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The software mogul Tim Gill has a mission: $top the

Rick Santorums of tomorrow before they

getistarted.

How a network of gay political donors is stealthily fighting
sexual discrimination and reshaping American politics
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tough loss can be h%;u'd to swallow, and plenty of defeated
politicians have|been k&lcm to grumble about sinister

conspiracies. Y

Carroll, the Republican Ti;pe

hen they are rising stars like Danny
er pro tempore of Iowa’s House

of Representatives, and the toss is unexpected, the urge to

blame unseen forces can be jven stronger—and in Carroll’s
case, it would have the additional distinction of being justified.
T Carroll was among the dozens of targets of a group of rich

gay philanthropists who

Equie ly joined forces last year, under

{ |
the leadership of a rec ulksive lolorado technology mogul, to
counter the tide of anti a?xy potitics in America that has gener-

ated, among other things, a shccession of state ballot initia-

tives banning gay marri alge. Carroll had sponsored such a bill

|
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in Iowa and guided it to passage in the state House of Rep-
resentatives, the first step toward getting it on the ballot.
Like many other state legislatures last year, Iowa’s was
narrowly divided. So all it would take to break the momen-
tum toward a constitutional marriage ban was to tip a few
close races. If Democrats took control of the House and
Senate, however narrowly, the initiative would die, and
with it the likelihood of further legislation limiting civil
rights for gays and lesbians. And, fortuitously, Carroll’s
own reelection race looked to be one of the closest. He
represented the liberal college town of Grinnell and had
won the last time around by just a handful of votes.
Over the summer, Carroll’'s opponent started receiving
checks from across the country—significant sums for a
statehouse race, though none so large as to arouse suspicion
(the gifts topped out at $1,000). Because they came from
individuals and not from organizations, nothing identified
the money as being “gay,” or even coordinated. Only a very
astute political operative would have spotted the unusual
number of out-of-state donors and pondered their interest
in an obscure midwestern race. And only someone truly
versed in the world of gay causes would have noticed a
$1,000 contribution from Denver, Colorado, and been

“We live in a post-Will & Grace socie
development, and the political wo
day will come when all of this is ali

aware that its source, Tim Gill, is the country’s biggest
gay donor, and the nexus of an aggressive new force in
national politics.

Carroll certainly didn’t catch on until I called him after
the election, in which Democrats took control of both legis-
lative chambers, as well as Carroll’s seat and four of the five
others targeted by Gill and his allies. Carroll was just sitting
down to dinner but agreed to talk about his loss, which he
attributed to the activism of Grinnell College students. A
suggestion that he'd been targeted by a nationwide network
of wealthy gay activists was met with polite midwestern
skepticism. But Carroll was sufficiently intrigued to pro-
pose that we each log on to the Iowa Ethics and Campaign
Disclosure Board’s Web site and examine his opponent’s
disclosure report together, over the telephone.

Scrolling through the thirty-two-page roster of cam-
paign contributors revealed plenty of $25 and $50 dona-
tions from nearby towns like Oskaloosa and New Sharon.
But a $1,000 donation from California stood out on
page 2, and, several pages later, so did another $1,000 from
New York City. “I'll be darned,” said Carroll. “That doesn’t
make any sense.” As we kept scrolling, Carroll began
reading aloud with mounting disbelief as the evidence

|
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passed bfefore his eyes. “Denver ... Dallas ... Los Angeles ...
Malibu/... there's New York again ... San Francisco! [
cfm’t—li just cannot believe this,” he said, finally. “Who
is this gy again?”

i Gill is best known as the founder of the pub-

i

|I li \ming-so&ware giant Quark Inc., and for a long

j ti me was one of the few openly gay members of the
Fprbes 4{?0 list of the richest Americans. He was born in
1953 to one of Colorado’s well-known Republican politi-
c:}al famiLi!les. (The town of Gill in the north-central part
of the state is named after them.) After earning a degree
in: applied mathematics and computer science from the
Utuiv-‘ni of Colorado at Boulder, Gill founded Quark in
his apart xi:nent in 1981, in the manner of other self-made
co;mputeg magnates like Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, with
a $2,000loan from his parents.
Whil e‘iGill participated in gay activism in college, his
pmssionj ran more toward differential calculus, and he
didn't feel particularly beset by his homosexuality. He had
come out ‘&o his parents when he was a teenager and been
accepted| It was the very ordinariness of his upper-middle-

class upbringing, in fact, that made his political awakening

|

... but this is a recent
1d has not yet caught up. The

ned, but we’re not there yet.”

|
ujch ashock. In 1992, a ballot initiative approved by Colo-
40 vote ‘ altered the state constitution to prohibit laws
'n}xed at protecting gays and lesbians (it was overturned by
he U.S. Supreme Court). Gill noticed bumper stickers sup-
ol;'ting tI# measure on the desks of some Quark employ-
fes. Not long afterward, he set up the Gay & Lesbian Fund
or Colorido, through which he donates to “mainstream”
harities ’iibraries, symphonies, vaccination clinics, even
Star Tref¢ exhibit at the Denver Museum of Nature and
&spread the message that gays and lesbians care
bout thelsame things as everyone else. In 2000, he sold
is|interest in Quark for a reported half-billion dollars in
rder to facus full-time on his philanthropy.
‘ [Even as'he has shied from the spotlight, Gill has become
one of the most generous and widest-reaching political
en'efac;mﬁ inthe country, and emblematic of a new breed
f businesstminded donor that is rapidly changing Ameri-
n poliﬁcfi Asurge of new wealth has created a generation
of givers eiger to influence politics but barred from the

jaclitioua] :channe]s of participation by recent campaign-

nance Ia“;rs designed to limit large gifts to candidates
and po]iticail parties. Like Gill, many of these figures are
entgeprgnéurs:who have made fortunes in technology. And

|
|




like Gill, many turned first to philanthropy, revolutionizing
the field by importing strategies from the business world

and largely abandoning the old dispositions toward mon-
eyed dilettantism and gifts to large foundations in favor of
creating independent charitable enterprises that empha-
size innovation and accountability. The Gates Foundation,
founded by Bill Gates and his wife, Melinda, is a prime

example of this new results-oriented philanthropy.

Gill's principal interest is gay equality. His founda-
tions have given about $115 million to charities. His seri-
ous involvement in politics is a more recent development,
though geared toward the same goal. In 2000, he gave
$300,000 in political donations, which grew to $800,000
in 2002, $5 million in 2004, and a staggering $15 million
last year, almost all of it to state and local campaigns. Gill,
who considers himselfa “pathological introvert,” normally
shuns media attention, but he agreed to meet with me in
his Denver office last November, on the eve of the election,
to explain what he is trying to accomplish.

“My goalis to see that all Americans are treated equally
regardless of sexuality,” he told me when we met. Tall and
lean, Gill is a vigorous fifty-three years old, a sci-fi buff
and an avid snowboarder (he runs a social networking
site for gay snowboarders, called Outboard). He was
dressed in the manner of a successful Denver business-
man—casual, but not overly so, in jeans, a sports shirt, and
Italian leather shoes. In our conversations, he gave the
impression of someone who feels he has been picked on
and now, having acquired the means, fully intends to do
something about it.

Gill led me through his evolution as a donor. For years
he gave generously to gay organizations and dutifully sup-
ported gay-friendly candidates. His guiding ambition was
helping to teach other donors and nonprofits how to oper-
ate more efficiently, and he had organized a series of major-
donor conferences toward that end. But several years ago,
a growing number of his peers began to sense that they
were playing in the wrong arena. “A lot of [gay donors] are
driven, cycle to cycle, by the notion that there’s going to be
an epiphany—that one day they'll wake up and accept us,”
hesaid. “But this group had spent millions of dollars on phi-
lanthropy, and yet woken up the morning after the election
to see gay-marriage bans enacted all across the country”

Gill decided to find out how he could become more
effective and enlisted as his political counselor an acerbic
lawyer and former tobacco lobbyist named Ted Trimpa,
who is Colorado’s answer to Karl Rove. Trimpa believes
that the gay-rights community directs too much of its
money to thoroughly admirable national candidates who
don’t need it, while neglecting less compelling races that
would have a far greater impact on gay rights—a tendency
he calls “glamour giving” Trimpa cited the example of
Barack Obama: an attractive candidate, solid on gay rights,
and viscerally exciting to donors. It feels good to write him

-~

a check. An analysis of opa‘ma'sg I()li-QSena.te race, which
he won by nearly fifty p(oin'ts, had determined that gays
contributed more than ‘00,0001‘. “The temptation is
always to swoon for the popular c£.ndidate," Trimpa told
me, “but a fraction of that %mone \directed at the right
state and local races, could have flipped a few chambers.
Just because he’s cute’ isn’t a strategy.”

Together, Gill and Tri ﬂa decided to eschew national
races in favor of state and|local ones, which could be influ-
enced in large batches and| for much less money. Most
antigay measures, they distovered, originate in state legisla-
tures. Operating at that le gave them a chance to “punish
the wicked,” as Gill puts it—to snuff out rising politicians
who were building their ers on : itigay policies, before
they could achieve national influence. Their chief caution-
ary example of such a villain !‘ls Senator Rick Santorum of
Pennsylvania, who once cohlpared fmbsexuality to“man
on dog” sex (and was finally defe

ted last year, at a cost of
more than $20 million). Santorumigot his start working
in the state legislature. As Gill and Trimpa looked at their
evolving plan, it seemed

istic. “Thlz’ strategic piece of the
puzzle we'd been missing cojnsisteni across almost every
legislature we examined—is that it’s $&en just ahandful of
people, two or three, who nt%duce the most outrageous
legislation and force the rest n#f their’ éolleagues to voteon
it,” Gill explained. “If you cpuld reach these few people or
neutralize them by flipping the chamber to leaders who
would block bad legislation, yPu’d h I a dramatic effect”

Gill’s idea was to identjfy vulnerable candidates like
Danny Carroll and move quickly to eliminate them without
the burden of first having ﬁ: win the Eonsent of some risk-
averse large organization ar l:)oard of directors. Another
element of this strategy is stealth. R&ealing targets only
after an election makes it i p&ssible irthem to fight back
and sends a message to ot ei‘ politi axjs that attacking
gays could put them in the roissh irs. Independence also
allowed Gill to pursue an element'o ! is philosophy that
chafes many national gay rémhatndns: the belief that
enduring acceptance can be '%von on'liy with Republican
support. “If you want a majority, you|have to change peo-
ple’s minds,” he said, noting that in Co érado, Republicans
outnumber Democrats. “J Hecaus you're conservative
doesn’t mean you're antigay; 1 (l

With that in mind, he assemble l_a bipartisan team
of political operatives and t t%sd his theory in 2004, qui-
etly targeting three antigay Colorad '

 incumbents; two
of them went down. Through the combined efforts of a
host of progressive interest ps, including many sup-
ported by Gill, Democrats capts both chambers of the
legislature for the first time in forty years. Gill’s decision
to back Democrats in Colorado was the only choice that
would produce the gay-tole nt leadership he’s pursuing.
But ten years from now, he 1d me, he hopes he’ll be able
and Democrats.
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Convinced his approach was sound, Gill decided togo  in which 2 kLay antlgay candidate was vulnerable or the
big. When I visited his headquarters last fall, liberals were  outcome df a a race as likely to affect control of the legis-
working alongside conservatives on alist compiled by his  lature. Thlz list incl ded state legislators, governors, and
top consultants—one a national Democratic consultant,  judges, no Just Rep_lbllcans but Democrats as well—like
the other a former Karl Rove protégé—of seventy races Philip Travxs,‘ the Dt'mocratlc legislator leading the push

to overtu gay marnage in Massachusetts.
T T T s e From the standpoint of an entrepreneur, Gill saw

A GREEK STATUE - opportuni :‘md believed he could amplify his return on
investment. Last splll’mg, he sponsored another confer-

With the help of people and other disasters, ence for wealthy gay donors, only this one designed to
time has worked pretty hard on it. steer money to the right political races instead of the right

nonprofits. His pltc 1'was simple: Instead of waiting for
a political savior to fix everything, consider donating to
one by one fingers and toes, thl::se races, where y! u N h:\)r’: mo}ie effectata ﬁ-actloi of
with the passing of years arms, one after the other, the cost. As Tnmpa ater characterized the rationale for
suchan ap roach “ e live in a post-Will €9 Grace society.
Americans e‘lxeve apd understand that gay people are
and what fell off, time broke into pieces, everywhere and mostview them in a mainstream context.
But this is recent deVelopment and the political world
into chunks, into gravel, into sand. has not yet caught uﬁ__" s lagging behind. The day will
come when all of this is aligned, but we're not there yet.”
In the 2( 06 electi kls, on a level where a few thousand
dollars can decide a close race, Gill's universe of donors

First it took away the nose, later the genitals,

right thigh and left thigh,

back and hips, head and buttocks,

When someone living dies this way,

much blood flows with each blow. .. R o <o
injected more than $3 million, providing in some cases
more than 20 percen of a candidate’s or organization’s

Yet marble statues perish pale budget. On Election ay, fifty of the seventy targeted can-
didates wereé “

and not always all the way.
out of the thirteen sta ‘ where Gill and his allies invested,

four—Iowa, %chlgan, | Pennsylvania, and Washington—
Of the one we are speaking of, only a torso remains, saw control f at least one legislative chamber sw1tch to

like breath held under exertion

as it now must to retire rather than 5 k reelection.) The natlonal climate,

draw 1nto which was strongly anti-Republican, helped bring about
this transformation. B t Gill's stealth campaign was both

itself effective and precede -setting. For the first time, in a

all the grace and weight broad and organized ay, gays had taken the initiative in
a sweeping mu]tlstane trategy and had mostly prevailed.

of what has heen lost.

The hi of gays as open participants in American

And it pulls this off,
pulls this off still,

politics is a relat vely brief one, though it contains

clear teceden s for what Gill is attempting to

do. In the 19 05, the hamophile movement first sought
dazzles and endures social accept ce for Bay and lesbians through a handful
of small, politi ly cawmous organizations like the Mat-

tachine Society, whic Izsponsored newsletters and dis-
Time deserves an honorable mention here, cussion grou and lob l1ed to end police raids targeting
gay activities. The StOn wall riots and the gay-liberation

and left something for later movement of the 1960s and "70s worked toward securing
’ & ’ the legal prote«'tlfm aﬁ'o;éed by federal minority status, to

pulls us in and dazzles,

as it stopped midway

diminish discrimination and blackmail. The devastating
rise of AIDS in|the lgsolhalted momentum toward the

Translated from the Polish by Joanna Trzeciak political mmnstream and helped solidify gays’ status as
victims in the pubhc mind. The failure of state and federal
government torespond to the crisis, however, prompted

)

|

—WISLAWA SZYMBORSKA

Wistowa Szymborska received the 1996 Nobel Prize in Literature. Jognna Trzeciak
is the translator of Miracle Fair: Selected Poems of Wislawa Szymborska (2001),
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