Jodi Brookhart Award Nomination 2021: Blake and Noah Royster

Blake and Noah Royster are energetic passionate boys and have always had a passion for swimming.  As young brothers, they would take lessons together and swim at the YMCA.  Swimming and playing in the water was a joyful time for the boys but they both faced obstacles that threatened the happiness it brought them.  It is with great honor that I have the opportunity to tell  Blake and Noah’s story and why they deserve the Jodi Brookhart Award.

Noah was born with a chronic blood disorder called sickle cell disease, which is an abnormality in the red blood cells that puts him at risk for pain, trouble breathing and much worse complications.  Exposure to cooler temperatures, especially cold pool water, placed Noah at increased risk of having a sickle cell crisis.  A sickle cell crisis can place the child at risk for severe pain, breathing complications and even stroke.  Often these crises lead to the child needing admission to the hospital and moderate to intensive care.  Swimming was extremely important for Noah but every time he stepped in the pool he was at risk of sickle cell complications. Ultimately, the  only cure for sickle cell disease is to undergo a bone marrow transplant which is a complex and dangerous procedure where ones bone marrow is completely replaced by a donors bone marrow.  Like any transplant the donor must be a perfect match for the recipient.  The Royster family, along with the advice of the doctors, had discussed this procedure for years and ultimately decided to see if Noah’s brother Blake was a potential match.  In 2020, they were excited and anxious to hear that Blake was indeed a 100% match for Noah.   

Blake is on the spectrum which complicated the process and involved several experts to ensure he understood the process completely.  Blake was always eager to do anything he could to help his brother Noah. In early 2020, the Royster family was set to proceed with a Bone Marrow Transplant in May of that year.  Then a pandemic occurred and the transplant was delayed until September 2020. 

On September 10th Blake underwent the process of donating his Bone Marrow to Noah.  Noah became very sick as a result of the medications and transplant.  He lost his hair and remained in the hospital for 44 day during the COVID-19 pandemic thus the visitation policy for the hospital was quite strict.  Only one parent could be with Noah at any particular time. Fortunately, Noah was able to overcome all the setbacks and challenges and was discharged home.  Due to the procedure and medications he will have to continue for life he is always at risk of common illnesses and rejecting the new bone marrow he has. 

Noah and Blake began their swimming careers in the developmental program which meant neither was able to swim ½ the length of a 25m pool.  Blake was quickly able to work up to swimming a 50m freestyle heat. He disqualified in the first meet, but succeeded at the next meet.  Now Blake is swimming two events- freestyle and backstroke.  Plus, he has already shaved over a minute off his back stroke!  Noah competed in Developmental for the first meet.  Now, Noah can do two strokes- the freestyle and the backstroke.  His back stroke looks smooth and he took 4 seconds off his freestyle!  They are both excited to swim in the Championships!

Noah’s courage and tenacity allowed him to participate in a sport he loved despite his difficult journey to get where he is today and Blake’s unselfish gift to Noah speaks to his character and the bond both brother’s share. Blake and Noah truly imbody children who uphold and represent the qualifications for the Jodi Brookhart Award.
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