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By Doris Hoskins (IIul Sisler Esther Mallitew 

In 1920. the first Mercy Hospital 
opened its doors with 14 beds in the 
former Wendt Home on the corner of 
Fiflh and While Streets in Champaign. 
Illinois. Three years later the new build
ing. oper . .ned by the Benedictine Sisters, 
opened with 50 beds at 1400 West Park 
Street. 

The Sisters of the Servants of the 
Holy Heart of Mary assumed ownership 
responsibility in May of 1926. Its mis
sion was to serve the community with 
Christian love. free from discrimination 
relating to race, creed or economic sta
tus, witnessing the value and dignity of 
human life. 

In the mid 1930's, Mercy Hospital 
provided space in the basement for a 
Well-Baby Clinic. manned by two phy
sicians, Dr. L. T. Gregory of Urbana and 
Dr. William Cooper of Ivesdale. The 
clinic was the responsibility of the 
Champaign-Urbana Public Health Dis
trict and their nurses assisted the doc
tors in examining and weighing the ba
bies. The hospital supplied formula. 
baby food, and other supplies. Haze l 
O·Neil. head nurse from the 
Champaign-Urbana Public Health Dis
trict recruited the nurses and furnished 
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By Frances 
Friedman 

The Francis Nelson Health 
Center: A Personal Account 

My experience at the Frances 
Nelson Health Center (FNHC) began in 
the early seventies when I worked there 
as a volunteer nurse assisting commu
nity doctors who. for the most part. were 
also volunteers. A few years after I 
joined the volunteer staff. I was elected 
to serve on the Center's Board of Di
rec tors. While I was serving on the 
Board, the Executive Director withdrew 
and the Board began looking for a re
placement. I res igned from the Board. 
applied for the position. and gOllhe job. 

My tenure as Executive Director 
began in 1978 and ended in 1986. Dur
ing these years. the Center experienced 
tremendous growth. most of it due to our 
successful application to the federal 
government to have the Cen ter location 
designated as a medically under served 
area with a physician shortage. With this 
designation. we were able to recruit Na
tional Health Service Corps physicians 
and to apply and receive substantial 
funding under the Urban Health Initia
tive (UHI). a special federal program for 
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community and health centers. UHI 
grant money doubled our budget. paid 
for the revitalization of the physical 
plant and helped to support salaries and 
operating expenses. 

We built an addition and renovated 
the original building which more than 
doubled our space. The addition incor
porated six new examining rooms. three 
for eac h of the two full-time physicians 
on ~taff. This not only permitted us to 
increase our patient load. but made our 
medical operation much more efficient. 
The addition housed a new and bigger 
lab which allowed us to do more labo
ratory tests onsite. A nurses' room with 
a pharmacy was added. g iving us the 
space to accept more pharmaceuticals 
from drug company representatives to 
pass on to our most needy palients when 
ordered by the Center's doctors. A new 
and larger reception room was built 
along with an expanded medical record! 
business area and room for patient edu
cation. And. to make the Center more 
accessible. a parking lot was built to the 
rear of the new addition. 

Moving the medical program to the 
new addition freed up space in the old 
renovated Center to expand the Com
munity Outreach Program that provided 
transportation. advocacy. counseling and 
other social services to our patients. We 
also were able to convert the front part 
of the building into a two-room dental 
clinic. The small amount of remaining 
... pace was then made into admi ni stra
tive offices. 

The staff grew from a smalt group 
of paid workers and volunteers serving 
the community on an abbreviated sched
ule to a full time staff including two 
physicians. four nurses. a dentist. den
tal hygienist. podiatrist. laboralOry tech
nician. health educator. cert ified social 
worker. and six community outreach 
workers. 

In my opinion. writing the UHI 
grants and getting them funded year af
ter year was crucial to the Center's suc
cess during my tenure. 
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other supplies. The clinic was free to 
all mothers who brought their babies. 

The Mercy Hospita l School of 
Nursing opened in 1928. as an in-house 
apprentice prognlll'l. In 1948 the new 
building was completed just across the 
street from the hospital and was named 
The Mercy Hospital School of Nurs
ing. Sister Esther Matthew. Director 
in 1951. guided the program toward be
coming an AccredjlCd School of Nurs
ing. In 1955 she made application to 
the National League of Nurs ing Edu
cation and accreditation was granted. 

More than 500 students attended 
and graduated from the School of Nurs
ing prior to its closing in 1970. Among 
the graduates were six African-Ameri
can women from various areas: Vivian 
Grundy. Tamms. lL - Class of 1955; 

RiK/l/: 0111' oj Ihe sradl4(J1i11fl 
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June Walden. Paris. TL - Class of 1956: 
Mildred Elizabeth Evans. Chicago. IL -
Class of 1957; Christine Thomas. Mil
waukee. WI - Class of 1957: Charlotte 
Yvonne Meeks. Cen tralia . IL - Class of 
1962; Miriam Scantlebery. Champaign. 
IL - February though May. 1964; 
Deborah Gay Tinsley. Urbana.1L - Class 
of 1968. 

Sisler ESlher Mallileu' 
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Frances Nelson Health Center Then and Now 
By Entw Bridgewater and Doris Hoskins 

Rc~carch findings in 1962 by two 
Master's Degree candidates in the Uni
versity of Illinois Jane Addams Gradu
ate School of Socia l Work (namely 
Arnetta Col lin ~ Rodgers. African
American and JatnC~ Dudley. Cauca
sian) titled PrellQlal Care Among 
C!Jampai/.:II-Urballa "'ill()i.~ Negro 
MOThers. lold of the adequate and inad
equate care of some 76 expectant moth
ers. Funhcr research in 1964 ~howed 
the mortality rate orthe African-A meri 
can births in C hampaign-Urbana as 
greater than Ihat of the while commu
ni ty and much higher than the national 
average. 

Com/lilli/it.\" Hom~ jilr Chifdr('11 ( f"rtllIt:f'S Nt'/sOIr), 1969 

In view of these finding!o. and the 
hypothesis thereof. the mC33agc was 
LOUD and CLEAR thai ~ome action by 
the African-American community 
needed to be taken to remedy the situa
tion. nO! only for the prenatal care of 
the mother~. but al so for the care artcr 
birthing fo r both mother and chi ld. 

Concerned citil.en ... both African
American and White. including a young 
African-A merican mcn'~ group named 
S.O.U.L. (Security. Opportunity. Unity 
and Lo"e). Vernon Barkstall. Director 
of the Urban League of Champaign 
Coun ty. Drs. Ruth Hyphu:-. and Eh.ie 
Fields of the Ch.lmpaign-Urbana Pub
lic Health Di strict Sue Ellen Jacobs 
from the Uni"er~ity of Illinois Urban 
Planning. local physic ians and nurses. 

all worked together on plans to establish a 
faci lity to provide health services for the 
indigcllI and needy in north Ch'1I11paign. 

At the time. the Urban Renewal De
partment of the City of Champaign was 
clearing the area ~urroundi ng Douglass 
Park to mak e room for the expansion 
thereof. On the~e ground~ was a hou'ie at 
908 North Firth Street. in good condition 
:lIld awaiting remova l to another s ite. It 
was leased to the City of Champaign Eco
nomic Opportunity Counci l (E.O.c') for 
$1.00 per year. Thi .. house became the first 
home of the "North End Health Center". 
The doors opened at 6 p.m. on Tuesday. 
July 2. 1968. slaffed by local volunteer 
docton.. nurses, lab technicians. and office 
personnel. Christine Washington brought 
the first patient to the f;lcility. It remained 
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at this location until 1969. 
Due to the exparl',ion of needed 

heahh services. the increase in the 
number of patients. and the need for 
more space. the Center moved to it ~ 

prc~en t lac.llion. the former Frances 
Nelson Chi ldren's Home at 1306 
North Carver Drive in north 
Champaign, and assumed the name 
Frances Nel .. on Hea lth Care Center. 
Services were resumed on November 
19, 1969. Commun ity volunteers. Ora 
and Mel Mitchell. Erma Bridgewater 
and Wilda Herndon. along with many 
others. served as receptionists. lab 
technicians. carpen ters and mainte
nance persons. 

Ms. Eisic Ea~ley was named its 
lir~t director and served from 1968 to 
1973. followed by Mr. Tom Brown, 
who ,\,erved from 1973 to 1978. In 
1978. Fmnces Friedman who had been 
among the first volunteer nurses ;Illd 
later a board mcmber became Direc
tor. and served unti l 1986. 

lllroUgh the years, many directors 
have come and gone. and the Frances 
Nelson Hea lth Center still stands to
d"y as a monument in the community 
and through these 31 yean. has served 
many thousands of patients - both Af
rican-A merican and others - with a 
dedicated ~tnlT of medi cal profession 
als, office personnel and volunteers. 



THE HARVESTERS - CCFPD FOUNDATION 

CHAMPAIGN COUNTY FOREST PRESERVE DISTRICT 

P.O. Box 1040· Mahomet, lllinois 61852 

African-American History: 
Today and Tomorrow 

The lifeline of any newsletter is the re
action of its readers. Please help us 
spread the word! Xerox and share this 
newsletter with others. Send your com
menL<; cIa Early American Museum, P.O. 
Box 1040, Mahomet, IL 61853 or phone 
217-586-2612. If you live in Champaign 
County and would like to be included 
on our mailing list, please call 217-586-
2612. More importantl y, share in our 
mi ssion by writing and sharing your re
flections of our local hi story. We need 
YOU! 

Visit our website at: 
http://www,prairienet.org/years 

arid 
http://www.advancenet.net/-early 

The Champaign County African-Ameri
can History Committee gratefully ac
knowledges both The Champaign-Ur
bana Convention & Visitors Bureau and 
Provena Con\'{'nant Medical Center for 
sponsoring the printing of Through the 
Years. 

Champaign-Urbana Convention & 

Visitors Bureau ~fc)~ 
181 7S.Nei l,Suite20 1 ~ 
Champaign.IL61820 ~-~ 
217/351-4133 or 8001369-615 1 
www.cupartnership.org 

Provena Connant Medical Center 
1400 W. Park Streel 
Urbana,IL61801 

-1 PROVENA , .. ~.""' " ......... ,.".' 

The Thmug" Ihe Yean' newsletter is a semi
annual publiclltion of the Champaign County 
African-American Hi story Committee. EfJi
tor. Cheryl Kennedy; Graphic designer, 
Cheri Mayberry; Writers. Doris Hoskins, 
Frances Friedman, Sister Esther Matthew, 
Enna Bridgewater. 
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In Recognition of 
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Through theYears: 

Mary Alexander 
*Carrie Banks 
*Emla Bridgewater 
Rev. Roland Brown 
* Jean Burkholder 
Mike Cain 
*Nathaniel Dixon 
Linda Duke 
Joan Fortschncidcr 
·Doris Hoskins 
*Kathryn Humphrey 
*Cheryl Kennedy 
Cal Lee 

• dell(Jfe.f actil"c members 

Hallie LeNoir· Price 
Val Littlefield 
Walter Matherly 
*Cheri Mayberry 
*Barbara McGee 
*Estellc Merrifield 
Charlotte Nesbitt 
Wah Smith 
*Hester Suggs 
*Mary Grace Thomas 
*Charlsie nce 
Presion Williams 
*Barbara Wysocki 
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