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LOCAL
FIRSTSTEPS COMMUNITY HOUSE

NO PLACE
LIKE A HOME
to meet the deadline. And not
only because we had a deadline
to meet, but because they had
CHAMPAIGN — When people
in mind some guys were gonna
leave prison, they get $10, a suit of
come live in this space, and they
clothes and a bus ticket.
were a part of giving back to the
Even among those lucky enough
community in a tangible way.”
to have family to move in with, emoThe house is owned by the
tional trauma is a potential risk.
KILGORE
housing authority, and FirstFolSome have never seen cellphones.
lowers is responsible for utilities,
And for James Kilgore, it was
strange to be able to pay for gas at the although Kilgore said once residents are
employed, they will be expected to conpump using a credit card.
The FirstFollowers Reentry Program tribute at least 10 percent of each paysteps in during that transition period check toward utility bills. There are four
and provides support, guidance and hope bedrooms for residents and a ﬁfth for an
through peer mentorship. The organiza- overnight supervisor.
Kilgore also said everything inside
tion has been around for ﬁve years and
runs a drop-in center out of Bethel AME was either donated by businesses or paid
Church. Now, it’s taking it a step further. for via fundraisers put on by different
FirstFollowers, in partnership with the local organizations.
“Slumberland donated the beds, CartHousing Authority of Champaign County,
broke ground Thursday on the FirstSteps er’s donated the sofa and various organiCommunity House, its ﬁrst transitional zations have sponsored the furniture in
different rooms,” he said. “We’ve had a
home for men released from prison.
Kilgore, the advocacy and outreach huge outpouring of support.”
To become a resident, inmates need to
director for FirstFollowers, said the idea
was sparked by the results of a commu- ﬁll out an application. Then, FirstFollownity survey showed that 83 percent of ers mentors begin to build relationships
respondents believed authorities should with the applicants through phone calls,
provide transitional housing. When David visits or even video calls.
“We’re not concerned much with what
Northern took over as head of the housing authority, with transitional housing they did in the past. What we’re conalready on his agenda, a proposal was cerned with is if you spent 15 years in
created and the partnership between prison, tell us what you’ve done in that
time. Tell us what you’ve done to make
FirstFollowers and HACC was born.
FirstFollowers was given money to yourself better. What are you going to do
renovate the house, and Kilgore said all when you get out here? Do you have plan
of the work was done by men who have of action? Do you have some goals?”
said Kilgore, who wrote a novel during
been through the program.
“They were typically younger guys his six-and-a-half years in a California
with experience in the criminal-justice prison in the 2000s. “... Or have you been
system, but they were trained in build- playing dominos for 15 years and you’re
ing skills,” he said. “They did a lot of ready to come out here and have somedrywall, a lot of painting, relaid the body do something for you? Because
that’s not going to work.
whole ﬂoor.”
“We’re careful that we’re getting peoFor Vincent Andujo, FirstFollowers’
workforce development coordinator, ple who are serious. Because this is a
the best part of renovating the house pilot, so one person coming in here and
was “the way the guys came in enthu- doing the wrong thing can mess up not
siastically. Rain, sleet or snow, the guys only just this house, but the whole idea
showed up, got on it and were driven of re-entry housing.”
By ALEXANDRIA KOBRYN
akobryn@news-gazette.com
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A groundbreaking ceremony took place Thursday at FirstFollowers’ FirstSteps
Community House on West Ells Avenue in Champaign.
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Brian Barnhart has seen it happen
before.
The Voice of the Illini called the
Illinois-Wake Forest game in 2004 and
every other game as Illinois marched
to the 2005 title match against North
Carolina.
Barnhart was also at the microphone when the 2013 Illini upset No. 1
Indiana on Tyler Griffey’s last-second
layup — exactly seven years ago.
“With the way the team has played
the last month, I think it’s more like
’04-05,” Barnhart said. “I think the
anticipation level of Illini fans is about
where it was right before that Wake
Forest game. I sense that in town.”
There is another similarity: the way

feels like every game is a very important game. We’re seeing the result of
that in the attendance going up.”
Among McFadden’s friends, Illinois
basketball is the talk of the town. That
hadn’t been the case in recent seasons.
“Most people think it’s been too
long,” McFadden said. “People are really excited to see Illinois get back here.”
Making adjustments
No surprise, the Orange Krush is
ﬁred up about Friday’s game. Anticipating a rush for the 690 coveted
lower-bowl seats, the student booster
group has come up with a new entry
system.
“We’ve had to completely change the
way we line up to get into the building.” Barry said.
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In the past, the Krush waited inside
State Farm Center.

