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Tony Filiis Remembered

ractitioner and philanthropist
PTony Filippis, who success-

fully fought for the rights of
the disabled and others in need, died
in January of this year.

For anyone who knew or had
heard of Anthony “Tony” Filip-
pis Sr., whether a friend, col-
league, patient, relative or one
of the thousands of people who
benefited from his extraordinary
courage and generosity, the death
of this humble man earlier this
year was a loss. More than the
loss, however, was a deeply felt
admiration and gratitude for his
fortunately long and remarkably
accomplished life.

The beginnings

Most anyone having anything
to do with people with disabilities
likely knows the fascinating story
of Tony Filippis. It began on a day
in April 1929, when the then 13-
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year-old Filippis fell from a train

while on his way to go swimming with
friends. Somehow, his feet got injured
beyond repair from hitting the tracks.
Unable to save his legs, doctors ampu-
tated both legs below the knees.

From an early age, Filippis had a fierce
love of all kinds of sports. This passion
would serve him well later on as a power-
ful advocate for people with disabilities.
As a young man, he experienced discrimi-
nation because of his limb loss. He would
get hired at various places and as soon as
they found out his legs were missing, they
would fire him.

Providence

One day, Filippis went to his prosthe-
tist, the late Carl Wright, and talked to
Wright about his distressing experiences
in the world of employment, or unem-
ployment, as was the case for him. As
providence had it, Wright offered Filip-
pis an apprentice position. Ten years
later, they formed their own company,
Wright & Filippis. Today, the company,
headquartered in Rochester Hills, Mich.,
has 30 facilities throughout Michigan and
the Midwest.

Powerful advocate

Since the mid 1940s, Filippis
had been a constant and tireless ad-
vocate for people with disabilities,
often through various sports activi-
ties and programs. Not only did he
develop such programs as swim-
ming, boxing (he also trained ama-
teur fighters), bowling, baseball,
golf and more, he also participated
in them. He won several gold med-
als when he was in his 80s. Filippis
not only helped people with disabil-
ities, but he also provided assistance
for many people who simply needed
financial help — from the homeless
to people with grave illnesses who
could not afford medical treatment.

Grand achievement

His ultimate achievement,
however, was in 1999 when he
founded the Athletes with Dis-
abilities Hall of Fame, a nonprofit
organization that recognizes and
honors distinguished disabled
athletes who are positive role models in
the state of Michigan. The organization
continues to educate the public about the
potential of people with disabilities and
provides scholarships, recreational and
educational programs.

Personal experiences

While it is impossible to describe the
tremendous impact Filippis had on peo-
ple during his life in a short article such
as this, as a small tribute, O&P Busi-
ness News interviewed a few of Filippis’s
close friends:
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GIVING HIS BEST
GIVING BACK
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KNOCKING DOWN WALLS

People have said to me that 1 have big shoes 10 fill. They
wonder if I bave the passion my dad did. Tdo not think anyone could

have the passion he had because he lived a life early on when he lost

his legs of discrimination and being shunned and pushed aside. Un-
he had for over-

Jess you have lived that, it is hard to have the passion
coming it. What drove him were people saying he could not do things.
They said he could not play sports such as baseball, bowling, boxing

and many others. He played numerous sports and excelled at them.
him box because of his prosthe-

He loved boxing. They would not let
ses. So he thought, ‘Okay, if I cannot compete then I am going to help
from here to there and

train boxers, which he did. If he needed to get

there was a wall in the way, he would either figure out how to knock
e situation was. There

down the wall or get around it no matter what the
are stories of him crawling up steps at 2 building to make & point be-
cause the building was not barrier free for people with disabilities. He

would get arrested on purpose because they were not going 10 allow

handicapped parking for an event and that made things inaccessible
unfair, be did what he could

to people. ‘When he saw things that were
to change it for himself and others.”

«Ip the early days, my dad went back to school and became an
accountant. He got several jobs, one of them at Ford Motor Com-

pany. After 2 days, they told him he forgot to take his physical. Dur-
ing the physical, they asked him to pull his pants down. The minute
tee they fired him. He got frustrated about

they saw he was an ampu
this attitude of the many employers he encountered. He happened to

be seeing Carl Wright as his prosthetist at the time. Carl asked him

if he was interested in learning the trade. He worked for Carl and 10

years later he went out on his OWD. He was a great example of what
you can make of your life. There were not any ccan’ts’ in his life.

| That benefited his patients and all our employees.”
«When I close my €yes and think of my dad, I visualize him in

his long lab coat standing in fronta Troutman router carving a wood

' socket. My dad was always available to anyone; whether someone

needed something in the middle of the afternoon of the middle of

the night, he was there. He would read an article in the paper and the
for an individual 0o

t thing I knew we Were doing a fundraiser

! nex
it one really knew, but the person just needed help. Whether they were

| blind, amputees, paxaplegics, it did not matter.
: It goes back to him trying to level the playing field for people

| who the scales were tipped against.

— A.J. Filippis, CPO, president and chief
executive officer of Wright & Filippis
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