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The Founding of 
San José Clinic
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Established in 1922 to address the high mortality rates in the Mexican and Mexican American community, the Mexican 
Clinic, shown here in 1930 at 1909 Canal Street, boosted the overall health of the community within two years of opening.

Houston Post-Dispatch ©Houston Chronicle. Used with permission.
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G uadalupe was expecting her fourth child in five months’ 
time in October 1938. Her eyes once sparkled with joy 

over her children, but now they were filled with fear and 
grief for her beloved husband John, who had died. She 
worried about how she would take care of their three young 
children let alone a fourth. Guadalupe fell ill, perhaps from 
heartache, or maybe something else was wrong. But how 
could she afford to go to the doctor when she lacked money 
for food and rent? Frightened with nowhere else to turn, she 
arrived at the Mexican Clinic to ask for aid. Her three chil-
dren trailed behind her, afraid and clinging to her skirt.

A caring doctor and attentive nurse examined Guadalupe 
and her children, while the women volunteers gave her hope 
and encouragement. She learned a great deal during her 
clinic visit, which eased some of her fears. Soon her health 
improved, and her children were more fit than they had ever 
been because the clinic offered her guidance on how to care 
for them. In an article featuring Guadalupe’s journey, the 
Houston Chronicle reported, “She will have a fine baby that 
will grow into a healthy child because the clinic will take 
care of the baby too.”1

Before the Clinic
In the early twentieth century, Mexican immigrants, many 

fleeing a revolution in their homeland, came to Houston seek-
ing better opportunities. After World War I, however, it became 
more challenging for Mexicans to find employment as return-
ing Anglo veterans displaced them, and labor unions accused 
the Mexicans of taking jobs from Americans. Falling into pov-
erty, many Mexican American residents barely earned enough 
to survive. They represented one of the city’s most impover-
ished ethnic groups, living in substandard housing that lacked 
basics like running water, which led to rapidly deteriorating 
health. Most notably, pneumonia and tuberculosis brought the 
Mexican community’s life expectancy down lower than that of 
the general public.2

Malnourishment and disease from their impoverished 
conditions led to high infant mortality, as did mothers’ lack 
of knowledge about childcare. According to a 1922 health 
report published in the Houston Chronicle, 658 children 
in Texas died in June alone. Of those, 58 were Mexican 
children under one month of age and 195 were Mexicans 

between one and twelve months 
old. Even though Mexican 
parents compared favorably to 
other ethnic groups in their care 
prior to a child’s birth, the report 

indicated a “lack of proper 
hygiene result[ed] in intestinal 
derangement, malnutrition 
and enteritis [as] the principal 
causes of death.”3

In 1922, Monsignor George 
T. Walsh, who headed Houston’s 
Annunciation Catholic Church, 
noted the high infant mortal-
ity rate among the Mexican 

American community, including those in his own parish. 
It was a time when “the parish priests had to have their 
finger into many things to try to help the people that they 
were trying to serve,” Sister Pauline Troncale, director of 
the clinic in the early 1990s, explained. With support from 
Bishop Christopher Byrne, Msgr. Walsh appealed to the 
local National Council of Catholic Women chapter, which 
later became the Charity Guild of Catholic Women, to assist 
in creating a clinic for the disadvantaged children.

Under the leadership of 
Katherine (Mrs. Lucian B.) 
Carroll and Theodora (Mrs. W. 
E.) Kendall, fifty-nine members 
of the Charity Guild pitched in 
a dollar each, raising enough 
to procure the clinic’s original 
location. From the beginning, 
the clinic was open to all with-
out regard to their race, creed, 
national origin, or sex. Today, the 
clinic’s mission remains as it was 
at its founding: “To provide heal-
ing through quality healthcare 
and education with respect and 
compassion for those with limited 
access to care.”4

Launching the Clinic
The Clínica Gratuita initially 

opened in 1922 at 1900 Franklin Street in Second Ward, 
or Segundo Barrio. The Charity Guild and Msgr. Walsh 
appealed to doctors, friends, and strangers who donated “hat 
racks, chairs, sideboards, rugs, and medicine” to get started. 
Drug companies and hospitals also donated supplies. Dr. Peter 
Scandino was the first to offer his services to patients and he 
invited others who followed, including a dentist, eye doctor, 
and dermatologist. Josephine Pratt, a social worker, recalled 
the day the clinic opened, “We didn’t have anything in the 
building at all – no furniture, no patients. So I walked out in 
the street and looked around until I found an old Mexican 

Known for his generosity and 
dedication to the community he served, 
Msgr. George Walsh of Annunciation 
Catholic Church helped establish a 
free clinic, la Clínica Gratuita, later 
renamed the Mexican Clinic and now 
San José Clinic.

Photo courtesy of the San José Clinic.

Bishop Christopher E. Byrne 
supported the clinic’s founding and 
placed it under the protection of Saint 
Joseph in 1946.

Photo courtesy of Maureen Sanders.

Katherine Carroll was a 
cofounder of the San José 
Clinic and Charity Guild 
of Catholic Women. Her 
leadership along with that of 
Theodora Kendall placed the 
clinic on the path to success.

Photo courtesy of the  
Charity Guild of Catholic Women.
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woman who looked sick, and I brought her in.” Fourteen years 
later, the woman was still a regular at the clinic. In its first 
two years, the clinic saw a decline in infant mortality in the 
Mexican community due to the attentive medical and overall 
healthcare it provided.5

In 1925, the clinic changed its name to the Mexican Clinic 
and moved to 1909 Canal Street, which stood in a poor area 
then called Five Points, in the heart of Second Ward. The 
average number of patients seen weekly reached 100, includ-
ing as many as forty babies examined and treated in one day. 
Rent, electricity, gas, telephone, drugs, and incidentals to 
operate the clinic ran about $350 per month.6

The high number of children’s visits reflected the need for 
natal care in the Mexican community. The Houston Chronicle 

described the scene in the clinic in 1926, “With little hands 
and noses shining, children come to the clinic dressed in 
mother’s cut down dresses or papa’s pants made over to 
more or less the right size. They answered to Juanita, Maria, 
Sara, Carmen, Vira, Angel, Felix, José, Manuel, Ramon, and 
Emelio, and one young mother answered to ‘Weelie’ for her 
son ... Always quiet and demure, these Mexicans who need 
aid and encouragement, are models of patience and innate 
gentility. Old and young, they love little children.”7 For 
many of the families, this was the first healthcare facility 
that humanized children.

By 1927, the Mexican Clinic was receiving a high volume 
of patients thus needing more funding and support from 
the community. In 1928, Houston’s Community Chest (later 
United Way of Greater Houston) added the Mexican Clinic 
to its funding list, allowing the clinic to expand its resources 
and services, which were offered to babies and children on 
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings and adults in the 
afternoons. Hospital treatment was performed at either St. 
Joseph’s Infirmary or Jefferson Davis Hospital. At first the 
clinic struggled to convince its patients that getting treat-
ment would not result in death. Pratt described the chal-
lenge, saying, “The people were superstitious about coming 
to a hospital, but we gradually overcame their objections.”8

The Great Depression
The Mexican community, which had reached 12,000 people 

by 1930, suffered at the start of the Great Depression when 
poverty levels increased due to the plummeting economy and 
loss of jobs. Discrimination was at a peak with Americans 
accusing Mexicans and Mexican Americans of “stealing jobs.” 
The situation led to forced deportations, and the government 
failed to offer aid. Disease and hunger were rampant in the 
community. Tuberculosis reached epidemic proportions, a 
statistic made worse by overcrowding in homes and poor 
nutrition. Even though the clinic lost revenue from donations 
during the downturn, it worked to aid the underprivileged with 
the limited resources it had. The clinic distributed cans of milk 
every week to boost community health and prevent children 
from getting sick. Mrs. Arthur Clark, a graduate of St. Mary’s 
Nursing School in Galveston who ran the clinic, was report-
edly “untiring in her efforts to get milk from the various milk 
companies, Borden’s, Carnation, and Pet.”9

By November of 1937, Pratt reported a noticeable decline in 
infant mortality, indicating, “The city can see some tangible 
results of the clinic’s work over the last 14 years in the fact that 
the death rate of the Mexican population here has dropped 40 
percent since 1923.” That same year, the Community Chest 
allotted $4,249.92 to the Mexican Clinic.10

Although the clinic needed an additional nurse to cover 
the caseload in 1938, the clinic increased the visits to 1,200 a 
month, according to cofounder Theodora Kendall who served 
as the clinic’s president. By 1942, the Mexican Clinic had an 
operating budget of $7,232 and offered medical, dental, optical, 
surgical, obstetrical, and well-baby care. The clinic distributed 

The growing number of patients seeking care forced the clinic to relocate. 
Three years after opening, la Clínica Gratuita moved to Canal Street 
and changed its name to the Mexican Clinic, although it treated low-
income individuals of many ethnic groups. 
 Photo courtesy of the San José Clinic.

When opening the 
Canal location, 
the clinic wanted 
facilities that 
matched the quality 
of the healthcare it 
provided. Although 
the facilities, 
circa 1930, look 
comparatively 
sparse today, the 
clinic provided 
efficient and 
comfortable service 
to patients with help 
from grants and 
donations.

Photos courtesy of the 
Sisters of Charity of the 

Incarnate Word.
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milk and commodities, as well as immunizations for typhoid, 
smallpox, and diphtheria to students who attended De Zavala, 
Jones, and Rusk Elementary Schools.11 Thus, the Mexican 
Clinic played a crucial role in aiding poor families during the 
Depression and into the 1940s.

Mexican Clinic to San José Clinic
In 1946, Bishop Byrne requested the Missionary Sisters 

of the Immaculate Conception, which ran St. Elizabeth 
Hospital in Houston’s Fifth Ward, take over supervision of 
the Mexican Clinic. Sister Leonardine and Sister Manuela 
ushered in a new era for the clinic. By 1946, proposed reno-
vations included expanding the examination rooms, adding 
two waiting rooms, and painting the building. During the 
renovations, the clinic only operated the baby and prenatal 
clinics, but a year later, it reopened with space to accom-
modate the growing number of patients seeking care. On 
March 19, 1947, St. Joseph’s Day, Bishop Byrne blessed 
and renamed the facility San José Clinic, a place under the 
protection of St. Joseph, who looks after the needs of many 
people, including the sick.

In 1954, the San José Clinic stood in the path of a new high-
way system and moved to temporary quarters in the nearby 
Clayton Homes housing project at 1919 Runnels Street. Two 
connecting apartments were converted for use by the clinic 
for fifteen months while a new building was constructed. 
That same year, the Sisters of the Immaculate Conception 
resigned from administration of the clinic to fulfill the needs 
at St. Elizabeth Hospital. At the request of Bishop Wendelin 
Nold, the Houston-based Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate 
Word took over the clinic’s management.12

In 1956, the new San José Clinic opened at 301 Hamilton 
Street. The Scanlan Foundation donated land and money 
to build the new clinic, costing $160,000. The air condi-
tioned, fireproof building had 4,600 square feet of space 
with twenty-four rooms, including a spacious reception 
room and modern facilities for both medical and dental 
out-patient care. It was the perfect setting for the new era of 
modern medicine in the twentieth century.13

Legacy
Founded to serve Houston’s Mexican American commu-

nity, the San José Clinic has continued to care for Houston’s 
underserved when it comes to allocating resources and 
providing healthcare. Moreover, the clinic’s mission extends 
beyond providing medical care and enabling impoverished 
families to live a fulfilling life. Guadalupe’s story is but one 
example of how a mother’s life and the lives of her children 
improved after visiting the clinic, where the whole family 
received care and the medical providers gave Guadalupe 
hope for the future despite the loss of her husband. The San 
José Clinic has always gone above and beyond to not only 
save lives but also change lives, remaining true to its mission 
for the past one hundred years. ❍

Karla Rodriguez is a senior at the University of Houston majoring 
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The San José Clinic’s initial success in reducing the mortality rate 
among the Mexican community attracted many new visitors. By 1938, 
the clinic reached 1,200 visits each month and was capable of offering a 
variety of medical services.

Photo courtesy of the Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word.

Sister Leonardine’s interest in 
the wellbeing of the Mexican 
American community 
influenced her decision to 
accept Bishop Byrne’s request 
for her congregation, the 
Missionary Sisters of the 
Immaculate Conception, to 
run the San José Clinic.

Photo courtesy of  
the San José Clinic.

When the clinic was forced out of the Canal location by freeway 
construction in 1954, it temporarily relocated to Clayton Homes, a few 
blocks away. Photo courtesy of Houston Metropolitan Research Center,  
 Houston Public Library, RGD0006-1198r.
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