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Interview History, Russell Ellis, Jr.

Russell Ellis, Jr. was interviewed as part of the African American Faculty and Senior Staff Oral
History Project. This series of interviews explores the experiences of African American faculty
and senior staff at UC Berkeley as part of the broader history of the University of California.
Professor Ellis was a leading proponent of the series and was involved in the early stages of
planning and framing, in addition to fundraising for the project.

Professor Ellis joined UC Berkeley’s Department of Architecture in 1970, where he taught,
researched, and innovated in the intersection of sociology and architecture. He subsequently
played a significant role in university administration, serving as Vice Chancellor of
Undergraduate Affairs and Faculty Equity Associate, a position for which he emerged
temporarily from retirement. Ellis was raised in Los Angeles and educated at Compton High
School and UCLA where he gained significant recognition as an athlete before going on to
become a scholar and professor of sociology. Ellis emphasized over the course of his interview
that his is a California story that reflects this state’s social history and diverse population. At
Berkeley, he has worked to support and grow a student population that reflects this state’s
diversity.

In this interview Professor Ellis reflects on UC Berkeley and the life and times that led him here.
Significant themes include: a perspective on the University of California’s institutional history
from the vantage point of someone who worked for change from within the administration, a
perspective on how and why affirmative action policies and programs were built and dismantled,
gender and racial discrimination and academic culture, and curricular transformation catalyzed
by the social movements of the 1960’s. Professor Ellis’ trajectory reflects that of a generation of
African American scholars and professionals. For many in this cohort, athletic excellence and/or
military service were the mechanics of mobility that allowed them to circumvent structural
racism and gain access to formerly segregated institutions of higher education. Against the
changing backdrop of America’s racial landscape during the ‘60s and *70s, Ellis and his peers
leapt far beyond what had been possible for their parents and previous generations and were
central in efforts to create mechanisms to increase access for minorities and women who
followed them in the academy.

The fourteen sessions that comprise this interview took place over the course of nine months,
from May of 2003 through January of 2004. Ellis was jointly interviewed by myself and Leah
McGarrigle. The first six interviews and final interview took place at Ellis’ Berkeley home.
Interviews seven through thirteen took place at conference rooms reserved at The Bancroft
Library on UC Berkeley’s campus. All interviews were recorded on minidisc and video, with the
exception of the final interview which was recorded on minidisc only. The interviews were
transcribed and audited and then reviewed by Professor Ellis. Significant edits incorporated into
the interview upon his review are noted in the transcript with [brackets].

This series is grounded in the premise that higher education is one of the primary strategies for
gaining social equality—access to employment and income—for historically disadvantaged
communities. Moreover, the University, comprised of its students and faculty and administration,
with all of its intellectual and financial resources operates as a critical touchstone in processes of
systemic social change. Therefore the university functions not simply as an educational
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institution, but also as a significant site of past, present, and future potential for imagining and
crafting opportunity for ethnic and racial groups formerly excluded from higher education. This
project recognizes that the University of California, as California’s premier public educational
institution, has historically played a significant role in the socio-economic mobility of
California’s residents. The story that we hope will emerge from this project is a story of
California — its people and one of its most important public institutions.

This interview was conducted under the auspices of the Regional Oral History Office. The
Regional Oral History Office was established in 1954 to augment through recorded oral memoirs
the Library’s materials on the history of California and the West. Copies of all interviews are
available for research use in the Bancroft Library and in the UCLA Department of Special
Collections. The office is under the direction of Richard Candida Smith, Director and the
administrative direction of Elaine C. Tennant, James D. Hart Director of the Bancroft Library,
University of California, Berkeley.

Nadine Wilmot, Editor/Interviewer
Regional Oral History Office
Berkeley, California

October, 2011
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Interview 1: May 13, 2003
[begin audio file 1]

1-00:00:33

McGarrigle:

1-00:00:34
Wilmot:

1-00:00:39

McGarrigle:

1-00:00:41

Ellis:

1-00:00:56

McGarrigle:

1-00:00:57
Ellis:

1-00:01:37

McGarrigle:

1-00:01:42
Ellis:

1-00:02:12

McGarrigle:

1-00:02:18
Ellis:

Today is—
May 13™?
Yes, 2003. We’d like to start by asking you when and where you were born.

Okay. That’s interesting. | was born in Los Angeles County Hospital, June
16", 1935.

Oh, we have a birthday coming up.

Yes, indeed we do. Of apiece with my date and location of birth is what it says
on my birth certificate. My father’s race is “Ethio,” foreshortened, and his
employment is “odd jobs, various places.” I just like that! [laughs]

Did he ever tell you how that came to be? Was it something that he chose?

No, no, that was the choice the hospital, the records folks, made in identifying
him. | guess it was probably a fad or something. I forget when The New York
Times capitalized “Negro.” You remember that was an event, right? But |
don’t know what year it was. There might have been a fair amount of
variation in how folks were identified. Anyway.

Can you speak to that? | don’t know that story about when The New York
Times changed its position.

Oh! There was a moment when The New York Times decided to capitalize
Negro, and that became the designation for colored people, niggers, nigras, et
cetera, et cetera, and it standardized what African American people were
called. It’s been kind of an open. If you think of what | just said, African
American, that has gotten standardized by Jesse Jackson. Things led up to it. |
mean, there’s all kinds of struggle around “X” in the civil rights movement.
But what you’re called as a category of peoples—there’s not an office like the
French have [laughs] that says, “Here’s what the names will be, and here’s
what the names of the groups will be.” So, yes, they standardized the
reference.



1-00:03:21

McGarrigle:

1-00:03:32
Ellis:

1-00:05:19
Wilmot:;

1-00:05:22
Ellis:

1-00:06:41

McGarrigle:

1-00:06:41

Ellis:

1-00:07:35
Wilmot:

That speaks to the kind of sway that The New York Times had in making a
stylistic journalistic change that they then created a way for—

Just an editorial decision to do that, and then the world followed. As a matter
of fact, I was thinking of you when you said you’d gotten halfway through my
dissertation, because, you know, Thurgood Marshall never changed. Until his
death, he said “Negro.” But the world was wandering around, especially
among black people, the whole issue of what we were called was part of the
political struggle, right? So one of the major issues in the late fifties and
sixties was getting closer to the negative designations, embracing them,
almost, like “black,” and saying, “No, this is not bad. This is what we are,”
even though the range of people who are black is, like, from the entire
spectrum, from black to white, there was a real struggle around that, and
“black” won for a long time. And you’ll see that because in my dissertation |
think I used “Negro” a fair amount. 1’ve revised it as part of this larger
document | told you that | wanted to make sure got into the Bancroft. |
changed the language to fit the times. It’s an interesting account of my own
life, too, and the lives of people like me. It’s been this period of time, working
at who we are.

In 1935 they said “Ethio.”

On my birth certificate. | haven’t investigated to see what the variation was,
but my guess is it varied by state in the United States, and probably varied
within the state. [phone rings] | wasn’t planning to go in that direction, that
was inelegant. I’m sure it’s been discussed and written about a lot, the
naming, right? And yet, you know, if you’ve dealt with any Latinos—a
recently acceptable designation—you’ll remember it was Chicano and then
later Mexicano and then, in my day, there were all kinds of variations. | don’t
even know. Oh, vata loco, pachuco. Have you ever heard pachuco?

No.

Oh, gosh, those were the zoot-suited Mexicanos in L.A. And they were rough.
They would wear a cross right here [demonstrates], tattooed right there, with
little lines at the intersection of the cross, and that was evidently a carry-over
from a prison identification. Those who had fallen had the cross, and then the
cross crossed out, so they were no longer—they were excommunicated, fallen
from grace or something like that.

When was this, the pachuco riots?



1-00:07:39
Ellis:

1-00:08:01
Wilmot:

1-00:08:02
Ellis:

1-00:08:04
Wilmot:

1-00:08:05
Ellis:

1-00:09:17
Wilmot:;

1-00:09:20
Ellis:

1-00:10:00

McGarrigle:

1-00:10:23

Ellis:

Oh! The pachuco riots were during the war, in the forties, but the pachucos
were a serious category of people throughout the forties. I don’t know when
they started, and | don’t know their range. I’ve spoken to some folks in Texas,
and evidently that was a known category in Texas, too, pachuco.

Is that in your immediate community in growing up, people around you?

Oh, yes, no question.

—when you were growing up?

Oh, yes, absolutely. Oh, absolutely, absolutely. That was interesting about
California and growing up here. You don’t know this yet, because | haven’t
told you, but during the Second World War, | lived in a town called Fontana,
east of Los Angeles and close to Chino. | went to elementary school in a town
called Etiwanda. Evidently it’s an Indian word meaning “land of the wind” or
something, which that area certainly is. And so | went to school with Italian
grape workers and Mexican laborers from Chino, and it was really an
interesting mix of kids. One way or another, there’s always been Mexicanos in
my life in California, always. I didn’t have an extensive experience with
Chinese until I went to college, UCLA.

Do you remember any friends from that time, do you have friends from that
time?

Oh! Well, I was an athlete a lot, so Fernando Ledesma was a friend. Yes, you
did that. The kids I ran with, that’s what we did practically all the time, was
run, jump, throw [laughs]—you know. So, yes, it was always that. And as you
went through school and ran into other kids, you played football, track,
baseball. Always had a wide variety of people there. That’s the good thing
about sports, actually.

If we take you back, Russ, and then come forward in a little bit from when and
where you were born, we started to hear your family stories on both sides of
the family and your earliest memories as far back as they go, of your
grandparents and other relatives. So starting on your father’s side.

Early memories.



1-00:10:24

McGarrigle:

1-00:10:32
Ellis:

1-00:11:17

McGarrigle:

1-00:11:24
Ellis:

1-00:12:43

McGarrigle:

1-00:12:45
Ellis:

1-00:12:46

McGarrigle:

1-00:12:47
Ellis:

1-00:13:41

McGarrigle:

1-00:13:43
Ellis:

1-00:13:47

McGarrigle:

As far back as—who do you remember? Who’s the eldest member of your
family, going back in time, generation-wise?

On my father’s side, it would be my uncle. He would be my father’s uncle, on
my paternal grandmother—Cora Hickman was her name. I’ve actually put
something together to give you, so you can get a picture of the tree. | have
some software, and | did that, so I’ll put that together for you. | never knew
her. She died before | was born.

Where would she have lived? What part of the country was she from?

She’s originally from Virginia. And then her husband, my father said, went
out for a pack of cigarettes, when my father was about five, and didn’t come
back. She wound up moving to Cleveland. Now, | don’t know if she met the
man that she then married in Virginia or in Cleveland, but she wound up
taking my father and his brother, Alexander, to Cleveland, and she married a
man named Ellis. He adopted my uncle and my father. They were born with
the name Minnis, M-i-n-n-i-s. It’s an interesting complication, and I’ve been
working on that just to sort out how that all goes.

So Hickman was her—

Her maiden name.

—maiden name.

Minnis was her married name, and then she became Ellis. And my father was
very happy to get the name, Ellis, because his full name was William Russell
Minnis, so all the kids called him “Worm.” [laughs] He was happy to get rid
of that WRM. But it’s an interesting kind of complication. My daughter-in-
law says—her maiden name is Rivera, and she really enjoyed becoming Ellis,
not that she didn’t like Rivera, but she just liked the name Ellis, and she’s
fascinated to learn that you don’t go back through Ellis to find out what the
family tree is about.

Did she have children subsequently with—

My son. It’s my daughter-in-law.

I’m sorry, | mean your—



1-00:13:50
Ellis:

1-00:13:52

McGarrigle:

1-00:13:53
Ellis:

1-00:13:54

McGarrigle:

1-00:13:59
Ellis:

1-00:13:54

McGarrigle:

1-00:14:02
Ellis:

1-00:15:10

1-00:15:50

McGarrigle:

1-00:15:57

Ellis:

1-00:16:10

McGarrigle:

Paternal grandmother?

Yes. Did she—

No, no.

Okay, she had the two boys.

Just the two boys, right.

| know you said she died before you were born, but were there stories that
came to you about her, other members of your family?

Yes. Not much about her personality at all. As a matter of fact, | guess the
answer is no, not about her. | have photos that | can show you. She’s kind of a
lantern-jawed woman, kind of hefty. My father loved her very much, and |
think my father had some wounds, because she died—she moved to
California, and she lived in a town named Perris, P-e-r-r-i-s. It’s in Riverside
County, I’m pretty sure. And she had some kind of heart condition or
something, and either he or my uncle didn’t get—they blame themselves for
not getting the medication to her in time or something like that, and she died
of some kind of heart condition.

Now, the reason | spent the Second World War years in Fontana was that my
father wanted to get me out of LA during the war, and the people | stayed with
in Fontana, the woman, Josephine Joiner, was a friend of my grandmother’s in
church. They went to a church in common. And | believe that church was St.
Mark’s Baptist Church in San Bernardino.

What year, approximately, do you think your grandmother died?

You know, | said that she died before | was born. I’m not sure. | have no
memory of her at all, but I think I do have the date of her death. I’ll have to
check that.

But your dad, he was an adult at that point.



1-00:16:12
Ellis:

1-00:16:30

McGarrigle:

1-00:16:42
Ellis:

1-00:18:48

Oh, yes. Yes, yes. But I’m pretty sure she died before the onset of the war, the
Second World War, but I didn’t know her, and I don’t know any of my
grandparents on any side.

Were there stories that would give you some indication of what her life was
like in Virginia or those who came before her?

Yes. My uncle, her younger brother, James Hickman, Uncle Jimmy, a man—I
don’t know if you have had this experience—was a man who was always
happy to see me. [laughs] Uncle Jimmy, James Hickman, James Alexander
Hickman, James A. Hickman. So it’s their family—they were evidently both
at some point in their lives, Cora and James, in slave situations, okay? That is,
they were slaves for some small part of their youth. Uncle Jimmy said to
me—1I talked to him about this—that the original name on the farm situation
was Mars, M-a-r-s, but they chose to take a different name. I’m not sure of the
basis of their selection of the Hickman name. I’ve done some very primitive
research, and there’s a big Mars world. There’s a slave narrative of one of the
Mars’. I’m reluctant to claim too much because that’s part of the whole
genealogical thing. You know, people look for the big stable rock of some
name and say, “Oh, yeah, we’re connected to that.” There are a lot of Minnis’,
too. I’ve done some research on that, and that seems to be some kind of
corruption of Portuguese, but quite a substantial number of them, but not
entirely black. The Mars’ are largely black, it looks like.

But anyway, so, early life was slave life. I’ve been back to Roanoke and
around that part with my parents in the forties. In the late forties we took a trip
east, and | drove around that part of the world. 1t’s beautiful, very country,
[laughs] very country, friendly. | remember being greeted by the extended
family, the names of the people, I don’t remember. | haven’t collected that
extensively. But | don’t know how hard or comfortable anybody’s life was,
past my father. I know that my father was right in the heart of the Depression.
The Depression hit as he was maturing, so he took the full brunt of the
Depression. But | don’t know what happened to his mother or | know nothing
of what happened to his father.

My mother’s side of the family, Martha Harris, | know a lot more about, not
that I have it in my head, but I know her sister Anna. My mother was the
youngest of six, so I’ve learned quite a bit about that side of the family, the
Harris side of the family. My Aunt Anna, the next to youngest, is still alive
and lives in New Jersey. She’s eighty-five. Five years ago, she got West Nile
virus, and | had already been visiting with her, but I went back to see her. It
was unbelievable how bad this thing was. She was curled up in a ball. She’s
alive, she’s doing quite well now. She’s also someone who’s very fond of me
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and has always been very kind and interested in me. So I’ve learned a lot
about that side of the family.

So to go on your mother’s side—on your father’s side, we went back to your
grandparents. On your mother’s side, do you go back to the same degree?

| can get back to great-great on my mother’s side, as reported by Anna and
documents she has, Bibles and things like that. | don’t have it in my head, but
I can show it to you, who’s who. And they’re also from Virginia. But my
parents didn’t meet in Virginia, they met in California. They were both
migrants from Virginia to California and met here. It’s very interesting. Lived
very close to each other. Their families lived very close to each other in
Virginia, but they didn’t know each other there. Yes, | can go fairly—it’s
interesting how far | can go back on my mother’s side. | have some
satisfaction to it. Wilson was my grandfather’s name, on my mother’s side,
Harris, Wilson Harris. The mother’s name was Metra. | think I’ve sent you
those photographs. You know, the two? He’s sitting in the chair and she’s
standing next to him? Very bourgeois. He evidently sold insurance off the
back of a horse-drawn carriage around the countryside in Virginia and was
fairly successful and died in the flu epidemic of 1919.

I didn’t realize—now that we have the SARS [sudden acute respiratory
syndrome] epidemic, I’m getting a sense of the scale and understanding better
the flu epidemic. The flu epidemic has never fit into my consciousness
appropriately. I still have a kid-like view of it, when | heard about it. “How
did the flu kill that many people?” But now that | see how an epidemic works
when there is no cure, | get it how twenty-five million people could go very
quickly. It was very sad. It was very disruptive to that side of the family. He
evidently was a stable, solid, wonderful guy.

Then Metra remarried a guy who was very jealous and violent, my
grandmother on my mother’s side. The family would fall apart periodically
when this new guy, whose name | have written, but I’ve forgotten, my
grandmother’s new husband, would get jealous and violent. And during one of
those periods, a family friend brought my mother and her nephew—it’s not
worth going into, but—to California. It’s not clear that that was something
that my grandmother wanted to happen, but my mother was almost maybe
abducted a little bit. So anyway, that’s how she got to California.

And she had six children.
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Metra, my grandmother, had six children, right. She wound up having seven,
because she had another child, Florence, who | met not so long ago, with the
new husband.

So when she came to California, she came with the children or without them?

No, this is my grandmother who had the seven children. My mother only had
me. I’m an only child. I have an adopted brother and sister.

Her children came out to California without her?

Just my mother.

How are you spelling Metra?

M-e-t-r-a, Metra.

What do you know of who she was and her personality?

Well, she was really quite a delightful person, evidently, very solicitous of
Wilson, good mother, good cook, traditional, really very attractive. Must have
been quite a thing for the two of them to have gotten together. She was really
elegant, just to look at. That’s what her daughter Anna, my aunt, says of her,
too. A good person, friendly, had lots of friends, loved her husband and her
children and her life. And then things fell apart.

Was it the death of Wilson that precipitated a kind of downward mobility?

Yes, yes, yes, right.

Before that, it was kind of—

Yes, they were fairly stable and the extended family worked nicely. That’s the
impression I’ve gotten since | was down talking to my aunt about it, that life
was good. You know, | haven’t thought of this in this sense. My Aunt Anna
has two children who live in California. One, Keith Flippin—her married
name is Flippin, F-1-i-p-p-i-n—Keith lives in San Leandro now, and Arthur,
the oldest boy, is the head of Kaiser in San Diego, medical side of Kaiser, not
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the research. Arthur has two children, a boy and a girl, who are doctors, and
Keith went to Northwestern and got an MBA and has worked fairly
extensively in the computer world. He’s suffering, like everybody else is,
from the new economy. | mention this because it’s very clear, in listening to
the stories, that Wilson and all that life that were happening—there was kind
of a middle-class emphasis on education, mobility, and it was sustained. It
was sustained on that side of the family.

Anna worked in a kitchen in a school in New Jersey for lots and lots of years.
I mean, into her eighties, until she got sick, she was still doing that. Her
husband, Arthur, worked for the military. | forget where he was located,
where in New Jersey he was located. Stable. All the kids went to college.
They had three kids. They all married. Well, the middle daughter became a
radical in college. | forget where Karen went to college, but she was running
around being a Panther and pretty radical. So that slowed her down on the
mobility for a while, but she wound up working at—what’s the big Delaware
chemical company, the really big one?

Dow?

No.

Johnson and Johnson?

No. Anyway, I’ll remember it. She worked there for years and years until she
just took early retirement. So 1I’m just saying that my past, on that side, had
elements of the American story in it in terms of success and education and
employment. On my father’s side, it’s much more complex. My Uncle Al,
Alexander, my father’s younger brother, was something of a wild man. He
evidently was very hard to manage, and he fought extensively with old man
Ellis. This is the guy who had adopted them. And he wound up not well. He
fought people a lot. My father says as kids they had to learn to fight. In
Cleveland, they had to fight to hold onto their corner where they sold
newspapers, because you’d get a good corner and then you had to defend it, so
he and Al had to work in tandem to fight off the people who were trying to
cop their corner. | hope you remember this, down the road I’ll tell you a story
about my sixteenth birthday party, where | saw a side of my father | had never
seen before, when a gang came to my party to turn it out, and my dad, who
was only about five-nine or —ten, caused these guys that | knew to be some of
the roughest people in the neighborhood to leave my party. I had such respect
for him after that. But he evidently did one of his numbers on these guys. So
he was evidently a rough boy, but he was a tender soul. He was such a tender
soul, Russell, my father. [pause] | forgot where | was headed with that.
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You were talking about Al, that Al was—

Oh, no. Okay, the whole issue of mobility and so forth is more complicated on
my father’s side. Uncle Jimmy, Cora’s younger brother—Cora is my father’s
mother, right?—Ilived on what was known in Los Angeles as Sugar Hill. Now,
every city used to have a Sugar Hill. We don’t talk about it anymore. Have
you ever heard this expression?

I’ve only heard it in Harlem.

Okay. Generally, they are what used to be the homes of upper-middle-class
whites that have now been taken over by upwardly-mobile black people.
That’s what Sugar Hill, as I’ve understood it, refers to. So Uncle Jimmy was
always my rich uncle. Now, Uncle Jimmy actually wasn’t. Well, he had a fair
amount of money and a really big house, a really big house over in the “West
Side,” the other side of L.A.

You say that like it has so much meaning.

Well, I meant to stress that because there’s a lot of stuff to go with this,
because the East Side was where | was from, and the West Side of L.A. was
where the people on the go and on the rise were. It’s where—oh, God! | never
thought of going into this. Oh, it’s standard stuff. Who are the hip, the well-to-
do, the smart folks? | mean, every community has that. And the West Side of
L.A., over at Adams and that part of town, then, was where the aspiring black
folks lived, and it was sort of special. If you were from the West Side, that
was the hip place to be. Central Avenue now is celebrated and the East Side of
L.A. is celebrated, but that’s very late. It was not where you wanted to say you
were from. And it was where | was from. Anyway, my Uncle Jimmy and his
wife lived on the West Side, in a very fancy part of the West Side.

What’s his wife’s name?

Micheline. Yes, Micheline, Aunt Micheline.

Sounds like a Louisiana name.

You know, I don’t know where Micheline is from. Was from. You guys are
going to have to drag me back, because—
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| wanted to hear—you were telling us about Uncle Jimmy and—

Oh, yes. Now, what’s so interesting is that Jimmy was very high status, but in
fact, when he came to California I think in the twenties, he lived in Los
Angeles but drove down to Dana Point to be a servant on a very large estate.
So he was a servant. Not a sleeping-car porter or anything, but a servant. Now,
help keep me on track. One of the ways he got his money was that he saved,
and when the Japanese were moved to the camps, he got—I don’t know how
he got it—but he got a hotel on Gladys Avenue in downtown Los Angeles. It
was so late in my life before | realized what had happened, but for years, 1’d
go to the hotel and there was this ship, the Such-and-such Maru. You know,
which means “sea,” right? | forget how it works in Japanese. But | was
fascinated by this big boat. And you saw this if you went to Japanese places in
L.A. back in the day, you’d see the big ships. Sometimes they were
battleships, sometimes they were passenger ships. So that’s how he made a
fair amount of money, I think, through this hotel.

A funny story, | just told my daughter recently both of these stories, and
they’re completely out of sequence, but | want to tell you both of these stories,
one about my father and one about Uncle Jimmy. Uncle Jimmy, later in his
life, in his eighties, had a heart problem. It turned out that the medication they
had given him was disturbing his heart, and it was heart-related medication,
probably hastened his death, but it seems like normal trouble that happens in
medicine all the time. But because he was a World War | veteran, he was
housed in Brentwood, in a medical facility out there in Southern California,
which is a fancy part of town, in those days fancier than it is now, I think, but
just right close to Westwood and the UCLA campus. And | went in to see my
Uncle Jimmy. | had learned, because | had called, that he was not as sick as
they thought he was. | was really encouraged by that, and | went in to see him,
and | said, “Uncle Jimmy! How you doin’?” | think | was already up here.
“How you doin’”? [whispers] “Oh, Russ Junior, I’m okay.” And the whole
time was like that. There were maybe two other people on the ward. And |
went back to my father, and | said, “I thought he was okay. Actually, | talked
to the doctor, and the doctor said he could go home pretty soon. What was the
whispering about?” And my father said, “Oh, he’s always that way around
white people.” I only knew his personality as Uncle Jimmy, in his house and
various other places. But he’s an ex-slave from the South, who came to be a
servant, was dutiful and careful and marshaled his funds and got this hotel, in
a strange and awful way, and then built something, built some pride and had
successful kids—well, one of them was—but they built what you should
build! But there 1 saw him in that circumstance, and my father identifies
what’s happening, that he is reducing himself in size, to not wander into the
consciousness unnecessarily of people who are white.
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Well, what’s interesting, my father used to come home from work, he spent
probably two years at Compton College. He wanted to be an architect, which
IS interesting, because | wound up in the Department of Architecture, and
nobody can tell me this was anywhere near a conscious decision on my part. |
mean, it’s just happenstance, because | never studied any architecture. But my
father was interesting. | read some of his old letters. Who’s the author of To
Sir, With Love? A West Indian writer. [Edward Ricardo Braithwaite] | found
some correspondence between my father and that guy. I’ll find it, the name.
But To Sir, With Love, a very important novel by a black West Indian man.
And my father’s agile in these letters. The account Glenn Seaborg gives of my
father—Glenn Seaborg went to high school with my father, David Starr
Jordan High School in Watts, L.A. was different in those days—but Seaborg’s
account of my father was that he was a delightful kind of loquacious guy. He
was an athlete. He occupied some office in his class. He’s famous for having
sung at one class event, “Miss Otis Regrets She’s Unable to Lunch Today.”
And | remember hearing my father hum that periodically.

Okay, so here’s my dad. He comes back—I think something awful happened
to him in the war. He never talked about it, in the Second World War. He was
in the Quartermaster Corps, and he was somehow caught in the Battle of the
Bulge. He spent probably ten days in a foxhole full of water, and so he had a
kind of fungus on his leg. It never went away. | think he also probably got a
fright there. He never talked about it. But he went inward. | remember him as
friendly, gentle. I remember as a child pushing blackheads out of his nose
[laughs] and just mauling him, just—he hit me once, once, [pause] which is
another story.

Anyway, many years later, he comes back, and he doesn’t go on to college.
He marries a woman who is very strong and very aggressive, my stepmother,
Marjorie, and encourages him very actively to do something, like get the Gl
Bill. He did, and he took all kinds of classes. They never led to much. And he
wound up throwing mail in the post office. You know what that is, putting
them in the relevant boxes so they can be distributed to the mail carriers to put
them in their bags and take them where they should go. My father never
complained about his work. Once, he was tying his shoe in the morning, and
he said something like, “Back into the rat race,” he said. | took note of that
because he never complained. He would complain about encounters with
people and how much he didn’t like authority, and everybody said, “Ellis, you
should be a supervisor.” He said, “l don’t want to be a supervisor and have to
handle all that guff.” So he was self-limiting in terms of any mobility in the
post office.

I had one particularly—I had several good years in track in high school. In
college, I blossomed and had quite a lot of success as a runner. So one day he
wanted to take me, to show me off, at the post office. So | went with him. So
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he took me where the mail throwers were, and those are practically all black
guys and so forth, and they were all saluting me and congratulating me on
something I had done the prior weekend or something like that. And then he
took me to see his supervisor, who was a white guy, and my father became an
Uncle Tom. He pulled himself down [pantomimes posture] into a small size.
He lowered his voice. He was deferential to a fault, by my lights. It’s the
funniest thing. I didn’t—he wasn’t reduced in my eyes by that. | don’t know
why that is. But | was astonished. So it was the Uncle Jimmy thing. | was so
astonished to see him. Because my father would come home raging about
how, “Well, that peckerwood. If that peckerwood ever says to me anything
like that again, I’m gonna tell that sonofabitch—I’m gonna tell—!” That’s
how he would render his encounters with the authorities when he came home.
[laughs] So I believed him! I said, “Damn, my dad’s bad!” [laughs] No. No.
No.

I think both those stories, those encounters had a big effect on me in the
conduct of my own life and some choices | made, even to entertain occupying
a position like vice chancellor. Tien said to me at one point, Chancellor
[Chang-Lin] Tien, that he was doing this because it was important for Chinese
people to know they could be more than number two, that they could also be
number one. Because he felt the Chinese always wanted to stay just a little bit
lower than the top, in the larger white world. Part of that was my motivation,
too, for even thinking about the job. Now, I had to have it be offered, and |
had to have learned something to know that I was relevant, because | had no
background in administration. But | did learn something about how decisions
are made, and | realized that I could do that, as | sat around working with Mac
Laetsch.

I saw him the other day and told him that you might be talking to him.
Oh, good.
He couldn’t remember—what was your maiden name?

Kalish. He wouldn’t probably remember me. It’s Laetsch’s sons Krishan and
John.

Yes, right.

And I’d see him coming and going on his way.

Do you have a philosopher in your family?
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Kalish? No.

Donald Kalish?

No. | do have a Donald Kalish, but it’s not the same one.

Oh, okay. You’ve had that question asked before, huh?

For the sculptor who I’'m going to tell you about.

Oh, okay.

Uncle Jimmy—?

So, now I’ve told those stories. [laughs]

Do you know what Uncle Jimmy’s service was in World War 1?

No. | have a photograph of him in his outfit. I don’t know where he spent his
time at all. | hadn’t thought even to do that research. I’ve lost track of his son,
Rudolph, who was an engineer and moved to, | think, New York. We were in
touch for a long time. He was the kind of guy who would have that record. I’ll
have to find Rudolph.

| wanted to ask you also if you knew what kinds of tasks he did on the estate.

I think it was indoor. Yes, it was cleaning and stuff like that.

Did you ever go see him there?

No, he actually got started there before | was in the picture, before I was born.
My father said he did it for a long time, and before the highway system was
developed, he would drive down there. | think he was in residence for several
days and then came back to his family on weekends or something like that.



1-00:48:03
WilOmot:

1-00:48:21
Ellis:

1-00:48:23
Wilmot:

1-00:48:25
Ellis:

1-00:48:29
Wilmot:

1-00:48:37
Ellis:

1-00:49:36
Wilmot:

1-00:49:47

Ellis:

1-00:49:48
Wilmot:

1-00:49:54
Ellis:

15

When watching your uncle and your father kind of render themselves this way
when around white people, did you feel like this was a conspiracy, that they
kind of looked at you, winked, and said, “This is just how you do right now?”

No.

There was no—

No. No, I don’t think either of them was self-aware. | don’t think my father
saw himself as doing that, but | know he did.

How did this contrast with what you knew at that time, when you were a
young person, about being around white people?

Well, [pause] that’s interesting you ask, because my father’s high school
experience was integrated. It’s interesting because | learned in the sandwich
line at the Faculty Club, from Glenn Seaborg, when | was an assistant
professor—nhe hails me from behind, “You must be Russ Junior.” [laughs]
And | turn around. 1t’s him. “How did you know my name?” And then he told
me. As a matter of fact, he said, “Your dad was just up for a reunion of the
Class of whatever.” | said, “WHAT?” And | went back to my father, and |
said, “Pop, you never told me any of this.” He said, “It’s true. | didn’t.”
[laughs] He was going to reunions of the Class of *28 or whatever it was. It
was funny stuff. What was your question?

My question was—this may be a question that just doesn’t have an answer at
this moment, but how did this contrast with—you’re from a different
generation.

Oh, | see, uh-huh.

How did this contrast with your understanding what it was like to be—how
one was around white people.

It’s interesting. | never felt—this is funny. | don’t know what to do with this.
Obviously, I felt the problem of discrimination, of the larger world’s reduced
expectations of people who looked like me. I got called “nigger” by kids in
Etiwanda, Fontana. Fontana is a terrible, terrible place. It’s a Klan-ridden
place to this day. And even when | came back to town and went to Enterprise
Junior High School—not so much at Compton—and residential segregation
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was really quite pronounced, and so my antennae are still very good for “Do |
belong here?” Okay. Now, the thing is you learn—all kinds of groups of
people learn about that. Women learn about that, just about making your way
in the world, right? Like, “Is this a safe place to be?” et cetera, et cetera. And
it was a lot like that. But | don’t ever remember feeling like 1 should pull
myself into a smaller size. | think that’s the work that the prior generations
did, to build a platform from which you can say, “Well, screw you people. |
don’t care that you don’t like me or don’t like people who look like me. | get
to be here.”

But I did choose—I did find myself attracted to worlds where they cared
less—show biz, academia, and certain kinds of politics, civil rights kinds of
politics—where people went out of their way not to care, sometimes self-
consciously. And also probably I’m from a generation that pushed it just a
little harder to pretend it wasn’t so. Let’s Pretend. You’re too young, both of
you, for that show, that was a very popular kids’ show, Let’s Pretend. You’re
both too young. So | was really aware, all the time, of the mosaic of race and
so forth, but I never felt, and | was never under any pressure from the world
that | could accept or felt | needed to accept, to reduce my size. Also, I didn’t
face any mortal danger the way my father did or Uncle Jimmy did.

There was one event in Fontana, right near the end of the war. | lived in a
black enclave, and the sheriff used to come up every now and again and patrol
and check us all out and make sure everything was okay. That is, that we were
all under control. But near the end of the war, a black family moved into a
house on the other side of a dividing street. Baseline was the name of the
street. It’s still there. The story of their death, this black family, their deaths, is
that a heater had blown up, had malfunctioned and blown up. Nobody in my
community believed that. Nobody believed. Everybody believed they had
been killed because they’d moved into a part of the area where blacks weren’t
supposed to live. | remember being dimly aware of the news, because |
remember we were busy reading the newspaper about this, about what
actually happened and so forth. But I never felt that was any danger to me, so
my behavior—there was no one | knew who was going to die, or nobody’s
house was going to be destroyed, or nobody’s job was going to be wiped out.

However, | did learn something. I took a friend of mine, a white friend of
mine, Bob Kardon, someone | referred you to, out to look at this little place in
Fontana, where 1 lived. | thought of it as a farm, which it was. We raised just
about everything we ate during the war. Not salt and pepper or anything like
that, but—and Bob’s response to it was kind of, “Well, that’s kind of a nice
little middle-class scene there.” It was interesting. | had not thought of it that
way. | thought of the pigs, the cows, the damned labor of weeding and
irrigating and just the awfulness of working on the farm, and the pig slop and
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all this kind of stuff. But he was right. It was a nice little postage stamp of the
effort of bourgeois life.

But let me just finish. The other thing, however, that really struck me was that
later on, was understanding maybe why Uncle Eddie left me in the car when
he went into the shops. His name was Eddie Joiner, J-0-i-n-e-r, and he was a
carpenter. He was from Louisiana. How ‘bout that?! [laughs] He was a very
competent man. He fixed the well for the community; he could do a cesspool
by himself; he could dig it and set it up; he built barns. He was so competent.
He was a deacon in the church and so forth. But Fontana was a place where,
like Berkeley was up until the late fifties, believe it or not, where black people
could only go to the swimming pool on the day they cleaned it out, which was
generally a Thursday. And there was kind of an informal seating code in the
movie theater. It was not official, but black folks sat in the back. And I think
Uncle Eddie left me in the car because I think he was passing, for some
merchants and for some other people in town, where he did business. | think
they didn’t know that he was Negro. And when | show his photo to people,
they very often say, “What? He’s black?” | never thought of that, because that
was the way the world was. But he probably did some work protecting the
scene by having this divided identity, so he’d go out and get work. He was in
a union, and the unions weren’t really open. That’s one of the things he
advised me to do as | was getting to be into my—I think I was twelve, and he
said, “Well, what you need to do is get ready to get in a union.” So he
protected, | think, us from a lot of stuff.

| want to stop there for a minute, just to change discs and also for you to take
a break.

[begin audio file 2]
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You were responding to how I saw race inscribed on the bodies of my uncle
and my father, the way they retracted in the circumstance. But it’s what
people do. In that one scene in Grease, the musical, where the boy hero, in
front of his teenaged buddies, all of a sudden becomes this ass, this nasty
teenage boy. He can’t show the tender loving side of him in this context, right,
so he becomes this awful person in relation to the guys that require that he be
that way. It’s not quite the same with my uncle and my father’s story, but it’s
certainly a relational self that they become, that surprised me, was a surprise
to me.

I’m fascinated that | chose to begin with race, the birth certificate story. |
never thought | would start that way. It’s absolutely relevant, and it is
profoundly important. They say that in terms of recognition of others, the first
thing you notice is gender, and at least in the United States of America, race
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has got to be second. It’s got to be just right up there. I don’t know what the
data are, though.

But in high school, I was invited to the home of a guy who was also a half-
miler. His name was Ford Simms, and his father I think was a dean or
something at Compton High School. He invited me over and so forth, and |
happily bounced over to his house. And felt, when | entered the house, like I
was on another planet. The family lived in Compton, which was segregated in
those days. Black people couldn’t live in Compton until, I think the early
sixties, late fifties. And | realized I had never—I was sixteen—I had never
been in a white person’s house. Now, feeling like | was on another planet
probably wasn’t related to race as much as it was to class. Just how they had
things arrayed, where the doilies were, what the drapes were like. There was
no plastic on anything. [laughs] And no plastic covering of the precious
couches or chairs. There was a ceremonial room that obviously wasn’t used as
much as some other places, but it was available for sitting on. And it was just
a whole different view of how things were put together in a dwelling. But |
remember thinking, “Now, what was that?” And what | went away with was a
racialized rendition of my experience. And, in fact, it was the first time | had
ever been in a white person’s house.

What was your reaction with him?

We were friends, we were competitors, but friends. I liked his father, his
father liked me. Already in high school, | grew very quickly as a runner in my
last two years, and Compton is only two years of high school. There was a
whole system of what they called junior high school, it went from sixth grade
to tenth grade, but a huge system, and they all fed Compton High School,
which was one of the reasons it was such a powerhouse. But it was on the
same campus as Compton Junior College, and we actually went to classes by
the bell, the same way the college students did. It was a very interesting and
different experience. So we were all kind of tied together and happy. It was
okay, and we were friendly, and | had lots of friends of various sorts, various
ethnicities, and it was a perfectly friendly and okay thing to do. Now, he
would have had to have gone much further to get to my house because I lived
some distance away, over on Central Avenue, away from Compton. But it was
okay. | don’t think I went more than once, and it was kind of a whim. | didn’t
go for dinner or anything like that. But that was an interesting experience for
me to have that as a marker. It’s a marker for me. [laughs] It seems silly,
doesn’t it?

No.
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But when I was vice chancellor, | would tell people, “Now, don’t be too hard
on the students for not taking advantage of this diversity because I’m not
hearing many stories from your kids about people who don’t look like them
who come home for dinner.” | didn’t say white, black, or whatever. | would
say, “Who don’t look like them.” Because nobody has anybody over for
dinner very much in their ordinary lives, who aren’t the same ethnicity. It’s
not even awful. What’s the big deal? Well, the big deal is, what are these
expectations you’re laying on the kids, that they’ll be different? They try like
crazy to be different. They’re idealistic and they experiment and all kinds of
stuff, but they don’t have great role models at home. They don’t have a lot of
experience of all kinds of different people coming home for dinner. | choose
dinner because that’s an important time. Now, obviously a lot of people have
events and parties that are related to work and this kind of stuff, where they do
get [different kinds of people] together, and we’re all very self-conscious
about that now. I think we try to do that. That’s an evolution of the United
States | do like, just the effort. It’s such an American thing to do. “We’re
gonna do it! We’re gonna make these TV commercials because we want to
make money! We’re gonna put all these people doing things together they
never do together! We’re gonna try to create that world by making it part of
your ordinary, everyday perception.” But that’s a tough one, going into
people’s homes and being part of it.

I don’t think people realize how entrenched segregation—segregation is the
wrong word, but—

It’s habitual. It’s just habit.

Were there stories that you were thinking about your father and your uncle
and that generation and then your relative protection, the way you describe it,
from some of the harsher, more violent indignities of race discrimination in
the United States? Were there stories, either explicit or implied, that you
understood, either local or regional, about what was happening race-wise?

You know, I heard—yes, there were thousands of them. | have not clung to
them. My father evidently saw a lynching in Virginia. | mean, he saw
someone hanging from a tree. And everybody in my life who is black, who
had any age on them, had stories to tell, everybody. Enterprising black farmers
in the South with land, who somehow magically wound up without that land,
as the land became important and valuable, and whoever it was in city
governments started fiddling with the records and this, that, and the other. My
stepmother, Marjorie, if you look at her oral history, you see a fair amount of
bitterness there. In fact, she doesn’t struggle with her racism. [laughs] You
know, we all have something, right? | have to work on all kinds of things all
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the time, and catch myself out, and | don’t think I’m that different from
anybody else, right? Pick a topic. Pick a group. [laughs] It’s a constant
struggle to keep yourself open to the person who’s there. But she’s so angry,
partly because of her experience of the South, and her experience of the
arbitrariness of racism. She’s very angry. She graduated from Hunter College
in | think 44 or ‘45, | forget the date. And she came out here. | think she got a
Rosie the Riveter job, which wasn’t bad, it was a good paying job. But after
that, she worked as a domestic. She had a bachelor’s degree in biology.

She was very important to me. We fought like crazy. She was my stepmother,
and my father was my hero, so when I went to live with them, I evidently said
in front of them, “Now, what room is she going to stay in?” [laughs]

One of the things that I really got from her oral history is the fatigue that
happens to people, and not just from her oral history but other places as well,
just the absolute psychic toll. And in some ways she talked about that in
relationship to your father, and she talks about—

He’s a very bright guy.

—how well he did on an exam he took when he was in the service.

Right, right.

—the score, and his extreme intellect.

Right.

There are other words for it, but I’m just thinking of fatigue.

Yes.

She speaks of his unreached potential.

Oh, there’s no question about it. | think something happened to him. I think
the war—you know, the war was liberating for him, too, like it was for a lot of
blacks. Both wars were, you know, the first and the second. It was also
liberating because they got to see other possibilities.

That’s what | wanted to know, where he might have been.
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Yes, yes. | don’t know. But just to go back to your question about the stories,
it’s interesting that they fuse in my mind. But there was a display in New
York of photographs of lynchings.

You shared that book with me. [Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photograph in
America, ed. James Allen]

Did 1?

Mm-hm.

That struck me. It was like this vortex of all the stories 1’ve heard, and
everything, and it all kind of went into that book. | remember showing it to
Troy [Duster] and Thelton [Henderson] right away, and then I told you |
called Leon Litwack, who wrote the introduction to it, and had spoken around
the country on it. | talked to him about it. One of the pictures he paints is
chilling. Leon was speaking in Los Angeles on the whole lynching thing and
this display. And he’s speaking at a big bookstore —it wasn’t big enough,
black bookstore in L.A., | forget the name of it, but it was near USC
[University of Southern California]—and they had to repair to a much larger
room. Because he said that the people with that book cupped in their hand, a
sixty-dollar book, went around the block. It was documentation. It was
somehow like, “Goddamn it, yes! And now it’s official.” Not that Ida B.
Wells didn’t write The Red Tide and all of that. There was a struggle around
this issue. But it was something about it being pictured in there. People would
say, “Don’t say it didn’t happen.” It was something like that.

And | think that I’ve handled a lot—since most of these stories aren’t my
direct experience, they’re things that | heard from people—what 1’ve done
with them is to refer them to my own life, to understand that progress has been
made. Martin Luther King [Jr.] said at some point, “You don’t have to love
me, but it would be good if | could keep you from hitting me.” You know,
that’s progress! [laughs] We can do without the love, and we can do without
the hitting. Let’s move. Let’s move along here. Don’t kill me, you know? But
I know for sure—I am not sure what | didn’t get that I cared about, because |
was black. I couldn’t tell you what I didn’t get that | might have cared about,
because I was black.

I’ve had some very concrete experiences. | remember the guy who recruited
me to UCLA, who convinced me—nhe ran the half-mile at UCLA—and he
came to me, and I’d just had a real dramatic episode at the Compton
Invitational Meet. I’d already signed up to join the Navy as a senior, and he
was interested in my interest in going to college on a track scholarship. | did
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go to UCLA, and he was a graduate student and, | think, an assistant coach.
He really thought | was the cat’s meow, as a person, not just as a runner. So he
wanted me to go to the Campus Crusade for Christ with him. I said, “Well, it’s
not real high on my list, but I like you and if you want to go—.” And then he
came back ashen, because they wouldn’t have me because | was a black. Now,
I lost nothing. [laughs] I learned a lot, and it was nice having him there as a
witness. In other words, he got the experience, and so for me, it was
reinforcing that Jack knew that that stuff existed, right? Because he was taken
completely by surprise. “This is Christian!”” he was thinking, you know?
“How could they do this??” Well, they could do that, and they did, and that is
one of the places where the world was segregated.

You already knew.

No, I didn’t know before that. | didn’t know anything about the Campus
Crusade for Christ. That was just new. | wasn’t surprised. | was a little
astonished because | thought Westwood’s a new world. You know, Westwood
is not Compton. Now, Westwood was not so mystified because Kenny
Washington and Jackie Robinson, Woody Strode, were all athletes there.
There was a tradition. The old mayor of L.A., Tom Bradley, was a quarter-
miler at UCLA. That’s the race I ran. And there were other—it was a place
where black athletes had gone, and also black scholars had gone. But it was
very far away from my experience of Compton. I didn’t know what they did
over there. It turns out it was good that I lived in an insular world because, in
fact, I couldn’t rent an apartment in Westwood. Nobody could who was dark.

I had an anthropology professor, Council Taylor, a very famous name, who
was very light-skinned and could rent, but nobody knew—nhe was West Indian
and nobody knew he was black.

Where did you stay, now?

This takes us far away from things. We’ll come back to it, for sure. But |
stayed for a year in the co-op, Robeson Hall, Twin Pines, which of course has
a whole socialist backdrop to it and a year in Sigma Alpha Mu, a Jewish
fraternity, about which | have things to say, sooner or later.

Let’s get to that later on. | want to—

Oh, no, no, I understand, I understand. But on the issue of experiences, | think
I haven’t been collecting them, but I walk around with stories and with images
I’ve seen, stories I’ve heard from my father, from my father’s friends, sitting
around listening to them talk. There was a period after | came back from
Fontana to live where my father was—he was seeing his old friends from the
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Army, and they would talk about their experiences in the Army. 1’d hear
stories about my uncle and his battle with authority. My Uncle Al had real
problems taking any orders from anybody.

To what do you attribute that? There’s a personality, but do you have other
thoughts?

| just don’t know. It could be easily, if you think about it, from a parent’s