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Celebrating The Life Of A Nebraska Advocate
By  Sh i r l ev  Dean

T h o m a s  J .  H o u l i h a n
was  bo rn  Jan .  12 ,  1943  and
died Oct.  27,  1999, af ter  a
s i x -mon th  i l l ness .  Tom w i l l
l o n g  b e  r e m e m b e r e d  a s  a
spokesperson in the f ie ld of
developmental  d isabi l i t ies,  an
advocate,  a f r iend and a fam-
i ly  member,  who l ived l i fe to
the fu l lest  and made an im-
pact  on the hearts of  many of
u s .

D e s c r i b e d  b y  h i s
f r iends as fun,  outgoing,  exu-
be ran t ,  t hough t f u l  and  b i g
hearted.  Tom had a twinkle in
his eyes,  a smi le on his face
and lots of  ideas.

T o m  w a s  a  c h a r t e r
member of Project II, the first
s e l f - a d v o c a c y  g r o u p  o f
peop le  w i t h  deve lopmen ta l
d i s a b i l i t i e s  i n  N e b r a s k a .
Project II held the first stare-
w i d e  c o n v e n t i o n  i n  1 9 7 8 ;
Tom was  a  speake r  and  a
leader.  This was the exci t ing
beg inn ing  o f  Peop le  F i r s t  o f
Nebraska.  Since then sel f -ad-
vocacy  g roups  have  s ta r t ed
across the state and conven-
t ions have become an annual
even t .

Tom was an advocate;
he spoke up for  h imsel f ,  h is
peers and his f r iends.  He tes-
t i f ied before county commis-
s i one rs  and  l eg i s l a to r s .  He
has  he lped  educa te  peop le
about issues that  are impor.
t an t  t o  peop le  w i t h  deve lop -
mental  d isabi l i t ies.  He set  an
examp le  o f  wha t  a  pe rson
w i t h  deve lopmen ta l  d i sab i l i -
t ies could accompl ish which
was an inspirat ion to others.

C h a l l e n g e d  B o a r d  o f
Directors

At a speaking engage-
ment in South Dakota,  Tom
asked to be the f i rs t  speaker.
He interacted wi th the audi-
ence of  600 people and set  the
crowd at  ease,  as wel l  as the
other speakers,  Ol l ie Webb,
Tom Mi l ler  and Bob Perske.
Tom had a gi f t  for  making
p e o p l e  f e e I  c o m f o r t a b l e .
When Project II began having
a w a r d s , . T o m  r e c e i v e d  t h e
f i rst  award for  most  ideas.

Tom stood up in front
of  200 people and spoke to
the Board of  Directors about

a  dec i s i on  he  d i sag reed  w i t h .
He  p l anned  h i s  s t r a tegy  h im-
sel f  and did not  share i t  wi th
anyone ahead i f  t ime. Tom had
h i s  cous in  come  up  t o  s t and
with h im at  the meet ing where
he said he was going to resign
as a c l ient  i f  the decis ion was
not reversed.

W h e n  p e o p l e  c a m e
here f rom other countr ies to

see the community based ser-

v ices for  people wi th develop-

mental  d isabi l i t ies,  they met

Tom Houl ihan and v is i ted his

apartment. He was truly an impor-

tant part of the community. Tom

was a devoted member of  St .

Cecilia's Cathedral Church and

later at St. Pius X. He was a proud

member of the Knighs of Colum-
bus for many years.

Community Involvement
For  t h i r t y -one  yea rs ,

Tom wo rked  a t  S t .  V i ncen t
DePau l .  Tom was  a  I eade r  i n
Project II and a friend to many
p e o p l e .  T o m ' s  f a m i l y  w a s
v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  t o  h i m .  H e

'"Ib me seil-advocacy means learning to speak urt for what you believe
in and havinga good fffe Since I gotinvolvedan awfr.rl lotof good has
happened irsite me I've gotten betier at helping other people by ffsten-
ing tro their probl€rns, ard I'm better at listening to people to get advict
from them I'm abo befier at speaking up for myself." -Tom Hotrlihan

l i v e d  w i t h  h i s  m o t h e r  a n d
took  ca re  o f  he r  when  he r
heal th began to fa i l .  Later  he
l i ved  i n  an  apc r tmen t  by  h im-
sel f  or  wi th roommates.  Tom
o f ten  spoke  o f  h i s  b ro the r
Denny ,  who  p rov i ded  he lp
and support  forTom through-
out  the years.  Al though Tom
did not  a lways agree wi th is
b r o t h e r ,  h e  s p o k e  o f  h i s
b r o t h e r  a n d  h i s  b r o t h e r ' . s
ch i l d ren ,  w i t h  l ove  and  p r i de .

When  Bonn ie  Shu l t z

and I  began planning a t r ip
t o  E n g l a n d ,  p e o p l e  t h e r e

asked  i f  Tom cou ld  come
with us.  Tom was asked to

come to England because of

h i s  accomp l i shmen ts ,  h i s

s p e a k i n g  a b i l i t i e s  a n d  t h e
way  he  l i ved  h i s  l i f e .  Tom
raised many important  issues
the re .  He  a l so  f e l l  i n  l ove
w i t h  Eng land .  We  a l l  had  a
wonderfu l  t r ip.

B o n n i e  r e m e m b e r s
the f i rs t  t ime she met Tom.

B o n n i e  h a d  j u s t  s t a r t e d

w o r k i n g  a t  E N C O R .  S h e

w e n t  t 0  a  C h r i s t m a s  p a r t y

hos ted  by  he r  supe rv i so r ' s  su -
p e r v i s o r .  S h e  f e l t  v e r y  u n -
comfortable.  From there she
went to a party at  Lois Reed's
house, where she had a great

t ime  danc ing  w i t h  t h i s  exu -

be ran t  guy ,  Tom Hou l i han .
Then she fe l t  she was where
she belonged. They became
great  f r iends.

Years later  Tom was

talk ing to a state senator and

asked i f  a law could be passed

that  people could adopt broth-

ers and sisters. Tom wanted lo

a d o p t  B o n n i e  a s  h i s  s i s t e r .

Tom a lways  came  up  w i l h

ideas.

Best Friends
Tom Mi l ler  and Tom

Hou l i han  we re  bes t  f r i ends .
Tom Hou l i han  s tood  up  as

B e s t  M a n  a t  T o m  M i l l e r ' s
w e d d i n g .  T o m  a n d  J a n e t
Mi l ler  had many fun bi r thday
pa r t i es  f o r  Tom Hou l i han ,
who looked forward to these
occasions every year,  as did
h i s  f r i ends .

Tom had his own sys-
tem of  remembering f r iends
a n d  k e e p i n g  i n  t o u c h .  H e

made a book himsel f  of  the

m o n t h s  o f  t h e  y e a r  a n d
tracked important  occasions
in  h i s  f r i ends  l i ves  and  sen t
t hem ca rds  f o r  ann i ve rsa r i es ,
bi r thdays and other impor lant
o c c a s i o n s .  T o m  w a s  a

thoughtfu l  person.

Fred Zydek says Tom

k n e w  w h a t  k i n d  o f  c o f f e e
cups Frcd l ikcs,  so when he
would see one come in at  St .
V incen t  DePau l ,  he  wou ld

ca l l  F red  and  F red  wou ld

come in and buy the cup.

Ot l ie Webb expressed
her fond memories of  Tom at

a celebrat ion of  h is l i fe,  Tom
was  f r i ends  w i t h  O l l i e  f o r
years and at  one t ime, l ived
a t  O l l i e ' s  house .

Denny Tom's brother,
exp ressed  t he  j oy  o f  l i v i ng
with Tom, an upbeat person,

who had a wonderfu l  l i fe.

Tom's l i fe touched the

l ives of  many people f rom al l

walks of  l i fe through his in-

volvement in h is involvement
i n  h i s  commun i t y  h i s  advo -
cacv : lnd his f r iendship.  He

wi l l  cer ta in ly be missed b.v"  a l l

who  knew  h im .


