, that 75 percent of his teammates on the offensive line used steroids. Bleier, in an interview, said he also saw Webster take amphetamines before and during games and wondered if his drug use later affected him. “I mean, the question with Mike has always been, the effect of steroidal use on his body—did this have an effect or not—and then taking amphetamines during the game,” Bleier said. “It was all legal stuff at the time, but there was still a stigma.”

In truth, Webster stopped at nothing to transform himself from a high school lineman playing in the obscurity of the Wisconsin Northwoods into perhaps the finest center in history. He ingested something called spirulina—a blue-green algae taken by humans but also used as a feed supplement in the fish and poultry industries. He took desiccated liver tablets, brewer’s yeast, royal honey. Colin said his father toted around a bag containing some 20 different pills. One of the side effects of this amalgam of pills and potions was flatulence, which was known to firebomb the Steelers’ huddle. “Webby, was that you?” Terry Bradshaw would shout at his center.

By 1976, Webster was nearly 270 pounds. He had increased his body weight by roughly 25 percent, almost all of it muscle.

By 1980, he was literally the strongest man in the game. That year, CBS staged a made-for-TV event called “The Strongest Man in Football.” Eight of the game’s giants met for a weight-lifting showdown inside Auburn’s Memorial Coliseum. The Red Bull Inn tandem dominated the event. Webster, listed at 267 pounds, edged out Kolb for the $10,000 first prize. Webster opened the competition by lifting 275 pounds over his head 12 times, struggling only at the finish. He clinched his victory in the bench press, pumping 350 pounds 15 times—over 2½ tons in one set. Kolb could muster only 11.

Webster “had arms like legs,” Steve Courson would say, “and legs like people.”

Between 1974 and 1980, the period in which the Steelers won four Super Bowls, Webster appeared in every game. To his teammates and his close friends, he was always “Webby,” a nickname that seemed to fit his good-natured personality. Webster was slightly goofy, a bit of an odd duck, a locker room prankster. He left mousetraps in his teammates’ lockers and rigged weights so that they stuck to the floor. During one Steelers blowout, Bradshaw walked up to the line, reached under the center, and then jumped back in horror. Webby had slit open his pants, and when Bradshaw reached down, he found himself holding his center’s balls.

Webster was a conspiracy theorist who liked to regale teammates with a weekly news summary they called “Webby’s Gloom and Doom Report.” “Anything that was crazy, like the guy that got killed at the Indianapolis 500 when the tire went flying up 43 rows, that would freak him out,” said his close friend the tackle Tunch Ilkin. A John Wayne fanatic, Webster wore cowboy boots and jeans to formal dinners and recited dialogue from McLintock! (“I’ve got a touch of hangover, bureaucrat. Don’t push me.”) on the field while the Steelers stretched.

To fans, Webster was simply Iron Mike. As much as superstars like Bradshaw, Lambert, Lynn Swann, Franco Harris, and Mean Joe Greene would come to define the Steelers of the 1970s, no player better represented the synergy between the city and the team.

Part of it was the times. As the steel industry collapsed, Pittsburgh was being depopulated, going from the twelfth largest city in the country to the thirtieth. An estimated 30,000 steelworkers were laid off. But Webster was indestructible. “If you wanted to see a guy who represented the city of Pittsburgh, with no fancy frills, where people just go to work and do your job, that was Mike,” said Bob Stage, who for years piloted the Steelers’ plane and became close with Webster. Fans hung a sign over the mezzanine at Three Rivers; it depicted a bulging biceps with Webster’s number, 52.

In fact, Webster was as terrified of losing his job as everyone else in the city. “Obviously he was tough, but as I got to know Mike more and more, I realized how scared he was,” said Stage. “It didn’t matter if he was All-Pro every year. That was never a comfort to Mike. He was such a gentleman, such a nice person, but at the height of his career, I felt that he never really enjoyed his success.” In Pittsburgh, Webster built the stable family life he had never had as a child. He and Pam had four children: two boys and two girls. They lived in a gray-and-white two-story colonial outside the city. In the morning, the kids clambered out of bed to the smell of their father’s freshly baked bread. “He was like a big superhero,” said his daughter Brooke, the oldest of his children, “and I was a daddy’s girl.” One winter, Daddy came back from the Pro Bowl bearing pineapples and grass skirts and held a luau for her second-grade class. Yet Pam agreed that her husband was never totally happy. “That was so sad for me,” she said. “You know, he just never felt like happy down to your toes.”

Asked what motivated Webster, one of his former teammates replied: “Total fear.”

By 1978, Webster was the best center in the NFL. From that year forward, he would make the Pro Bowl eight straight seasons. If off the field he was a bit awkward, on the field Webster was totally in his element. Before the snap, the center is responsible for making the line calls, adjusting blocking assignments in response to the configuration of the defense. Webster was a master, barking out audibles, some of them decoys, assuming the role of the Steelers’ field general. He studied game films endlessly—he often took them home—and came to know the Steelers’ offense so well that he sometimes overruled Bradshaw in the huddle. “Ultimately he became the leader to the extent that he would call the plays,” said Bleier. “Bradshaw would just say, ‘Okay.’ ”

Webster was low to the ground, and he used that to his advantage. As the center, he often drew the gnarliest blocking assignments, the biggest and baddest linemen and linebackers. In the 3–4 defense (three down linemen) he was head up on nose tackles sometimes 50 pounds heavier. In the 4–3, he was responsible for taking on the middle linebacker. Gerry Sullivan, a former Cleveland center, recalled watching film of Webster taking on Oilers nose tackle Curley Culp, a former college wrestling champion and future Hall of Famer. Sullivan was astounded: Webster wasn’t just blocking Curley Culp. He was uprooting him. “To me, the physics of it weren’t even possible, you know?” Sullivan said. The Browns ran the film over and over, mesmerized. “You could hear a pin drop as we watched him do it like four times in a row. I don’t know how he did what he did. He was just a force of nature.”

One of Webster’s greatest assets was his head. He used it as a battering ram, smashing it into his opponent as he exploded off the line. To stop Webster, nose tackles and linebackers tried to neutralize his head. Harry Carson, the great New York Giants linebacker, came into the NFL when Webster was in his prime. He found that his best strategy often was to bludgeon Webster as he fired off the line. “When I would explode into Mike, it was power against power,” Carson said. “I would hit him in the face. That’s what we were taught: to hit a guy right in the face so hard that they’re dazed and stunned.” Sullivan, who stayed friends with Webster for years, began to notice that a thick layer of scar tissue had formed on his forehead at the exact spot where he thrust his helmet into opposing linemen. Sullivan was jealous. It was a sign Webster was executing his block—play after play. “I was kind of disappointed that my forehead wasn’t, um, disfigured,” Sullivan said.

It wasn’t just the games that had hardened Webster’s head. Many Steelers considered the games a break from their normal reality. “We were a collision football team,” said Kolb. Years later, through collective bargaining, NFL players were able to cut down on contact during practice significantly, but not then. During training camp, the Steelers pounded one another for six weeks, often twice a day. During the season, Wednesdays and Thursdays were full-on contact. Friday brought goal-line drills—the teamwide equivalent of the Nutcracker. With the ball on the 2-yard line, the first-team offense cracked heads with the first-team defense over and over. It was one of Noll’s favorite drills.

Gerry “Moon” Mullins, who played alongside Webster for six years, thought that the players had been programmed to ignore the pain caused by the continuous violence. “They’d drag you back to the huddle: ‘Shake it off, man. We need your ass out here,’ ” he said. “Nobody knew any different. That’s just sort of the way you were, sort of like the GIs when they bring in young kids and they program them: ‘Rush that pillbox, that machine gun that’s blazing out there!’ Nobody in their right mind would do that.”

Pam Webster said her husband often came home with searing headaches that he attributed to his job. When the headaches occurred, Webster would retreat to the bedroom and lie alone in the dark for hours.

If the Steelers’ medical staff was aware of this condition, it was not recorded: Hundreds of pages of medical files accumulated over Webster’s 15 years with the Steelers contain exactly two references to head injuries. One, dated December 19, 1982, Webster’s eighth year in the NFL, indicated that he passed out after a game in Cleveland after experiencing weakness and dizziness. “He gives no history of head trauma,” says the report, which attributes the blackout to low blood sugar. Webster, after his career ended, would tell one of his doctors that he absorbed several hard hits to the head in that game.

The only other reference to a head injury was on November 3, 1988: “Hit in the head during practice—complains of intermittent dizziness. No other symptoms or complaints. No nausea or headache.”

The nearly blank record is not surprising. Webster rarely acknowledged his injuries, much less reported them.

There was a certain perverseness about it: The inner strength and mortal fear that drove Webster, lifting him to success beyond his wildest dreams, was pushing him to play even in the most extreme circumstances. The more he achieved, the more he pushed. Stage, the Steelers’ pilot, dropped by practice one Saturday to see Webster and was told he had been admitted to the hospital. The week before, Webster had lowered his head to make a block on a screen pass and had injured his neck badly. After the game, he took an injection for the pain and had an allergic reaction, according to Stage. Webster was admitted to Pittsburgh’s Passavant Hospital and told he would be unable to play that Sunday.

When Stage went to visit him, he found Webster in traction with a high fever and a lump the size of a baseball on his neck. Webster confirmed that he would not be playing the next day and asked if Stage would mind swinging by with a couple of cans of snuff.

Stage showed up as promised, but Webster was gone. He had checked himself out and taken a cab to Three Rivers, where he played the entire game. No one attempted to dissuade him. On the contrary, when Webster walked through the door, Ron Blackledge, the offensive line coach, “about started crying,” Ilkin recalled.

During one six-year stretch, Webster never missed a snap—a streak of 5,871 consecutive offensive plays. That did not include long snaps on punts, field goals, and extra points or the snaps he made in preseason and postseason games. When the streak finally ended in 1986 because of a “very badly dislocated elbow,” Webster estimated that dating back to his sophomore year of high school, he had played in 300 out of 300 of his teams’ games. He figured he had participated in 890 out of some 900 practices in the NFL.

As Webster was reaching the end of his career, the Steelers drafted a young running back. His name was Merril Hoge, and he had grown up in Pocatello, Idaho. Hoge was drafted in the tenth round, the 261st overall pick. His exposure to the Steelers and the NFL had come almost entirely through television. To Hoge, like most fans, the Pittsburgh Steelers were giants who roamed the earth. When he walked into the huddle for the first time, it was like walking onto a movie set.

And then, suddenly, Hoge found himself face-to-face with Mike Webster.

Hoge loved to hunt, and he thought that seeing Webster in his natural habitat was like being startled by some fantastic animal out in the wild. He was majestic. He had an aura. That guy’s been around, Hoge thought. That guy knows. He looked at Webster’s helmet. The rubber was partially scraped off the face mask, exposing the metal underneath. There were cracks and deep divots in the plastic shell, “like a bear had attacked it.” Webster certainly could have obtained a new helmet. He didn’t want one.

Hoge was Webster’s roommate that season. It was like “rooming with your dad,” he said, only more intimidating: “I mean, I was scared to death.” He came to understand the many ways Iron Mike was driven to succeed and survive, his toughness and the underlying vulnerability. Webster lived by one central tenet: Never come off the field. During one game, the Steelers were getting blown out in Phoenix, 31–7 in the fourth quarter. Noll pulled all his starters, but Webster refused to leave.

As the offense huddled up, Webster turned to Hoge and said, “We’re gonna take the ball and we’re gonna shove it down their throats. You got me?”

“You talk about inspired, I mean, I had a rocket in my ass,” Hoge said.

The drive ended with Hoge catching a 12-yard pass in the end zone.

In Webster, Hoge came to see the totality of a football life.

He’s the epitome of the NFL, Hoge thought. Nobody was as tough as that dude. Nobody.

The Steelers effectively cut Webster after the 1988 season, allowing him to become a free agent. He was devastated, having believed the team would keep him on as a player-coach. He announced his retirement and then took a job in Kansas City as a coach, but soon he was playing for the Chiefs. He lasted another two seasons. The end finally came in 1990. The Chiefs had a center of the future, Tim Grunhard, but he was struggling that year. Grunhard’s father had died of cancer, and Tim was playing with a cast on his hand because of a dislocated thumb. One Sunday against the Broncos, head coach Marty Schottenheimer replaced him with Webster.

Grunhard was humiliated; he feared his career was over before it started. Then he felt a tap on his shoulder. He looked up to see Webster stripping off his gear.

“What are you doing?” Schottenheimer said.

“You gotta put this guy in,” Webster told him. “I’m not playing anymore.”

Grunhard never forgot the gesture. He played 11 years in the NFL.

“It was the turning point of my career,” he said.

As for Webster, he was done. He was 38 years old. That year, he had played with three broken ribs, a fractured right heel that never properly mended, and bulging discs in his back that his kids could see when they splashed around in the pool.

On a medical form that Webster filled out during his last season, he was asked whether he had neck pain, such as frequent stiffness, motion limitation, and so on.

“No,” he replied.

Then, in the comments section, he added, “JUST ON MONDAYS.”

Some years later, Noll would mention to one of Webster’s doctors that there were times in the locker room when he would look over and see his powerful center, his offensive captain, the epitome of the NFL, with his head buried in his hands, seemingly in a daze.

Webster had built a 3,000-square-foot home in Kansas City for his retirement, a monument to everything he had achieved: a successful career, a stable family life, escape from the turmoil of the Northwoods. The house had its own phone booth so Brooke could carry on her teenage conversations in private. There was a pool down the street. “It was like he wanted to make our dreams come true,” said Pam.

At first, that was exactly what it looked like: a beautiful dream. Pam loved Kansas City. So did the kids. But they began to notice changes in Mike, almost imperceptible at first but growing more noticeable during his final years in Pittsburgh and Kansas City and now impossible to ignore. Before, Mike rarely raised his voice; now his temper was short. He became easily distracted and forgetful. He was often lethargic and indecisive. Where Webster once had approached his work with unrelenting focus, now “he couldn’t decide what to have for breakfast,” Pam said.

Webster soon became obsessed with the failings of the monument he had created. “He was angry at that house,” said Pam. “It got built, and then he found fault with everything.” Minor leaks or a problem with the tile sent him into a rage. He thought the contractor was out to screw him. Without warning, seemingly, the Websters had financial problems. Mike had led Pam to believe they were set for life, but now they were having trouble making the house payments. She couldn’t understand why.

Pam was at a loss for why it was happening or what to do. She worried it might have something to do with her or the kids. As Mike’s behavior grew more erratic, Pam began to think that her husband was rapidly being replaced with another person who occupied the same body.
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