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SYLVIA RONSVALLE 
Q:
Hello. This is Sonie Toe. Today is Monday, January 24, 2011. And I’m here in the WILL Radio Studio for Letters to the Future. For the record, could you please tell me your name?

A:
My name is Sylvia Ronsvalle. 

Q:
When did you first arrive to Champaign, Mrs. Ronsvalle?

A:
And please call me Sylvia. I came in the fall of 1967 to go to the University of Illinois.

Q:
Alright. And what was the meaning for your arrival?

A:
The meaning?

Q:
Why did you come here?

A:
Oh, I came to go to the University of Illinois, and met my husband my junior year. He had graduated from Syracuse University. He had a degree from Fuller Theological Seminary in California, and was here for his master’s and PhD in clinical psychology. We met at the University and have been here ever since.

Q:
And why did you decide to stay in Champaign? What has kept you here?

A:
What has kept us here is my husband. We came at a very volatile time. You will not remember at all, and Henry may not remember at all, but 1967 to ’71, when I graduated, was a time when the Civil Rights Movement was very active, where Viet Nam War protests were going on. We were both involved in student government.  And as I said, I met him my junior year. He had developed a friendship with a person who’s clearly a pioneer in Champaign’s history, John Lee Johnson, a very intelligent person, active in the community. And one of the things is John and I began to relate – my husband and I began to relate. He told me one of the criteria I should know up front was that he was planning to stay in Champaign because he had some to respect John Lee so much and his commitment to the community, and through a number of dialogues, my John had included that this was as likely a place as any in the country to change the world in Jesus’s name, which was really important to us. It was a community of a good size. It allowed people to cross barriers. When John got his PhD and I graduated, we moved into what was formerly an unoccupied house on the north side of University Avenue, and started Empty Tomb. That would have been full time in ’72. We spent ’71 fixing it up. And there were people at that time who would not cross the street to come to Empty Tomb, because that was the North End. So that was such a heavy dividing line, and there were just a number of people really respected – Elsie Easley has left the community, but she very involved in the Frances Nelson Health Center founding. And one of the reasons, she told me several years later, at that time, was that there were children, African-American children in the Champaign community who had red hair from malnutrition, and were not receiving the medical concern that they needed. So Frances Nelson was starting. We moved in, we didn’t lock the doors because we were the only European American people in the community, and John said, well, we have to show trust. And so, while we lived there and had our offices there, we didn’t lock the doors to the house. And people really respected that for, I would say, over a year. Well, not really. Before we moved in, we moved some of our personal things there, and my lifestyle got very simplified because someone stole everything. And so, we were pursuing a somewhat simple lifestyle, and that simplified it very fast. And so, at that point, we just lived in two rooms upstairs and had the first floor available for outreach to the community. But essentially, to get back to your question, the reason we stayed was John just identifying this is a very good community on which to live our lives.
Q:
Alright. And you said you’re European American?

A:
Yes. 

Q:
From what country?

A:
Well, I’m born here. On my mother’s side, I’m Revolutionary War. Well, one-quarter. Her mother was from Sweden. And my dad, I’m first generation on my dad’s side. He was from Slovakia. Spoke five languages and was gonna be a priest, but his father was gonna have to leave the old country because he didn’t wanted to be drafted into the Prussian armies. So he came over, worked in the railroads, brought the family. And so, that’s where my family came from. John’s family was Italian by way of France, and then, his mother was German English. So we’re really very broad, from all over Europe, I guess you could say. 

Q:
Alright. So tell me about Empty Tomb. 

A:
Empty Tomb began because here we were in college and at that time, both of us – The reason why I think we first became friends was that we both felt that our faith needed to impact the world around us. And there were all kinds of needs. As I said, Civil Rights were really big. When we first came to campus, I met some women who lived north of University Avenue, a lot  of them involved in Salem Baptist Church. Reverend W. H. Donalson also was a very strong influence in our lives. And these ladies were telling me how they would open their homes for lunches for African American students who were not allowed to eat on campus. And that would have been when I came to school. I’m embarrassed to say, I was totally unaware of it. And I was always an organizer. I went out and organized a blood drive from the – because I don’t know why I did it exactly.[chuckle] You’re young and you do things. And so, I organized this blood drive and just went around to all of these different groups. And I didn’t know enough. I went to the Black Student Association, and they were really shocked to see me there because there was all this kind of hostility at that time. And I was just like – My parents, I would say, especially my father, it was a physically punishable offense in my family, growing up, to ever use any term for people. People were people. And this was really, really important. So I kind of didn’t grow up understanding that people – how divided they were. Anyway, so I went to the Black Student Association as well as all of these others, and the person who was kind of horrified I was there, didn’t know quite what to do with it. I guess I just shared that to show how divided things were. And then, the church was also divided. There were people who did things, and there were people who evangelized, but you didn’t put those together. And there was even a lot of hostility there. So we started out saying, “As Christians we believe that Jesus wants us to care about people.” So we started going around into one group. We emphasized the importance of saying and doing it in Jesus’s name to the other group. We emphasized the importance of doing things. And there were some people who this made sense to. There were other people that it didn’t make sense to, and they were a little suspicious, I think. But over time, again, this was wonderful, being in Champaign, that it was of a size, we could approach all the different churches in Urbana, I have to say. We didn’t limit to just Champaign. And we went around, and some of the churches were very supportive right from the beginning, very interested. And the fact that we were sort of willing to be there  and build bridges. So we organized – the words evolved. People would literally just come to what was this house we were operating out of. I remember a family showed up – They had just come up from Mississippi that was on a day like we had last week, freezing cold, didn’t even have coats, didn’t have a place to stay, didn’t have anything. We got on the phone, just started calling churches. This would’ve been the early ‘70’s. And found them a place to stay temporarily ‘til they could get on their feet and get established. So we had food and clothing and furniture. Home repair developed where we would fix people’s homes. We still do that. We now have money set aside that has been donated, and we receive calls from various agencies in town, where people fall through the cracks. And we’re able to make that one rent payment that otherwise somebody could end up homeless, quite literally. A young woman had been in a shelter, got her apartment, and was doing great for over a year. And then, somebody stole all her money. And so, we were able to pay that one rent for her so that she could stay where she is. So the helping referral fund, helping appointments, medical, prescriptions, we’re able to help with those. All of this is organized in a way. Again, I think the size of Champaign Urbana is wonderful. We decided right from the beginning, we were gonna take care of people. You know, don’t give us the money and we’ll take care of people for you; it was always building bridges. So the food deliveries and Westminster Presbyterian, a good Champaign congregation, contacted us and said, “Well, we’re giving you food. Why don’t you give us the names of people and we’ll deliver the food?” We now have over 30 churches that we can call when we get people referred to us who need a week’s worth of groceries. People from those churches will actually go out and deliver the food. So we’ve become a communications network. Furniture, the same way. Home repair, we arrange for people to go out and repair the homes, to know the home owner. They’re there over a period of weeks. As much as possible, we build bridges. And that kind of developed. We didn’t know it. When we moved to Bradley Park, which now doesn’t exist. But it was up at the corner of 4th and Bradley, and there were three housing projects up there: Mansard Square, Birch Village – and maybe I am an old pioneer, because all these places nobody even knows exists. But then, Bradley Park, and there were, let’s see, 98 units in Bradley Park and 72 in Mansard Square, and 70 in Birch Village. It’s wonderful that they have gotten rid of that because we moved in, we were the only European Americans. And it was otherwise all African American. Some of our African American friends came to us and said, “Don’t do this.”[chuckle] “We will not live there, and this is crazy.” But, again, it was Reverend Donalson at Salem Baptist Church who – He didn’t try and change my mind. My husband, John, was saying, “We should go there. We need to go there because people [inaudible] live there, and we need to see what they’re like.” I was like, “No, thank you. No.” And he said, “I’ll never make you do it.” And we were visiting with Reverend Donalson at Salem, which we would do on a monthly basis. We were working together on this dinner where we brought people together across denominations and races and economic bases. And if we were fortunate, he’d have time and just talk. And one day, for some reason – wonderful, he was not that tall, but he had this presence about him. He was just – had to be descended from kings in Africa. I’m sorry, he just had to be. We went to visit him in the hospital one time, and he was sitting in bed and the nurses were almost like showing [inaudible] He just had this much dignity. And he was telling us about growing up in the South and how difficult it was, and he just went on, story after story after story after story. And I had such respect for him. And we came out, and I said to John, “We have to move to Bradley Park.” He, who is somebody I aspire to be like, had to go through all this stuff, and he had to go through all this stuff, only because of his skin color. And because of my skin color, I have a choice. I can walk away, and we can’t do it. So I thought there was a waiting list to get in because it was subsidized housing, and I thought, well, we’ll go to the end of the waiting list, and I know it takes years because people have come in absolutely desperate on the streets, wanting to get in there. Well, they’d been trying to integrate it, and we were the only Whites who applied, so we went right to the top of the list, and we moved in. But the important thing that happened, we found out that the sewers backed up into people’s apartments, including our apartment. And it had done it since they were built. And this could happen in this community because that’s how divided it was. And we came home. We moved in on Halloween, 1980. Trick or treat. Then we came, we had a speaking engagement for our work and some of our research. We came home on Palm Sunday, 1981, and everything was flooded. And it had rained, and there’d also been a fire. And so, I went to management on Monday morning, and I said well, our floor is all wet, and they said, oh, yeah. And I said, “Did the rain back up?” They said no. I said, “Firewater?” They said no. They said the sewers backed up. I said, “Oh, the rain sewers?” They said no. I’m eliminating things here. What could this be? It was the sanitary sewers. And I looked in the furnace closet, and there was toilet paper and stuff that had just backed up. So, wooo! This isn’t the way life works. And I went to the tenant unit president, very strong woman, and she said, “Well, yeah, we’ve complained about this, but they said it was the residents.” And I said okay. And this is how wonderful a community – we got invited to speak at a church and I was sitting next to this woman and she was all excited to have us there, about the food worker [inaudible] and the food work. And I said, “What do you do?” And she said, “Well, I work for the City of Champaign.” And I said, “Oh, good, do you know about the Bradley Park sewers?” And she said, “Yes, it’s the tenants.” And I said, “I’m a tenant.” And she said, “Oh! What do you think it is?” And I said, “Well, I don’t think it’s the tenants.” And so, then we went up to – drove up to Chicago and got an appointment, and this man – I have to tell you something. This is how much -- I think it was a poverty issue more than a race issue because the man we spoke with at HUD was African American, and he came back from lunch and we talked to him and he said, “Oh, terrible, terrible. I know about that.” And he said, “No, it’s the tenants.” And we said, “Well, what makes you say it?” And he said – now this is an African American. He said, “Those people eat more chicken in one week than you do in one year, and they just stuff the grease down the drain.” And we’re like, okay, we’re the only White residents, so I imagine he’s talking about those people, but he’s African American. I’m getting educated all the time here. You know what I mean? Like I’m a stupid person, and I’m trying to understand this. And so, we came back and rode out to the churches, and we said this doesn’t seem right to us. You know? I had been getting desperately ill, and we had no insurance. Poor, poor. We were poor, poor. Looking back, I would not do it again. But we were absolutely poor, and so, but I was getting ill. And we were having to take food money to go to the doctor, and I kept getting these terrible infections. And I began to put two and two together, and say – and imagine the babies crawling around in this stuff, you know? And then, “Oh, well, the parents don’t take care of them.” No, it’s just – So we rode out to the churches and we said we don’t think this is right and we’re gonna go to the Champaign City Council. People showed up, absolutely showed up. And I just made a presentation. I said “I think we gotta find out what’s going on here. And if you happen to be here about this and you’re concerned, could you let us know?” And three-quarters of the council chambers stood up. So the city passed money for a study, an engineering study. And we had talked because somebody else who was involved in home maintenance, was in Boy Scouts with somebody who was an engineer, and he went to a different church. So, you see, the networks that existed was so nice, and we were just like the bridge. But I found out that you could have the segment of society that didn’t have those networks. So that’s the role we could play. Anyway, so we needed an engineering study, got the study. The sewers were built wrong; they were built flat. If you want to know about sewers, you have to have this incline to take it away – It starts here and it goes down towards the city sewer, and it just flows. These were flat, so halfway on the journey it would stop and it would – All these years, 11 years, people had been told – and those folks had no way, no communication, nothing. They found out it just wasn’t true. And we stumbled in just because Jesus says He cares about everybody. When I grew up, oh, Jesus loves the little children, all the children of the world [inaudible] So you know, you just go everywhere. Anyway, so HUD wouldn’t believe it. They had to have their study. And I remember doing this engineering study with them, and the guy they hired was, “This isn’t working. This isn’t working.” “Okay, I hope you put that in your report because that’s what the city study”—Anyway, it got fixed. But it’s good that they don’t have this concentrated housing. It was really – Crack gangs were moving in and trying to take over. It was terrible, terrible. Yeah. I don’t know if that’s got anything to do with what you said, but it’s just part of the history and how things have changed. And they tore down a building that we were living in, and the – Yeah. And so, that just doesn’t exist anymore. That’s history. It’s gone altogether. But it’s all there because of our commitment that we just feel like everybody is precious in Jesus’s sight.
Q:
So why did you choose to introduce it to the city, Empty Tomb? What do you think Empty Tomb offers to the Champaign community? Why did you choose to introduce it? Was it you and –

A:
John.

Q:
You and your husband. And you –

A:
Started it.

Q:
The two of you started it.

A:
Right. We just – He got his PhD, and I’d just graduated. We moved into this house. Because we felt and still do that the church is God’s answer to some of the problems in the world. And the church needs an encouragement to act like it. They may be the answer, but they aren’t necessarily acting like they’re the answer. So our goal was just to engage church people by providing opportunities for direct service. You say, okay, you believe; now what do you do about it? Well, that’s where we come in. And we just contacted churches in the area and got on the phone. Here we are. We have these opportunities, what we call discipleship opportunities, and to their credit, many churches were open to that. And what we have to offer is perhaps a contact point for people who want to take the next step. Sunday morning worship, what does it mean to the world? And so, on a local level we organized these direct discipleship opportunities. On a national level, we have research that looks at church giving patterns. And then, we are also offering the idea of mission match to encourage churches really across the entire United States to increase their mission spending as a percent of their total spending in their congregation. What our research shows is that churches are turning inward, and they’re spending more and more on their own members. That is going to be the death of the church; that isn’t what the church is designed to do. The church, by definition, needs to be an outward-oriented activity. Its movement  -- it exists in order to help other people, and if you begin turning it into a club, it’s going to weaken the churches and institutions. So you see as it turns out, staying here in Champaign – I grew up in a suburb of Chicago. And my brother also lives here. He came down to school and opted to stay here. And my two sisters moved back to Chicago. But John was right; this was a place where we could settle and learn and interact with a lot of people and then still have a national direction to our work through the research and then through our mission match program. I don’t know if you’re gonna find 10 seconds in this to include a 7-minute presentation, but maybe you can cut it down, I guess.

Q:
Alright. What else do you do outside of managing Empty Tomb?

A:
Virtually nothing. We work 6 days a week at that, and it is not so much a managing Empty Tomb as living out our calling, being who we are. I have, over the years, had people who said, “Well, I wanna get to know you apart from Empty Tomb.” And it’s sort of like, “Okay, that’s like saying you want to get to know me apart from what Jesus Christ does in my life.” Which is like, “Okay, you want to get to know me apart from my marriage to John.”  These are who I am. This is what I do. And a lot of the energy comes from my husband, John, Mr. Intensity, 24/7, just, you know, -- to say he is driven is an understatement. He’s not a triple A personality; he’s a quadruple A personality. And just this idea that everybody deserves a fair break, that God loves them so much and does not – there are over 20,000 children under the age of 5 around the globe who will die today, most from preventable poverty conditions. Most, for a few cents of diarrhea medicine or – which kills most of these babies and toddlers. And that thought just for both of us, “This just is not right. We cannot sit back.” And so, that’s what we do. We live our lives and a lot of it occurs through Empty Tomb. We do watch movies, I have to say. At least once a week we watch movies. Some of them are really – Well, I told John we’re gonna run into some losers, you know, over the years. But that’s our other big outlet is just watching movies. But we work 6 days a week most of the time, 7 – and we’re doing another book.
Q:
Books. You have written books?

A:
Yes, we have written The State of Church Giving Series. Just put out the 20th edition. It’s by Empty Tomb. And then, Empty Tomb received a grant from the Lilley Endowment in the early ‘90’s. And we wrote Behind the Stained Glass Windows: Money Dynamics in the Church. In the mid-‘80’s we wrote The Hidden Billions: The Potential of the Church in the U.S.A. We’ve written a small group discussion on how to talk about money and values, At Ease, and we also wrote The Poor Have Faces: Loving Your Neighbor in the21st Century. So it’s especially The State of Church Giving books, that there’s about 4 or 5 months where we go on a 7-day-a-week schedule to get those done, in addition to – We have a wonderful staff. It’s a privilege to work with a lot of people. But there’s still corporate memory, responsibilities that end up on my desk, which right now is about 4 inches deep. And so, to keep everything in the air, we work. That’s what we do – and watch movies. Eat. Though I’m trying to lose weight, so that’s not as important. 

Q:
So what was it like to live in Champaign?

A:
Well, when I first came here, it was – you know, of course, I had learned to drive on the Eisenhower Expressway, and I went down to Fields for lunch with my girlfriends in high school, and Marshal Fields, which I guess doesn’t exist anymore. But, you know, or go to the Schubert Theater for a matinee and the Art Institute. My parents would take us to the zoo or the Art Institute or something. My dad was an artist. And we literally – when we would go with our class to the Art Institute, I could show them around because my parents would take us and say, “Okay, we’ll meet back at the modern art section in an hour.” And we would just run around and explore the place. So coming here initially was quaint. You know, it’s smaller. And now it’s a privilege to live here. You can go to Chicago if you want all that hubbub for a day or Indianapolis or even St. Louis, and then you can come back here. And you have rush minute, somebody had said, as opposed to rush hour. I went up to visit my sisters, and they said, oh, let’s go to dinner. Fine. “Well, we’ve got this great place, and it’s 45 minutes away.”And I thought, “What?? You’re gonna drive 45 minutes one way and then we’re just gonna have to turn around and come back?” You know, so it’s just a very different lifestyle that I have gotten out of. Coming here early on, it was sort of protected. University buildings – and I became more aware of the larger community, it began to seem odd that there was this difference. And I have to say that came from my faith. We’re the religious people now in your interviews, religious pioneers. But the faith was really important, because that idea that everybody matters, so how are these things divided? And I would say there was more fear about the different groups than there exists now, which is good. There have been some very healthy changes, which happened nationally, but they were felt here. The community was not as divided, or is not, it seems to me, as it was then. And when John just announced, he said we shouldn’t get to know each other better. “It is this, and I’m gonna live my life in Champaign. If you have problems with that, we shouldn’t get to know each other better.” That gives you something of his romantic nature. [inaudible] “Let’s negotiate this contract.” And he was 11 years older than I was. Oh, no! And then, thinking, boy, I should have negotiated better. You know? But it just seemed like he said, we can be faithful anywhere. And I can see a lot of advantages now to being in a community like this, where especially transportation has gotten so much faster. And it is a place where people are friendly. When you go to the store and you talk to people. We did a lot of traveling when we had the Lilley Grant. And a person in the – we got stuck in New York, in the airport. And I was talking to the guy, and we were there for hours in this cafeteria place. And then, I went back for the third time to buy something, and he gave me too much change. And so, I’m counting and I went back and said, “You gave me too much change.” And we’d just been having little conversations ‘cause I just made conversation ‘cause I’m from Champaign and that’s what you do. And about the third time, he looked at me and said, “You’re not from around here, are you?” [chuckle] “No, we come from Illinois.” “Yeah, you don’t act like people around here.” But, you know, if people give you too much, you pay them back; you don’t take the money. Anyway, so I took that as a good indication of what it’s like to be from Champaign. You’re friendly and you’re honest and – yeah.

Q:
Alright. What do you envision Champaign to be like in the year 2060?

A:
Oh, and I knew you were gonna ask me that. As I told you, I’m better on the past than the future. I have no idea. I have no idea. Our society is going in directions – it could be very good or it could be very bad, and I think we have a responsibility now to make some choices to make sure that it’s very good, to preserve the future. I don’t know what will happen. As I said, I have concern about the – what our research shows for churches is turning inward, this focusing on current members rather than moving to 60% of their budgets on missions, on helping people. If people want bibles, they should be able to have them; right now they can’t. These babies dying, and many of them in areas that are already Christian. And how can we justify that? So I think Champaign in 2060 will be healthier if churches are healthier and turn around some of these trends. Instead of trying to obtain worldly success, recover their heritage of caring about others, of valuing the existence of every individual and understanding that you don’t have to have a roadmap to make sure I know how to fix everybody’s problems. You just gotta start. I mean, that is part of what faith is, you start here and you expect God to meet you at the next crossroads and show you how to do it. And so, if churches step up and fulfill their potential, it will be caring. It will continue to provide means for people. There’s a lot of people – I know we talk about chronic poverty. There are a lot of people who are just one bad break away from homelessness. And if we in the church can be available and meet them at that one point of need, they’ll go on and be fine. But if they have nobody because they have no family, we can be their family. And if they don’t have it, that can become a major crisis. So it will – from within my lens, if the church is the answer, if the church is faithful, it will be a loving, caring place. If the church doesn’t take responsibility now, I think it would have an impact on the entire society, the entire society. Philanthropy in general in this country is firmly based in its religious institutions, and if those start deemphasizing the importance of caring about people, the entire society is gonna be affected. So that was actually pretty good. 
Q:
What advice would you offer to future residents of Champaign?

A:
Well, to be faithful with my faith, that is, to consider the claims of Jesus Christ in their lives – would be a starting point. And after that, to be open to what He asks you to do. A lot of people buy into fire insurance. “Oops! I don’t want eternity in a bad place, and so, I’m gonna be a Christian. So I’m gonna live my life here and count on grace.” Well, that doesn’t seem very fair. So, not only have faith, but to act like it. 

Q:
So how long has Empty Tomb been in the Champaign community?

A:
We were incorporated in 1970 and starting fixing up the house in ’71 and full time – John and I have been working, and so, that’s been on an uninterrupted basis since 1972.

Q:
What do you like most about the Champaign community?

A:
I like the accessibility and the friendliness and the ability to communicate with people, to have meetings, and people don’t have to drive 45 minutes to go to a meeting, to propose that we can connect with any part of town. And that’s a possibility. So the reality that we are a community.

Q:
Explain why you think Empty Tomb is an important aspect of Champaign’s community. 

A:
I think it’s because it’s a contact point that assists people who want to move beyond Sunday mornings, to act on what they believe. It’s also a contact point for people who might otherwise be totally isolated, as we saw with the sewer story, to be a place where they can come, anybody who can help me. And we can connect to the people who want to care, with people who are in need and create some very positive results.

Q:
Do you have any children?

A:
No. 

Q:
I was gonna ask if they were involved.

A:
Yeah, well, I don’t know what would’ve happened because I don’t have any children.

Q:
How do you feel Champaign stands out from other communities in the U.S.?

A:
Well, I don’t know. Hometown pride is a question. Everybody loves their own hometown, I suppose. And one thing about this community is clearly there are a lot of people at the university with national reputations existing side by side with people who don’t have them. And they’re all in Cub Scouts together, go to the same churches, or the ability to know people and belong to a broad set of acquaintances is very good. But clearly having the university here, having the agriculture here gives it a very – well, I’m using the word broad again. But that’s what it is. Just a perspective. And we’ve found it a good place to live. And there’s hope. There’s hope here that things can be different. When you work hard, when you see a need, you can make a difference in it. And that, I think, is a very good reality to live with. If you live in Chicago and see neighborhood after neighborhood after neighborhood and living in the suburbs, and during the turmoil of the ‘60’s and just feeling like what are you going to do? And here there’s more of a reality of problem-solving. We can make a difference. 
Q:
How has the university changed throughout your experience in Champaign?

A:
The university has expanded. It has – well, one of the big issues, I would say, is it’s become more cosmopolitan than it was when I first started. How it changed, I can tell you. When I came my freshman year, and I went out to a movie on a Sunday night, and at some point all these girls started standing up and walking out of the movie, and I thought, boy, there’s just an exodus here. I don’t know why this is happening. And I went back and found out I was locked out from my dorm. And I thought, okay, what’s happening here? Well, it turned out, freshmen and sophomores, women, had a curfew, an enforced curfew, which I didn’t know about. And my parents had always trusted me. And so, I just came home. And I mean, when I got there at, what?, 10 after 11:00, because I stayed to watch the end of the movie, doors were locked, punishment. And I was like, “What?? What are you talking about??” And so, that was my freshman year. By the time – and I was told sororities would fine their members if they wore slacks to class. Okay? You had to dress to go to class, my freshman year. By my senior year, nobody including freshmen, had hours. You could come 24 hours. Nobody watched you. And nobody wore dresses to class. I mean, it was almost dereguer to wear jeans, and you were considered odd to wear dresses. That happened from 1967 to 1971. There was this massive change. And people that had to live in the dorms, you could have apartments, you could do whatever you wanted to do. So that sort of summarizes how things changed right in that era.

Q:
Is there anyplace you love to spend most of your time or visit during the week?

A:
We work. [chuckle] And do I love the Empty Tomb building? It’s a wonderful building. I thank God for it. But, no, I just – we are boring. We work. That’s what we do. We ought to get out more.

Q:
And what are some of the churches that you have worked with or helped?

A:
Well, who have worked with us, there are over 30 churches we can call for food. There are churches involved in home maintenance. I’d be concerned about even calling the different traditions ‘cause I might forget somebody. But we work with churches: Catholic, mainland Protestant, Evangelical, Protestant, Baptist, Fundamentalist, Pentecostal, churches – just the broad spectrum of those who name Jesus. And we may not be able to agree on the verse above or below this one, but this one we can all agree on, so let’s go and do something about it. 
Q:
I’m not sure if I asked you this, but what do you feel Champaign offers to its community?

A:
Champaign to its community? I’m not sure I understand the question.

Q:
What do you think Champaign offers to the residents, the people that live here in this community? 

A:
Well, again, proximity, if you live here you know, you can – you don’t have far to go. I don’t know. I don’t know that one. That one, I don’t have as ready an answer for.

Q:
That’s alright. Do you have any remembrance of change in Champaign?  Like a park being built or taken down? A story, like maybe a store demolition or some great change in Champaign that the community was affected by?

A:
Well, as I said, I think the decision, and this was sort of a national movement, but to eliminate that really dense subsidized housing at the corner of 4th and Park Street – no, I’m sorry, 4th and Bradley – was a very good move, so that people didn’t feel as though they were just kind of shoved in an area. Clearing the oak/ash area was really good. There was just a whole series of shotgun houses, and it was pretty scary. We would deliver furniture, Johnny Johnson and my husband, John, and I were a Saturday morning team. I was Fred and John was Harry, and we were the furniture movers. And going back, just at that corner was where the Martin Luther King Housing is, but that was just really, really dense and real scary. And in fact, one guy, they were looking for because he was accused of murdering someone, he was able to hide there for a week and a half. And nobody – you know, they found him, and the Blue Island Tavern was right in the center of it. And a guy that we knew, fairly troubled, in the – This would have been the early ‘80’s. And he went into the Blue Island Tavern, and just took out his gun and shot into the ceiling, and he was shot so many times by the patrons that he was dead before he hit the floor. And it was ruled a suicide, and nobody was every – I mean, there were so many bullets in him from so many different guns that they just didn’t know. But it was the kind of really rowdy place that it was, and the fact that he went in and shot into the ceiling was sort of an invitation, ‘cause people shot first. So that was right in the center of this whole area. And clearing that, putting in the housing, then providing more resources for people to live, I think has been a very positive move. Again, giving people hope. And that was a long-term commitment from a variety of leaders, including John Lee Johnson.  And so, yes, that change in that area has been real important. 

Q:
Alright. You had said about Frances Nelson—

A:
Yeah.

Q:
What were you saying about that? You knew a woman—

A:
Well, Frances Nelson Health Center was started in the late ‘60’s, and it was an effort that came out of leaders in the African American community for health, particularly for low-income people, but particularly for the children in the community. Again, at that time, it’s just almost unbelievable now, but that people could live in such isolation, a few blocks from one of the best universities in the country, and yet you would have children who were suffering malnutrition, who did not have basic health care. So Frances Nelson was built. Elsie Easley was one of the original founding energies there, and now, of course, it’s over on Prospect and Bradley, and has changed. There’s a group in Decatur. But for many years, it was just an important, important place for health care, and right from the beginning they were able to get concerned doctors in the community to come in, build, make contact through the university, which is a wonderful thing about this community. With this resource, that if people see there is a serious problem, and you begin stepping out, you can soon network then to the broader community and tap into the great talents that are here. 

Q:
How would you describe Champaign?
A:
How would I describe Champaign?

Q:
Yeah.

A: 
It’s now my hometown. Yeah. [chuckle]

Q:
To end off, are there any memories you’d like to share, that you didn’t get a chance to? Anything you remember now?

A:
You’ve been so kind to just let me ramble, that I think I’ve covered – I’d written down that I wanted to mention John Lee Johnson as a leader, Reverend W. H. Donalson at Salem Baptist Church, very, very important. He told us how the – I think it was the Courier was – their wedding page was segregated. And so, people got married in the Black community, they couldn’t appear with the White people who were being married – on the same page. And he, as a pastor, he just thought that was outrageous, and he led the kind of movement – again, he was not a rabble-rouser; he was a very – I can’t think, you know, almost like presence like James Earl Jones, if you could picture that. Just very dignified, great voice, and you just don’t want to mess with him. He just was this wonderful person. And then, Elsie Easley, with the energy with Frances Nelson --- were three people among many, many others, but who impacted others and we had great respect for, who caused us to think that staying in this community and hoping that we can activate the church, that this was a good place to live out our lives.

Q:
Okay, well, that’s it.

A:
Well, I guess it is. My goodness, I’m sorry I talked so much.

Q:
No—

A:
And your challenge, you have to listen to all of this and say, okay, this half sentence will work. But there you go! There you go. But thank you for letting me just think about all of that. Yeah, ‘cause that’s been –
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