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The advertisement for a woman physician in 
Kewanee may have raised eyebrows in 1898. Un-
usual? Yes. But as unusual was that Dr. Hattie B. 
Melaik had been born and raised in Egypt. 

Hattie was born in Assiut, Egypt, in 1868 to 
Girgis and Wardy (née Barakat) Melaik. She at-
tended the Pressley Memorial boarding school 
for girls until her parents, who had converted 
to Christianity, began working for a mission-
ary station in Alexandria.  

While in Alexandria, Hattie attended the 
American Mission school. But in 1882, after the 
nationalist revolt led by Arabi Pasha and the 
bombing of Alexandria by the British fleet, 
the Melaik family fled to Europe and then to 
America.  

Helped to America by an American mis-
sionary worker who had returned to Tennes-
see, the Melaik family stayed in Tennessee 
for a year before moving to Monmouth, 

Illinois. In Monmouth, Girgis took up gardening, 
growing various vegetables from seeds he brought 
with him from Egypt. He eventually operated a truck 
garden business. Wardy died in 1892, and Girgis re-

married in 1894. 

Hattie attended public school 
in Monmouth for two years, 

followed by time at the 
Grammar School in 
West Philadelphia and 
Westminster Seminary 

in Fort Wayne, Indiana. 
In 1887, she returned 

home, and later enrolled in 
Monmouth College where 
she was a member of the 

Aletheorian Society. Hattie 
received her bachelor of sci-

ence degree in 1891. 

In 1894, Hattie began medi-
cal school in Keokuk, 

Iowa. She entertained 
thoughts of becoming a 
medical missionary in 
Egypt. 

In March 1897, Hat-
tie was one of seven 
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women and 41 men to graduate from the medical 
school. In April, she received her license from the 
state board of health authorizing her to practice med-
icine.  

A friend told Dr. Melaik of an opportunity for a 
new physician in Kewanee. She quickly decided to 
take advantage of the prospect and left for what 
would become the city in which she would practice 
medicine for the rest of her career. She decided to 
specialize in women’s and children’s health. 

However, women physicians in general were 
scorned as incompetent and not part of the natural 
order in the medical profession. In addition to being 
a new doctor in a new town, she had to deal with that 
prejudice. Thus, Dr. Melaik’s early years of practice 
were not easy. 

Dr. Melaik’s younger sister Alys joined her in 
Kewanee, where  Alys took a teaching position. The 
sisters lived in a home on the northwest corner of 
Elm and First Streets. Their brother Naseef joined 
them soon thereafter, and he eventually coached the 
Kewanee High School football team (which included 
soon-to-be-famous black American architect Walter 
Thomas Bailey). Naseef was a fine football player in 
his own right, playing on the Dixon College team. He 
later became a dentist in Eureka. 

Henry Melaik joined the family in Kewanee as 
well. Like his siblings, Henry was active and 
unafraid, as exemplified by a 2,000 ft. balloon ascent 
in Monmouth after which he gracefully parachuted 

to the ground. Unfortunately, Henry died of 
consumption in 1899 at the Elm Street home, 
surrounded by family. 

After arriving in Kewanee, Dr. Melaik became ac-
tive in civic affairs. For instance, she joined the temper-
ance movement, giving many talks, such as one enti-
tled “Opinion of the Physician on Alcohol.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Melaik’s office was located on the second 
floor at 208 N. Tremont Street, over the Huntington, 

Spickler & Warner Store. But by 1903, 
Dr. Melaik had moved her office to above 
the Saratoga Café on West Second Street. 
In 1904, she temporarily moved her office 
into the Chisnall Building. In 1905, Dr. 
Melaik moved her office for the final 
time, to the Quinn Building, at 217 N. 
Main Street, where she would practice un-
til she retired.   

By this time, Dr. Melaik’s sister Jessie 
and her brother Mohanna had also moved to 

Kewanee and were living with her on Elm Street. Jes-
sie was a teacher while Mohanna, after graduating 
from Kewanee High School, became a physical edu-
cation director at the Kewanee YMCA. His fine 
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fitness was on display when, on a trip back to 
Egypt during this period, Mohanna set a rec-
ord for climbing the Gizeh pyramid in 
seven minutes, shaving three minutes off 
the previous best time.)  

In 1906, Dr. Melaik’s father developed 
appendicitis and temporarily moved from 
Monmouth into Dr. Melaik’s Elm Street home 
so she could care for him. Although he ap-
peared to be improving, on November 9, Girgis 
Melaik passed away, with Hattie, Alys, and Mohanna 
with him. Naseef arrived the next day from Eureka. 
Girgis’s remains, accompanied by his children, were 
returned to Monmouth where he was buried. 

Dr. Melaik continued to grow her medical prac-
tice in Kewanee and earned the respect of its citizens. 
By the time World War I began, she was playing a 
major role in the health of not only Kewanee but of 
all of Henry County.  

Dr. Melaik was appointed Henry County chair-
man of the health and recreation work for the Council 
of National Defense. Her role included giving lec-
tures such as the series she gave on “Health and Rec-
reation” to the Women’s Committee of the Council. 
Dr. Melaik also assisted on the committee for child 
welfare. 

As the war progressed, Dr. Melaik volunteered to 
join the Red Cross and work overseas in the Euro-

pean theatre. Then, 
just as she was 
making her travel 
arrangements, the 
armistice was sign-
ed. But as the 
Spanish flu epi-
demic struck, Dr. 
Melaik gave talks 
around Kewanee 
on the importance 
of social hygiene. 

Dr. Melaik con-
tinued to be active in the community. For instance, 
she chaired the Arts Department of the Kewanee 
Women’s Club and lobbied for an extension of the 
Art Institute to Kewanee. She also was a member of 
the Illinois Audubon Society and its local secretary 
in Kewanee. 

In 1930 Dr. Melaik was named a director of the 
Kewanee Public Hospital. In 1935, she was elected 

elected president of the Kewanee Physician’s 
Club. 

During the ramp up for the United States’ 
participation in World War II, she along 
with other physicians gave first aid training 
to Kewanee’s various industries. 

In May 1947 the Henry County Medical 
Society awarded Dr. Melaik a 50-year medal in 

honor of her many years of service in the general 
practice of medicine in Kewanee and Henry County.  

Dr. Hattie B. Melaik died of arteriosclerosis in 
San Francisco on October 10, 1954. Surviving Dr. 
Melaik were her sisters Jessie Mattfeldt and Alys 
Melaik. She was buried in South Pleasant View 
Cemetery.  

Hattie B. Melaik was born halfway around the 
world in a land troubled by sectarian and religious 
upheavals. Her parents, however, raised strong-
willed children capable of taking on all of the chal-
lenges life had to offer. Hattie and her siblings be-
came pioneers, and Hattie became a highly respected 
healer on the Illinois prairie, far from the shifting 
sands from which she came. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Thanks to Cleta Riggins from Princeville, who first 
told me about Dr. Melaik. I then found a superb 
source of information for this story, “HATTIE B. 
MELAIK, M.D. - BORN IN EGYPT - PRACTICED IN 

KEWANEE FOR 50 YEARS - A WOMAN MEDICAL DOCTOR 

IN KEWANEE IN 1898,” written by Steve and Barbara 
Morrison. Their article appeared in the June 2020 
issue of THE HENRY COUNTY GENIE, the official pub-
lication of the Henry County Genealogical Society. 
If you’re not a member, please consider  joining.) 

March 25, 1919, Kewanee 
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