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North by Northeast Community Health Center (NxNE) founder Dr. Jill Ginsberg (right) welcomes Dr. Gina Guillaume to Portland to become the clinic’s new medical director. 

Ginsberg had been in discussions with her board and staff about transitioning to a Black physician leader as the clinic grows.

A Black Doctor for Better Health
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Ginsberg, a white physician, and the late 

Black pastor Mary Overstreet-Smith, a 

Portland legend known for helping feed 

and clothe community members in need.

Ginsberg said the new doctor is sure to 

please patients who often say they love 

seeing the diversity in her staff, people who 
look like them, when they come in for their 

care at NxNE.

“It’s part of my personal commitment 

and our commitment as an organization in 

serving the Black community, Ginsberg 

said.” I am so excited to welcome Dr. 

Guillaume. She is a brilliant physician, a 

passionate advocate for her patients, and 

is outspoken about the role of racism in 

health disparities.”

In America, one only has to look at 

medical histories to see evidence of lower 

levels of healthcare for Black Americans 

and the mistrust that un-even treatments 

have ensued. It was only in 1966, that 

hospitals were desegregated because of 

the threat of loss of federal funds from 

Medicare and Medicaid, according to the 

New York Times.

Guillaume pointed to other medical 

care failures for Black Americans like 

the “Tuskegee study” where Black men 

were studied for the effects of syphilis in 
the 1930s and ‘40s but were not given 

treatment when it became available.

“So many other things happened, 

like the sterilization of Black women in 

Mississippi, where Black women were 

tricked into signing paperwork for an ap-

pendectomy but it was for a hysterecto-

my,” Guillaume said.

 In an interview with the Portland Ob-

server, she also talked about the case of 

Henrietta Lacks, the Black woman whose 

unique cells, called HeLa tissue, collected 

when she had cancer back in the 1950s, 

are still used to study the effects of toxins, 
drugs, hormones and viruses on the growth 

of cancer cells without experimenting on 

humans. The Lacks family recently filed 
a lawsuit against Thermo Fisher Scientif-

ic, which sells a commercial line of HeLa 

tissue, accusing the company of profiting 
from Lacks’ “stolen” cells.

“All of this has created a lot of dis-

trust within the Black community. It’s 

underserved and they don’t get a lot of 

respect in a health care office sometimes, 
all of that in addition to marginalization 

and experimentation on Black people as 

well,” Guillaume said. “I just want to 

stress that it’s not accidental.”

Guillaume sees healthcare as so much 

more “than a 15 minute session” in a doc-

tor’s office. She spends that extra time to 
get to know staff and patients, for example, 
and works with other community organiza-

tions to improve overall health.

“I went into medicine to empower 

communities,” she said.

Guillaume said she’s also interested 

in trauma informed care, recognizing the 

work of others in the field, including Or-
egon Health and Science University.

 “It’s something we don’t talk about, 

but before their 18th birthday, children 

may be exposed to different forms of 
trauma, including abuse or parents incar-

cerated,” she said.

There are at least 10 kinds of trauma, 

Guillaume said.

“Trauma and stress impact our health as 

well and I hope to incorporate in Portland 

how to screen for childhood trauma and re-

duce chronic stress,” she said.

Guillaume also knows that racism cre-

ates stress and low-quality living condi-

tions can have a great effect on a person’s 
health. 

“If you are in a marginalized group and 

don’t have access to quality food and clean 

water or safe and clean housing, of course 

it will negatively affect your health,” she 
said. The coronavirus pandemic is also on 

her agenda, and Guillaume hopes to cor-

rect misinformation about and mistrust of 

the COVID vaccine.

As part of her hiring process, Guillaume 

said the whole staff at NxNE was invited 
to join her for lunch, and though she’s only 

been to Portland twice, she knew she’d 

found her medical home.

 “I loved the space and the intimacy, and 

that it’s not a large corporation that over-

shadows your interests,” she said. “I ap-

preciated the tight knit feeling and also the 

people. I felt like I was talking to my cous-

ins, and I fit right in. I left that meeting and 
knew this is where God needed me to be.”


