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About 20 years ago, a UW-Madison 
student with a part-time job as a state 
Senate messenger asked to talk to her 
instructor after class.

She said she was at her Capitol job 
when one of the most powerful sena-
tors, knowing she was working, called 
with an after-midnight request: The 
senator had hurt his leg, had been 
drinking at a Madison bar and needed 
a ride. Would she use an official state 
vehicle and pick him up?

It was obvious to the student that the 
senator, who had paid attention to her 
in the past, wanted more than a ride 
home. He wanted sex with her.

She found a way to avoid picking up 
the senator. But what—if anything—
should she do about it? (The senator is 
no longer in office.)

The instructor didn’t have any 
advice. The student’s comments were 
entitled to some degree of privacy. The 
instructor had no personal knowledge 
of the incident and didn’t know the sen-
ator’s version of it or 
how he had harassed 
her in the past.

Why tell this story?
Because there has 

been, is and will be 
incidents of sexual 
harassment in Madison 
and all other Capitols. 
But hurt and violat-
ed women are now 
coming forth docu-
menting how true that 
is in every workplace—
Washington halls of power, in Alabama 
shopping malls, in the entertainment 
industry and in newsrooms.

But there’s more fuel in state capitols 
for incidents of sexual harassment and 
sexual encounters between consenting 
adults, than other workplaces.

Why? People change when they get 
titles. They believe what they are doing 
is important, so they must be import-
ant. Young Capitol staffers, who serve 
at the pleasure of their bosses, can be 
easily impressed. Long work hours can 
impair your judgment. You’re in Madi-
son, away from your family, for days at 
a time. Rumors abound; a few of them 
are true.

Marriages fall apart, just like they do 
outside the Capitol.

Three marriages have resulted over 
the last 25 years after legislators discov-
ered how much they liked each other, 
during and after work hours.

Complicating the issue is what two 
consenting adults choose to do, some-
times in a drunken haze.

For example, there was the veteran 
senator stopped by a Madison-area 
police officer on suspicion of drunken 
driving with a female Senate staffer in 
his car, according to the police report. 
Reporters who chased the story were 
told the two had been dating for a 
while. (He is no longer in office.)

That was a case of two consenting 
adults and not sexual harassment.

Legislative leaders stressed last 

week that elected officials and staffers 
get training, and a handbook, warning 
against sex harassment and how to 
report it.

But, no, past Assembly sexual ha-
rassment complaints will not be made 
public—even if the victims’ names are 
blacked out.

“The goal of an internal process is to 
make sure that every single person who 
feels they were the victim … has a way 
to go to be able to report it to somebody, 
have some confidentiality and have it 
investigated,” said Assembly Speaker 
Robin Vos.

Vos also said the system worked 
when former Republican Rep. Bill 
Kramer was convicted of two misde-
meanor sexual assault convictions after 
drinking. Kramer opted for addiction 
treatment instead of seeking re-election.

Added Assembly Democratic Leader 
Gordon Hintz: “Some of the victims 
may not want those details out there…. 
Our policy first has been to protect 
those most impacted by the release of 
that information.”

The Assembly had seven speakers 
between 1985 and 2010. One of them, 
asked how often he had to deal with 
sexual harassment complaints, agreed 
to respond anonymously:

“Not that many. We had a couple of 
legislators say inappropriate things to 
female staff, and other leggies or staff 
would nudge him back into line if they 
heard it.

“A couple of cases of people viewing 
porn on their computers, which the 
computer staff handled. A few requests 
for people to be moved to another office 
because they were dating someone in 
the office.

“I don’t recall any disturbing cases 
where strong action was needed.”

Still, a female Capitol reporter was 
stunned at what a veteran Assembly 
member more than twice her age told 
her when they rode in an elevator in 
2004. (He is no longer in office.)

“If I were a younger man…”
Steven Walters is a senior produc-

er with the nonprofit public affairs 
channel WisconsinEye. Contact him at 
stevenscwalters@gmail.com.
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Gage found many ways  
to boost the community

Whether you know it or not, Howard Gage 
has touched your life. You may not have ever 
met Howard, but it’s a good guess someone 
close to you has—perhaps a son, daughter, 
grandkid or maybe your dad or an aunt. How-
ard Gage was everywhere.

I first met Howard as a Parker High School 
senior in John Eyster’s Washington Seminar. 
His work with the school district and his 
volunteer efforts on behalf of the seminar 
ensured myself and many others could partici-
pate. Even after Howard’s retirement from the 
district, he remained committed to programs 
that supported students.

We reconnected with the historic flood of 
2008. Howard conceived a video fundraising 
effort memorializing mother nature’s dam-
age, individual hardships and neighborhood 
fellowship. Howard introduced me to his son 
John. John would be the on-site producer and 
spent weeks recording the devastation on Lake 
Koshkonong. It was Howard‘s passion that 
inspired John’s brilliant documentary, “The 
Flood of 2008.”

Howard’s legacy of family, friendship and 
community will be remembered among many.

BRIAN CHRISTIANSON
Rock-Koshkonong Lake District chairman

Alternative perspective  
on accusers appreciated

Thank you for printing the Nov. 28 op-ed 
piece by Brendan O’Neill, “Presumption of in-
nocence important amid parade of accusers.” 
I, too, have been wondering what happened to 
the presumption that in this country we are 
presumed innocent until proven guilty.

BETSY AHNER
Evansville

Clinton school district has  
a habit of wasting money

I am writing about the Clinton Communi-
ty School District referendum that they are 
trying to pass in the next election. I have been 
a tax-paying resident of the school district 
for the past 25 years and have seen what they 
spend the budget on. They have been wasting 
our taxes and are now asking for more money 
to throw away.

The school district is looking for money to 
pay for stuff they were going to fix with the 
money from the last referendum that we as 
taxpayers approved. They are hiring staff that 
can’t do the jobs they are hired for.

As taxpayers, we have a very valid reason 
to ask for information on just what they are 
spending our money on. For the most part, the 
teachers are doing a good job, but the school 
district is spending our money like they have 
a “free” checkbook for whatever reason they 
have at the moment.

STACY L. OLDENBURG
Beloit

What would Rip Van Winkle 
think about our democracy? 
The fictional Rip Van Winkle wandered off 

into the Catskills in 1817, fell asleep and woke 
up 20 years later. If he had fallen asleep in the 
Chequamegon Forest a decade ago and awak-
ened today, he would probably wonder who 
stole our democracy in Wisconsin.

He would wonder why we had elected and 
re-elected a governor and a representative 
who are afraid to hold press conferences and 
refuse to meet with the people who elected 
them. He might wonder why most of their 
public appearances were for photo-ops and 
ribbon-cutting ceremonies in businesses and 
factories and never in public places where the 
people are.

Poor old Rip would remember when 
candidates won or lost elections based on the 
issues and not on whether they raised more 
money than their opponent or because they 
represented a gerrymandered congressional 
district.

He would probably remember people like 
Gaylord Nelson and want to know what we 
were doing to protect our natural resources 
and why our wetlands were disappearing.

Rip might wonder why public education 
had become a liability and not an asset. And 
why teachers were now blamed for whatever is 
wrong with education.

I am thinking that he would return to the 
forest and sleep for another decade hoping 
that when he woke up again, he would find 
that the Koch brothers had given our democ-
racy back to us.

ED TIMMER
Janesville

To sale of the former Chase Bank. 
More important than the sale is the inten-

tions of the developer, 
Johnson-Ryan Partnership. 
Jim Johnson, the firm’s 
managing partner, said the 
plan is to lease the prop-
erty on Milwaukee Street 
as soon as possible. That’s 
great news for the down-
town, which has too many 
vacant properties. Johnson 

said the family-owned company is cleaning 
out the former bank and working with local 
officials to prepare it for a new tenant. The 
Johnson-Ryan Partnership has an opportu-
nity to show other developers how to profit 
on a downtown project while boosting the 
downtown’s image. We like how quickly the 
firm is moving to get the property occupied. 
Other developers should take note: Buying 
properties cheap but then sitting on them 
for years without making improvements 
hurts all of downtown.

To Janesville Mall. The trend is to bash 
malls as examples of 20th century shopping 

culture, and many readers 
offered gloomy epithets in 
response to a Nov. 17 story 
about a possible sale of the 
Janesville Mall. Yes, the 
mall features some stores, 
such as Sears and Boston 
Store, struggling to com-
pete, but not every retailer 
is tanking. Another mall 

anchor, Kohl’s, has been reporting strong 
sales, and retailers as a whole reported de-
cent Black Friday results, despite continued 
pressure from online sales. Brick-and-mor-
tar stores offer something Amazon and oth-
er online retailers cannot—human interac-
tion. If vinyl records can make a comeback, 
why not malls? There are, after all, many 
opportunities to engage other people at a 
mall. You can even touch the merchandise 
before buying it and ask employees ques-
tions, such as, “Can you tell me where to find 
the Chia Pets?”

To overreacting to creeper. The Janes-
ville Police Department and Janesville 

School District were quick 
to alert the public about a 
registered sex offender sus-
pected of offering rides to 
teenage girls. It’s definite-
ly creepy, and the public 
should know about this 
type of allegation. At the 
same time, it’s important 
not to panic and prohibit 

kids from walking to school or engaging in 
their usual outdoor routines. None of the 
girls reportedly approached by Daryl W. Hol-
loway accepted his offer, and they all report-
ed feeling scared—a predictable response 
to a stranger’s solicitation. Stranger danger 
is real but rare. The real danger is in losing 
perspective and becoming paranoid about 
public safety. Media exposure about isolated 
incidents can distort people’s perceptions of 
risk. Creepers should be exposed, but let’s 
not forget Janesville is a safe place.

To deer carcasses littering roadways. 
We’re all for making government more effi-

cient, which was likely the 
goal when legislators this 
year gave the state Depart-
ment of Transportation 
responsibility for clearing 
deer carcasses from road-
ways. The job had belonged 
to the state Department 
of Natural Resources, but 
the two agencies appear to 
have botched the transi-

tion. The Wisconsin State Journal reported 
last week some carcasses look like they’ve 
been on the roadway for several days, 
though they’re supposed to be removed 
within two business days of being report-
ed. Poor communication between the two 
agencies and a failure to notify local gov-
ernments about the switch appears partly 
to blame for the grisly pileup. In retrospect, 
officials should have given more thought to 
the transition, recognizing that any missteps 
would be on display.

STEVEN  

WALTERS

Speak your mind
Write a letter to the editor

What are your thoughts?
     Send us a letter about this
     or any other current issue.
     Address letters to:
     The Gazette
     1 S. Parker Drive
     P.O. Box 5001
     Janesville, WI 53547-5001
     or send e-mail to:
     letters@gazetteextra.com
                           (word limit 250 words)

Three marriages have resulted over the 

last 25 years after legislators discovered 

how much they liked each other, during and 

after work hours.

No denying sex plays  
role in Capitol chemistry


