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This org chart reflects reality at the time of the 2019 NRA Annual Meeting.




















This book is dedicated to the more than one hundred million gun owners, and the millions of other Americans, whatever their convictions about the Second Amendment, who deserve better.
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“We must learn to live together as brothers or perish together as fools.”


—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., March 1964, St. Louis, Missouri

















PROLOGUE



Fallen Angels


Friday, December 14, 2012, 9:30 a.m.


New York City—Bleecker and Broadway


After a raucous evening of too much drinking too late into the night in SoHo, I was nursing a bad hangover. I was in New York to meet with a team from Cerberus, the giant private equity firm. They had formed a fund called the Freedom Group to “roll up,” or invest in, a number of gun companies, including Remington Arms and Bushmaster, in order to grow their portfolio. As somebody in the private equity retail business, a gun guy, and a fan of Remington, I was brought in in an advisory role. I had met with Bob Nardelli, the former CEO of Chrysler and now CEO of the Freedom Group, and a number of other execs at an off-site meeting in Savannah to hear their vision. I had a couple of calls planned with the guys from Remington to finalize some details from the meeting.


I had first gotten to know the group through my friend Tony Makris, the head of the Mercury Group, a subsidiary of the marketing firm Ackerman McQueen. Through Tony I had met the Cerberus people and Wayne LaPierre, a hero of mine and the longtime executive director of the National Rifle Association. I had always been a gun rights advocate; Tony and I had met at the Safari Club in Reno, and Wayne and others had become aware of me through my efforts to pass Chicago’s concealed weapons law. Since then I had become a part of the close-knit gun rights lobby, one of the gang.


9:34 a.m. Newtown, Connecticut—Sandy Hook Elementary School


“Stay put!” shouted the principal, Dawn Hochsprung, emerging from Room 9 with school psychologist Mary Sherlach. Moments later, 65-grain bullets from .223 cartridges, traveling at 3,200 feet per second, tore through their bodies and killed them both. Two shots, two kills. And with those shots, Adam Lanza had begun his killing spree.


9:34 a.m., New York City


I grabbed another coffee and a blueberry muffin at Dean & DeLuca and walked back to the apartment I was staying in.


9:35 a.m., Newtown


A caller from Sandy Hook Elementary was on the line with 911 dispatch, frantically screaming, “I hear shooting in the school. The police need to come… He’s at the door, please Jesus, please Jesus.” Dispatch, trying to keep the caller calm, told her to “take a deep breath, it will be okay. What’s happening now?” A minute later the dispatcher delivered the message to the Newtown police officers: “Sandy Hook School caller is indicating she thinks there is someone shooting in the building.”


9:37 a.m.


Police were dispatched immediately to the scene. None were prepared for what they encountered that day. Lanza had become a hunter, stalking his prey—but his targets were innocent, defenseless six- and seven-year-old elementary school children.


9:34–9:40 a.m., Sandy Hook Elementary


It is unclear whether Adam Lanza entered Classroom 8 or 10 first. In the span of six minutes he would fire 154 rounds from an AR-15. In Classroom 8, the police would find fourteen children dead, and a fifteenth would be pronounced dead after being taken to Danbury Hospital. One child survived, exiting after the officers arrived. Two other adults—substitute teacher Lauren Rousseau, thirty, and behavioral therapist Rachel D’Avino, twenty-nine—were also killed. The gunshots came from the same .223-caliber ammunition of an AR-15 rifle. At some point Lanza entered the other classroom and began targeting more victims.


9:40 a.m.


At this point, for reasons we will never know, Adam Lanza decided to stop the killing. He dropped his AR-15 rifle, with its Magpul thirty-round high-capacity magazine, to the linoleum floor in Classroom 10. He then pressed his Glock 20SF barrel against his head, just under his chin, and pulled the trigger. The 10mm hollow-point round did what it was designed to do, penetrating his skull and tearing through his cerebral cortex, killing him instantly.


In less than six minutes, Lanza had killed twenty-six children and adults, in an atrocity unparalleled in American history. He had meticulously planned and written about his intentions in the hours, days, and months preceding the day’s horror. Lanza studied Sandy Hook’s website and the school’s security procedures, and had mapped out the massacre with obsessive detail. Investigators would later note that “he had long been on a path headed toward a deteriorating life of dysfunction and isolation.” The report on the shootings went on to say that “his severe and deteriorating internalized mental health problems… combined with an atypical preoccupation with violence… [and] access to deadly weapons… proved a recipe for mass murder.” In other words, this was no random event. He had been preparing and planning this unspeakable tragedy for years.


Lanza was found dressed in a “pale green pocket vest” over a black polo shirt. Everything else he wore that day was black—his T-shirt, sneakers, gloves, socks. All but two of his victims had been shot multiple times, execution style; six- and seven-year-old boys and girls were shot point-blank. The only explanation I would have later is that it was an act of pure evil.


9:57 a.m., New York City


I was with Wally McLallan, the guy who originally set up the Freedom Group with Cerberus CEO Steve Feinberg, and my girlfriend, Coco, at Wally’s flat, about to jump on a call. Wally suddenly signaled to me. “Hey, man, I just saw there was a shooting up in Connecticut.”


I responded, “I hope it’s not a bad one. That’s all we need.” I spent the next few minutes flipping through the media “rundown”: Drudge, CNN, Breitbart, MSNBC.


“This is not good. Turn on CNN. I hope he didn’t use an AR.” That was always the first question on the “checklist” we worked through when one of these shootings happened. Given my job working with Cerberus, it was the first thought on my mind, the first thought on all of our minds, something that would haunt me for years to come.


The next forty-five minutes was a flurry of phone calls. And the calls confirmed just how bad the news was. The Sandy Hook shooting was the one we all dreaded at Cerberus and at the NRA. Wally had spoken with Chris Cox—chief lobbyist at the NRA—and he was already gearing up for battle. “Just got off with Cox. It looks like the gun was possibly an AR. He and David Lehman figure mag bans, background checks, maybe even an assault weapons ban will be on the table. A total shit show.”


The intensity, the rush of going into crisis mode, was oddly intoxicating. The day would be a slurry of death, politics, guns, and money, and like it or not, I had a front-row seat.


I called Tony Makris, who was Wayne LaPierre’s longtime adviser. He told me, “Get ready. This is going to be the mother of all gunfights. It’s really bad. There are still dead kids on the floor. Watch and learn. If we do this right the members will go nuts. Cats and dogs. I know exactly what to do.”


He was completely focused on the reactions of the NRA members. That was a big part of the job. Honestly, the reality of what had taken place at the school hadn’t sunk in yet, certainly for me.


The first responders to Sandy Hook described the scene as a river of red. Many have since quit the profession; human beings can only process so much. A number of the police officers on the scene that day will not discuss what they saw, for a multitude of good reasons. “Some things just shouldn’t be talked or written about,” one said. Seeing twenty dead young children was overload for just about anyone. The death toll would rise to twenty-seven that day, including Lanza’s mother, whom he killed before coming to the school, after he took her guns for the shooting. It was a staggering amount of carnage, almost unimaginable. These were little children, innocent angels, the darlings of their parents. How does someone decide to pick up an AR-15 and shoot defenseless elementary school kids? And not just shoot them randomly, but with laser precision, putting multiple rounds in their small bodies like a terrorist militant?


I couldn’t picture the fact that less than seventy miles from the apartment I was staying in, the bodies of two dozen six- and seven-year-olds were still bleeding on the floors of Sandy Hook Elementary School. Cerberus and the NRA quickly moved into fighting mode, working the checklist to figure out how to respond to the tsunami of bad publicity. Was it an AR or a handgun? How many are dead? Did the shooter go through a background check? Did he steal the gun? What’s the media saying? We didn’t miss a beat. The adrenaline and seductive intensity of the fight was palpable. It was all I could focus on. At the time, I believed we were fighting a righteous fight, on behalf of law-abiding gun owners everywhere.


That afternoon, Wally, Coco, and I settled in for a steak lunch at Peter Luger in Brooklyn, where we were joined by the owner of Crye Precision, a Brooklyn-based company that sells equipment and apparel for the U.S. armed forces, the Navy SEALS, and law enforcement officers. Conversation meandered from talk of the “war on terror” to the new film Zero Dark Thirty, all the while checking our phones.


“CNN says the body count will be north of twenty.”


“Drudge saying two shooters but not confirmed.”


“Still no indication of the gun used.”


While we young “Merchants of Death” attacked our steaks and sipped glasses of French Cabernet, intoxicated with our own thoughts of defending gun rights, the country was in a state of utter shock at what had happened. But the reaction from gun owners was very different. They were sure the government would try to take away their guns. This was it. This was the time. Remington Arms, one of the companies owned by Cerberus, as well as Brownell’s, the largest seller of assault rifle parts, and every gun store in America, saw their sales explode in the days that followed, as demand for the AR-15 went through the roof out of fear of a ban. Within days, lines formed at gun stores, and stores put limits on how many magazines customers could buy. It was unlike anything gun retailers and manufacturers had ever seen. On eBay a thirty-round Magpul magazine was trading at many multiples of the normal price.


We didn’t talk much about the dead children over lunch, or the actual shooting. In truth, it just hadn’t registered yet. At the end of lunch, someone said, “Shit. CNN just broke he used a Bushmaster AR, but it hasn’t been confirmed…”


We all fell silent. Wally managed to get out “Jesus, this is not good. This is going to be bad.” Bushmaster was one of the original investments in the Cerberus portfolio.


Wally stepped out to take a call, and when he came back, he said, “Feinberg is freaking out over the shooting and wants to dump Remington,” referring to Steve Feinberg, the CEO of Cerberus.


“We’re all getting on a call tomorrow. I called Pete Brownell [the second generation to own Brownell’s in Iowa] to have him pull us a couple hundred mags, and a bunch of lowers [a gun’s lower assembly]. I told him to grab half Magpul and half pressed metal. The call center in Montezuma is in meltdown mode. It’s insane. He just ordered as many mags as he can get. At least if Congress bans ARs we’ve got the lowers…”


I still wasn’t thinking about the children who died. I was completely caught up in this surreal crisis mode, trying to figure out what we needed to do and how we needed to respond.


Later that afternoon, I broke out of the bubble I was enveloped in and spoke with my ex-wife. She told me our kids—we had two young daughters—were very shaken up by the shooting. The police were going to be at school next week. Some parents were discussing pulling their kids from school. We talked about how tragic and frightening the shootings at Sandy Hook were, as I’m sure parents across the country did.


I talked to my youngest, who was six at the time, and she said, “Daddy, did you see all those kids who were killed?”


And with that, the grim reality of what had happened was beginning to set in. Finally. She was scared, and I could feel it. An awful feeling in my stomach that only a parent can know washed over me. I felt sick.


By late afternoon, images had spilled all over the media as the Newtown massacre led on every network—images of bloodstained white sheets, bodies being pushed out on gurneys, police cars, helicopters circling. Sandy Hook Elementary School looked like a war zone rather than an American school. An entire nation seemed to be asking, How could this happen? How could twenty young children get gunned down in an elementary school?


President Barack Obama gave a televised address on the day of the shootings. He was visibly shaken and seemed to fight to hold back his tears. “We’re going to have to come together and take meaningful action to prevent more tragedies like this, regardless of the politics.” His anger and sadness were palpable. “In the words of scripture, heal the brokenhearted and bind up their wounds.” He would later say it was the hardest day of his presidency.


What I didn’t understand yet, on that day as we leapt into panic mode to respond to the concern from our members, is that Sandy Hook marked a turning point for the NRA, and America, in terms of gun violence. The tragedy was so unimaginable—the brutal slaughtering of young children—that it scarred the nation in ways that would continue to be visible for years. I was part of a message machine that helped to perpetuate the problem and exacerbate the extremism of the gun debate, something I wouldn’t fully appreciate for a long time. I would become lost. And my experience would ultimately convince me that the NRA itself had lost its mission, and lost its way too.
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Six years later, in February 2018, Nikolas Cruz, a nineteen-year-old troubled ex-student, broke into Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, thirty miles northwest of Miami, and opened fire indiscriminately on classmates and teachers. Twelve students were killed inside the high school, and three more outside it. Two more died of their injuries in nearby hospitals. This killing spree sparked a national outrage. And for the first time, parents and politicians began to fight back in a bigger, more organized way. Survivors of Parkland, fellow students who had witnessed their friends die, took to the airwaves. Florida lawmakers, three weeks after the shootings in Parkland, passed the first gun control legislation in the state in twenty years, raising the age that people could buy guns from eighteen to twenty-one, and restricting those who were legally deemed mentally challenged from being able to purchase a gun.


And once again, the NRA was in the public’s and the media’s crosshairs. Six years had gone by, and yet Wayne LaPierre’s response, first unveiled in a speech at CPAC, the Conservative Political Action Conference, was defiant. Instead of working to find solutions, Wayne went on the attack, blaming Democrats, the FBI, and socialism for the tragic shootings. He claimed that the real goal of people who advocated for gun control was to eliminate the Second Amendment and eradicate all individual freedom. And he finished his speech repeating the words he had uttered in the aftermath of Sandy Hook—that the only way to stop a bad guy with a gun was with a good guy with a gun.


Six years after Sandy Hook, it felt like we had done nothing to stop the violence and prevent shootings like Parkland from happening. And now the frustration boiled over, as the survivors of Parkland took to the airwaves to plead for an end to the violence, to plead on behalf of their slain classmates. We needed Wayne LaPierre to step up and offer genuine leadership and a way forward. And instead the NRA offered its standard playbook and the party line. It was a lost opportunity. With Parkland, all the anger over school shootings and mass murders seemed to converge, and the NRA itself was under attack once again. And I could see that the NRA needed to be fixed. I believed deeply in the Second Amendment but saw the increasingly extremist rhetoric from the NRA as a real problem that would have long-term consequences, in spite of recent wins.


A year and half before, in the summer of 2016, I had joined the association as Wayne LaPierre’s chief of staff. My relationship with the NRA had continued in the years after Sandy Hook, and in 2014 I joined its board of directors, serving on the board’s finance committee. Wayne desperately wanted someone to come in and help modernize the organization, and he turned to me. We had remained friends, catching up at NRA board meetings and during duck hunting trips with Tony Makris. Wayne had brought me in to streamline the organization. As he said to me on my first day at “the Building”—the name that was commonly used to refer to the NRA headquarters in the northern Virginia suburbs—“Well, it will be great if we can do this, but I don’t know.” Prophetic, if not exactly inspiring.


But as I quickly came to see, the waste and dysfunction at the NRA was staggering, costing the organization and its members hundreds of millions of dollars over the years. After poring though all of our vendor expenses, consulting agreements, and people on the dole for God knew what, it was apparent just how big the problem was, and how long it had gone on. It was a job doomed from the start. Ackerman McQueen, the organization’s longtime marketing and media company, treated the association as its personal piggy bank, billing the NRA by 2018 almost $50 million, when you included the online streaming service NRATV, which they created and funded. Former Breitbart editor and TheBlaze television host Dana Loesch and Oliver North, who was wooed away from Fox News, received seven-figure salaries. And yet despite millions in production costs, the number of unique viewers per month was under fifty thousand. In other words, no one watched it.


And Wayne, I discovered, was personally in on the hustle. In 2019, Ackerman leaked documents showing that Wayne had billed over $275,000 in personal expenses—custom suits at a Beverly Hills Zegna—to Ackerman, which the NRA reimbursed him for, as well as hundreds of thousands of dollars for private jets and limousines to the Bahamas, Palm Beach, Reno, and Lake Como in Italy.1 In the wake of the Parkland shootings, concerned about his personal security, Wayne and his wife, Susan, had Ackerman and the NRA explore purchasing a $6 million, eleven-thousand-square-foot mansion in a gated community beside a lake and a golf course in the Dallas area.


As I’ll reveal, there are so many ways that membership money went up in smoke, due to mismanagement or incompetence or even possible corruption. The NRA’s finances were so glaringly out of control that in 2019 the New York attorney general, Letitia James, opened an inquiry into the NRA’s tax-exempt status.


But graft at the NRA was only part of our problem.


In hindsight, this is a sad story of a group of guys who thought they were doing the right thing, and then they weren’t. Those of us at the top all had our moments of clarity, questioning what was going on. It felt like we had coined the phrase “What are we talking about?” as a kind of code to the insanity. “What are we talking about?” was applied to an array of topics during my time at the NRA. At one point or another we all had our personal meltdowns. But we forged on, like soldiers marching into a battle that they knew they couldn’t win. By the fall of 2019, I’d come to believe I’d failed the team. I’d failed in my service to the membership. I’d lost the larger plot and was overtaken with just winning the fight at all costs. I became skilled at the art of giving the benefit of the doubt to NRA expense items, trying to defend what was clearly becoming obvious, years of mismanagement, often without all the facts at hand. I’d become the cover-up, or at least an accomplice.


This is my attempt to set the record straight. To tear back the curtain. People are going to attack me, malign me; they will be upset with the portrait I paint of the NRA. But I feel that the only way to create an organization that can genuinely better serve gun owners, and all Americans, is to show what the association has become, over the years with the current leadership. And to suggest the crucial role it can play in helping unite a country that today is too often divided.


The truth is, so many of the stories that I’ll describe that came out in the media over the summer of 2019 were a sideshow, just as the story of Maria Butina, the Russian spy who supposedly connected oligarchs with the NRA and helped to steer Russian dark money to the Trump campaign in 2016, was a mere sideshow. There was no Russian dark money. Just a sad bunch of naïve old men seduced by a Russian agent’s flattery and attention, who went on a junket to Russia when they should have stayed home.


Fake news circuses aside, I think the biggest transgression of the NRA under Wayne was that he turned the NRA into an organization of “No,” in response to any effort to quell gun violence. He helped to create and fuel the toxicity of the gun debate over the years, until it became outright explosive. In the 1980s and 1990s, Wayne steered the NRA away from its roots as an organization focused on gun safety and education into a lobbying Death Star. His approach and messaging, and the NRA’s, was deeply divisive, the brainchild of the angry and unrepentant Angus McQueen, head of the NRA’s outside marketing firm, and the puppet master who constantly stirred up the most radical element of the association’s five-million-strong membership. Any attempt to pass gun control legislation was seen as a slippery slope to overturning the Second Amendment. So Wayne, catalyzed by the messaging from Ackerman McQueen, fought fiercely against closing gun show sales loopholes and defeating universal background checks—things that the majority of gun owners are in favor of. Personally, I don’t know of a single gun owner who hasn’t bought a gun without having a background check.


The NRA’s approach really came under fire with the rise of school shootings and mass murders. Before Columbine, in 1999, there had been no school shootings. Now there seem to be two or more a year. And parents, educators, and the public understandably would do anything to rein them in and safeguard our kids. People are angry and desperate for solutions, both to school shootings and gun violence. They think that background checks and banning assault rifles—AR-15s—and high-capacity magazines are the solution, even if the data suggest that such measures wouldn’t actually do much to curb gun violence or protect lives.


But the real point is that Wayne, and the ad agency that stood by his side for thirty-five years crafting the NRA’s message, became infamous to the public for their no-holds-barred antagonism. The NRA become the doomful voice of “No.” No to any gun-related suggestion if it would infringe in any way on gun rights.


To me, the NRA has completely shirked its obligations to gun owners, citizens, and the children of our country. The answer to twenty-six dead children and teachers in Sandy Hook Elementary School, thirty-two killed at Virginia Tech, twenty-six killed in Sutherland Springs, fifty-eight killed in Las Vegas, forty-nine killed in the Pulse nightclub in Orlando simply cannot be “No.” No is not a solution.


Was the NRA responsible for Adam Lanza? Of course not. But they ought to help to find a solution. If not the NRA, then who? They are America’s experts when it comes to guns and their use. Gun violence is an epidemic. Instead the NRA fueled a toxic debate by appealing to the paranoia and darkest side of our members, in a way that has torn at the very fabric of America. Rather than offering solutions, Wayne led a media approach that poured gas on the fire and sowed discord. He knew it would set the stage to drive more membership dollars. A tactic I was reminded of regularly. Rather than being part of the solution, working with the government and the public to find answers to gun violence, the NRA bullied and beat back any effort to find answers, or even to allow research on the subject.


This is not to say the NRA didn’t have incredible impact and success on defending gun rights, but I believe it was an approach that divided the nation unnecessarily. The NRA helped craft and pass important pieces of legislation to bolster Second Amendment rights. But it also helped to pass legislation that banned research into gun violence. And it managed to get federal legislation through that protected gun manufacturers from being sued. Yes, the NRA had reasons for its positions—reasons I understand. Because the issue of gun rights is complex and nuanced; you can’t reduce it to a 280-character tweet. But the only message to the public, to the grieving parents and classmates, that the NRA could offer was: more guns.


Egged on constantly by Angus McQueen, the real firebrand behind this rhetoric, Wayne in essence bowed to the most militant and extreme faction of the NRA’s five million members. Whenever the organization fell short in its funding drives, Wayne would “pour gasoline on the fire” to ignite donations. And that strategy worked, time and again.


What Wayne didn’t do was broaden the membership and reach out to the hundred million gun owners in the United States.2 The NRA, I felt strongly, should be speaking for all gun owners, and all law-abiding citizens, not just the militant few. Polls show that most gun owners are in favor of universal background checks, banning bump stocks, and other solutions. Most gun owners are mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, construction workers, librarians, scientists, teachers—part of the fabric of America. They are as eager and determined to solve the issue of school shootings as anyone. But the NRA continues to focus its messaging and advertising toward the extreme fringe, continually stoking a toxic debate, hell-bent on keeping those donation dollars coming.


In my three and half years as the number two figure in the NRA, working side by side with Wayne, I saw incredible incompetence, a culture of political backbiting, and a Game of Thrones atmosphere that people outside our Merchants of Death bubble would never believe. Rather than being a well-oiled, data-driven lobbying machine, we were stuck back in the Dark Ages. There was no war room at the NRA, no coordinated effort between our lobbyists. There was no data machine that kicked out metrics the way a top-notch political lobbying shop would have.


As Wayne said to me on many occasions, “Josh, come on, you know it’s all smoke and mirrors. The Wizard of Oz. Just pull back the green curtain.”


He said it with a smile, and laughed! But I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. Smoke and fucking mirrors.


What I expected was a modern political machine, with computers flickering with algorithms, analysis, and messaging data. The truth is, Wayne abandoned the advocacy of the Second Amendment years ago and became exactly what he himself had once railed against in countless speeches and commercials—the elite, the Establishment, lost in a made-up dystopian world that he had created and sold to our members. Frankly, gun owners and everyday American citizens deserve a better advocate.


One time, after a Hannity segment on Fox, Wayne said candidly to me, “Josh, you know it’s all an act. It’s all show.” An act and delusion the media bought, the members paid for, and we all believed.


Perhaps the crowning achievement of the National Rifle Association as a lobbying organization was the election of Donald Trump in 2016. But do the math, and the effect the NRA had on the 2016 presidential election was not what you might think. It wasn’t the money or election hocus-pocus as we claimed, and believed, or that the media spun. The NRA political budget, even at $55 million—$30 million of which went to supporting Donald Trump—was a drop in the bucket.3 To win an election you need votes. The simple truth was a whole bunch of gun-toting “deplorables” did just that. They voted. To them it was a choice between Lord Don or Lucifer Hillary. It was an easy choice for them. Our membership believed deep in their bones that Hillary would come for their guns, take away their right to protect themselves. Wayne and the senior leadership of the NRA had beat that response into them like Pavlov’s dogs for twenty years.


Did Trump evolve into a Second Amendment guy? Sure, no question. The groundwork had been laid with his two older sons, who were NRA members; they hunted, shot, collected, the whole thing. They even got themselves in trouble for hunting lions!


On election night, as NBC called the race for Trump, Chuck Todd announced, “The NRA just bought themselves a Supreme Court justice.”


I told Wayne at the time with all sincerity, “Congratulations, you just saved the Second Amendment.”


Wayne, as always, said, “We all did it together.”


The entire NRA felt vindicated. We had put all of our chips on Trump and the bet had paid off.


Little did we know how the years after would unfold for us.


While the NRA had been an early supporter of Donald Trump’s campaign, having a pro-gun president ironically hurt the organization in terms of membership and donations. The association’s fund-raising efforts ran on fear, and the fear of gun rights being eroded disappeared with a Republican president and Congress.


And then came the lawsuits, the legal bills, and the infighting, leading to the quagmire the NRA finds itself in now. The state of New York started investigating where the NRA’s money went. And when we tried, for the first time in our history, to get accurate billing records from Ackerman McQueen, whom we were paying untold millions, we were stonewalled. In 2019, lawsuits between the NRA and Ackerman McQueen flew back and forth. And then NRA president Oliver North, whose $2 million salary was paid by Ackerman McQueen, attempted to force Wayne to resign at the 2019 annual convention in Indianapolis, in order to keep the Ackerman spigot of graft flowing. The convention was a total shit show, with leaked letters to the media about an extortion attempt by North on the eve of a convention that was to be keynoted by—that’s right—President Donald J. Trump. Wayne and I prevailed in this attempted coup, and North resigned on the eve of the board meeting, which became the number one news story in the world that day. Ultimately we fired Ackerman McQueen, severing our thirty-five-year relationship with the firm. In the wake of the attempted coup, NRA chief lobbyist Chris Cox, who had allied himself with North, was let go. In the end, eight board members resigned, longtime counsels Charles Cooper and Steve Hart were ushered out, and I departed in January 2020 myself. They assumed I’d be bought off in exchange for my silence and cooperation. They were wrong. In many ways it was a relief; I had lost my moral compass and come too close to the edge. Or to put it another way, I was an expendable pawn in a game that had become primarily about protecting the king.


As I’ll spell out in this book, the finances of the NRA are in shambles; it has operated in the red for the past three years, despite annual revenues of roughly $350 million a year. An organization whose primary mission was originally devoted to gun safety, training, and education now spends only a small percentage of its budget on those things. The NRA had begun to mimic the “grifter” culture of Conservative Inc. It devolved into “how do I get mine?”—the same Establishment culture that had been robbing the conservative movement for decades and led to the rise of the Tea Party. And it derailed the NRA’s mission. In spite of Wayne’s attempts to paint the other side as the “Elites,” he himself was the epitome of elitism, robbing every $45-dues-paying member to cover the costs of his own extravagance and his shameful mismanagement of a multi-hundred-million-dollar association.


And the New York investigation into the NRA and its tax-exempt status continues to pose an existential threat to NRA leadership and the nonprofit’s very existence.


As I experienced firsthand every day, the NRA is closer in its politics and intrigue to the Vatican, and Wayne LaPierre was our pope. That last year I was there, rather than serving the membership, or advancing Second Amendment rights (which I firmly believe in), or attempting to appeal to the broader audience of gun owners in America, I found myself in a desperate battle to save the pope, to save Wayne, at any cost. Despite my zeal to reform the NRA, I had turned into the Establishment. I had been led to the dark side, and spent every hour of every day doing whatever was necessary to advance that goal. Our loyalties lay only with Wayne, rather than with the association or the members. There is nothing principled about that. And that was not what I had signed up for.
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When I was a kid growing up on the shores of a small lake in Plainwell, Michigan, near Kalamazoo, the NRA meant something to me and to our community. Folks placed the round NRA sticker on the back of their truck with pride. They were members of a nationwide organization that supported gun rights and firearms training. In my small town in rural Michigan, all my classmates had guns. We all grew up shooting and fishing like so many boys do in the middle of the country. Back then, school shootings like Columbine didn’t happen. During deer season some of us kept our rifles in our lockers on Fridays. It was a bucolic, almost Tom Sawyer–like upbringing. I wouldn’t have recognized the adult Josh, working at the NRA, operating in the political vortex of Washington, where loyalty is traded like the baseball cards of my youth.


In what was to be my last summer at the NRA, in August 2019, I drove home to Plainwell for a visit. A few miles from my dad’s place, I stopped at the Doster Country Store, not because I really needed anything but because in my mind that signaled I was home. Doster’s is a local landmark. I bought a Diet Coke and a Slim Jim, and there I was, back in the town I grew up in, among the people who knew me as a boy. I don’t even drink Diet Coke anymore. But I do there. And I ran straight into one of my father’s friends, Jack, sporting denim overalls, with a few pencils, a ruler, and a small folding knife in his front pockets. “Your old man tells me you’re working at the NRA! Cool.” He pulled out his wallet. “I just got my new card!


“Hey, what was all that hubbub down in Indy about Ollie North?” he asked, referring to the NRA Annual Meeting in April.


“Just some family feud,” I responded. “You know how that goes.”


And as he stuck out a callused hand and said, “Great seeing you,” it hit me so hard it nearly took my breath away.


What the fuck are you doing? I asked myself. Jack is the beating heart of the National Rifle Association. A law-abiding, honest American who believes in God and country. And here I am, Mr. Chief of Staff, after taking the $45 he sent in last week, trying to explain away to the New York Times why it was okay that Wayne had expensed a private jet to the Bahamas to meet with some donor.


I was caught in a position of trying to say that was all right. That the only answer to school shootings was to say: more guns. And that sums up my fault and the principal failure of the NRA. Its utter moral failure to serve the 100 million gun owners of America, the 5 million NRA members, and the 330 million citizens of our nation. It was a Wizard of Oz routine—it was all an act and a show—one that had ended badly.


Josh, I said to myself, you have lost your way.


What follows is a story of the money, greed, and incompetence that has brought the NRA to its knees. A story that will expose the inherent weakness of what the country sees as the most powerful lobbying group in history. It’s a story of loyalties that shift with the wind. Of a paranoid, terrified CEO who went from being a puppet of his longtime ad agency to a puppet of a slick New York lawyer whom I helped hire. A story about an entirely screwed-up organization and CEO whose only answer to the gun debate was to push the fear button. But I tell it not just to pull back the curtain on the Wizard and show you how misguided and lost I found the NRA to be. I do it not to sell out—I am writing this book because I have to take you on a journey through the messy parts to show you what an organization like the NRA could be under better leadership. I do it out of a sense of hope for the future, for a better organization that can more effectively serve both gun owners and America.


Wayne’s absence of leadership in the face of those gunned-down children in the schoolrooms of Sandy Hook and Parkland was unforgivable. Didn’t he have a duty to show up, express empathy, and find a way forward? But that takes courage, and a commitment to something greater and bigger than yourself. As I would discover, Wayne LaPierre was only loyal to one thing: himself and his own survival. As his right-hand man, I witnessed what I saw as a stunning display of lies, petty politics, and a desperate effort to save himself at any cost. Wayne thought he was the NRA. His real loyalty was not to the Second Amendment, or to the NRA, or to the national debate on guns and gun violence, but to saving his own skin.


And I had bought into it all. I sold it, stirred it, drank it every day. I had protected and defended Wayne LaPierre, at all costs, for over three years. I was a true believer. I continue to hold our country’s Second Amendment rights close to my heart. It is a uniquely American freedom, the birthright of every citizen. But my actions and speaking out for what’s right will no longer be held hostage by the NRA or Wayne LaPierre.


There has to a better way for all Americans. I truly believe that, and I’m not going to give up on that belief quite yet.


That’s why I’m writing this book. I’m going to find my way. To atone for my own failures, and present a better path forward for the membership of the NRA, for the hundred million gun owners who are not members, and for every American who wants their children to feel safer in our land of liberty and opportunity.















CHAPTER 1



I Am the NRA


I was born in Kalamazoo, Michigan, on May 8, 1973, and grew up in Plainwell, to the northwest, on the shores of a small lake in the neighborhood, Pine Lake, with my mom, dad, and younger brother, Noah. We moved there when I was in second grade. My parents found me an old fourteen-foot flat-bottomed boat that became my best friend. It had a four-horsepower Johnson engine, and leaked just enough that I carried around a bailer made out of a milk carton to keep the water out. I would spend the summers exploring the lake with my dog, fishing, hunting for turtles, camping on various islands. As I said, it was very much a Tom Sawyer–like existence. My friends and I would run around in the woods and the gravel pit with BB guns, shooting at chipmunks. Later, when I was older, my friends and I graduated to .22 Remingtons and then shotguns.


My dad was a professional photographer. We fished together, but he wasn’t a hunter or a gun guy. But he had a very good friend, Carl, who had a German shorthaired pointer, and he would take me out sometimes to go bird hunting. I’ll never forget when Carl first flipped open his gun case and put together his over-and-under shotgun. As a ten-year-old, I was intoxicated with all the trappings and gear of bird hunting: the dogs, the vests, the guns. Most summers Dad and Carl would go up north to the Au Sable River and fish the big hatch, which to brown trout fishermen was like the Super Bowl. Big flies and big fish. I’d wait until my dad got back to hear the stories. I longed to go, and finally got my shot as a young teenager. It was a place that prided itself on doing things “the way they had been done.” I just fell in love with all of it—watching the old guys work thread at the fly-tying bench was incredibly alluring. Every time they went out fishing, they would record their catches in a book and make notes on the size, species, and location: 17" Brown Trout caught 2:00 am July 15th, brown hex, 50 yards beyond the landing.


The first time I fired a shotgun was with a grade school pal of mine. Shane and I basically walked out his back door and shot at some cans. Not exactly with parental oversight. I’ll never forget that sound of racking a shell in an 870. Very cool to my ears. I truly believe that a lot of boys are born with this hunter-gatherer gene, and when exposed to the right situation it can switch on and take off. I’ll never forget being in Chicago on an elevator with a woman and her young son. He was smiling and holding his hand up like a gun: bang, bang. His mother was mortified. “I’m so sorry. He saw some show where they were shooting animals and he won’t stop.” I told her, “No, no, it’s fine, really. It’s just something boys have in their DNA.” As we got out she said, “Thanks. I think you’re right, it’s just, you know.” To me, that quick conversation was the epitome of the push-pull argument and allure of guns—it’s often a debate about human nature.


When I was twelve a friend took me out duck hunting, and I was hooked immediately. Talk about cool stuff! Decoys, duck calls, shotguns. You get to call these birds, watch them decoy in, and all hell erupts when you start shooting. The dogs are running to retrieve birds; it all happens in seconds. I was hooked, and it remains my passion to this day.


The lake I grew up on had a couple good spots where you could hunt ducks, so my mom and I decided to give it try. We went to Walmart, picked up a couple camouflage jackets and some decoys, and hopped in my boat and headed across the lake. We had no idea what we were doing. I wasn’t a very good shot at this point, and I’m sure I didn’t hit a thing, but I sure shot at a lot. We had a brilliant time, duck hunting and fishing. Those memories with Mom are some of my favorites growing up. We’d go crappie fishing in the spring and she’d bring a book to read, occasionally asking me how it was going.


“Well, if you don’t keep trying, you won’t catch anything,” she’d say.


She was my biggest cheerleader. I can’t imagine a better way to be born into the legacy of the outdoors, learning to fish and hunt.


My mom and dad bought me a trap machine for my birthday one year, the kind you hand-cock and that throws clay targets. We screwed this thing down to our dock on the lake. Mom would pull, and I’d shoot. And that was my introduction to clay shooting. I’m sure we’d get in big trouble for doing that today—check that, we’d be thrown in jail today! But damn, it was cool, shooting over the lake with my mom pulling targets (and probably drinking a gin and tonic).


Living in a small town in rural Michigan, I grew up around guns, and all my classmates had guns. As I mentioned in the prologue, during deer season some of us kept our rifles in our lockers on Fridays. Lots of folks proudly put their NRA sticker on the back of their car. I think they felt connected to a larger, nationwide community, and a lifestyle. It harkened back to the rugged individualism of our country’s pioneers, I guess. The fact that we could hunt and fish, and bring home food for dinner, made us feel self-reliant to some degree. We were very lucky in that sense. And appreciating that kind of freedom is a trait that seems to resonate with the NRA membership then and today.


One of the things I got into as a teenager was skiing—and downhill racing. In the winters, my mom and I would travel all over Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota skiing, going to practice after practice, race after race. Over time I got to be pretty good, and in my junior year of high school I attended Killington Mountain School in Vermont. It was a ski academy, like nearby Burke Mountain Academy that Olympian Mikaela Shiffrin later went to. And I loved it.


As a racer I wanted to be on that edge—crash and burn or join the winner’s circle! I had a very up-and-down year on the slopes, but the hard work we put in every day changed my life. My dad would say later it was the best money he ever spent. When you put yourself out there alone on a course, you learn a lot. No one to rely on but yourself. No one to blame but yourself. And in that way, ski racing was the opposite of politics, where you can always find someone else to blame.


My mother had always battled depression, and we were going through a hard time after my junior year away, so I stopped skiing, and didn’t go back for my senior year. I felt I had to be home for family. It was probably the hardest period of my life. I was lost without a purpose and worried about my mom.
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That summer I got into racing sailboats and made friends with a guy named Billy who traded on the floor of the Chicago Board Options Exchange. One day he took me down to the floor. I’ll never forget going down the escalators and how the noise got louder and louder as we drew closer, with bells clanging and everybody yelling. Billy brought me down to the McDonald’s and Honeywell pit where he traded for Steve Fossett, the well-known businessman, trader, and adventurer. Billy told me, “Hey, just stand in the back of the pit for a bit.” It was electric and I wanted to work there. I was always good at math, and I loved the magic of the trading floor. I thought, This is what I want to do, hardstop.


I ended up applying to and getting accepted at Xavier University in Cincinnati for the fall of my freshman year. But by the end of the semester I knew I wanted to move to Chicago and get a job as a clerk on the trading floor. I finished the fall semester, did well, and told my dad I was moving to Chicago. He was really pissed at me, to say the least, but I was determined, and finally my parents accepted my decision. As a friend of theirs said to them, “Look, it’s not like he’s joining a rock band. He’s going to work and going to school at night. What’s so bad about that?”


I was off and running. I sort of leaped into adulthood. I worked all day on the floor, and went to Loyola University, and later Northwestern University, at night, studying economics. For me it was great: I got a small paycheck, a small apartment, and some meaning and structure in my life. What more could I ask for?


I thrived on the trading floor. My first job was with Jon Najarian, also known as Dr. J (everyone on the floor had a three-letter badge. His was DRJ. Mine was POW. Or POW! according to others). I still see Dr. J all the time on CNBC giving his opinions and thoughts on the markets. He had played football for the Bears back in the day and was a hell of a trader. I had to bug the hell out of him, but he finally gave me a job as a clerk. I was always thankful that he and his brother gave me a shot.


I clerked for a few different firms, and studied markets along the way. My goal was to be a trader when I was twenty-one, the legal age. As a clerk, I’d take my traders’ cards and make sure their positions were correct. I became good at this real quick—the importance of getting it right meant real money. Nowadays this job is done by a computer. It was amazing training to be responsible for hundreds of trades a day, and it gave me a front-row seat into how it all worked. I’d study Sheldon Natenberg’s book Option Volatility and Pricing, the holy grail of option traders, when it was slow, and then I’d grab lunch for the guys and bring it to the floor.


The cadence of the day was typically busy after the open at 7:20 a.m. if we were trading interest rates, or 8:00 a.m. if we were trading other things, and then would settle in by 10:00 a.m. A lot of us would head upstairs until the afternoon trade kicked in. Liar’s poker would take over the slow parts of the day. It was basically a game glorified by Michael Lewis’s book of the same name. Fold up a dollar bill and play your numbers. Pure poker.


As a clerk working for Dr. J in the Compaq pit (remember Compaq computers?) I shot my mouth off a lot, and one day I made an absurd bet: one game, $1,000, or I shave my head. So here I was, the entire trading floor watching me and a guy named Dice. Everyone had thrown their money in the pot, which was now sitting on top of a CQG machine.


And I lost. I was summarily escorted across the street from the Board of Trade to the barber, who shaved my head. Dr. J loved it. We played hard, win or lose. He loved that rap.


Many of the traders I worked for played cards or chess to pass the time while watching the markets to see if they moved. One of them, Greg Baird, was always after me to play him in Acquire, a complicated board game about investing in businesses. He was one of the biggest traders in the Eurodollar pit, second only to Margie Teller, who was all of a hundred pounds soaking wet, but was the baddest trader in the city. Greg was a guy with a giant tolerance for pain who rode his big trades better than nearly anyone in the pit. When everyone else was making pennies on a trade, Greg was taking dollars. I learned a tremendous amount from him. He’d grab me during the down times, and we’d play and play until the markets moved. The games were fiercely competitive, and he would absolutely lay into anyone who made a bad move. Think about that—a competitor who was pissed when you made a mistake. He always wanted to play against the best, and it pissed him off when you weren’t.


I have ADD, which was a huge plus on the trading floor, because I could absorb a ton of information and make decisions based on it. The busier it was, the better for me. Trading was the great leveler. Only about one of ten guys made it on the floor. As a trader you had to recognize when you were wrong, get out, and move on to the next trade. It also requires a high level of creative thinking, as markets are always changing in response to new realities. It teaches you to be brutally honest with yourself, because if you bullshit yourself, you’re dead. If you don’t make money you don’t get paid. It’s capitalism to the nth degree.


As time went on, I became bored with studying economics at Northwestern. The truth was, I was living and breathing the market every day on the trading floor. I would listen to some professor teaching us about the theoretical pricing of bonds, and I would be thinking, A, you’re wrong, and B, how is this helping me? That sounds a little cocky, and I was, but it was also true.


The one thing I did love was game theory. I became friends with one of the professors who taught game theory at the University of Chicago, and we would hang out after work. We’d play chess and talk theory and trading, and I learned more from our conversations than I did from my classes. He appreciated the creativity it took to be a successful trader, as well as the math behind it. Recently I heard Tom Sosnoff, a veteran trader and very successful entrepreneur, say, “I don’t know much, but I do know this: Traders may not know much about relationships, or pop culture, but they do know math. Never challenge a trader to a math problem.” It became a foundational pillar in my life. You gotta do the math.


So I finally told my parents I was done with school for now. That did not go over well. I had almost enough credits to graduate from Northwestern. But I never looked back. I began trading Eurodollar futures when I turned twenty-one. After working for Greg Baird, I had found someone to stake me, Brad Glass, another trader in the pit. Brad was great. Our deal was simple: He put up the money, I traded, and we split the profits 50/50. He was incredibly nuts and bolts, and passed that on to me. He took advantage of the opportunities that day, made his money, and went home.


I’d trade until 2:30 p.m., go home, take a nap, then park cars for a restaurant in Lincoln Park at night. And the next day, press replay. I remember thinking, I just want to make enough money so that I can afford Starbucks every day.


Some trades took place within minutes or less, while other positions I would hold on to for hours or days. I was able to work my way into the pit and really began to learn the nuances. It was one thing to be a clerk, and entirely different to make the calls yourself. I loved the pressure—it was a tough, tough place, with lots of pushing, shoving, and yelling. I realized that if I could survive on the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, where I worked subsequently, I could make it anywhere. It was as cutthroat as it got.


The thing was, you had to be able to do math in your head quickly, so I taught myself shortcuts. And the more chaotic the market was, the better for me, because somehow I was able to see over the top of it all and make some pretty good decisions. I was good at looking at a screwed-up situation where lots of orders and trades were pouring in and figuring out what was really going on. It’s a skill that has served me well in life.


Professionally, my low point as a trader occurred a few years into this when I built a small firm with a couple guys backed by J. P. Oosterbaan, the former college basketball star who won the national championship at Michigan. He and his partner Joel backed our small firm, and we got access to capital and a back office in return.


So I was trading the AT&T and At Home merger and it went completely backwards. And I mean completely. I finally realized how bad my position was and started to unwind my mistake. It took me weeks, and I lost a ton of money, well into seven figures, which was a mortifying amount of money back then. The worst thing was, I kind of messed up the whole group—a few of us had thrown our money in together and I had lost it. I felt really awful and wanted to make it back for J.P., Joel, and my partners.


Incredibly, those guys were great about it. J.P. told me, “Look, go take some time off and get your head straight and we can get it back. Come back when you’re ready and not before.”


So I did. J.P. realized I screwed up, but it was one out of a hundred positions. There is not a single successful entrepreneur, investor, builder who has not had his or her head on the chopping block at one time or another. It’s simply part of the learning curve.


I had gotten married a few years before, and my wife was from Hawaii, so we took off for the islands and I completely checked out. A month or so went by, and when I came back, I made all of the money back and then some over the next few months. It was a great comeback, and I was most happy for my partners, who kept the faith. It’s a hard thing to stare into the abyss like that and come back.


But I learned an important lesson—recognize when you’ve made a mistake and get out. That’s very difficult when you’re dealing with stock options and you’re carrying a large position. It can take time. J.P. had taught me many trading lessons and life lessons that I probably didn’t fully realize at the time. Most important: how to deal with people when they make a mistake.


Sure, I screwed up. Badly. He could have fired me. Instead he did the opposite. He offered encouragement, helped me pull myself up by my bootstraps, get back in the pit, and win.


I had been in Chicago roughly ten years when I went back to the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, the world’s leading market for derivatives. Basically I was trading short-term interest rate futures for Eurodollars. It was great to be back on that floor. I’d matured and grown as a trader and was able to deal with more complex positions and stomach more risk.


Soon afterward, the exchange announced that they were going to have computerized trading. I told the head of the firm I had joined that we needed to have somebody on a computer upstairs, to trade against what I was going to be doing on the floor. So we talked about different strategies of how to build out this high-frequency trading desk. And we were one of the first to do it. We hired a programmer, and he and I worked together to create what later became the model for the entire firm.


No matter how you cut it, trading is like life. You need to pay your dues. It takes time.
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And then one day, driving home, after giving it a lot of thought, I felt it was time to move on. I walked away cold turkey.


Part of me felt liberated—I’d been staring at the markets 24/7 for fifteen years. There were times when I second-guessed myself, when I would think I should have stayed. But honestly, it was an intense life that is somewhat myopic in its focus. Most traders just cared about if the markets moved—it didn’t matter which way or why. (Ironically, as I write this book in Montana I’m now back to trading the markets again in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic.)


But I intuitively realized I needed to get out and see more of how the world worked, rather than just trade markets. I also wanted to get serious about pursuing clay shooting, and began to practice four days a week. Mentally, for me it was important to be successful in the sport. I love it to this day. I’m fortunate that it’s taken me to tournaments around the world, from Dubai to England to half a dozen European countries and throughout the United States. On any given day I find myself competing with the top amateurs in the world, and even nipping at the heels of the pros at times. One of the unique aspects of shooting is that you compete alongside the best in the world; to put it in golf terms, you get to compete alongside Tiger Woods or Rickie Fowler. I plan to chase around flying targets until I can no longer pick up my shotgun. Nothing beats being tested alongside the best, seeing how you stack up.


And I had decided to make a complete left turn professionally, starting a high-end outdoor clothing company, a kind of Orvis meets Ralph Lauren—authentic, adventure-oriented, really high-quality stuff. Expensive, but cool. And we created a catalog to sell it.


I had met Burt Avedon, who had owned Willis & Geiger Outfitters—he must have been eighty at the time—and Susan Colby, his partner and chief designer. Susan was a powerhouse and an incredibly talented woman who was born in New York and had been at the pinnacle of fashion throughout her career. Willis & Geiger was an expeditionary outfitting company that made safari jackets for Ernest Hemingway back in the day. They made the first flight jacket. They supplied people like Amelia Earhart, Sir Edmund Hillary, and other explorers. The company was bought and sold, most recently to Lands’ End, which discontinued the line in 1999.


Anyway, Burt was an elegant, handsome, stylish man straight out of central casting. And he explained the whole business to me. So I decided to go for it. I found some investors, raised a chunk of money, and we launched the catalog. Burt had been very successful with his catalog at Lands’ End, so he helped me put it together. I wrote all the copy myself, and I made it incredibly irreverent. And I used myself as one of the models for the clothing we sold (you can ask my investors if this helped or hurt our cause). But somehow, I went from being a trader to writing catalog copy! What was great about the business was that ultimately it was all about math: The cost to acquire customers, their lifetime value and stickiness all played a part in being successful in that business. And that math would hold me in good stead later at the NRA.


I sort of modeled the catalog after J. Peterman, whose catalog became famous in the 1990s as a result of being spoofed on Seinfeld, and because a number of celebrities, such as Paul Newman and Clint Eastwood, Tom Hanks and Oprah Winfrey, bought their stuff. This was their description of a flapper dress: Enter the new woman: rebellious, out there, living life on her own terms… Feels like a whisper in silky crinkly georgette. Which could be the only thing about it that whispers.


In fact, John Peterman appreciated our catalog enough that he called me one day to compliment me on the copy and layouts.


Anyway, it was a hell of a lot of fun to build something, and we got off to a great start.


And then the 2008 economic meltdown hit, up to that point the biggest economic downturn since the Great Depression. I remember we were right in the middle of raising capital for the company, and all at once the funding stopped as the market imploded. Suddenly I had inventory bills that weren’t getting paid. A lot of businesses went under, and like many of them, we found ourselves working with our vendors to reschedule payment terms. It was a very tough time navigating through it, but somehow we kept it alive; I renegotiated this and that to keep it going.


Around this time my second wife and I separated and we finalized our divorce a few years later. Certainly the pressures of keeping the business afloat had taken its toll on us. We had two young daughters, and we both poured ourselves into supporting and raising them. It certainly didn’t come without its difficulties.


In the end I had to sell off half of the company to a group of investors, Bruce Willard and some others who had been in the catalog business at L.L.Bean. Bruce and his team had been very successful in building Territory Ahead and Athleta. We were very optimistic about the partnership, and I stayed on for a couple of years, but Bruce and I did not see eye to eye.


So I left in 2011, although J.L. Powell continued on for another eight years, and started another clothing company and built a private equity consulting team focusing on the retail industry. That business got me in front of a number of private equity firms and the opportunity to work on turning around a number of projects for them. A lot in my life was changing. And one of the biggest was that I met my soul mate, partner, and wife, Colleen.
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When I first launched the J.L. Powell clothing catalog in 2006, it became very popular and built a cult following, especially within the gun and hunting community. I still hear from folks to this day, and back then it landed me an invitation to the Safari Club in Reno, where I met Tony Makris.


Tony was the president of the Mercury Group, the political subsidiary of the PR firm Ackerman McQueen. And he and I hit it off. We bonded over hunting. He sort of looks like a more mature version of Val Kilmer as Doc Holliday in the movie Tombstone—same beard and goatee, same boyish, loving-life kind of face. He was a modern-day Teddy Roosevelt and could tell a story with the best of them.


Tony was basically Wayne LaPierre’s right-hand man and closest friend for over two decades. Their relationship went back to the 1980s, when Makris served as a deputy assistant defense secretary under Caspar Weinberger in the Reagan administration, and Wayne was lobbying gun rights on behalf of the NRA on Capitol Hill.


As the head of the Mercury Group, Tony was the guy who brought Charlton Heston into the NRA—they’d met back in the early ’80s as part of a coalition against a nuclear-freeze referendum, and stayed in touch ever since. Heston had become a champion of many defense and foreign policy issues and Makris was his main adviser. They talked every day in the ’90s, when Heston became an NRA vice president, and later president. Tony was with Moses at the NRA convention in 2000 when he so famously held his rifle above his head and said to the audience, “From my cold dead hands.”


Tony told me that before the speech, he had talked to Heston to suggest what he should say to the annual conference crowd, and Heston told him, “I’ve got this.”


Apparently he did. His response to Tony as he walked off the stage, after the crowd erupted in response to what would become one of the most iconic NRA speeches of all time, was, “Well, how was that?” A delivery that only Charlton Heston could pull off.


Walking into Tony’s private party at the Safari Club was straight out of a Scorsese film, with all the gun makers from England, professional hunters from Africa, the wealthy who wanted to be just like them. I walked in and there was Tom Selleck talking to Wayne LaPierre. Tony introduced me to everyone. He’d brought me into the gun community sphere and I was very thankful. At some point I struck up a conversation with Wayne, who had been something of a hero of mine—he helped to lobby for and twist politicians’ arms to pass most of the gun laws that gun owners today take for granted. And living in a city like Chicago, which at the time had the highest number of murders in the country, I was a huge gun rights advocate.
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