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On my honor, I will do my best


To do my duty, to God and my country, and to obey the Scout Law;


To help other people at all times;


To keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.


—Boy Scout Oath















PROLOGUE



A KNOCK AT THE DOOR


It’s September 12, 2012, and I’m standing on the front porch of a tidy duplex in Newport, Pennsylvania, a small working-class town on the Juniata River about twenty-five miles upstream from Harrisburg. I’m hoping to meet Carl Maxwell, Jr. In 1976, Carl and four of his friends in Troop 222 accused their scoutmaster, Rodger L. Beatty, of sexually assaulting them. I’ve been trying to reach Carl for a series of stories a Los Angeles Times colleague and I are writing about sexual abuse in the Boy Scouts of America (BSA).


When I knock on the door, I’m greeted by a man in a baseball cap who appears to be about the right age and looks a lot like the Newport High School senior photo I saw a couple of hours earlier. The beaming smile is gone, but at five feet five, he still has the compact build of the kid in Gymnastics Club in 1981. I ask if he is Carl Maxwell and tell him I’d like to talk with him about Rodger Beatty. He looks at me a little quizzically, weighing his response.


“I am Carl Maxwell,” he says. “And I would like to talk to you about Rodger Beatty.” We sit at the kitchen table, and over the next two and a half hours he describes, in chillingly vivid detail, the childhood events that have shaped his adult life. “It is so old,” he says, “but it is so fresh.”


MY JOURNEY TO CARL Maxwell’s front door began more than a year earlier, when fellow reporter Jason Felch and I had set out to write a single story about Canadian scoutmaster Richard Turley, who had molested a dozen boys on both sides of the border. We soon found ourselves peering into a Pandora’s box of sexual abuse involving thousands of Boy Scouts victimized by their leaders and betrayed by the nation’s preeminent youth group, a tax-exempt organization whose assets in recent years have exceeded $1 billion. Since its founding in 1910, the BSA has spent more than a century espousing self-reliance, honor, and patriotism as it set a course to manhood for more than 100 million boys who pledged to serve God and country and help others along the way.


Over the course of a year, we analyzed 1,900 of the BSA’s more than 5,000 Ineligible Volunteer files, a closely held blacklist intended to keep suspected sexual predators out of the ranks. Known within Scouting as the “perversion files,” the records detail striking patterns of sexual abuse by troop leaders and volunteers. They also reveal a disturbing history of inaction, complicity, and cover-up by local and national Boy Scouts officials and a long-standing institutional penchant for secrecy.


One particularly egregious case involved Newport’s Troop 222 and Scoutmaster Rodger Beatty. For months the Scouts in his troop had been too scared to tell anyone what was happening to them—until Carl, the smallest and youngest of the group at age thirteen, convinced the others to come forward. It was all they could do to summon the courage to tell their parents, who in turn told local Scout leaders, who had the boys come in and spell out the terrible details of their shared secret.


One by one, the five boys sat with pen and paper at a table in a church basement, watched over by a couple of Scouts officials. Carl and the others detailed their experiences with Beatty, who had shuttled them to special events such as the Klondike Derby and taught them how to drive a stick shift, even though they were all just thirteen or fourteen years old. He had taken them camping and invited them to his home, where they had played board games, watched TV, and slept on mattresses spread out on his living room floor. It was what he had done to the boys, at his home and on those campouts, that now spilled onto the pages.


Carl and his pals had been traumatized, but now they had done something about it. They’d given their Scout leaders what they needed to right an awful wrong and hold Beatty to account. Instead, the officials thanked the boys for their candor and sent them home. Then they forwarded their statements to BSA headquarters in North Brunswick, New Jersey, where men at the very top of the organization did what they had done with hundreds of similarly heinous accounts of child sexual abuse for decades: they stuck them into a metal file cabinet and locked it.


This case intrigued me because even a cursory internet search showed that Beatty, who in 1976 was a twenty-nine-year-old social worker, had gone on to enjoy great success and respect in academia and in public health circles after the Boy Scouts had let him resign from Troop 222 and quietly slip out of town right afterward. I wondered if the kids he’d abused had fared as well.


As Carl walks me through the traumatic events of his childhood, reciting nearly verbatim the contents of Beatty’s perversion file, which he has not seen, it becomes clear that he has traveled a much rougher road. Horrible as it was, his experience was hardly unique.


Even as the Boy Scouts of America burnished and fiercely protected its finely crafted public image as a beacon of virtue and a maker of men, the youth group trusted by generations of boys and their families failed them by the thousands. Countless men who were abused as Scouts were scarred for life. Many were left feeling ashamed or responsible for what had happened. Too embarrassed or afraid to tell their parents at the time, they suffered in silence into adulthood, fighting to contain the rage and guilt evoked by memories that clash with the Boy Scouts’ storied history and its Norman Rockwell imagery of hiking and telling tall tales around campfires.


THIS BOOK AIMS TO disentangle mythology from reality as it traces the rise and fall of the Boy Scouts of America. It connects the dots among key events, including a landmark Supreme Court decision, a pivotal sexual abuse civil trial, the public disclosure of the perversion files, and a protracted and costly bankruptcy with eighty-two thousand sexual abuse survivors filing claims, eight times the number of victims as in the Catholic Church’s abuse scandal two decades earlier. It is a sprawling story of the BSA’s institutional power, political clout, and religious fervor that spans more than a century, from its roots in British war hero Robert S. S. Baden-Powell’s world Scouting movement to its baby boom heyday in the early 1970s to its precarious perch on the brink of financial calamity.


Championed from the start by US presidents and nurtured by the nation’s most powerful politicians and religious institutions, wealthy industrialists, civic leaders, and social elites, Scouting has been a cultural force for 114 years, helping to shape the very notions of American boyhood and masculinity. It has also failed, at times spectacularly, to live up to the high standards it set for millions of boys who pointed three fingers skyward, took the Scout Oath, and promised to always help others and keep themselves “physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.”


Today, the Boy Scouts of America is struggling to clear its name and regain its cultural and financial footing. After being swept into bankruptcy by an avalanche of sexual abuse claims that had taken root in the dark, this American institution, which amassed great power and then greatly abused it, is now on the precipice of losing it forever.


—Kim Christensen, April 2024
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THE RISE






A Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.


—Boy Scout Law

















CHAPTER 1



FEUDING FOUNDERS AND THE BOY PROBLEM


A few weeks after he left the White House in March 1909, Theodore Roosevelt sailed to Africa on a wildlife expedition to collect specimens for the Smithsonian Institution’s new Natural History Museum. With the industrialist Andrew Carnegie picking up the tab, the twenty-sixth president of the United States and his nineteen-year-old son, Kermit, bagged thousands of fish, birds, and reptiles. They also shot 512 mammals doomed to be stuffed and displayed, including 29 zebras, 17 lions, 12 elephants, nine giraffes, eight hippos, an assortment of wildebeests and bushbucks, and a jackal or two.1


Roosevelt, the swaggering Spanish-American War hero who embodied his era’s notions of rugged individualism and American manliness, chronicled the trip in a series of widely read dispatches in Scribner’s Magazine. Billed not as a big-game killing spree but rather a scientific conservation project, the safari to British East Africa, the Belgian Congo, and Sudan also was a public relations bonanza for Roosevelt, a detail not lost on William Dickson Boyce, the wealthy publisher of the weekly Saturday Blade and Chicago Ledger newspapers.2


Seeking to boost his papers’ already robust readership, Boyce made plans for his own African safari but endeavored to one-up the popular ex-president. Instead of shipping home a Noah’s Ark of lifeless critters, he would hire someone to shoot his quarry with a camera: a photographer floating above the wilds in a tethered balloon. A multimillionaire former schoolteacher and coal miner with a lifelong love of the outdoors, Boyce would finance and lead the expedition, hiring the photographer George R. Lawrence to capture it on film. Lawrence had sold him on the idea with eye-popping photos of the Rocky Mountains he’d shot from a balloon, convincing Boyce that such a lofty vantage point would allow him to be “as silent as a cloud” while sneaking up on the great beasts of the veldt. Time was of the essence, Lawrence insisted, because Americans’ interest in African wildlife was sure to wane once Teddy Roosevelt returned to the United States. Boyce was on board.3


On his way to Africa in July 1909, Boyce took up temporary residence at the posh Waldorf-Astoria in New York.4 Working from the hotel’s telegraph office, he fired off daily instructions and promotional ideas to Charles Hughes, a Chicago Record-Herald baseball writer he had hired to handle logistics and publicity. Boyce also sent a flurry of cables pitching his “African Balloonograph Expedition” to British newspaper editors, who agreed to buy his photos, sight unseen. “Pictures will live when hides will rot,” he said, after landing a contract with the London Daily Mirror.5


Fifty-one and recently divorced, Boyce mapped out his trip, hired key people, and then headed to London to complete the arrangements. Until then, his interest in America’s youth had been confined mostly to the legion of newsboys who peddled his papers throughout the Midwest, pocketing two cents for every copy sold for a nickel.6 While in London, Boyce stumbled onto the idea for the Boy Scouts of America. As the arguably apocryphal story goes, he left the luxury of the Savoy Hotel one day, wandered into the city’s famous fog, and got so deep in the soup that he couldn’t find his way across the street.


“A little lad of twelve noticed my futile efforts, and led me with a lantern in the right direction,” he recalled. “I thanked him and offered him a penny. But he said: ‘Thank you, sir, but I am a Boy Scout, and we never take tips for doing kind acts.’… Then he told me that all Boy Scouts were in honor bound to do one kind act every day.”7


Boyce’s encounter with the unselfish Scout got him thinking about how such a youth group might work in the United States. He visited the London office of Robert Baden-Powell, a British war hero and the founder of the world Scouting movement. He left with a bundle of written materials, including a copy of Baden-Powell’s book Scouting for Boys, and purportedly digested it all while putting together plans for his American version of the Boy Scouts. But his most immediate concern was his expedition, which continued to grow in size as it took shape.


A train carried Boyce, his hired help, and all of their gear to Nairobi, which would serve as the launching point for what was billed as the largest safari ever to set out from the Kenyan capital. In late September 1909, local residents gathered to watch the American publisher and four hundred members of his party prepare to head out for the bush and Lake Victoria, some 235 miles away. Hundreds of Black porters and sixty-four oxen in teams of sixteen would lug twenty-eight thousand pounds of equipment and supplies, including cameras, kites, collapsible towers, and two silk balloons to be carried aloft by hydrogen gas produced by mixing sulfuric acid and iron scraps and filings.8 Before setting out, Lawrence gassed up the balloons and entertained the crowd with demonstrations of their airworthiness. When the expedition got under way a couple of days later, Boyce and the other eight white men on the trip were attended by three servants each, including a gun bearer, a horse handler, and a “tent boy” to draw their morning baths. Tea was served promptly each afternoon at four.9


All was going swimmingly, it seemed. Then it all went bust.


Lawrence had forgotten to bring telephoto lenses for his cameras and then ran into a slew of other equipment problems and complications, some apparently of his own making. He would complain that the conditions for his aerial photography were too hot or too windy or not windy enough. Boyce grew ever more irritated and would later grumble that Lawrence “uses up a good deal of time telling what he is going to do, and then about the same amount of time explaining why he failed.”10 In the end, he wound up with almost nothing on film, save for a posed shot of two baby ostriches raised by a local farmer.11


Things got so bad that Boyce first took his name off the expedition’s stationery and then declared the entire venture a failure and went elephant hunting. He returned to Chicago after bagging two huge pachyderms, including a mammoth bull with seventy-pound tusks. But even that feat was clouded by controversy when his hunting guide claimed to have shot the elephant himself—to save Boyce from being trampled by it.12 Not all was lost, however. Back home in the Windy City, Boyce found a silver lining to his much publicized if ultimately failed expedition: “We increased the circulation of The Blade 300,000 copies per issue.”13


The details and the timing of Boyce’s encounter with the English Scout changed with various newspaper accounts and other retellings of the story, including the publisher’s own evolving versions. Skeptics suspected that he had concocted the brief but consequential, fog-shrouded exchange. Handed down for generations as the “Legend of the Unknown Scout,” it has been alternately embellished and debunked, its every detail parsed, including whether London was even socked in during Boyce’s time there. David C. Scott, who coauthored a 2010 book14 about the founding of the BSA, initially thought that Boyce had “conjured up the story as a public relations device” to distract from his empty-handed return from the much ballyhooed safari. He later dug deeper, however, studying daily weather logs from 1909 and combing through Baden-Powell’s appointment diaries and other records. He concluded that Boyce had likely elaborated on some details but was mostly telling the truth after all.15


This much is known: shortly after his return stateside, Boyce incorporated the Boy Scouts of America in the District of Columbia on February 8, 1910, with a vision to “make men” and “teach them patriotism, obedience, courage, courtesy and cheerfulness.”16 At the time, he had no way of predicting the immense cultural influence and political clout his embryonic brotherhood of boys would wield in the coming decades.


EARLY-TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICA WAS CHANGING dramatically, as more and more people moved from the farm to the city,17 and the country shifted from agrarian society to industrial powerhouse. Newly formed corporations devoured or crushed family businesses and smaller manufacturers, while the founders of such commercial giants as U.S. Steel, Standard Oil, and the Ford Motor Company grew wealthy beyond imagination. Railroads linked the coasts and spider-webbed across the heartland, revolutionizing travel and the transportation of goods, hastening the settlement of the Wild West and the end of the frontier expansionism that for decades had fed a culture of rugged individualism. In the East, big cities bustled and strained with a flood of European immigrants and recent arrivals from rural America, all hoping to better their lots in a country that was trading horse-drawn buggies for Model Ts.18


From that swirl of events emerged the “boy problem”: what to do with a population whose members had once toiled in the fields or worked the mines.19 Boys were now perceived as going soft, deprived of the benefits of physical labor and the great outdoors, spoiled by their mothers and schoolteachers. Lacking in useful skills, they were viewed as bereft of character and manliness, reduced to ineffectual “mollycoddles” and “sissies.” This “manly man” ethos was hardly universal across countries or cultures, but it was decidedly entrenched in Victorian England and turn-of-the-century America, where no less a force than Teddy Roosevelt warned that encroaching effeminacy threatened the nation’s future.20 Such Progressive Era concerns breathed life into the BSA and the youth groups that preceded it, including Ernest Thompson Seton’s Woodcraft Indians and Daniel Carter Beard’s Sons of Daniel Boone.


Similar worries about misspent youth had launched Robert Baden-Powell’s Scouting movement in Britain. He had returned triumphant from the Second Boer War, a three-year conflict pitting the British Empire against Dutch-descendant forces in two South African states, riding a wave of positive press for holding the besieged town of Mafeking for 217 days beginning in October 1899. Hailed as the “Hero of Mafeking,” he had left behind controversy that had marked his time in Africa, including that in 1896 he was accused but later cleared by a military court of illegally executing a captured tribal chief who’d been promised safety in exchange for surrendering.21 During the Siege of Mafeking, hundreds of the town’s majority-Black residents starved or had to kill and eat dogs to survive, while Baden-Powell ensured that whites had ample food supplies.22 None of that seemed to taint the image of the man known simply as “B-P” to an enamored British public that had followed his wartime exploits in the newspapers.


Historians have called into question whether Baden-Powell and the two thousand British soldiers, Cape Police officers, and local residents he led were truly imperiled, some suggesting that they faced a greater threat from boredom than from the six thousand or so Boers who surrounded them. The skeptics include the British historian Michael Rosenthal, who contended that Baden-Powell had allowed himself to be entrapped in a town that was hardly worth defending. He described Mafeking as a bleak and barren outpost 650 miles north of Cape Town, “one of a host of innocuous trading settlements dotting South Africa.” In the Bantu language, Mafeking meant “place of stones,” which, Rosenthal said, aptly described its hardscrabble surroundings.23


Baden-Powell’s biographer Tim Jeal held a more favorable view of Baden-Powell’s time in Mafeking, which he cast as an important regional commercial center. He said that the British officer had known that his men were outnumbered and outgunned and “would be wiped out within hours” if they didn’t hunker down and play defense in lieu of trying to rout the Boers.24 B-P’s men had dug trenches and otherwise fortified Mafeking, but they had also employed a nineteenth-century version of rope-a-dope to fool the Boers and their spies. Their ruses included planting fake land mines around town and installing dummy gun placements to draw artillery fire away from more vulnerable targets.25


While 233 of Baden-Powell’s men would eventually be killed or wounded during the siege,26 the fighting was often less than ferocious. At times, the atmosphere was downright civil: the Boers were strict Sabbatarians, and cease-fires every Sunday allowed the townsfolk to attend church services in the morning and spend the afternoon enjoying cricket matches, concerts, baby shows, and “fooleries of every kind.” Baden-Powell himself took part, playing the piano and singing Gilbert and Sullivan tunes or dressing up as a circus ringmaster to run the sporting events.27


Then an Army colonel in his early forties, Baden-Powell held Mafeking for seven months until he and his troops were relieved by British forces on May 16, 1900, sparking five days of raucous celebrations in London.28 He returned from the war as a “kind of demigod,” and the youngest major general in the British Empire. “Honored by the Queen, revered by the public, and even enshrined in Madame Tussaud’s hall of wax immortals, he left South Africa a fully certified hero, bringing with him a mythic glory that helped guarantee the successful establishment of the Scout movement,” Rosenthal wrote.29


While in Mafeking, Baden-Powell had put the finishing touches on Aids to Scouting, for N.-C.O.s and Men, his 1899 field manual for soldiers. It was geared to making them “all-round players in the game of War” by sharpening their reconnaissance skills, and it imparted his wisdom on tracking, spying, and map reading, all while instilling a sense of self-reliance and adventure. “The very name ‘scout’ carries with it, even among civilians, the romantic idea of a man of exceptional courage and resource,” he wrote.30


It was also while in Mafeking that Baden-Powell became interested in scouting activities for boys. His chief staff officer, Lord Edward Cecil, organized the town’s youth into a “cadet corps,” outfitting them with uniforms and training them as messengers, lookouts, and orderlies—tasks previously performed by soldiers. Some of the boys rode bicycles, delivering mail around town or to neighboring forts, at times coming under enemy fire. “These boys didn’t seem to mind the bullets one bit,” Baden-Powell said, lauding their bravery and willingness to carry out orders.31


Baden-Powell was an artist, actor, and sportsman and the author of a book on hunting hogs, or “pig-sticking,” as he called it. Wiry and mustachioed, he was a recognizable figure in his wide-brimmed campaign hat, the kind still worn by US Marine Corps drill instructors and Smokey Bear. Despite his celebrity, B-P was surprised to learn that Aids to Scouting, for N.-C.O.s and Men had become a bestseller in England, and not just among his many fans and military aficionados. Teachers and youth leaders used it in outdoor activities based on his personal tales of intrigue from Africa, laid out in chapters titled “Keeping Yourself Hidden and Dodging the Enemy,” “Quickness of Eye,” “Tracking,” and “Spying.”


He retooled Aids to Scouting, for N.-C.O.s and Men for a youthful audience after meeting in 1906 with Woodcraft Indians founder Seton, the English-born Canadian writer and wildlife artist then living in the States. Seton had given a copy of his book The Birch Bark Roll of the Woodcraft Indians to Baden-Powell, who drew liberally from it—too liberally, Seton would later complain, and with too little credit to him—in remaking Aids to Scouting, for N.-C.O.s and Men.


IN EARLY AUGUST 1907, Baden-Powell took his youth Scouting ideas for a trial run on Brownsea Island off the southern coast of England. He invited twenty-two boys, ages ten to seventeen, some from the elite public schools Eton and Harrow, others from farms and working-class families, for a week of camping, cooking, chivalry, and storytelling in a remote setting, shielded from the prying eyes of press photographers. He enlisted his longtime friend Kenneth McLaren, whom he’d met in the army and nicknamed “The Boy” for his youthful appearance, to help run the camp.


Baden-Powell was in his glory, decked out in below-the-knee shorts and over-the-calf golf stockings, flannel shirt, and necktie, trading his familiar campaign hat for a dapper, narrow-brimmed trilby. He slept in a tent by himself, with a Union Jack he’d brought back from Mafeking flying from a pig-sticking lance stuck in the ground outside. He was up with the sun each day, rousting the boys with blasts from an African kudu horn, similar to a shofar, then joining them for a cup of hot cocoa and a biscuit before morning calisthenics, followed by a full camp breakfast and a day of scoutcraft and games, including “Deer Stalking,” “Spot the Thief,” and “Dispatch Running.” At night, he held court in the glow of the campfire, regaling the boys with tales of his adventures in India and Africa, capping it all off with a wild dance around the flames to a Zulu chant, something about a lion and a hippopotamus: “Eengonyama!” he’d cry, to which they would respond, “Invooboo! Ya-boh! Ya-boh. Invooboo!”32


The Brownsea experiment, in essence the first-ever Boy Scout camp, was deemed a success. The famous “boy man” Baden-Powell, who even at fifty was obsessed with the story of Peter Pan, the never-aging leader of the Lost Boys33—and, some would later contend, fixated on the physiques of his young male charges—followed it up the next year with Scouting for Boys, a woodcraft guide that also stressed the importance of morality and good deeds. By the end of 1908, his movement was taking off in a big way: Great Britain boasted some sixty thousand Boy Scouts, and troops were springing up in countries around the globe.


Baden-Powell’s place in history as the founder of worldwide Scouting was thus cemented, though not uncontested by some of his US counterparts. While Boyce had beaten everyone to incorporating the Boy Scouts of America in 1910, he was at the back of a line of people who’d sought to tackle the boy problem in an organized way, and with decidedly different approaches.


Seton was among the first, founding the Woodcraft Indians in 1902. Born in 1860 in coastal County Durham, England, he was raised in Lindsay, Ontario, Canada, where his family emigrated when he was six, and where his primitive surroundings nurtured his love of nature. In part to get away from his abusive father, Seton moved to New York as a young man to become a wildlife artist and later sharpened his skills in London, Paris, and New Mexico.34 In the American Southwest, he drew inspiration for his art and writing from the animal world and Native Americans. Unlike Roosevelt and other noted outdoorsmen of his time, who viewed the Indians as “savages,” Seton portrayed them as role models for American masculinity: strong, stoic, and resilient, largely basing his idealized views on stereotypes.35


By the 1898 publication of his most popular book, Wild Animals I Have Known, Seton’s acclaim as a writer, artist, and naturalist was well established—and lucrative—and he settled on a 120-acre estate in the Cos Cob section of Greenwich, Connecticut.36 A group of apparently bored, privileged local boys wreaked mayhem on the community and vandalized Wyndygoul, his sprawling, rustic spread. But instead of punishing them, Seton, by then convinced that city living and modernization were “feminizing” American boys and depriving them of the character-building benefits of outdoor life, chose instead to try to win them over by inviting them to camp out with him on his property in March 1902.


Over several days, he shared his knowledge of Indian lore, taught them woodcraft, and found them to be more than receptive to his message. Originally dubbed “The Seton Indian Program,” he later renamed it Woodcraft Indians and opened it up to other boys. Though his group enjoyed a fair degree of success, it did not catch on as an international movement, as he had hoped.


By then another forerunner of the Boy Scouts of America also had taken root. The Sons of Daniel Boone was founded in 1905 by the artist and author Daniel Carter Beard, a crusty, buckskin-wearing character from Cincinnati nicknamed “Uncle Dan.” Beard, nearly a decade older than both Seton and Boyce, had trained as a civil engineer and worked for the Ohio River city. But he had made his name as an author and artist, most notably for his illustrations in Mark Twain’s 1889 novel A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.


Beard modeled his notion of American masculinity on frontiersmen the likes of Boone, Davy Crockett, Simon Kenton, Kit Carson, and Johnny Appleseed, men he described as “essentially boyish” and not the product of an “over-refined civilization.” As Beard saw them, they were the American “Knights” in buckskin clothes and coonskin caps who sought adventure in the wild, unlike their heavily armored English counterparts of old, who had “dressed like oil-stoves astride of horses covered with gorgeous crazy quilts, and poked each other with long barber poles, or playfully hammered each other’s heads with sledge-hammers and broadaxes.”37 By 1909, his Sons of Daniel Boone claimed a membership of some twenty thousand American boys. Like Seton, he viewed his youth group as the foundation of the American Scouting movement and himself as its founder.


CENTRAL TO THE STORIES of all of these men—Baden-Powell, Boyce, Seton, and Beard—was Edgar M. Robinson, a balding, self-effacing, Canadian-born Young Men’s Christian Association official who lacked a big public persona but proved to be the glue that held the fledgling Boy Scouts of America together during its first year. Robinson, who was in his early thirties when he was appointed the first boys’ work secretary of the YMCA’s International Committee in 1900,38 was also alarmed about the feminization of the American boy, “so carefully wrapped up in the pink cotton wool of an overindulgent home [that] he is more effeminate than his sister, and his flabby muscles are less flabby than his character.”39


Robinson had taken an interest in Baden-Powell’s Scouting movement but had concerns about various similar efforts springing up in the United States. Some wanted to make Scouts into young soldiers, he feared, while others tried to use them for commercial purposes. His idea was to get the movement into the hands of altruistic men, who would act in boys’ best interests and resist attempts to exploit them.40


In April 1910, Robinson was in Michigan, meeting with J. A. Van Dis, that state’s boys’ work secretary. Van Dis showed him a newspaper account of Boyce’s encounter with the helpful Scout in London and noted, to Robinson’s surprise, that the Illinois publisher had incorporated the Boy Scouts of America. Fearing that the YMCA could be shut out of Scouting, Robinson hurried to Chicago to meet with Boyce and explore his intentions. He was relieved to find out that Boyce was already discouraged by the difficulty and lack of progress in organizing the BSA—and by the amount of money it would take to sustain it.


Robinson told Boyce that the YMCA, with an up-and-running network of state and local organizations and four hundred boys’ camps, was in a stronger position to spearhead the effort than he was. The YMCA would do the heavy lifting, he offered, if Boyce would help foot the bill. Boyce agreed and pledged support of $1,000 a month for two years.41 His only condition was that the organization be open to boys of all races and creeds, a stipulation seemingly at odds with his own expressed belief in white superiority.42 (In its early decades, the BSA did welcome Black members, but they were mostly confined to segregated “Negro troops.”)


Robinson kept his job with the YMCA but became the Boy Scouts’ organizing secretary, setting out to eliminate the competition by bringing other youth organizations into the fold. Peter Bomus, a retired US Army officer who headed the US Boy Scouts, saw the light and agreed to merge. So did William Verbeck, the principal of a military school in New York and head of the National Scouts of America, which also dropped its Scouting plans, as did the Leatherstocking Scouts, the Peace Scouts of California, the Salvation Army Scouts, the Polish National Alliance Scouts, and others. Most important, Seton’s Woodcraft Indians and Beard’s Sons of Daniel Boone consented to be absorbed, despite growing friction between the two men over who had played a bigger role in founding the BSA.


The lone major holdout among leaders of the early competing youth groups was William Randolph Hearst, another rich, powerful newspaper publisher who founded the similar-sounding American Boy Scouts and heavily promoted it with one of his influential dailies, the New York American. When Robinson approached Hearst about folding his group into the Boy Scouts of America, the egoistic publishing magnate declined but said that the BSA was welcome to abandon its plans and join his Scouting organization.


That June, Robinson opened a temporary national headquarters of the BSA in a room next to his office in the YMCA building on East 28th Street in New York City. A meeting of representatives of more than two dozen organizations involved in boys’ work led to the creation of an organizing committee, whose early work was touted in a string of positive stories published by US newspapers, large and small. Word spread. Within three months, 2,500 scoutmasters had signed up and troops were “springing up like mushrooms” across the country, Robinson said. One of the biggest challenges he faced was figuring out how to tap the talents and ideas of Seton and Beard and get Baden-Powell’s blessing for the BSA, without alienating any of them.


“They were as different as three men could be, in their background, their experience and ideas,” Robinson said. “Baden-Powell could not help thinking in military terms. Seton could not help thinking in terms of the Ideal Indians. Beard thought in terms of the ‘Knights of the Buckskin’ or the old-time frontiersman who conquered the forests and killed the Indians.”43


Seton, in particular, was set in his ways, especially his aversion to all things military. He detested uniforms, parades, drills, bugle calls, and flag raisings. He couldn’t so much as tolerate tents pitched in a straight line, the way the army did it. In short, his views were bound to clash with the others’, and his friend Robinson knew it.


“He simply could not swallow Baden-Powell’s evident admiration of the military, nor could he enthuse over Dan Beard’s making the pioneer frontiersmen the objects of admiration for American boys,” Robinson said. “In his mind they were rough, uncouth, brutal, uncultured men, whose only idea of a good Indian was a dead one.”44


ON SEPTEMBER 23, 1910, Robinson and Beard met Baden-Powell on his arrival in New York, where he was to be feted at the Boy Scouts of America’s inaugural gala. Joined by Seton, they took him to the offices of the Outlook, a weekly magazine for which Theodore Roosevelt, then a year and a half out of the White House, served as an associate editor and wrote essays promoting his progressive views. The famous “Rough Rider” dispatched his visitors with regrets that he couldn’t attend the gala but gave them a statement of support to be read from the dais: “I believe in the movement with all my heart,” it said, while also lamenting “the excessive development of city life in modern industrial civilization” and the “unhealthy atrophying of some of the essential virtues.”45


That night, Seton was the master of ceremonies and Baden-Powell the guest of honor at the Waldorf-Astoria hotel on Fifth Avenue, a site later occupied by the Empire State Building.46 An elegantly appointed, bronze-busts-and-Siena-marble favorite of famous Americans, foreign dignitaries, and merely well-to-do New Yorkers, the original Waldorf-Astoria was a combination of two hotels built by feuding descendants of the fur trade magnate and robber baron John Jacob Astor, America’s first multimillionaire. The two structures were linked by a long lobby-level corridor faced in marble and lined with palm trees; it was known as Peacock Alley for the upper-crust types who regularly strutted through it in their finest.47


On hand that night for the BSA event and a glimpse of the celebrated Baden-Powell were more than two hundred reformers, politicians, educators, clergy members, beacons of American high society, and moneyed Scouting enthusiasts, including John D. Rockefeller, Jr., the son of the founder of Standard Oil. (Others of America’s wealthiest families supporting the Boy Scouts in those early days included the Carnegies, the Vanderbilts, and the Sages.48) The guest list also included the likes of Charles “Buffalo” Jones, a frontiersman and conservationist famous not only for saving the bison population out West but also for lassoing lions in Africa. As Baden-Powell made his way to the head table in the Astor Gallery, to be seated between Rockefeller and Seton, he was showered with a thunderous welcome, which the New-York Tribune described as “a combination of Chautauqua salute and Waldorf warwhoops.”49


Seton, doing his best to conceal his simmering resentment over Baden-Powell’s appropriation of his Birch Bark Roll writings, sucked it up and raised a glass to the British war hero, introducing him as the father of the Scouting movement. No one was more surprised than Seton when Baden-Powell demurred. “You are mistaken, Mr. Seton, in your remarks to the effect that I am the father of this idea for scouting for boys,” he said. “I may say that you, or Dan Beard, is the father—there are many fathers. I am only one of the uncles, you may say.”50 It’s hard to know if Baden-Powell was being sincere or diplomatic or displaying a flair for false modesty. In later writings he also credited other organizations for their contributions to Scouting, among them the Codes of the Zulus, the Red Indians, and the Boys’ Brigades. But he was always quick to add that the movement had sprung mainly from his experience in training young soldiers and the South African constabulary.


Baden-Powell’s speech did little to quell the growing rivalry between Seton and Beard, but it accomplished Robinson’s goal of securing the famous Englishman’s blessing for the nascent Boy Scouts of America. It also had the bonus benefit of driving a stake through the heart of the holdout American Boy Scouts when Baden-Powell snubbed an invitation to review a parade of Hearst’s troops during his New York visit. A few months later, Hearst would resign in scandal from the organization he had founded, complaining that unscrupulous fundraisers had falsely invoked his name while soliciting donations.51 The American Boy Scouts later changed its name to the United States Boy Scouts and continued operating, but by the end of 1910 it was all but eliminated as a competitive threat to the BSA.


Ex-president Roosevelt, his successor, William Howard Taft, and Admiral George Dewey, a naval war hero, were all named to the Boy Scouts’ first National Council, giving the governing body instant credibility and political heft. Beard was one of the BSA’s first national commissioners, and Seton was installed as its first Chief Scout and tasked with putting together an official handbook, drawing from Baden-Powell’s Scouting for Boys and his own Birch Bark Roll. The hastily assembled guide dealt mostly with scoutcraft, woodcraft, and camping but also included chapters on patriotism and citizenship. Those themes would echo in Scouting for generations to come, along with chockablock references to “growing into manhood” and becoming a “good, manly citizen,” so many such allusions that some social scientists later dubbed the BSA a “national cult of manliness.”


The obsession with “making men” out of American boys was evident in Seton’s introduction to the first handbook. A hundred years earlier, he wrote, the American boy could ride, shoot, skate, run, and swim; he was a boy who was handy with tools, self-reliant, and resourceful, a boy who respected his elders and was strong of body, brain, and morals. Now, in Seton’s dim view, the American boy had devolved into something else altogether: he was doughy, aimless, and unskilled, forgoing participating in athletics for a place in the crowd at baseball and football games, “content to do nothing but sit on the benches and look on.” “Degeneracy is the word,” he said, and he blamed it for turning “a large proportion of our robust, manly, self-reliant boyhood into a lot of flat-chested cigarette-smokers, with shaky nerves and doubtful vitality.”52


Although Seton and Beard would feud for decades over their respective contributions to Scouting, they agreed in their assessment of the boy problem. Beard would later echo Seton’s sentiments in a book on woodcraft that detailed the safe handling of axes and warned of other perils, including playmates who “play craps and smoke cigarettes” and tempt their friends to forget the Scout Oath. “We must remember that there is nothing in life that is not dangerous, and the greatest danger of all is not firearms, is not edged tools, is not wild beasts, is not tornadoes or earthquakes, avalanches or floods, but it is Luxury; expressed in boy language, it is ice cream, soda water, candy, servants and automobiles; it is everything which tends to make a boy dependent upon others and soft in mind and muscle and to make him a sissy.”53
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CHAPTER 2



AMASSING POWER


Whatever hope that Ernest Thompson Seton or Daniel Carter Beard had for making the Boy Scouts of America in the image and likeness of the Woodcraft Indians or the Sons of Daniel Boone faded on January 1, 1911, with the hiring of James E. West as the new executive secretary. West, a thirty-four-year-old Washington, DC, attorney, took the reins of the BSA from Edgar M. Robinson, who turned down the job to return full-time to the national YMCA. West signed on for six months and stayed for thirty-two years, most of it as chief Scout executive.1


West, stocky, bespectacled, and seemingly undaunted by a childhood illness that had left him with only one good leg, dived headlong into his work, moving the BSA offices from the YMCA building to new digs at 200 Fifth Avenue and quickly ramping up staffing. Much more than an administrator, he became the chief architect of an organization and policies that would cultivate strong ties with US presidents and top lawmakers, including Roosevelt, the nation’s most powerful business leaders, and its wealthiest philanthropists, among them Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller, as well as civic organizations, governmental agencies, and churches that funneled millions of eager, dues-paying boys into its troops. He also injected religion into the BSA’s bloodstream and planted the seeds of a controversy that would bear bitter fruit decades later with the exclusion of gay Scouts and adult leaders.


From an early age, West was no stranger to boys’ work, children’s issues, and personal hardship. He had never known his father, and his widowed mother, stricken by tuberculosis and unable to care for him, had left him at the Washington City Orphan Asylum in Washington, DC, when he was six, three months before she died. Two years later, after the orphanage neglected his complaints of knee and hip pain, little Jimmy was diagnosed with a crippling case of tuberculosis that left one leg shorter than the other. He spent nearly two years in the hospital, much of it strapped to a wooden contraption designed to straighten his leg bones by dangling a ten-pound weight off the end of his bed.2 It didn’t help much, and when he was released from the hospital, the orphanage officials at first refused to take him back, knowing that his disability would make him unfit for indentured labor at a time when one in five American children worked in factories, in mills, or at other jobs that exploited them.3 When the hospital dropped him off anyway, crutches and all, he was relegated to toil in the girls’ sewing room.4


Instead of being broken by that experience, West drew strength from it. He went on to become an advocate for himself and his fellow orphans. A family friend helped him enroll at a nearby public school, beginning in the fifth grade, and he thrived. He started a reading program for the orphans and gave them a penny for every book they read, paid from his meager earnings from doing laundry and mending clothes. Despite his disability, he learned to ride a bicycle and organized hikes and other outings. He graduated early from high school and eventually joined the orphanage staff.


After leaving the home at age nineteen, West worked his way through college and earned a law degree. He became a government lawyer and a prominent children’s advocate whose efforts prompted the creation of a juvenile court system and the US Labor Department’s Children’s Bureau in the Roosevelt administration. His experience made him eminently qualified to run the BSA when Robinson and others recommended him for the job of permanent executive secretary, which led to his becoming the first chief Scout executive.5


From the outset, West and Seton clashed both personally and professionally, in part because the new executive favored Baden-Powell’s militaristic approach to Scouting. Seton, an avowed pacifist whose naturalist lifestyle translated into infrequent baths and haircuts, identified more with the lone wolf than with the foot soldier, which he demonstrated by signing his letters with a paw print.6 To say that the straitlaced, autocratic West did not appreciate Seton and his iconoclastic ways would be a profound understatement.


As the BSA’s first Chief Scout, Seton gave generously of his time and money, often paying out of pocket for his work-related expenses. After a while, though, he realized that the Boy Scouts of America under West would adopt only selected bits of his Woodcraft Indians, not the entire program, as he’d wished.7 He became increasingly discouraged and embittered, even as he clung to his contention that he was the true founder of the BSA. In a letter to Beard the day after Thanksgiving 1915, he opened with “My Dear Beard,” and then went on the attack, saying he had been “greatly surprised” by recent published interviews in which Uncle Dan had claimed to be the founder. “In this organization the name and about one half of the machinery were contributed by Baden-Powell, practically all of the activities and a considerable part of the machinery, including the manual, were contributed by me,” he wrote. “Not one activity, not one principle, not one law was given to it by you.”8


Seton’s harangue took up two and a half typewritten pages and cited pertinent dates and developments to bolster his case and undercut Beard’s. He acknowledged Beard’s general contributions to Scouting but noted that they were among those of at least a dozen other men; he urged his once friend and now staunch rival to do “the fair and honorable thing” and stop claiming to be the founder of the BSA. “In the interest of harmony, I appeal to your manly sense of fair play to drop the unprofitable discussion together with everything that might tend to revive it,” he said.


Four days later, Beard brushed off Seton’s scalding letter with one of his own. “O, come off, Seton: don’t make a fool of yourself,” he wrote. “Not interested in the dates. Have no knowledge of the articles to which you refer. Have neither power nor desire to muzzle press. You make me tired. Not guilty!” In fact, he told Seton, if he was still itching for a fight, he should go join the British Army in its war with Germany.9


Barely a week after that exchange, Seton’s long-festering differences with West culminated in his public resignation from the BSA. It was not surprising: Seton, a British subject, had run afoul of West and other top Scouts officials by not applying for US citizenship at a time when World War I was raging in Europe and patriotic fervor ran high in America. His antiwar sentiments had clashed with Roosevelt’s views on American manhood, and his appointment as Chief Scout was not being renewed by the BSA.10 His friend Edgar Robinson would later describe Seton as heartbroken and disillusioned11 by that turn of events, but at the time, he was mostly angry. He summoned newspaper reporters to his apartment at 512 Fifth Avenue and unloaded on his nemesis West.12 “Seton started it. Baden-Powell boomed it. West killed it,” he said of the American Scouting movement; the reporters scribbled his words into their notebooks. Seton told them that he’d submitted his resignation months earlier but the BSA had not acted on it, misleading the American public into thinking he was still actively involved in the organization. “My only criticism is that they have allowed all direction and power to centre in the hands of James E. West, a lawyer who is a man of great executive ability but without knowledge of the activities of boys; who has no point of contact with boys, and who, I might almost say, has never seen the blue sky in his life.”


The reporters, at once diligent and keenly aware of a hot story in the making, eagerly conveyed Seton’s comments to West, who said Seton couldn’t have quit because he’d already been fired. He also questioned Seton’s patriotism and all but accused him of being in league with “anarchists and radical socialists”13 for not pursuing US citizenship. “We wanted a whole-hearted, whole-souled American to look after the interests of the Boy Scouts,” he said. “That is all there is to this controversy.”14 Whether Seton left Scouting of his own accord or was pushed out by West and others, he was gone by early 1916, and most of his previous contributions would be cut from the next edition of the Boy Scout Handbook.


Uncle Dan Beard remained in the BSA hierarchy, but held a similarly unfavorable view of West as chief Scout executive15 and became more of a figurehead than a guiding light. William D. Boyce, the Chicago newspaperman who had incorporated the BSA and initially supported it financially, withdrew from active participation after West and the national executive board rejected his offer to publish a Scouting magazine in Chicago. Not long after, in 1912, West arranged to buy a Massachusetts magazine, Boys’ Life, which would grow to have millions of youthful subscribers. A year later, he launched Scouting magazine for scoutmasters. Together with the ever-updating versions of the handbook, the periodicals helped BSA headquarters keep in touch with its growing network of local councils, which by 1914 had registered 107,000 boys and 25,800 men to lead them in troops sponsored by churches, civic groups, and other chartered organizations.16


While both Seton and Beard had derided West for his lack of scouting and woodcraft experience, his skills and drive as a hardworking, get-things-done executive were undeniable. Since taking over in 1911, he was almost always in the office by 8:00 a.m. and rarely left before 5:30 or 6:00. He was not averse to putting in eighteen-hour days and expected those working for him to do likewise.17 A stickler for decorum, seldom smiling and not particularly likable, West quizzed staffers about their efficiency and inspected the office boys every afternoon to make sure the Boy Scout uniforms they’d bought from headquarters for $2.15—75 cents for the shirt, 50 cents each for the hat and shorts, and 40 cents for the belt—were properly worn. West’s own workaday uniform was the frock coat and striped pants favored by corporate bigwigs and prominent lawyers.


When Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly asked West to write a “concise and authoritative statement” of the Boy Scouts movement in America in 1912, he opened his essay with this man’s-man definition of youthful masculinity:




The real Boy Scout is not a “sissy.” He is not a hothouse plant, like Little Lord Fauntleroy. There is nothing “milk and water” about him. He is not afraid of the dark.… Instead of being a puny, dull, or bookish lad who dreams and does nothing, he is full of life, energy, enthusiasm, bubbling over with fun, full of ideas as to what he wants to do and he knows how he wants to do it. He has many ideals and many heroes. He is not hitched to his mother’s apron strings. While he adores his mother and would do anything to save her from suffering or discomfort, he is self-reliant, sturdy, and full of vim. He is just the sort of boy his father is proud to own as his son.18





West immediately put his stamp on the BSA. He admired British Scouting and adopted Baden-Powell’s Scout Oath but changed key parts of it: “I will do my duty to God and the King” became “I will do my duty to God and my country.” To the end of the oath he appended the phrase “to keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight [italics added],” a term later widely misinterpreted as a condemnation of homosexuality and invoked to justify excluding gay boys and adult leaders from Scouting.19


He also expanded the original nine points of Baden-Powell’s Scout Law to an even dozen. To “Trustworthy, Loyal, Helpful, Friendly, Courteous, Kind, Obedient, Cheerful, and Thrifty,” he added that a Scout must be “Brave, Clean, and Reverent.” The last of those points would signal his unwavering intention to steep Scouting in religious belief. From his point of view, “the real people in America, the people that have made America from the early days,” were those with deep religious convictions based on personal religious experiences.20


A Sunday school teacher at a Congregational church, West was instrumental in developing a “Declaration of Religious Principle” that was embedded in the Boy Scouts’ constitution and remains intact today. It holds that “no member can grow into the best kind of citizen without recognizing an obligation to God” and requires all prospective Scouts and adult leaders to abide by it. The declaration also states that the BSA is absolutely nonsectarian and welcoming of all religions, a proposition that West himself found to be a hard sell to some early-twentieth-century faith leaders.


At a time when Protestants were pushing the progressive tenets of the Social Gospel, which tied salvation to doing good works, Catholicism was rapidly becoming the predominant faith in the United States, thanks largely to an influx of Irish, Italian, and other European immigrants. Many Protestants feared the “Catholic hordes” and undue influence by the Vatican, not to mention the potential impact of more than 2 million Jews immigrating from Eastern Europe.


Catholic leaders in turn were wary of Scouting because of its strong ties to the YMCA, suspecting it of trying to take over the movement as a vehicle for Protestant proselytizing. The Albany Evening Journal highlighted the tensions in an article published on September 25, 1911, noting that the pastor of St. Patrick’s Church had announced from the pulpit at Sunday Mass that he did not want his youthful parishioners in Scouting: “The movement was a good thing for Protestant boys, he said, but he did not favor the organization seeking recruits among Catholic children.”21


After lengthy negotiations, West managed to assuage the Catholics.22 In 1913, the Boy Scouts appointed a national commissioner for Scout work in Catholic churches, whose job was to promote the formation of Catholic troops. Catholic boys were now allowed to join, but with conditions, including that their troops were exclusively Catholic and their scoutmasters were approved by Church leaders.


That same year, West also won over the Mormons when the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints voted to affiliate its Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Association Scouts with the BSA. Like the Catholics, the Mormons insisted on certain exclusivity provisions, which the Scouts were happy to grant; the move swelled the BSA’s rolls by 15,000. The LDS church would go on to become the largest sponsoring organization of troops for more than a century, until cutting ties in 2018 in the wake of the BSA’s opening its ranks to gay boys and adult leaders, and girls. Today the Catholic Church remains among Scouting’s biggest chartered organizations, just behind the United Methodist Church.


While modern-day Scouting continues to welcome all faiths, it still excludes those who have none. Atheists and agnostics need not apply.23


IN LATE MARCH 1913, nearly a foot of rain pounded southwestern Ohio. Coach horses drowned in their stalls, houses were swept off their foundations, and Dayton’s Main Street became a navigable waterway as the Great Miami River and its tributaries overflowed their banks, deluging the city and the region. More than 350 people died in the Great Dayton Flood, during which the area was cut off for days; not even the National Guard could get through.24


But even in its infancy, the Boy Scouts of America lived up to its motto “Be prepared” and sprang into rescue mode across Ohio. Among the many cases of Scouts pitching in during the devastating floods, the Dayton Daily News noted the generosity of a Pennsylvania troop that had saved $200 for summer camp but instead sent it to Dayton “for the sake of helping their unfortunate brothers and sisters” there.25 Newspapers around the country trumpeted the lifesaving good turns of other Boy Scouts, none more valorous than one named John Stone, who set out to rescue stranded flood victims and saved a woman who’d been swept away from her husband and twin babies: “He turned a corner on a flooded street just as Mrs. Charles M. Adams was sinking for the third time… and pulled her onto his raft.”26


The BSA’s contributions to Ohio’s disaster relief efforts became the foundation of its 1915 bid for a congressional charter, which would raise its public profile and grant it power not shared by similar organizations. A House Judiciary Committee report supporting the bill also cited the services rendered by Boy Scouts to thousands of Union and Confederate veterans at the Fiftieth Anniversary Reunion of the Battle of Gettysburg and their assistance at the inauguration of President Woodrow Wilson. Only one other nonprofit, the American National Red Cross, had received a federal charter, which proved to be much more than an honorific for the BSA.27


Unanimously approved by both houses of Congress and signed by Wilson on June 15, 1916, the charter reaffirmed the BSA’s character-building mission,28 while granting it the exclusive right to use “all emblems and badges, descriptive or designating marks, and words or phrases now or heretofore used by the Boy Scouts of America in carrying out its program.” In effect, the charter gave the BSA a monopoly on Scouting, down to and including the use of the word Scout. The BSA used its newfound power to force more than four hundred companies to either stop producing items that carried a “Scout” label or pony up a royalty to use it. In 1924 alone, the BSA collected nearly $64,000 in such royalties—more than $1 million in today’s dollars—comprising 18 percent of its income for that year. It reaped another $65,000 from the sale of BSA-branded supplies, publications, and merchandise, including Boy Scout knives, axes, and tents.29


West also used the charter language to sue the American Boy Scouts out of existence in 1917, after it was reconstituted (sans William Randolph Hearst) as the United States Boy Scouts. William Boyce, who had gone on to found the Lone Scouts of America, which focused on boys in rural areas, eventually ran into financial problems and folded its sixty-two thousand members into the Boy Scouts of America. By 1924, the BSA had the field of boys’ Scouting all to itself. West’s efforts to thwart the use of the term Girl Scouts failed, something that gnawed at him for years and would presage acrimonious trademark litigation involving the two youth groups a century later.


While the federal charter required the BSA to report to Congress on its activities every year, it did not grant lawmakers any authority over the organization, nor did it provide for any direct governmental funding of Boy Scouts. But that didn’t stop Scouting from benefiting financially in myriad ways from what amounted to Uncle Sam’s seal of approval.


From the outset, the BSA leveraged its federal recognition to solicit financial and material support from government agencies and military branches in the form of donated land, transportation, and camping equipment, including US Army tents, cots, and blankets, naval sailing charts, and first aid kits. The BSA also encouraged troop leaders to solicit support from local fire departments, boards of health, playgrounds, museums, conservation groups, and the Red Cross.30 Mayors, governors, and other state and local elected officials saw the public relations and practical benefits of aligning with the Boy Scouts and were only too happy to hitch their taxpayer-funded wagons to troops’ civic-minded activities and special events. Boy Scouts across the country became mayor for a day, or police chief, or city commissioner.


Wealthy philanthropists also jumped in to support the cause. In December 1915, as part of a typical fundraising drive that generated $82,503, John D. Rockefeller, Sr., supplemented his earlier gifts to the BSA with a check for $9,000. His son, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., chipped in $3,000, and other lesser-known but well-heeled benefactors also stepped up. Among them were Charles T. Coutant of Kingston, New York, who told West he appreciated the work he was doing for boys and wanted to be a part of it. He donated a seventy-five-acre campground in the Catskill Mountains, a place with a trout stream and scenery beautiful beyond description. “It is just such a place as would make the heart of the average boy leap for joy, and if you have some delicate members, with weak lungs, they would find health here in every breeze that blows. It will afford us pleasure to place this tract at your disposal, without money and without price.”31


The Boy Scouts’ relationship with ultrawealthy Americans would help it amass an extensive portfolio of donated campgrounds, office buildings, and other valuable real estate now worth billions. Its crown jewels include a 220-square-mile chunk of northeastern New Mexico gifted by the Oklahoma oil magnate Waite Phillips, who threw in a twenty-three-story Tulsa office building to generate rental revenue to support it. The New Mexico property, donated in 1938 and 1941, came with only two conditions: that Phillips’s family could continue to use it for recreation and that his favorite horse, Gus, be allowed to roam it at his leisure, never again to be ridden. The expansive plot became Philmont Ranch, now one of BSA’s four modern-day High Adventure Bases.


JAMES WEST WAS WELL on his way to establishing the BSA as an American institution when the United States’ entry into World War I all but guaranteed it. At the time, the Scouts’ 280,000 boys outnumbered the nation’s men in military uniforms by about 80,000. The chief Scout executive was a vocal supporter of the war—“There must be no slackers,” he said—and, in shades of Baden-Powell’s cadet corps in South Africa, he wasted no time offering up thousands of boys to serve as message runners and coast watchers, on the alert for unauthorized radio transmitters and draftees on the lam from active duty.32


Among other patriotic pursuits to aid the war effort, Scouts planted gardens to grow food and volunteered to inventory black walnut trees that could be used to make rifle stocks and airplane propellers. They collected a hundred railcars’ worth of fruit pits and nut shells to be turned into charcoal filters for more than a half-million gas masks. They worked as hospital orderlies, ambulance assistants, and relief telephone operators and rolled bandages for the Red Cross. They also proved to be adept at hawking war bonds, raising more than $355 million for government coffers33—the rough equivalent of $9 billion today.


In May 1919, a month before the Allies and the Germans signed the Treaty of Versailles to formally end World War I, Wilson recognized the BSA’s efforts with a presidential proclamation establishing a Boy Scout Week and urging Americans to open their hearts—and their wallets—to the youth group. “The Boy Scout movement should not only be preserved, but strengthened,” he said. “It deserves the support of all public-spirited citizens.”34


By the end of its first decade, the BSA claimed a combined membership of boys and adult leaders of 462,000, up from 60,000 in 1911. Its Boys’ Life magazine had a national readership, and it boasted the active support of three current and former presidents, Wilson, Taft, and Roosevelt. Two of them, Taft and Wilson, served as honorary presidents of the BSA, as has every US president since. In just ten years, the BSA had become the largest and most influential youth group of its time, but according to the historian Benjamin René Jordan, it was more than that. “It was a big, national, powerful organization,” he said.35


Even as the BSA’s power and numbers grew, so did a secret blacklist that only a select few at the top of the organization knew existed.
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