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Kwei and Michele Ü and Russell Ellis each gave 
gifts of real estate to ensure that UC Berkeley is 
accessible to academically gifted students, of all 
economic means. This is their legacy.

Gifts of real estate can save you thousands of 
dollars in income and capital gain taxes, while 
providing a substantial benefit to Berkeley and the 
programs that matter to you.

A gift of real estate to Cal can relieve you of the stress involved with the sale 
of a property. And, you receive an income tax charitable deduction based on the 
fair market value of the donated property. We can accept gifts of a percentage 
or full interest in residential, commercial, or undeveloped real estate.

You can donate your property outright or create a trust that pays you income 
for life — or a period of years — and leaves the remaining principal to Cal. Or 
you can donate your home to Cal now, but retain the right to live in it for the 
rest of your life.

Let us help you find the way that best fits your needs. To learn more about 
supporting Cal with a gift of real estate, give us a call at 510.642.6300 or 
800.200.0575; e-mail us at ogp@berkeley.edu or visit us online at  
www.planyourlegacy.berkeley.edu.

	 	 Fiat	Lux!	
  Kevin T. Crilly 
  Director, Office of Gift Planning

Notes	from	the	Director
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	 Deep	connections	to	Cal		 Deep	connections	to	Cal	
giving back and staying involved 

In this issue of Cal Futures, we share two unique and compelling stories of 

people whose love of Berkeley runs deep and is born of layered connections to the 

campus. Here is the story of a young Chinese student, the oldest son of the oldest son, 

who arrived in Berkeley with high expectations and a pressure to succeed, just as his 

uncles and aunts had succeeded at Cal in the decades before. And then the story of a 

man who came to Berkeley as a young, innovative professor, who made his mark as a 

sociologist in the field of architecture over two decades, and continued to give back to 

the University as a beloved vice chancellor. 

Both have supported Cal through a sweep of time because they value an 

institution that embraces democracy and diversity. Both have given gifts of real estate 

in hopes that Berkeley will continue to be accessible to qualified students, of all 

backgrounds, regardless of economic means. 

A Wheeler Tea Save the Date
The 22nd annual Benjamin Ide Wheeler Society Tea, for supporters who have included 

Cal in their estate plan or other planned gift, hosted by Chancellor and Mrs. Birgeneau 

will be held on July 21. This year’s program features a lecture by Berkeley Professor 

Richard Muller, author of the acclaimed Physics for Future Presidents.

After getting his Ph.D. in sociology 
at UCLA, teaching at Pitzer in the 
Claremont Colleges, and at an alternative 
college in New York’s SUNY system, Ellis 
came to Cal. He taught about social and 
cultural issues related to architecture and 
urban design and garnered acclaim as a 
teacher and innovator. 

While vice chancellor, he made 
a gift of property to the University, a lot 
in Riverside that his father and mother 
had purchased in 1947 after seeing an 
advertisement in the Los Angeles Sentinel. 

The proceeds went to several 
programs that are close to Ellis’s heart, 
including the Regional Oral History 
Office where Ellis instigated an effort 
to interview African American faculty 
members. The project has led to oral 
histories with Norvel Smith, the first 
African American vice chancellor in 
the UC system, mathematics professor 
David Blackwell, engineering professor 
Robert Bragg, and drama teacher 
Henrietta Harris, among others.

Ellis’s gift also supported the 
Young Musicians Program (YMP) that 

continued from page 3
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gives access to high-quality music 
education at UC Berkeley to low-
income children from around the Bay 
Area. He served on the Young Musician’s 
Board and while vice chancellor, worked 
with Chancellor Tien to restructure 
the program so that it could become a 
permanent part of the University. 

Through the YMP, each year 
more than 70 students, ages 9 to 18, 
receive free, year-round music education 
from professional musicians as well 
as access to a seven-week intensive 
summer course. About 45 percent of 
these talented students live below the 
federal poverty line. 

After a recent noontime 
concert performance at Herz Hall on 
campus, YMP Director Daisy Newman 
introduced her students to Russell 
Ellis. “Thank	this	man,”	she	said,	
gesturing	to	Ellis.	“He	saved	our	program	
from	oblivion.”	

These days, Ellis is spending 
time with his wife, Julie Shearer, or at 
an artist studio in Berkeley, making 
sculptures from steel and bronze and 

painting with acrylics. He has two 
grown children, who are both acclaimed 
musicians, and two grandchildren. 

Ellis is philosophical about the 
property gift he made to Cal and glad 
he did it when he could because now 
he’s living life on the fixed income of a 
professor emeritus. “I	remember	thinking,	
‘What’s	going	to	outlast	me	—	that’s	worth	
something?’”	he	says.	“UC	Berkeley	is	
worth	it.”  

Taken at the PhotoBooth at the 21st annual Benjamin Ide 
Wheeler Society Tea, July 15, 2008.

continued on page 2
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The	Ü	Family	The	Ü	Family	
Kwei Ü likes to say he grew up at UC Berkeley’s 

International House. 
The retired neurologist was just 16 years old when he 

came from Hong Kong to Berkeley in 1961, but immediately 
he felt at home because his father and several of his aunts and 
uncles were alumni who had lived at I-House.

 “I-House never wanted freshmen, but my aunt threw 
her weight around and got me in,” laughs Ü, whose aunt 
Djoh-I Li was among the earliest residents of I-House, the 
coeducational housing complex for international and American 
students established in 1930.  “I had a great time.” 

Ü, who received his B.A. in physics in 1965, recalls his 
years at an I-House where a Lebanese resident might be in a 
heated, but civil argument with an Israeli and where he made 
friends with people from around the world — Janine from 
France, Hartmut from Germany, Marcia, a Chinese-American 
who grew up in Tahiti. Only reluctantly did Ü leave Berkeley in 
1965 to attend medical school in Madison, Wisconsin. “Everyone	
said,	‘You’ll	love	Madison.	It’s	just	like	Berkeley,’”	he	recalls.	“It’s	
not.	There’s	no	place	like	Berkeley.”	

After completing medical school, Ü was drawn back 
to the Bay Area where he met his future wife, Michele, a nurse 
in the open-heart surgery unit of San Francisco’s Presbyterian 
hospital. She was Canadian, the oldest of five, from a small town 
near Toronto, who moved to New York to see the world. When 
she visited San Francisco in 1967, she was captivated by the 
beauty of the city and felt that she had to stay. 

“He asked me to go kite flying and I thought he was 
joking,” says Michele about her first date with Kwei. Sure 
enough, the dashing young doctor showed up with a kite to fly 
on San Francisco’s Marina Green. 

The biracial marriage — Michele was Caucasian from 
a working class family and Kwei was Chinese from an affluent 
family — was especially difficult for Kwei’s family to accept, but 
with time, Michele grew close to Kwei’s parents. 

The Ü’s first baby, a boy named Adrian, was born with a 
congenital heart disease and did not survive corrective surgery 
as an infant. “It wasn’t easy, it’s never easy,” says Michele about 
the loss of her young son. “But it brought us closer.” 

To honor Adrian’s memory and to express their 
affection for UC Berkeley’s I-House, the Ü’s gave a gift of 
property in 2006 and established the Adrian Hao Yin Ü 
Gateway Fellowship. The earnings from the endowed gift pay 
for room and board during the academic year for one  
I-House student who comes from a university in Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, or China. “We	wanted	to	do	something	in	Adrian’s	
memory,”	says	Kwei.	“It	was	the	right	thing	to	do.”	

The Ü’s went on to have two healthy children —  
Elizabeth, 32 and Adam, 30 — and Kwei became the only 
Cantonese-speaking neurologist in San Francisco’s Chinatown 
for nearly 30 years. 

Answer	to “Famous Alum”
Jerry	Mathers	’74, is best known for his role as “The Beaver,” the son of  
June and Ward Cleaver, on the iconic television show “Leave It to Beaver.”  
After the show’s run, from 1957 to 1963, Mathers left the entertainment 
business to focus on high school and enjoy teenage years away from the 
limelight. He wanted to enlist in the Marines, but because of his celebrity  
status, officers redirected him to the Air National Guard, where he served 

stateside. When asked if his connection to the Beaver character is a blessing 
or a curse, Mathers replied, “I consider it only a plus. I grew up in people’s 
living rooms. I took the money I made and used it to put myself through 
college.” After studying philosophy at UC Berkeley, Mathers spent his career 
in real estate and banking while frequently appearing in movies, commercials, 
and television shows. 
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Kwei says his experience at UC Berkeley was much 
different than that of his uncles who felt a pressure — a 
necessity — to succeed. Three of his uncles received Ph.D.’s 
from Cal and one, Choh-Ming Li, was an esteemed economics 
professor who became the first director of Berkeley’s Center 
for Chinese Studies in 1957. During the summers of 1960 and 
1961, Li went to Hong Kong where he served on a commission 
to give British Commonwealth accreditation to the “refugee 
colleges” that were formed by academics who fled China’s  
1949 revolution. Clark Kerr, then-Chancellor of the entire  
UC system, granted Li a rare, open-ended leave so that he could 
found the Chinese University of Hong Kong, an institution 
that combined and accredited three of the refugee colleges. Li 
returned to teach at Cal and serve on the I-House Board after a 
13-year hiatus. 

The Ü’s revel in their deep family ties to UC Berkeley 
and continue to strengthen those bonds through philanthropy 

and volunteerism. Kwei serves on the I-House Board and 
Michele on the Cal Performances Board. Both say they don’t 
want to be just “names on a list” but prefer to be actively 
involved with the University. At the same time, Kwei notes that 
it’s important to keep adding non-English surnames to the Cal 
honor roll of donors to continue to show the diversity of those 
who give.

The Ü’s live in Mill Valley but come to Berkeley three or 
four times a week for events and musical performances — that’s 
when Kwei isn’t making model airplanes or reading some of the 
30 magazines to which he subscribes. The couple frequently 
attends events at I-House and invites fellowship recipients to 
their home for dinner in an effort to extend the hospitality, the 
sense of family, that Kwei felt when he came to Berkeley. 

“I	feel	that	Berkeley	is	democratic.	It’s	not	discriminating.	
It’s	not	snobbish,”	says	Kwei,	explaining	why	he	and	Michele	stay	
supportive,	“and	yet,	it’s	tops	in	everything.” 

 

ZhiJuan Gao
ZhiJuan Gao came to UC Berkeley after 
attending the University of Science and 
Technology in her native China to pursue 
a Ph.D. in chemistry. She wanted to come 
here because Berkeley has “the best 
chemistry department in the world” —  
and the best weather. 

Gao, 24, is living at Berkeley’s International House where her 
room and board are paid for by the Adrian Hao Yin Ü Gateway 
Fellowship from Kwei and Michele Ü. She says life at I-House 
is “amazing” because of the many social activities and the 
chance to meet people from around the world. 

Gao’s academic interest is in biophysical chemistry and she 
plans to return to China to do research or to teach. “I want to 
thank Michele and Kwei for giving me this fellowship,” says 
Gao. “Like them, I will try my best to help people in need.”  

Russell	Ellis	Russell	Ellis	
Russell Ellis spent 20 years 

teaching sociology in Berkeley’s School 
of Architecture before he was tapped to 
navigate the sociology of the University 
itself, as Cal’s vice chancellor for 
undergraduate student affairs. 

Ellis negotiated with student 
anti-apartheid demonstrators, faced 
budget cuts and recession anxiety, 
and later, as the Faculty Equity 
Associate, maneuvered the aftermath 
of Proposition 209, the state ballot 
initiative that outlawed affirmative 
action in admissions and hiring. 

Ellis, now a professor emeritus, 
says he is grateful for the varied views 
he has had of UC Berkeley. “I saw from 
the inside that in spite of some failings, 
the University has been a major force 
for good,” he says.

Ellis says one of his proudest 
achievements is his work with 
colleague Maryellen Himmel to develop 
the Incentive Awards program that 
helps give talented low-income kids 
better access to UC Berkeley. 

Ellis himself carved a path 
through the challenges of poverty and 
racism to emerge as a groundbreaking 
academic. The Great Depression and 
then World War II crashed down on 
his boyhood. At age five, his mom took 

off for New York and his dad went to 
war, leaving him with church friends 
Eddie and Josephine “Mama” Joiner 
in Fontana, California. In the shadow 
of the towering San Bernardino 
Mountains, the family grew or raised 
everything they ate. 

Ellis’s father returned seven 
years later and brought Russell home 
to the Southeast side of Los Angeles. 
Ellis ran track at Compton High 
School, excelling at what’s now called 
the 800-meter and earning a four-year 
scholarship to UCLA where he ran 
the 400-meter. He missed the 1956 
Olympics by a spot, while his classmate 
Rafer Johnson went on to win the 
decathalon. “It took me a long time to 

get over that — when you get close, it 
hurts more,” says Ellis. 

Ellis	says	he	always	attended	
integrated	schools,	but	de	facto	housing	
segregation	meant	that	his	life	was	
divided	into	the	world	he	went	home	to	
and	the	world	he	went	out	to. Housing in 
Westwood was unavailable to African 
Americans, so at UCLA he lived in 
cooperative housing before living in 
the Jewish fraternity Sigma Alpha Mu, 
called the Sammy house. “It helped 
my sociology a lot,” says Ellis, with a 
chuckle, staring out the window of 
his south Berkeley Craftsman. “I got 
to stand on social borders and look at 
both sides.” 

Russell Ellis (center) with director Daisy Newman and students from the Young Musicians Program.

Michele and Kwei Ü at a campus event.
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your personal estate plan, as the Office of Gift Planning may not render tax or legal advice to friends and alumni of the 
University. If you would like more information concerning charitable giving as a component of estate planning, we would be 
happy to provide  you with more specific ideas.
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Kwei and Michele Ü and Russell Ellis each gave 
gifts of real estate to ensure that UC Berkeley is 
accessible to academically gifted students, of all 
economic means. This is their legacy.

Gifts of real estate can save you thousands of 
dollars in income and capital gain taxes, while 
providing a substantial benefit to Berkeley and the 
programs that matter to you.

A gift of real estate to Cal can relieve you of the stress involved with the sale 
of a property. And, you receive an income tax charitable deduction based on the 
fair market value of the donated property. We can accept gifts of a percentage 
or full interest in residential, commercial, or undeveloped real estate.

You can donate your property outright or create a trust that pays you income 
for life — or a period of years — and leaves the remaining principal to Cal. Or 
you can donate your home to Cal now, but retain the right to live in it for the 
rest of your life.

Let us help you find the way that best fits your needs. To learn more about 
supporting Cal with a gift of real estate, give us a call at 510.642.6300 or 
800.200.0575; e-mail us at ogp@berkeley.edu or visit us online at  
www.planyourlegacy.berkeley.edu.

	 	 Fiat	Lux!	
  Kevin T. Crilly 
  Director, Office of Gift Planning

Notes	from	the	Director
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	 Deep	connections	to	Cal		 Deep	connections	to	Cal	
giving back and staying involved 

In this issue of Cal Futures, we share two unique and compelling stories of 

people whose love of Berkeley runs deep and is born of layered connections to the 

campus. Here is the story of a young Chinese student, the oldest son of the oldest son, 

who arrived in Berkeley with high expectations and a pressure to succeed, just as his 

uncles and aunts had succeeded at Cal in the decades before. And then the story of a 

man who came to Berkeley as a young, innovative professor, who made his mark as a 

sociologist in the field of architecture over two decades, and continued to give back to 

the University as a beloved vice chancellor. 

Both have supported Cal through a sweep of time because they value an 

institution that embraces democracy and diversity. Both have given gifts of real estate 

in hopes that Berkeley will continue to be accessible to qualified students, of all 

backgrounds, regardless of economic means. 

A Wheeler Tea Save the Date
The 22nd annual Benjamin Ide Wheeler Society Tea, for supporters who have included 

Cal in their estate plan or other planned gift, hosted by Chancellor and Mrs. Birgeneau 

will be held on July 21. This year’s program features a lecture by Berkeley Professor 

Richard Muller, author of the acclaimed Physics for Future Presidents.

After getting his Ph.D. in sociology 
at UCLA, teaching at Pitzer in the 
Claremont Colleges, and at an alternative 
college in New York’s SUNY system, Ellis 
came to Cal. He taught about social and 
cultural issues related to architecture and 
urban design and garnered acclaim as a 
teacher and innovator. 

While vice chancellor, he made 
a gift of property to the University, a lot 
in Riverside that his father and mother 
had purchased in 1947 after seeing an 
advertisement in the Los Angeles Sentinel. 

The proceeds went to several 
programs that are close to Ellis’s heart, 
including the Regional Oral History 
Office where Ellis instigated an effort 
to interview African American faculty 
members. The project has led to oral 
histories with Norvel Smith, the first 
African American vice chancellor in 
the UC system, mathematics professor 
David Blackwell, engineering professor 
Robert Bragg, and drama teacher 
Henrietta Harris, among others.

Ellis’s gift also supported the 
Young Musicians Program (YMP) that 

continued from page 3
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gives access to high-quality music 
education at UC Berkeley to low-
income children from around the Bay 
Area. He served on the Young Musician’s 
Board and while vice chancellor, worked 
with Chancellor Tien to restructure 
the program so that it could become a 
permanent part of the University. 

Through the YMP, each year 
more than 70 students, ages 9 to 18, 
receive free, year-round music education 
from professional musicians as well 
as access to a seven-week intensive 
summer course. About 45 percent of 
these talented students live below the 
federal poverty line. 

After a recent noontime 
concert performance at Herz Hall on 
campus, YMP Director Daisy Newman 
introduced her students to Russell 
Ellis. “Thank	this	man,”	she	said,	
gesturing	to	Ellis.	“He	saved	our	program	
from	oblivion.”	

These days, Ellis is spending 
time with his wife, Julie Shearer, or at 
an artist studio in Berkeley, making 
sculptures from steel and bronze and 

painting with acrylics. He has two 
grown children, who are both acclaimed 
musicians, and two grandchildren. 

Ellis is philosophical about the 
property gift he made to Cal and glad 
he did it when he could because now 
he’s living life on the fixed income of a 
professor emeritus. “I	remember	thinking,	
‘What’s	going	to	outlast	me	—	that’s	worth	
something?’”	he	says.	“UC	Berkeley	is	
worth	it.”  

Taken at the PhotoBooth at the 21st annual Benjamin Ide 
Wheeler Society Tea, July 15, 2008.

continued on page 2
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The	Ü	Family	The	Ü	Family	
Kwei Ü likes to say he grew up at UC Berkeley’s 

International House. 
The retired neurologist was just 16 years old when he 

came from Hong Kong to Berkeley in 1961, but immediately 
he felt at home because his father and several of his aunts and 
uncles were alumni who had lived at I-House.

 “I-House never wanted freshmen, but my aunt threw 
her weight around and got me in,” laughs Ü, whose aunt 
Djoh-I Li was among the earliest residents of I-House, the 
coeducational housing complex for international and American 
students established in 1930.  “I had a great time.” 

Ü, who received his B.A. in physics in 1965, recalls his 
years at an I-House where a Lebanese resident might be in a 
heated, but civil argument with an Israeli and where he made 
friends with people from around the world — Janine from 
France, Hartmut from Germany, Marcia, a Chinese-American 
who grew up in Tahiti. Only reluctantly did Ü leave Berkeley in 
1965 to attend medical school in Madison, Wisconsin. “Everyone	
said,	‘You’ll	love	Madison.	It’s	just	like	Berkeley,’”	he	recalls.	“It’s	
not.	There’s	no	place	like	Berkeley.”	

After completing medical school, Ü was drawn back 
to the Bay Area where he met his future wife, Michele, a nurse 
in the open-heart surgery unit of San Francisco’s Presbyterian 
hospital. She was Canadian, the oldest of five, from a small town 
near Toronto, who moved to New York to see the world. When 
she visited San Francisco in 1967, she was captivated by the 
beauty of the city and felt that she had to stay. 

“He asked me to go kite flying and I thought he was 
joking,” says Michele about her first date with Kwei. Sure 
enough, the dashing young doctor showed up with a kite to fly 
on San Francisco’s Marina Green. 

The biracial marriage — Michele was Caucasian from 
a working class family and Kwei was Chinese from an affluent 
family — was especially difficult for Kwei’s family to accept, but 
with time, Michele grew close to Kwei’s parents. 

The Ü’s first baby, a boy named Adrian, was born with a 
congenital heart disease and did not survive corrective surgery 
as an infant. “It wasn’t easy, it’s never easy,” says Michele about 
the loss of her young son. “But it brought us closer.” 

To honor Adrian’s memory and to express their 
affection for UC Berkeley’s I-House, the Ü’s gave a gift of 
property in 2006 and established the Adrian Hao Yin Ü 
Gateway Fellowship. The earnings from the endowed gift pay 
for room and board during the academic year for one  
I-House student who comes from a university in Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, or China. “We	wanted	to	do	something	in	Adrian’s	
memory,”	says	Kwei.	“It	was	the	right	thing	to	do.”	

The Ü’s went on to have two healthy children —  
Elizabeth, 32 and Adam, 30 — and Kwei became the only 
Cantonese-speaking neurologist in San Francisco’s Chinatown 
for nearly 30 years. 

Answer	to “Famous Alum”
Jerry	Mathers	’74, is best known for his role as “The Beaver,” the son of  
June and Ward Cleaver, on the iconic television show “Leave It to Beaver.”  
After the show’s run, from 1957 to 1963, Mathers left the entertainment 
business to focus on high school and enjoy teenage years away from the 
limelight. He wanted to enlist in the Marines, but because of his celebrity  
status, officers redirected him to the Air National Guard, where he served 

stateside. When asked if his connection to the Beaver character is a blessing 
or a curse, Mathers replied, “I consider it only a plus. I grew up in people’s 
living rooms. I took the money I made and used it to put myself through 
college.” After studying philosophy at UC Berkeley, Mathers spent his career 
in real estate and banking while frequently appearing in movies, commercials, 
and television shows. 

continued from previous page
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Kwei says his experience at UC Berkeley was much 
different than that of his uncles who felt a pressure — a 
necessity — to succeed. Three of his uncles received Ph.D.’s 
from Cal and one, Choh-Ming Li, was an esteemed economics 
professor who became the first director of Berkeley’s Center 
for Chinese Studies in 1957. During the summers of 1960 and 
1961, Li went to Hong Kong where he served on a commission 
to give British Commonwealth accreditation to the “refugee 
colleges” that were formed by academics who fled China’s  
1949 revolution. Clark Kerr, then-Chancellor of the entire  
UC system, granted Li a rare, open-ended leave so that he could 
found the Chinese University of Hong Kong, an institution 
that combined and accredited three of the refugee colleges. Li 
returned to teach at Cal and serve on the I-House Board after a 
13-year hiatus. 

The Ü’s revel in their deep family ties to UC Berkeley 
and continue to strengthen those bonds through philanthropy 

and volunteerism. Kwei serves on the I-House Board and 
Michele on the Cal Performances Board. Both say they don’t 
want to be just “names on a list” but prefer to be actively 
involved with the University. At the same time, Kwei notes that 
it’s important to keep adding non-English surnames to the Cal 
honor roll of donors to continue to show the diversity of those 
who give.

The Ü’s live in Mill Valley but come to Berkeley three or 
four times a week for events and musical performances — that’s 
when Kwei isn’t making model airplanes or reading some of the 
30 magazines to which he subscribes. The couple frequently 
attends events at I-House and invites fellowship recipients to 
their home for dinner in an effort to extend the hospitality, the 
sense of family, that Kwei felt when he came to Berkeley. 

“I	feel	that	Berkeley	is	democratic.	It’s	not	discriminating.	
It’s	not	snobbish,”	says	Kwei,	explaining	why	he	and	Michele	stay	
supportive,	“and	yet,	it’s	tops	in	everything.” 

 

ZhiJuan Gao
ZhiJuan Gao came to UC Berkeley after 
attending the University of Science and 
Technology in her native China to pursue 
a Ph.D. in chemistry. She wanted to come 
here because Berkeley has “the best 
chemistry department in the world” —  
and the best weather. 

Gao, 24, is living at Berkeley’s International House where her 
room and board are paid for by the Adrian Hao Yin Ü Gateway 
Fellowship from Kwei and Michele Ü. She says life at I-House 
is “amazing” because of the many social activities and the 
chance to meet people from around the world. 

Gao’s academic interest is in biophysical chemistry and she 
plans to return to China to do research or to teach. “I want to 
thank Michele and Kwei for giving me this fellowship,” says 
Gao. “Like them, I will try my best to help people in need.”  

Russell	Ellis	Russell	Ellis	
Russell Ellis spent 20 years 

teaching sociology in Berkeley’s School 
of Architecture before he was tapped to 
navigate the sociology of the University 
itself, as Cal’s vice chancellor for 
undergraduate student affairs. 

Ellis negotiated with student 
anti-apartheid demonstrators, faced 
budget cuts and recession anxiety, 
and later, as the Faculty Equity 
Associate, maneuvered the aftermath 
of Proposition 209, the state ballot 
initiative that outlawed affirmative 
action in admissions and hiring. 

Ellis, now a professor emeritus, 
says he is grateful for the varied views 
he has had of UC Berkeley. “I saw from 
the inside that in spite of some failings, 
the University has been a major force 
for good,” he says.

Ellis says one of his proudest 
achievements is his work with 
colleague Maryellen Himmel to develop 
the Incentive Awards program that 
helps give talented low-income kids 
better access to UC Berkeley. 

Ellis himself carved a path 
through the challenges of poverty and 
racism to emerge as a groundbreaking 
academic. The Great Depression and 
then World War II crashed down on 
his boyhood. At age five, his mom took 

off for New York and his dad went to 
war, leaving him with church friends 
Eddie and Josephine “Mama” Joiner 
in Fontana, California. In the shadow 
of the towering San Bernardino 
Mountains, the family grew or raised 
everything they ate. 

Ellis’s father returned seven 
years later and brought Russell home 
to the Southeast side of Los Angeles. 
Ellis ran track at Compton High 
School, excelling at what’s now called 
the 800-meter and earning a four-year 
scholarship to UCLA where he ran 
the 400-meter. He missed the 1956 
Olympics by a spot, while his classmate 
Rafer Johnson went on to win the 
decathalon. “It took me a long time to 

get over that — when you get close, it 
hurts more,” says Ellis. 

Ellis	says	he	always	attended	
integrated	schools,	but	de	facto	housing	
segregation	meant	that	his	life	was	
divided	into	the	world	he	went	home	to	
and	the	world	he	went	out	to. Housing in 
Westwood was unavailable to African 
Americans, so at UCLA he lived in 
cooperative housing before living in 
the Jewish fraternity Sigma Alpha Mu, 
called the Sammy house. “It helped 
my sociology a lot,” says Ellis, with a 
chuckle, staring out the window of 
his south Berkeley Craftsman. “I got 
to stand on social borders and look at 
both sides.” 

Russell Ellis (center) with director Daisy Newman and students from the Young Musicians Program.

Michele and Kwei Ü at a campus event.
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