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Ihad the good fortune to visit 
Mississippi recently with our 
CEO, Tom Van Coverden, 

to participate in a seminal event 
recognizing one of the few original 
founders of the American civil rights 
and Community Health Center 
movements still with us today — 
Dr. Robert Smith. For myself 
and many others who attended 
this event, it brought back a flood 
of memories of the times some 
50 years ago, and the great social 
unrest that sparked the Civil Rights 
Movement and gave rise to our 
own heritage as health centers. At 
that time, African Americans were 
increasingly pressing for equal 
rights that were violently resisted by 
staunch supporters of segregation. 
Nowhere was this more evident 
than in the South and especially  
in Mississippi.

College students organized and 
put their bodies on the line to 
achieve the rights that others in 
society took for granted. Activists 
arrived in southern towns to stage 
sit ins (nonviolent protests against 
segregated businesses), register 
voters, march and otherwise protest 
the injustices that prevailed. In 
return many were beaten, jailed and 
even killed. When they were injured, 
there were only a few doctors and 
almost no hospitals locally that 
would give them treatment.

In 1961, Dr. Smith, a native 
Mississippian, fresh out of medical 
school, found himself back in 
Mississippi. However, his medical 
education at Howard University 
Medical School in Washington, 
D.C., had not fully prepared him for 
the reality he would encounter. He 
was a medical doctor but couldn’t 
get medical privileges in any local 
hospital. And as he began offering 
care, he saw people by the hundreds 
with worms, anemia, and other 
appalling health conditions, most of 
whom had never — or very rarely — 
received any medical care. 

In 1963, Dr. Smith and other 
physicians formed the Medical 
Committee for Civil Rights (MCHR) 
to serve as the medical arm of 
the Civil Rights Movement. That 
year, the Committee picketed the 
American Medical Association at 
their national meeting in Atlantic 
City to bring attention to the issues 
regarding health, economic, and 
social disparities affecting African 
Americans. There he met Dr. Jack 
Geiger, who spoke of his experience 

as a medical student in South Africa, 
arguing that a comprehensive 
approach to tackling the needs of 
the poor in America was needed that 
extended well beyond healthcare 
alone. Dr. Smith by then knew that, 
in Mississippi, 30 to 40 percent of 
the children had intestinal parasites, 
and the infant mortality rate was 
around 60 percent. In addition to 
medical care, these people needed 
food and clean water, social services, 
legal services and financial help. 

A year later, Dr. Smith and others in 
MCHR sponsored doctors, nurses, 
social workers, psychologists, and 
other members of the allied health 
disciplines to come to Mississippi 
for Freedom Summer. They 
included Drs. Geiger and Count 
Gibson who, with the help of Dr. 
Smith and several other talented 
and committed people, formulated a 
concept of health care delivery that 
became the model for the nation’s 
community health centers.

Not long afterward, the newly-
formed federal Office of Economic 
Opportunity provided funds 
through Tufts University to set up 
the model health centers in Mound 
Bayou, MS, and in Boston — the 
forerunners of today’s community 
health centers. In those early days, 
Dr. Smith and another icon of that 
era, Dr. Aaron Shirley — who later 
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In May, the National Association 

of Community Health Centers 

(NACHC) lost a friend and 

colleague. Dr. Alan W. Strange 
devoted a lifetime of service to 

advancing the development of 

community-based primary care 

systems to address the health 

needs of the nation’s under-

served and vulnerable populations.

Alan was the founder and first executive director  

of the Montana Primary Care Association (PCA).  

He is credited with the expansion of community 

health centers throughout the state, opening access 

to medical care in areas where few, if any, health 

providers existed. Thanks to his vision and  

commitment, Montana now boasts a system of  

primary care health centers that reaches over 

100,000 people at more than 79 sites. 

Over his many years of service, Alan gave voice 

to the need for health professionals in rural and 

frontier areas of the country. A leader and advocate, 

he called for resources and investment to support 

not only the growth of community health centers, 

but also the workforce of primary care clinicians 

required to deliver care and protect health in medi-

cally underserved communities. In testimony before 

Congress and state legislative bodies and in service 

on numerous high-level commissions, Alan urged 

the enlargement of the National Health Service 

Corps. He was among some of the first leaders to 

warn about the emerging primary care shortage in 

the nation and advocated for strengthened training 

and scholarship programs for doctors, nurses, nurse 

practitioners and other needed health professionals.

“Alan was one of our best,” said Tom Van Coverden, 

NACHC President and CEO. “He was a man of  

intellect and vision. He understood the health  

system in this country and was able to offer work-

able solutions to meet challenging community 

health needs. Working with partners in his region 

and totally engaged in NACHC at the national level, 

he helped us shape the strategies that led to the 

expansion of health centers and their recognition 

as a vital part of the nation’s health delivery system. 

Alan’s large presence at both state and national  

levels — his leadership — and no less his optimism 

and good cheer will be greatly missed by all.” 

Alan earned a master’s degree in psychology from 

Indiana University of Pennsylvania and a Ph.D. in 

public health from Johns Hopkins University in 

Maryland. Early in his career and prior to his work 

with the Montana PCA, he held leadership positions 

with the National Rural Primary Care Association 

and the Minnesota Primary Care Association. In 

memory, NACHC salutes his many contributions to 

the Community Health Center Movement — where 

he found his passion and mission in life. We join in 

expressing deepest sympathies to his wife Lil  

Anderson, who is also a nationally recognized  

health center leader, his family and our many  

friends and colleagues in Montana.u

Remembering Dr. Alan W. Strange

founded and led the Jackson-Hinds 
Community Health Center in 
Jackson, MS for nearly 50 years — 
literally travelled the 140 miles from 
Jackson to Mound Bayou twice a 
week for more than a year to help 
Dr. Geiger get the new health center 
up and running. Dr. Smith went on 
to serve as President and CEO of 
Central Mississippi Health Services, 
another federally funded health 

center in Jackson, where he still 
offers care today. 

Last November, the AMA honored 
Robert Smith, MD, with the Medal 
of Valor Award for fighting social 
injustice and providing health care 
to all Mississippi citizens during 
the civil rights era. He is a true 
American hero, one who – along 
with Drs. Geiger, Dr. Gibson,  

Dr. Shirley and so many others — 
deserve our admiration and  
eternal gratitude. Through their 
sacrifice and undaunted courage, 
they literally made us who we  
are today. u

Dan Hawkins is NACHC Senior  
Vice President for Public Policy  
and Research.


