
E. LATUNDE ODEKU: THE FIRST AFRICAN-AMERICAN
NEUROSURGEON TRAINED IN THE UNITED STATES

THE ADVANCES OF the Civil Rights movement in the mid-20th century and the suc-
cess of the first African-American neurosurgeons trained at the Montreal Neurological
Institute have led to a number of African-Americans receiving neurosurgery training
within the United States. Unfortunately, the details regarding the first African-American
neurosurgeon trained in the United States, E. Latunde Odeku, have largely remained
in obscurity.

Born on June 29, 1927 in Lagos, Nigeria, Dr. Odeku received his M.D. from the
Howard University College of Medicine in 1954. He spent the next year at the University
of Michigan under the tutelage of Edgar A. Kahn, chief of neurosurgery, and was impres-
sive enough to be offered a residency position. From 1956 to 1960, he trained under Dr.
Kahn at the University of Michigan. In 1961, he returned to Howard as a member of the
neurosurgery faculty, during which time he became the second African-American to
be certified by the American Board of Neurological Surgery. Although he received mul-
tiple job offers in the United States, he chose to return to Nigeria where he worked tire-
lessly, providing excellent neurosurgical care and discipleship until his death in 1974.

The diligence and intelligence of E. Latunde Odeku, M.D., F.A.C.S., enabled him to
become the first African-American neurosurgeon trained in the United States. A truly global
pioneer, his selfless service in America and Nigeria opened the door for people from each
country to enhance the field of neurosurgery.
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The opportunities afforded by the advances of the Civil
Rights movement in the mid-20th century along with
the success of the first African-American neurosurgeons

trained at the Montreal Neurological Institute have led to a
number of African-Americans becoming physicians and
receiving neurosurgery training within the United States,
including prominent figures such as Keith L. Black, M.D.,
Nelson M. Oyesiku, M.D., Ph.D., F.A.C.S., and Benjamin S.
Carson, Sr., M.D. (5, 8, 9). A key pioneer in opening the doors
of opportunity presently available to African-Americans in
the field of neurosurgery is E. Latunde Odeku, M.D.,
F.A.C.S., the first African-American to receive neurosurgery
training in the United States (1, 5). Unfortunately, the details
surrounding his life, medical training, and career have
largely remained in obscurity. To address this void, the
authors detail Dr. Odeku’s impact in this report. Information
was gathered from a comprehensive review of pertinent
modern and historical records spanning the past century, in
both print and electronic form.

Biography
E. Latunde Odeku, M.D., F.A.C.S., (Fig. 1) was born on June

29, 1927 in Lagos, Nigeria (1–2). During his preliminary educa-
tion at Methodist Boys High School in Lagos, Dr. Odeku
demonstrated phenomenal aptitude. In 1945, he passed the
London Matriculation Examination as a high school student,
scoring higher than many of his teachers who took the exami-
nation during that same year (3). He finished high school with
the highest marks in biology, chemistry, English, geography,
and history. Because of the doors opened as a result of his
excellence, he was able to emigrate to the United States in 1947,
matriculating at Howard University in Washington, D.C. to
receive his undergraduate education (1, 3). Majoring in zoology,
he received his Bachelor of Science degree in 1950, graduating
summa cum laude as the valedictorian of his class (1, 6). He sub-
sequently matriculated at the Howard University College of
Medicine on an academic scholarship, receiving his M.D. in
1954 as a member of the Kappa Pi Honorary Medical Society,
an award granted to the top 10% of Howard University’s med-



ical school students, and finishing third in his medical school
class (1, 2, 3, 6).

From July 1954 through June 1955, he spent a year as an
intern at the University of Michigan under the direction of Dr.
Edgar A. Kahn, the chairman of neurosurgery (3, 6). His per-
formance was so outstanding that Dr. Kahn promised him a
neurosurgery residency position at Michigan whenever he
desired (3, 6). After spending the following year in Nigeria as
a medical officer at the Lagos General Hospital, he returned to
the United States and trained under Dr. Kahn from 1956 to
1960, and, according to Dr. Kahn, finishing his training in an
“outstanding manner” (1, 2, 3, 6).

After his residency, he spent the next year at Walter Reed
Medical Center in Washington, D.C., training in neuropathol-
ogy under Dr. Webb Haymaker. He spent the following year
studying pediatric neurosurgery at the Children’s Hospital of
Philadelphia under Dr. Eugene Spitz, creator of the famous
Spitz-Holter valve for treating hydrocephalus (3, 4). In the fall
of 1961, he returned to Howard as an appointed Instructor of
Neuroanatomy and Neurosurgery at the College of Medicine
(3, 5). While serving on the faculty at Howard, he became the
second African-American to be certified by the American Board
of Neurological Surgery, passing the examination “with flying
colors” on November 16, 8 years after Dr. Clarence S. Greene,
Sr. became the first African-American board-certified neuro-
surgeon (1, 5, 6, 9).

During this time, Dr. Odeku was offered at least two excel-
lent academic neurosurgery faculty positions in the United
States; however, he chose to turn them down to return to
Nigeria in 1962 at great monetary and personal sacrifice (6).
Heavily recruited by medical schools in both Ibadan and
Lagos, Dr. Odeku came to the University of Ibadan in 1962 as

the first neurosurgeon of West Africa, bringing with him
many expensive neurosurgical instruments he had purchased
at great personal expense (1, 3, 6). His first patient, referred to
him by the chairman of Department of Surgery on October 23,
1962, was a 12-year-old boy with a brain tumor. Dr. Odeku’s
successful resection of the tumor, which was witnessed by
the general surgery chairman, marked the genesis of the neu-
rosurgical unit in Ibadan (3). The next year, Dr. Odeku was
appointed as senior faculty and became a fellow of the
American College of Surgeons (1). His continuous devotion to
patient care along with his disciplined and highly developed
surgical conscience made him a legend, appropriately estab-
lishing him as the Father of Neurosurgery in Black Africa,
and overcoming the deep-seated British-indoctrinated preju-
dice in Nigeria against American education (1, 3, 7). Two
years later, in 1965, Dr. Kahn came to the University of Ibadan
for several weeks to join Dr. Odeku in performing a number
of neurosurgical operations and lectures and invited him to
contribute a chapter to the textbook entitled Correlative
Neurosurgery (3). During this year, Dr. Odeku was appointed
as a full professor; from 1968 to 1971, he served as the head of
the Department of Surgery and the Dean of the University of
Ibadan College of Medicine at the faculty’s request (1, 6). His
tireless and pioneering efforts led to the founding of the
National and West African Postgraduate Medical Colleges
and the initiation of the swearing-in ceremony and com-
mencement address at the University of Ibadan College of
Medicine, two traditions presently performed in all Nigerian
medical schools (3). Known as a legendary teacher and clini-
cian, with the ability to quickly ascertain essentials in diagno-
sis, he inspired and brought hope to many through his selfless
provision of neurosurgical care (1). Not satisfied with his
excellence in these areas, he also made a multitude of contri-
butions to the neurosurgical literature, publishing 61 articles
in peer-reviewed journals over a 12-year span (Table 1).

Unfortunately, Dr. Odeku died at the age of 47 on August
20, 1974 from diabetic complications, leaving many of his
ideas unfulfilled; yet, during his last days, he never lost his
good humor or his gift of lively conversation (1, 3, 6). The
extreme humility and humanity he demonstrated throughout
his life won him many friends and admirers in American and
Nigeria, and made the void created by his passing all the
greater (1). As Dr. Kahn himself noted, “It is difficult in this
country to assess the loss of such a man to a developing
country like Nigeria” (6). His example enlightened many in
Nigeria regarding the field of neurosurgery and inspired sev-
eral physicians into pursuing neurosurgery as a career, most
famously Dr. Oyesiku. As a graduate of the University of
Ibadan College of Medicine just 5 years after the passing of
Dr. Odeku, Dr. Oyesiku went on to complete neurosurgery
training at Emory University. He currently serves as
Professor and Vice-Chair of the Department of Neurological
Surgery at Emory University, and, in October 2004, he
became the first African-American president of the Congress
of Neurological Surgeons.
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FIGURE 1. Photograph of E. Latunde Odeku, M.D., F.A.C.S., the first
African-American neurosurgeon trained in the United States and the Father
of Neurosurgery in Black Africa. Courtesy of the American Board of
Neurological Surgery.
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TABLE 1. Contributions of E. Latunde Odeku to the neurosurgical literature during his time providing neurosurgical care in Nigeria

Odeku EL, Mainwaring AR: Unusual aneurysmal bone cyst: A case report. J Neurosurg 22:172–176, 1965.
Odeku EL: Beginnings of neurosurgery at the University of Ibadan, Nigeria. West Afr Med J 14:85–98, 1965.
Odeku EL, Janota I: Dandy-Walker-Taggart “syndrome.” West Afr Med J 14:137–144, 1965.
Odeku EL: The effects on muscle tonus and strength of lesions of the macaque corticospinal tracts at spinal cord levels. Univ Mich Med Cent J 31:234–239, 1965.
Kinnear TW, Janota I, Odeku EL: Multiple cerebrospinal axis neurilemmomas coexisting with meningiomas. (A case report). West Afr Med J 15:10–16, 1966.
Odeku EL, Schneider RC: Cervical spondylosis with neurologic deficit. Mich Med 65:533–541, 1966.
Dada TO, Odeku EL: Epilepsy in the Nigerian patient. West Afr Med J 15:153–163, 1966.
Odeku EL, Janota I: Intracranial masses—Ibadan. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 16:31–42, 1967.
Odeku EL, Grant IH, Ekop AC: Congenital malformations of the cerebrospinal axis seen in Western Nigeria. The spinal meningoceles. Int Surg 47:580–596, 1967.
Odeku EL: Congenital malformations of the cerebrospinal axis seen in western Nigeria. The African child with “encephalocele.” Int Surg 48:52–62, 1967.
Odeku EL, Ransome-Kuti O, Elam HP: Aneurysm of the great vein of Galen complicated by chronic subdural abscess. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 16:109–113, 1967.
Odeku EL, Ikeme AC: Electrocardiographic changes in Nigerian Africans during fractional pneumoencephalography. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 16:207–212, 1967.
Braband H, Odeku EL, Janota I: Intracranial and spinal symptoms in Burkitt’s tumor [in German]. Fortschr Geb Rontgenstr Nuklearmed 108:177–184, 1968.
Odeku EL: Intracranial vascular anomalies in Nigerians. J Natl Med Assoc 60:173–180, 1968.
Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL, Luzzato L: Congenital pain asymbolia and auditory imperception. J Neurol Neurosurg Psychiatry 31:291–296, 1968.
Sinnette C, Odeku EL: Rubinstein-Taybi syndrome. The first case in an African child and the first case recognized at birth. Clin Pediatr (Phila) 7:488–492, 1968.
Odeku EL, Lucas AO, Richard DR: Intramedullary spinal cord schistosomiasis: Case report. J Neurosurg 29:418–423, 1968.
Odeku EL, Osuntokun BO: The clinical neurology of Burkitt’s neoplasm. A preliminary evaluation based on 105 cases. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 17:263–267, 1968.
Martinson FD, Odeku EL: The problem of unilateral proptosis in Nigeria. Int Surg 51:20–29, 1969.
Adeloye A, Osuntokin BO, Odeku EL: Insanity and tumours. Br Med J 1:54–55, 1969.
Odeku EL, Martinson FD, Akinosi JO: Craniofacial fibrous dysplasia in Nigerian Africans. Int Surg 51:170–182, 1969.
Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL: Psychotic behaviour resulting from persistent pneumocephalus. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 18:13–16, 1969.
Odeku EL, Adcock KJ: Neonatal hydrocephalus due to intracerebellar hematoma. Int Surg 51:302–307, 1969.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: Metastatic neoplasms of the brain in Nigeria. Br J Cancer 23:340–348, 1969.
Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL, Adeloye RB: Non-embolic ischaemic cerebrovascular disease in Nigerians. J Neurol Sci 9:361–388, 1969.
Odeku EL, Adelove A: Cerebral tuberculomas in Nigerian patients. Trop Geogr Med 21:293–304, 1969.
Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL, Adeloye RB: Cerebrovascular accidents in Nigerians: A study of 348 patients. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 18:160–173, 1969.
Dada TO, Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL: Epidemiological aspects of epilepsy in Nigeria; A study of 639 patients. Dis Nerv Syst 30:807–813, 1969.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: The nervous system in sickle cell disease. Afr J Med Sci 1:33–48, 1970.
Adeloye A, Latunde Odeku E: Missile head injury in Nigeria. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 19:41–45, 1970.
Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL: Epilepsy in Nigerians. Study of 522 patients. Trop Geogr Med 22:3–19, 1970.
Adeloye A, Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL: Spontaneous subarachnoid haemorrhage in Nigerians. Trop Geogr Med 22:20–29, 1970.
Adeloye A, Anomah Ngu V, Latunde Odeku E: Traumatic aneurysm of the first portion of the right vertebral artery. Br J Surg 57:312–314, 1970.
Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL: Epilepsy in Ibadan, Nigeria. A study of 522 cases. Afr J Med Sci 1:185–200, 1970.
Odeku EL, Adeloye A: A case of human pseudo-tail. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 19:115–116, 1970.
Adeloye A, Singh SP, Odeku EL: Stridor, myelomeningocele, and hydrocephalus in a child. Arch Neurol 23:271–273, 1970.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: The pattern of road traffic accidents seen at the University College Hospital, Ibadan, Nigeria. A preliminary study. West Afr Med J Niger

Pract 19:153–157, 1970.
Adeloye A, Ogbeide MI, Odeku EL: Massive intracranial hemorrhage in sickle cell anemia. Neurology 20:1165–1170, 1970.
Odeku EL, Adeloye A, Osuntokun BO: Non-tuberculous intraspinal canal masses in Ibadan. Afr J Med Sci 2:37–48, 1971.
Odeku EL: Perspectives in neurosurgery. Clin Neurosurg 18:41–61, 1971.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: Epilepsy after missile wounds of the head. J Neurol Neurosurg Psychiatry 34:98–103, 1971.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: Congenital subgaleal cysts over the anterior fontanelle in Nigerians. Arch Dis Child 46:95–98, 1971.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: A syndrome characteristic of tangential bullet wounds of the vertex of the skull. J Neurosurg 34:155–158, 1971.
Adeloye A, Familusi JB, Alabi GO, Latunde Odeku E: Stevens-Johnson syndrome following anticonvulsant therapy in penetrating head injury. Ghana Med J 10:56–59, 1971.
Odeku EL, Richard DR: Peculiarities of spinal trauma in Nigeria. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 20:211–225, 1971.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: The radiology of missile head wounds. Clin Radiol 22:312–320, 1971.
Adeloye A, Kolawole TM, Odeku EL: Myelography in the diagnosis and prognosis of brachial plexus injuries. West Afr Med J Niger Pract 20:280–284, 1971.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: Congenital malformations of the central nervous system in Nigeria. West Afr Med J Niger Med Dent Pract 21:73–77, 1972.
Adeloye A, Osuntokun BO, Hendrickse JP, Odeku EL: The neurology of metastatic chorion carcinoma of the uterus. J Neurol Sci 16:315–329, 1972.
Odeku EL, Osuntokun BO, Adeloye A, Williams AO: Tumors of the brain and its coverings. An African series. Int Surg 57:798–801, 1972.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL: Carotid cerebral angiography at Ibadan, Nigeria. West Afr Med J Niger Med Dent Pract 22:7–14, 1973.
Odeku EL, Osunkoya BO, Adeloye A, Williams AO: Neoplasms of the sella turcica region in Ibadan, Nigeria. Afr J Med Sci 4:127–136, 1973.
Osuntokun BO, Osuntokun O, Adeloye A, Odeku EL: Primary neuro-ophthalmological presentation of Burkitt’s lymphoma. Afr J Med Sci 4:111–117, 1973.
Odeku EL, Adeloye A, Osuntokun BO: The neurological picture of Burkitt’s lymphoma in Ibadan. Afr J Med Sci 4:119–126, 1973.
Odeku EL, Adeloye A, Osuntokun BO, Williams AO: Intracranial tumour pattern in Ibadan, Nigeria. Afr J Med Sci 4:137–141, 1973.
Odeku EL, Adeloye A: Cranial meningiomas in the Nigerian African. Afr J Med Sci 4:275–287, 1973.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL. Subgaleal hematoma in head injuries. Int Surg 60:263–265, 1975.
Odeku EL, Adeloye A, Williams AO, Osuntokun BO: Tumours within the spinal column. Afr J Med Med Sci 5:23–25, 1976.
Adeloye A, Osuntokun BO, Odeku EL, de V Hendrickse JP: The neurology of metastatic chorion carcinoma. Afr J Med Med Sci 5:27–30, 1976.
Odeku EL, Adeloye A: Gliomas of the brain among Nigerians. Afr J Med Med Sci 5:31–33, 1976.
Adeloye A, Odeku EL, Williams AO: Metastatic tumours of the brain and its enveloping structures in Ibadan, Nigeria. Afr J Med Med Sci 5:181–184, 1976.



CONCLUSION
The diligence and intelligence of E. Latunde Odeku, M.D.,

F.A.C.S., enabled him to overcome incredible odds and
become the second African-American board-certified neuro-
surgeon and the first trained in the United States (University
of Michigan). A truly global pioneer, his selfless service in
America and Nigeria opened the door for people from both
countries to enhance the field of neurosurgery. His tireless
provision of neurosurgical care and discipleship is a worthy
example for all physicians to emulate.
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COMMENTS

Professor Odeku was an inspiration to many, including me. He was
a pioneer and a brilliant, hard-working, personable man of con-

science. I take particular pride in the fact that he was the first African-
American neurosurgeon trained in the United States and that we have
similar roots; we were both born in the same town in Western Nigeria.
Secondly, he was Professor of Neurosurgery and Dean of the Medical
School at the University of Ibadan, Nigeria, which I attended. He was
not just “a first;” he was also an outstanding medical student, resi-
dent, and neurosurgeon, as attested by his exceptional academic record
and performance during his tenure. His reputation is still the stuff of
legend, even today, 30 years after his untimely death. This testament is
well-deserved and should inspire generations to come.

Nelson M. Oyesiku
Atlanta, Georgia

The authors present a concise and well written biographical note on
the first African-American neurosurgeon trained in the United

States. Of particular note is his choice to return to Nigeria despite
being offered not one but two academic positions in the United States.
In his short lifetime, his legendary career established him as the
“Father of neurosurgery in Black Africa,” based on his neurosurgical
practice, skills, teaching, and prolific contributions to the neurosurgi-
cal literature. In Africa, his achievements raised the influence and
stature of American neurosurgical training compared with traditional
British training.

Lycurgus M. Davey
New Haven, Connecticut

This is an informative and inspiring article about an obscure but
significant pioneer in the field of neurosurgery. I remember seeing

a portrait of Dr. Odeku hanging on the wall in the neurosurgery
department at the University of Michigan when I was a medical stu-
dent there. It was clear that he had been greatly admired. He had died
just the year before I did my first neurosurgery rotation as a third year
student. Perhaps even greater than his surgical and intellectual talents
was his humanity. He bypassed a comfortable living in the United
States to bring state-of-the-art medicine and enormous self esteem to
countless people in Nigeria and throughout the African continent. I
think we can all be very proud to have such a man as a member of
our profession.

Benjamin S. Carson
Baltimore, Maryland
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