Games a-foot

Sports podiatrist Weil pioneers therapy to treat feet injuries
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He’s been in business going on 38 years, but Dr. Lowell Scott Weil Sr. still finds a way to keep a leg up on the competition.

The Des Plaines-based podiatrist, along with son Lowell Scott Weil Jr. has pioneered shock-wave therapy treatment, which is used to eliminate heel pain and soft tissue and bone disorders.

The treatment has been a staple of European doctors for over a decade, but the Weil Foot & Ankle Institute is at the forefront of the movement in the United States.

“It is the latest, greatest advancement in sports medicine” Weil Sr. said.  “This is going to be the biggest thing to hit sports medicine in a long, long time.”

The potential elimination of invasive surgeries and arthroscopic procedures means athletes, from weekend warriors to top-notch professions, can return to the field sooner and with fewer complications from their injuries/surgeries.

That’s a boon to Weil who has served as team podiatrist for the Chicago Bulls, Bears and White Sox as well as various other celebrities over the years.  The Weils still serve the White Sox in an official capacity “because my family really enjoys baseball” he said.

Weil was concerned when one of his first shockwave patients hadn’t returned for a follow-up visit.  After all, this was a radical new procedure and he wanted to know how 

his patient was doing.  As it turns out, the woman was a little busy, what with holding a winning $13 million dollar lottery ticket.

When she got around to seeing Weil he asked her if she was feeling any pain,  Her response?  “I have no pain whatsoever”, she said.  “If I’d have won all that money, I don’t think I’d be feeling any pain either,” Weil said.

Weil made the decision to go into podiatry while working on his undergraduate degree at Tulane University in New Orleans (“The field was underdeveloped and I was very young, so I just looked at the numbers.”)

After finishing his medical schooling in Detroit and Chicago, Weil began his practice in Des Plaines in 1965 and soon thereafter was volunteering his medical help to the Maine West High School athletic teams.

Weil soon found himself working with a gymnastics academy, which led to his appointment as team doctor with the 1908 U.S. Olympic Team.  Of course, the U.S. boycotted the Olympics that year, and the food doctor stayed home.

When a former Bears player raved to the organization about the work of the podiatrist, Weil seen was meeting with the late Bears owner/coach George Hallas.  “We hit it off very well,” Weil recalled.

Soon enough, Weil was positioned as the team’s foot doctor, and when word of his work spread, Weil was lining up business with just about all of Chicago’s professional sports teams.  That’s the kind of thing that can help a young doctor’s reputation, don’t you think?

“When I started working with pro athletes, yeah, it was a big thrill,” he said.  “But then you get some guys – like (former Six pitcher) David Wells – who wants to give me some (grief), and who wants to deal with that?  I’ll tell you, the exciting part for me is fixing up these weekend athletes so they can return to being active again.  That gives me just as big a thrill as treating the pros.”

Carlton Fisk was not happy.  The sometimes cantankerous former White sox catcher was steamed about an injury and the club was making its plans to disable him without consulting him on the decision.  And Fisk figured Weil was one of “them.”  I just told him, ‘Look, once you’re in my care, I’m going to take care of you.  You’re my patient, and I’m not working for them.’  After that, I never had a problem with Carlton.”

But that is a tough situation for a team doctor.  On the one hand, sometimes there may be pressure (real or perceived) from the team to get the player back on the field as soon as possible.  Then there’s the athlete’s well being to be concerned with. Luckily for Weil, he never had a conflict with one of his teams.  “I was never asked to do anything I wasn’t comfortable with doing, or that I wouldn’t have done even on my own kids,” he said.

Shock-wave therapy isn’t the only area Weil has blazed a new trail.  He’s been using surgical implants for years.  Say for instance, a patient has an arthritic toe joint.  Weil can remove the damaged joint and replace it with a flexible joint.  The toe won’t work as well as a normal, healthy toe, bit it will perform better than the damaged joint it replaced.  He’s also developed an implant similar to dissolvable stitches.  The implant can be placed in the damaged area and will assimilate with the body’s natural chemicals and will dissolve within two years.  “It’s amazing the strides that have been made in foot care, and I am sure it is going to continue long after I’m gone.” Weil said.

Weil remembers his own athletic days and how his father missed many of his games because of work commitments.  That’s just the way it was in those days.  He wanted to make sure that didn’t happen with his children, son Lowell Jr. and daughter Andrea.  Now he works with Lowell Jr. and wife Nancy handles bookkeeping duties for the operation.  He was apprehensive about his son coming to work with him and spoke with parents who were in business with their kids.  “The best advice I got was you gotta let them make mistakes – as long as they are not life-threatening,”  he said. “That’s the only way to learn.  But it’s been wonderful working with him.  But my poor wife has to listen to all this foot talk when the family is together. “

Weil estimates he’s seen nearly 50,000 patients (100,000 feet???) in his career.  He’s been invited to speak in virtually “every major civilized city in the world about foot care.”  He believes he’s lead a wonderful life, and his face lights up when he talks about possibly his favorite patient, the late Chicago Bears great, Walter Payton.

Back in 1986 Payton broke a toe in a Monday night contest against the Los Angeles Rams.  With a consecutive-games-played streak in jeopardy, Payton pleaded with Weil to find a way to make him healthy enough to be on the field against Tampa Bay the following weekend.  Since he had a speaking engagement in Pennsylvania, Weil instructed one of the team’s orthopedists how to administer the shot to Payton’s injured digit.  The thing is, Payton was terrified of needles.  “Doc, it’s Walter,” came the voice on the other end of the phone.  Payton coaxed Weil out of Pennsylvania down to Tampa Bay, and with about 30 people (including head coach Mike Ditka) anxiously watching, Weil administered the shot that got Payton on the field.  “sure enough, he catches a screen pass and goes about 40 yards for a touchdown,” he said.  “That was such a thrill.”

As he came off the field, an overjoyed Peyton caught the unsuspecting Weil with a tap below the belt.  “That was his way of saying ‘Thanks,’” Weil said.  “He was always doing things like that, but I was so happy for him I wasn’t paying attention and he got me.”  Ah, leave it to a Hall of Famer to keep a podiatrist on his toes…

