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HOW MANY times a month or a week do you feel your heart sink at the hopelessness of it all? Need. Pain. Inequity. Everywhere. Where do you start? What can one person do? Especially if a person is not Bill Gates?

San Francisco endocrinologist Henry Safrit has an answer. Three years ago - before they could think about it too long - he convinced four of his friends to engage in some radical but practical philanthropy.  

Each pledged $500 a year for four years and turned the money into a $10,000, four-year college scholarship to be awarded to a senior at a public high school in The City.   

The following year Safrit buttonholed more friends, and five more $10,000 scholarships were awarded. The year after that, there was enough money for   nine. This year, after reviewing more than 100 applications, the advisory   board for the Meritus College Fund will present a dozen $10,000 scholarships to financially needy students in San Francisco public high schools.   

"It's philanthropy at an affordable level," said Carl Berry, whose wife is one of the original Safrit Five. "And the best part is, you get involved with the life of your scholar. It can be anything from having them to dinner to providing summer employment. But it's much more than writing a check."

San Francisco State sophomore Nestor Navidad is representative of the Meritus   winners. His mother, a 34-year-old Salvadoran immigrant, supports her two children by babysitting and house cleaning.   

Navidad's energy and 3.5 grade point average convinced his teachers and a counselor at Galileo High to urge him to check out City College and S.F. State.   

"But I wasn't sure I would make it because of all the money you have to pay," he said. "My mom can't possibly pay for college for my sister and me."   

Unlike many academic awards and scholarships, Meritus is not a one-shot deal.  It's $2,500 a year for four years, so long as students keep their grades healthy. The kids get every cent that is given because all administrative costs are donated.   

A North Carolina native and Duke University graduate, Safrit had grown   frustrated over the years with bureaucracy-heavy endowment giving "where they   take the interest out each year and a little of the money trickles down to the scholar." After several years on the board of the Larkin Street Youth Center, he thought:   

"Why not figure out a way to help needy kids who want help?"   

Carl Berry's wife, Linden, then a counselor at Washington High, helped find the student pool that produced the first winner. Now scholars from all San Francisco high schools can apply.   

To give the group 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status - yes, donations are tax deductible - Fred Lowell at Pillsbury, Madison and Sutro pulled together all the legal work, pro bono. Cedric Brown of the San Francisco Foundation volunteers as head of the four-person interview panel.  

 Safrit's home doubles as the fund's business office. Scholar-winners help out with paper work and Wells Fargo has kicked in $5,000 this year for administrative costs.   

Carl Berry: "By and large, everyone involved is a middle-class working Joe who has an interest in education and wants to make a difference."   

Some people establish Meritus scholarships as memorials. One, financed by women, is for a student who is accepted by any of the Seven Sisters colleges back East.   

Unable to pledge $500 a year each for four years, five recent graduates of UC-Davis pulled 20 more of their friends into the act and set up their $10,000 scholarship for a student who will study at their alma mater.   

"There is nothing proprietary about what we do," said Berry. "Anybody who wants to get five people together - or however they configure it - is welcome to join us. We'd like to raise more money and have more kids apply."   

Again, unlike most other scholarships, Meritus is looking not for the kids with perfect 4.0 grade averages, but for those with 3.5s or even 3.2s – kids who show promise and a willingness to work. Reflecting the population of San   Francisco's public schools, most of the scholars are minority students, and   many are the first members of their family to attend college.   

Said Safrit: "The kids are mesmerizing. They're so much fun to be with. Most of them have had so little in their lives - many of them are from immigrant families - yet, in spite of all these roadblocks, they overcome them. We (the donors) probably get more joy out of it than the students do."  

 If you could use a little tax-deductible joy, call Meritus at (415) 820-3993. As those UC-Davis grads now know, all it takes is 100 bucks a year and 24 of your closest friends to chase away the heart-sinking, hopeless blues.   

For about 27 cents a day, you can pretend you're Bill Gates.
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