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by HIV-tainted blood products, effectively 
orphaned by the infamous “plasma econo-
my” of the 1980s and 1990s. Almost 58,000 
Chinese—nearly 8 percent of the coun-
try’s official estimate of 740,000 people liv-
ing with HIV/AIDS in 2009—were infected 
through contaminated blood, spread largely 
by roving blood dealers. The rural poor, nor-
mally reluctant to give away their life’s en-
ergy source, were assured they could make 
money by selling their plasma because once  

that was siphoned off, the red cells were re-
infused into donors’ bodies. But pooling of 
cells from infected donors transmitted the 
virus in epidemic proportions. Although of-
ficially halted by the government in the mid 
1990s, the plasma economy has deeply af-
fected the next generation.

By visiting scores of village s throughout 
China’s rural heartland, To has found and 
helped about 12,000 such orphans through 
his Chi Heng Foundation (the Chinese 

phrase means “wisdom in 
action”). A Hong Kong-
born investment banker 
initially based on Wall 
Street, To accepted a job 
transfer from the Swiss 
banking and financial ser-
vices firm UBS in 1995 be-
cause he wanted to experi-
ence living and working in 
his native city (he has dual 
Hong Kong and U.S. citi-
zenship). He had quietly 

come out as gay in the 1980s and, once he 
returned to Hong Kong, he was so moved 
by the vulnerability of Chinese men at risk 
of HIV/AIDS that he began volunteering as 
an AIDS-prevention educator in nightclubs 
and on help hotlines. In 1998, he launched 
the Chi Heng Foundation to help fight dis-
crimination and the spread of HIV/AIDS; 
by 2001 he had abandoned his banking 
career to work full-time at the nonprofit. 
When he learned about the orphaned chil-
dren during a trip through the countryside, 
he reoriented and expanded Chi Heng in 
2002 to focus on helping them.

Chi Heng (chir-hung) is now the longest-
running private program for educating 
AIDS orphans in China. Headquartered in 
Hong Kong, the foundation also has offic-
es in Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and in 
Henan and Anhui provinces. To travels fre-
quently in China and also abroad, on trips 
to meet donors. Sources of support range 
from the Chi Heng Foundation Canada, 
based in Toronto, which conducts fund-
raising in North America, to gifts of med-
icine from the William Jefferson Clinton 

Ellen G. reeves ’83, Ed.M. ’86, is probably the first Harvard 
Alumni Association (HAA) president to moonlight as a come-
dienne.

In college she did a comic soap opera with Conan O’Brien at 
Mather House; later she studied comic writing and performance 
at Second City. And last fall she created Talk Show, a series of 
improvised performances run out of a storefront on Manhattan’s 
Lower East Side.

The show entailed her roaming nearby streets with a micro-
phone, sometimes wearing a red crab hat, conducting interviews 
with passersby and then inviting her subjects to share the floor 
for an evening of hilarious, and often educational, conversation. 
“For six weeks, every night I was writing it, producing it, booking 
it, recruiting the audience, and then acting in it,” she says. “Most 
nights I also had to serve the snacks and clean the bathroom. 
It gave new meaning to the phrase ‘one-woman show.’ It was 
insane.”

That level of involvement, however, is typical for Reeves. Her 
simultaneous career paths—writer, editor, educator, and con-
sultant—have run together on intercontinental trajectories for 
many years. She splits her time among Boston, Providence, Paris, 
and New York City—where she was variously executive, French 
fiction, and education editor for The New Press, a nonprofit 
book publisher co-founded by Diane Wachtell ’83.

Recently Reeves has moved into the career-advising sector, 
running workshops and giving lectures in conjunction with her 

2009 book, Can I Wear My Nose Ring to the 
Interview? A Crash Course in Finding, Landing, 
and Keeping Your First Real Job. She has also 

produced a cookbook in France (she studied at Le Cordon Bleu) 
as well as a play (written with Bennett Singer ’86) about World 
War II survivor Gerda Weissmann Klein.

Reeves is one of those ever-busy extroverts who makes it her 
business to connect people. This secular matchmaking is a cor-
nerstone of her agenda at the HAA, which builds on the “power 
of the alumni network” theme established by her immediate 
predecessor, Robert R. Bowie Jr. ’73, last year. She would like 
HAA board members to be leaders in their home communities 
as well as in Cambridge, facilitating an event at a local club or 
encouraging participation in the University’s January Experience 
and public-service initiatives. “If we use an ‘each one, reach one’ 
approach,” Reeves explains, “we can easily increase the number 
of alumni who get a taste of the excitement we feel when we 
get together.”

She uses the phrase “Harvard is where you are.” That means 
“Connect. Call a friend, call a roommate, write to a professor 
or a classmate. Read the Gazette. Read Harvard Magazine,” she 
urges. See what’s offered at the HAA (http://alumni.harvard.edu) 
or go to a local club or Shared Interest Group (SIG) event “and 
introduce yourself to someone. I like to say that if there are two 
alums in a room, even a virtual one, it’s a reunion.”

This year, the HAA is continuing to reorganize its programs 
and committees around the life stages of alumni. Reeves is com-
mitted to strengthening the culture of the board of directors so 
that each committee sets “realistic, measurable goals: for exam-

visiting the home of a sick 
mother and her children
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Foundation, to donations from individu-
als and proceeds from special events and 
social enterprises that employ HIV-affect-
ed individuals. With a staff of 40, several 
hundred volunteers (including many for-
mer scholarship beneficiaries), and an an-
nual budget of $1.8 million, Chi Heng offers 
tuition and school aid from primary grades 
through college, plus psychosocial support, 
art therapy, summer camps, and vocation-
al training. To relies on a network of like-
minded health and welfare workers, not on 
government officials, for student nomina-
tions, and requires candidates to document 
their parents’ condition to receive aid.

On his frequent visits, sponsored chil-
dren greet their 44-year-old benefactor as 
To Laoshi (Teacher To), or To Shu Shu (Uncle 
To). “My children come from my work, 
and not from my family,” he recently told 
students from a village where a third of 
the adults are infected. He was not much 
older than those children when his own 
family migrated to the United States, seek-
ing an American education for him and 
his sister, Wing. “Don’t give up,” he told 

the students. “If you study, we will spare 
no effort to support you. Knowledge is the 
way to change your destiny.”

In china, activists—especially those 
focused on AIDS—are feared as agents of 
social disorder. Despite To’s primarily ed-
ucational mission, local officials in Henan 
briefly shut down his office there in 2005. 
“Secret police stormed in and took away 
our computer and documents,” he says. 
They also arrested his office manager after 
midnight and briefly detained her, but the 
team refused to quit. “In mainland China, all 
our offices are under surveillance,” To adds. 
“They even asked our officers: ‘Do you mind 
if we tap your phone?’ I told them to say: ‘Of 
course not. We have nothing to hide.’” Still, 
he and his foundation are frequently under 
surveillance. Chi Heng’s mission is espe-
cially sensitive because the unpunished neg-
ligence of the plasma economy is a chapter 
that many would like to forget.

When To first shifted his focus to the 
children, he drove from village to village—
thousands of miles—to locate as many of 

them as possible. Help came from Henan 
physician, academic, and AIDS activist Gao 
Yaojie, who diagnosed early cases of AIDS in 
local farmers. She herself has faced harass-
ment and house arrest, and that, To admits, 
triggers his own “nightmare”: the “fear of 
being caught, beaten up, and put in jail.”

He strives to show he isn’t a troublemak-
er. Private by nature, he seems to have avoid-
ed jail so far through discreet diplomacy and 
a fierce focus on the children—downplay-
ing his role as advocate. When speaking 
publicly to students from village schools, he 
acknowledges Chinese officials by invoking 
a Maoist slogan: “I want to thank the lead-
ers for giving us the opportunity to serve the 
people.” He also eschews demonstrations 
and fiery speeches. “If I take to the barri-
cades, I could raise awareness and I’d be the 
darling of the foreign media,” he explains. 
“But I’d help fewer people.”

When traveling, he speaks softly and car-
ries a big backpack—stuffed with rice and 
cooking oil for families, and scholarship 
checks for the students. To, who once fre-
quented the Metropolitan Opera and dined 

ple, increasing the number of nomina-
tions for awards, elected directors and 
Overseers, and the number of alumni 
who vote in these elections.” She is 
adding a “professional development 
component” to the board meetings 
this year, and hoping to better engage 
alumni leaders themselves in order to 
attract more active members.

Reeves enjoys ferreting out the 
University’s lesser-known campus re-
sources, such as the Bureau of Study 
Counsel and the Collection of Histor-
ical Scientific Instruments. She plans 
to highlight them at upcoming HAA 
annual board meetings to let people 
know “all the cool things happening at 
Harvard.” Her extensive grasp of the 
University’s offerings stems not only 
from her two degrees (she also has a 
master’s in writing from Northeastern 
University), but from having worked as 
a volunteer for Harvard for nearly 30 years. Upon graduation, she 
became her class’s secretary and she has served on or chaired 
almost every HAA and parallel Radcliffe committee since. She 
has experience with both domestic and international Harvard/
Radcliffe clubs, the Harvard College Fund, and schools and schol-
arship interviewing, and currently serves on the Harvard Art 
Museums’ education and engagement committee as well as the 

advisory board of the American Repertory Theater.
Reeves already knows hundreds of people in disparate cor-

ners of the campus. To push others along this course, she 
paused during her Class Day speech last May and had audi-
ence members turn to introduce themselves to someone new. 
“Don’t wait for someone else to break the ice,” she intoned. 
“Reach out!” vn.p.b.

Ellen reeves
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