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RALPH WENZEL, FORMER NFL PLAYER AND HUSBAND OF SLI BOARD 

MEMBER ELEANOR PERFETTO, DEAD AT 69 

 

Ralph Wenzel had been suffering from dementia for more than a decade; inspired Dr. 

Perfetto to become a leading advocate for retired NFL players 

 

(BOSTON) – The Sports Legacy Institute (SLI) is saddened to announce the death of former NFL player 

Ralph Wenzel at the age of 69. Mr. Wenzel was the husband of Dr. Eleanor Perfetto, a member of the SLI 

board of directors since 2007, and has been her inspiration for becoming a leading advocate for retired 

National Football League players, as well as all athletes at risk for brain trauma and brain disease. Wenzel 

had been suffering from dementia for more than 10 years, and for the last five and half years had resided in 

an assisted living facility near Annapolis, Maryland.  

 

Dr. Perfetto, an epidemiologist and senior director in federal government relations at Pfizer, has believed 

his dementia was caused by Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE), a degenerative brain disease linked 

to brain trauma. Dr. Perfetto has donated his brain to the Boston University Center for the Study of 

Traumatic Encephalopathy (BU CSTE) to make a definitive diagnosis, as well as to accelerate the quest for 

a way to diagnose CTE in living people and to develop an effective treatment. The BU CSTE is a 

partnership between SLI, Boston University and the Bedford Veterans Administration Medical Center. 

 

Born in San Mateo, Calif., Ralph Wenzel graduated from San Diego State University and was an offensive 

guard for the Pittsburgh Steelers and San Diego Chargers from 1966 to 1973. After his football career, 

Ralph became a high school teacher as well as a football coach, where he was beloved by his students. 

When his former players heard about his dementia diagnosis, they set up a trust fund and website so 

former players could keep track of Ralph and share stories. When in his early 50s, Wenzel began showing 

signs of mild cognitive impairment and he rapidly descended into full-blown dementia. He passed away in 

his sleep June 18.  

 

Dr. Perfetto said, “Ralph was a wonderful man and a wonderful husband. Unfortunately our life together 

was cut short prematurely by what I believe are the consequences of the brain trauma he suffered playing 

football. While Ralph was healthy, his life was full of love and laughter. After his brain began to fail him, 

he suffered greatly, and watching his decline was difficult for everyone that cared about him. I hope one of 

legacies Ralph leaves will be to teach us to reform sports to spare another generation of great men from 

this suffering as well as sparing their wives and families.” 
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A private memorial service is planned for this weekend.  In lieu of flowers, Dr. Perfetto asks that donations 

be made to the Sports Legacy Institute, PO Box 181225, Boston, MA 02118 or online at 

www.SportsLegacy.org.  

 

------------------------------------------------------ 

 

The mission of Sports Legacy Institute (SLI) is to advance the study, treatment and prevention of the 

effects of brain trauma in athletes and other at-risk groups. SLI was founded in 2007 in Boston, 

Massachusetts by Christopher Nowinski and Dr. Robert Cantu in reaction to new medical research 

indicating brain trauma in sports had become a public health crisis. To learn more about SLI 

educational programs, consulting, policy recommendations, and research, visit www.sportslegacy.org.  
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