
By Barry Kaye
Ten years ago today, Corben

Brooks ran on to the field to take
his position as outside linebacker
for the Mt. Shasta Bears high
school football team. He was 17
years old, stood six feet tall and
weighed 205 pounds. It was the
third day of school.

On the third play from scrim-
mage the opposing quarterback
for the Yreka Miners identified
Brooks as the “Leo” linebacker,
meaning that was the left side of
the defense. He had good reason
to be wary.

Brooks blitzed on the play,
forcing the quarterback to get rid
of the ball by throwing a short
pass into the flat. Brooks spun
around, chased down the ball
carrier, and made what was later
described as a “textbook tackle.”
It would be the last play he
would ever make.

“I remember being on my
back and I couldn’t move my
arms or stand up,” he said.
“That’s when I started realizing
something was wrong.”

As is common at high school
football games, an ambulance
was on standby past the home
team end zone. The injured
player was taken to Mercy Med-
ical Center less than five minutes
away. 

When Brooks arrived at the
hospital he was taped to a hard-
back gurney and still in his uni-
form. He wore number 35 – the
same number his dad and uncle
had worn. Everyone was hoping
it was just a “stinger.”

The attending physician in the
ER that day was Dr. Tom Morris.
He immediately suspected an in-
jury to the C-5 vertebrae.

“I was very concerned,” Mor-
ris said. “For such a complete
neurological deficit to occur so
abruptly suggests an injury that
people are going to be dealing
with for the rest of their lives.”

In a small town of 3,500 peo-
ple, the news traveled quickly.

Corben’s mother, Ronna, re-
members arriving at the hospi-
tal. She still had no idea about
the seriousness of her son’s in-
jury. When she found out her
heart sank.

“I was ignorant about it. I
didn’t know,” she said. “I
thought when you broke your
neck you died.”

That same evening Brooks
was airlifted to Redding where
he underwent a successful,
seven-hour surgery to stabilize
his spinal column. He was in in-
tensive care for a week.

Signs of support

The long journey back from a
devastating sports injury comes
fraught with emotional and phys-
ical challenges, according to Gus
Ostrum, executive director of the
Adam Taliaferro Foundation.

Taliaferro was a cornerback
for Penn State who was para-
lyzed while making a tackle in
2000. He is now a U.S. Con-
gressman.

“The emotional part of it is
just huge,” Ostrum said. “It is a
difficult thing to deal with.”

He added that the single
biggest boost an injured athlete
can receive is support. Finances
become an instant challenge.
Dealing with insurance compa-
nies can be draining. Medical
miles driven are an endless
odometer. 

Brooks was unable to eat on
his own. The first time he tried,
he stabbed himself in the fore-
head with a fork. So Ronna took
over the duties for the first six
months.

“Quite often it (recovery) is a
very long and slow process,” Os-
trum said. “But their lives, their
careers are not over.”

For Brooks, the support from
his family, the local community

and complete strangers was over-
whelming. People were, and still
are, naturally drawn to him. 

Get well signs appeared
everywhere. Employees at a
local bank wore his jersey num-
ber every Friday during football
season. Magnets were made. T-
shirts were sold. A lot of pizza
was consumed during fundrais-
ers.

“I saw the signs. I had pictures
coming in on my phone all the
time,” Brooks said. “Random
people coming by that we didn’t
even know. It was phenomenal.”

His friends visited regularly
while he was in the hospital, first
for three months at Santa Clara
Valley Medical Center and then
later at Shriner’s Hospital in
Sacramento. He was home by
Christmas.

Learning to Live 

By January, Brooks was back
at school three days a week. He
was already taking advanced
placement courses in Physics,
Statistics and Literature before

the accident and needed only to
complete two more classes to
graduate.

Ray Huston, a retired teacher
and former coach, would stop by
once a week to help Brooks
study. That could mean anything
from turning pages in a textbook
to serving as an advocate with
the school district.

“Mom and Dad never let him
feel sorry for himself,” Huston
said. “The last thing they were
going to do is accept things as
final.”

Brooks’ father, Kevin, has
been with him every step of the
way, including riding in the am-
bulance the day he got hurt. The
rest of his family, including two
brothers and a sister, stepped up
as well. Nobody saw it as a bur-
den.

“He had some serious peer
support,” Huston added. “A cou-
ple of his best friends really
helped him out a lot.”

When he wasn’t in school
Brooks spent almost every wak-
ing moment trying to get better.

A C-5 injury is particularly
challenging because it affects
people from the shoulders down.

“He just had to learn to use his
body in a totally different way,”
said Lisa Pigoni, a physical ther-
apist who worked with Brooks
starting about six months after
his accident.

“With transfers in and out of a
wheelchair he had to rely on
muscle function, momentum and
compensatory strategies,” she
said. “That takes practice. It
takes skill training … and confi-
dence”

Pigoni said working with
Brooks was both challenging and
rewarding. She said athletes un-
derstand the amount of hard
work that is involved in order to
achieve certain goals. 

“He showed up every day
with a smile on his face with
complete dedication and matu-
rity,” she said. “He never once
said, Why me?”
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TEN YEARS LATER: 
Corben Brooks can’t wait for the future

Corben Brooks says he is thrilled to be home in Mount Shasta and beginning work at the hospital that
saved his life 10 years ago.  BY BARRY KAYE

Above, Corben Brooks at Santa Clara Valley Medical Center with his
father Kevin, one month after Corben was injured while playing football
at Mount Shasta High School 10 years ago. Below, Corben with 
parents Kevin and Ronna the day he graduated from the University of
Southern California.  FAMILY PHOTOS

(Continued on A13)


