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In 1986, my friend Bill Rauch started
the Cornerstone Theater Company.

Bill had directed me in many plays in
college and he offered me a position as
an actress. Re l u c t a n t l y, I turned it
down. I longed for more physical and
emotional stability than the traveling
company could provide—they planned
to live in very small towns for three-
month residencies and adapt classic
texts to local conditions—but I wished
them well and watched them closely
during their first months.

No one in Cornerstone (or anywhere
else) knew I was a person of wealth. I
wanted to help the struggling company,
but I wasn’t ready to “come out.” If I
wanted to act with Bill in the future,
would others think I had bought a role?
Would I lose friends out of jealousy?
Would I have to really admit to myself
that I was wealthy? Despite mixed feel-
ings about keeping secrets, I decided to
give the group money anonymously.

Two books from my childhood
helped me craft my plan. Je a n
Webster’s Daddy Long Legs was a series
of letters from an orphan to the anony-
mous benefactor who sent her to col-
lege. Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The
Little Princess included a secret friend
who sent good food and a warm quilt
to a maligned servant girl in the garret.
I loved the magic of anonymity. I want-
ed to feel it myself.

At the end of 1986, I wrote to
Charlotte at the management company
in New York where my finances were
held. I asked her to send $10,000 to
Cornerstone and say it came from “a
believer in Cornerstone’s work.” All
future correspondence with the compa-
ny went through Charlotte, so no one
in the group could recognize the post-

m a rk showing my midwestern city
location or anything else about me.

The first thank-you letter from Bill
and his co-founder to the believer was a
joy. I wept as I read how my money
made it possible for them to embark on
their next residency. They wrote, “We
are doing everything we wanted to be
doing. We thank you from the bottom
of our hearts for helping us. Wherever
we go from here, you will remain in our
thanks and thoughts.”

I eventually told a few people about
my giving, including a good friend,
Joann, who was on Cornerstone’s board
of directors. Joann let me know when
financial crises hit the company. Se ve r a l
times, the believer was “out of the coun-
t ry,” so the contributions came early,
uncannily timed to pay actors’ salaries or
fund the set when cash was low. 

Cornerstone grew and the secre t
checks kept arriving. After six years on
the road, the company settled in Los
Angeles, exchanging rural residencies
for urban ones. They were covered by
every major news organization in the
country, were the subject of a docu-
mentary film, and changed thousands
of lives through theater. The Believer’s
re l a t i ve financial impact shrank, as
other, larger contributors appeared; but
the thank you letters were full of the
strength that came from my consistent
contributions. Having the money gave
the group stability; being known and
loved by a secret stranger gave them
goosebumps.

After two, then five, then eleve n
years of secret giving, Joann begged me
to reveal myself: “It would make them
so happy to be able to thank you,” she
p rodded me. Charles, my financial
advisor and friend, wondered if the

anonymity had served its purpose and
it was time to be a public philan-
thropist. My husband suggested that
“coming out” to Cornerstone was a log-
ical step in my personal growth. Deep
down, I did want to be thanked, I did
want a new relationship with the
money, and I wanted to bring all of
myself to the work of giving. I decided
to tell.

In 1997, Bill and Joann and I were
all together at a wedding. I started a
rambling story about Daddy Long Legs
and wanting to make a difference in the
world, ending with “I’m the believer.”
We all cried. Bill thanked me. He cried
more. I told stories about Joann’s secre-
cy and Charlotte’s work and the times I
was sure he knew who I was and we all
cried some more. It was a thrilling day,
one of the best in my life.

Coming out did not have the terrible
consequences I feared. Although con-
tact with company members has been
shy and awkward, the heavens didn’t
fall. No one hated me for being rich.
My friendship with Bill has been
strengthened by my acts of faith and
eased by the end of the secret. I will
always struggle to bring my whole self
to the work of being an actress, a phil-
anthropist, and a human being. Having
k n own the magic of giving anony-
mously makes the struggle more fun.

Jeannie Affelder has worked on stage, in
radio, and at home. She lives near Chicago
with her husband and their three sons. 

The Magic 
of Anonymity 
By Jeannie Affelder

Af ew years ago I was asked to
appear in a cover story for

Ne w s week magazine. As a Silicon Va l l e y
m u l t i m i l l i o n a i re, I couldn’t be ve ry pri-
vate about my wealth. When yo u
become wealthy as a result of a public
offering, as I did, it’s common know l-
edge. It’s in the new s p a p e r, in the trad-
ing re p o rt s — i t’s impossible to hide. Bu t
this was really scary for me. Ap p e a r i n g
in a cover story for Ne w s week was a
high-risk activity, and not just in psy-
chological terms. Not long before, a
wealthy Silicon Valley businessman had
been kidnapped. T h e re we re potentially
real security dangers.

The scary part was, first, to what
degree would this attract undue atten-
tion to my family and me, knowing
that there could be security concerns?
Secondly, I am not at all interested in
gaining notoriety for myself because of
my own lifestyle choices, interests, or
organizations I support. I was con-
cerned that the article might portray
me in a way that could be interpreted as
if I were seeking fame.

But there was too much truth in all
the articles that had been written about
h ow stingy Silicon Valley was. I felt there
we re Silicon Valley people who we re n’t
giving philanthro p i c a l l y. “What better
way to state my views,” I thought, “t h a n
in an international forum?” 

Before the interview, I had had some
fear of receiving too many solicitations
if I were to go public in this way, but in

fact, I received only a tiny number of
extra solicitations as a result. People
wrote letters to Newsweek, which were
delivered to me. A few wrote saying, “I
need to go to college,” or “I have a
small business I want to start,” but
most said to keep up the good work. It
was ve ry gratifying. My experience
turned out to be positive enough that it
became the first step in a campaign I
consciously embarked on to get my col-
leagues invo l ved in philanthro p y. I
wrote Op Ed pieces, which were pub-
lished in newspapers and magazines,
talked at seminars, and spoke at various
breakfast groups. 

The lesson I took from this was that
being on a public stage can affect pub-
lic opinion, whereas being silent is not
going to have an impact. I hope that by
being public about my wealth and my
philanthropy, I can help move people
along a path of giving. Setting an exam-
ple is critical because, otherwise, how
do people learn philanthropy? I can say
I want to be philanthropic, but there is
still the pragmatic aspect: How do I
become strategic? How do I get orga-
nized? There are a lot of specifics that a
person needs to learn. If we all kept it a
secret, how would anyone learn? We’d
all be stumbling in the dark.

Based on an interview with Pamela Gerloff

To read Saal’s interview with Newsweek
(“The Wealth and Avarice of the Cyber
Rich,” 12/30/96) and a column he
wrote about the media and philan-
thropy (“My Turn: New List for the
Wealthy,” Newsweek 9/22/97), please
visit our website, 
www.morethanmoney.org/issue28.

Ha r ry J. Saal, Ph.D., is president of Cu l t u ra l
In i t i a t i ves Silicon Va l l e y. He was the founder
and CEO of Ne t w o rk Ge n e ral Corporation and
the founding CEO of Sm a rt Va l l e y, Inc. He is
a c t i ve in philanthro py and community affairs,
and has served as the Chairman of Community
Foundation Silicon Va l l e y.

For a list of pros and cons of giving anony m o u s l y,

please visit www. m o r e t h a n m o n e y. o r g / i s s u e 2 8 .

“The secret check s
kept arriving.”

“Setting an example is critical because, 

otherwise, how do people learn philanthro py ? ”

Teaching By Doing
Harry Saal
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