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SPORTS FEATURE

Through

Westminster athlete’s illness leads to self discovery
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By Justin Zackal

Saturday morning at about 9:30 and his phone rings. Of course, it’s mom.

“You need to get to the hospital,” she tells him. “There’s something wrong with your X-ray.”

Sleeping in after the semester’s first full week of classes and basketball conditioning, 
Bobby Glass didn’t give it much thought. The previous night he was coaxed by his mother 
to the emergency room and, of course, they said the soreness in his chest was likely a pulled 
muscle. He was given ibuprofen and sent home. It was probably nothing.
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The next day the doctors 
at Jameson Hospital in New 
Castle found something:  an 
aneurysm, an abnormal bal-
looning of an artery caused 
by disease or a weakening 
of the vessel wall. Glass was 
snoozing in his off-campus 
apartment a few miles up the 
road at Westminster College. 
He had an aneurysm in his 
aorta that could –– no, make 
that, should –– have ruptured already. It was that big.

Not wanting to panic anyone, the doctors asked Richard and 
Bobette Glass to delicately phone their son –– without explaining 
that at any moment blood could stop going to his heart and he 
could die within minutes –– and have him come to the hospital 
where he’d find an ambulance that would rush him to UPMC 
Presbyterian Hospital in Pittsburgh.  

An hour had gone by, so his mother called back. 

“We are all down here. Where are you?”

That’s right, Bobby overslept his own ride in an ambulance.

❖ ❖ ❖

Like most kids entering college, Bobby Glass didn’t know 
what he wanted to do with his life. His father was a business-
man, so he thought “Why not major in business?” He liked 
playing basketball. His family liked watching him play basket-
ball. His grandfather, stricken with muscle cancer for 26 years 
before passing away two years ago, watched all his games at 
Neshannock High School in New Castle from his wheelchair in 
the corner of the gym.

Richard Glass’ one wish was just to walk his son across the 
court on Senior Day when he finished his career as a college 
basketball player. But Glass’ family was supportive when he de-
cided to quit the team in the middle of his sophomore season 
and leave Grove City College because it wasn’t the right fit. 

Then, when Glass enrolled at Westminster and started con-
ditioning with the basketball team, his father’s wish seemed 
more attainable.

❖ ❖ ❖

“The first thing I thought about when they said surgery 
was basketball,” says Glass, recalling the conversation with 
Dr. Daniel Pellegrini. Many athletes came back from open 
heart surgeries as early as four-to-six weeks. But when the 
ultrasound and electrocardiogram (EKG) indicated that Bobby 

also would need a valve replace-
ment, well then, playing basket-
ball would be out of the question. 
Pellegrini had never heard of an 
athlete coming back from a valve 
replacement.

The night before his surgery, 
his third night in the hospital 
since the ambulance ride, Glass 
responded to another wake-up 
call, this one on the first try. He 

asked the doctor what his chances were. Pellegrini said “70/30” 
and he wasn’t talking about playing basketball again. He was 
referring to the odds of surviving the surgery.

“That, I struggled with,” says Glass, as if measuring his words 
with the whites of his eyes. “You’re not used to hearing that. I’m 
not going to be a tough guy about it. I was scared.”

“Right before the surgery 
you start thinking about what’s 

important. You think about 
family and friends and things 

you can do differently.”
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After two “good” days of sitting in a hospital bed, Glass de-
cided that he no longer wanted to major in business. 

The next day, the surgery was a success. The day was Septem-
ber 12, 2006.

❖ ❖ ❖

Two years and five months later, the Westminster Titans are 
playing at Bethany (W.Va.) in the semifinal round of the Presi-
dents’ Athletic Conference (PAC) Tournament. Outside it’s warm 
for late February, warm enough to go short-sleeved for the first 
time in 2009. Inside the West Virginia gym it’s a pressure cooker, 
with a stubborn thermostat that thinks it’s freezing and stubborn 
fans who think it’s Duke v. North Carolina.

Glass is shuffling around the perimeter of Westminster’s back-
court trying to find his shot. After a rimmed out 3-pointer, Glass 
gets back on defense. If he loses his cool at all, the slightest sign 
is him slapping his shooting hand against his off hand. 

This is where Bobby Glass thrives. This is his favorite class-
room.  

“I loved it,” Glass says. “I love being on a team. I don’t know 
how many times in the huddle that I told the guys I loved them 
before the game. You win together, you lose together, you learn 
together.”

❖ ❖ ❖

Coming back from open heart surgery wasn’t easy. Glass tried 
coming back just 14 months after his surgery wearing a protec-
tive vest under his jersey. His 2007-08 season ended after he 
toiled through four measly games, mostly with him throwing up 
in the locker room at halftime because of dizziness and fatigue 
from his low blood pressure.

 
“At that point I’m thinking, ‘This is it for good. I tried and it 

didn’t work. Just graduate. It’s just basketball.’”

Not until after the season did Glass think about coming back 
again.  

“You don’t know what you have until it’s gone,” he reasoned. 
“I didn’t know how much I loved playing the game until I couldn’t 
play anymore.”

❖ ❖ ❖

Glass lost so much since surgery. There were the 40 pounds 
he lost. He ached twice as much than any of his teammates after 
games. The speed of the game had surpassed him. He lacked 
consistency. He would score 12 points one game and three the 
next. Glass made up for it by practicing in the gym and studying 
game film, mostly when no one was looking. 

Glass played in every 
game his senior year. 
After scoring a career-
high 19 points in a mid-
season loss at Waynes-
burg, he ducked into an 
auxiliary gym that was 
spinning like a carousel 
to no one but him. Hid-
ing his condition, he sat 
in the corner while his 
parents brought him 
Gatorade. He aver-
aged over 10 points per 
game for the rest of the 
season. 

❖ ❖ ❖

Glass gained so much since surgery. 

“I was one of the most immature 21-year-olds you’d ever meet,” 
he says now. “Now I don’t let things get to me as much because, 
you know, they don’t really matter. The things you deal with on a 
day-to-day basis won’t matter in a week.”

Glass also realized after surgery another true love:  working 
with kids. He changed his major to elementary education and 
during the season he was student-teaching fourth-graders at 
Sharpsville before going to practice each day.

“I take things more seriously in some aspects and not as seri-
ously in some other aspects,” Glass adds. “It means a lot more to 
be playing again, but then it’s just a game. I learned a lot from my 
emotions. Just a whole new perspective.”

❖ ❖ ❖

Westminster lost that game at Bethany, 71-67. The Titans 
missed four 3-pointers, one of which was a Glass misfire, on their 
season-ending possession. That warm, unseasonable breeze met 
the team at the door as the idling bus waited to take the Titans 
home. Glass appeared nothing like a defeated and now former 
college basketball player. He boarded the bus, probably to tell the 
team he loved them one more time, then stepped off.

Glass was riding home with his parents. Already thinking 
about how to stay awake for the 30 fourth-graders the next morn-
ing, he plops down in the back seat of the car.

“You made it,” his dad says, smiling into the rearview mirror.

Justin Zackal is the sports information director at Westminster 
College.
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