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For every queer person who joined the Boy Scouts of America, searching for a place to belong.






To be a person of strong character, your relationships with others should be honest and open. You should respect and defend the rights of all people.

—Definition of “morally straight” in the eleventh edition of The Boy Scout Handbook, published in 1998








Glossary


	Arrow of Light:

	The highest rank in Cub Scouts.

	Chartered organization:

	An organization such as a church, school, or civic group that sponsors an individual Scouting unit.

	Council:

	A local administrative entity that oversees BSA units and programs in a specific geographic area, usually organized at the county level.

	Chief Scout executive:

	The chief executive officer of the national BSA organization.

	Cub Scouts:

	The BSA program that is open to youth from kindergarten through fifth grade.

	Cubmaster:

	An adult volunteer who leads a Cub Scout pack.

	Den:

	A small group within a Cub Scout pack, usually four to eight Scouts. Each pack is made up of several dens.

	Eagle Scout:

	The highest rank attainable in Scouts BSA, which Scouts earn after completing the previous ranks, required merit badges and Eagle Scout project before the age of eighteen. As the saying goes, “Once an Eagle, always an Eagle,” meaning that those who’ve earned the rank say “I am an Eagle Scout,” not “I was an Eagle Scout,” throughout their life.

	Lodge:

	A local unit of the Order of the Arrow, the BSA’s honor society.

	Merit badge:

	A patch given to Scouts who complete the requirements of a specific badge. There are more than 130 merit badges, organized according to life skills, hobbies, and career fields.

	National annual meeting:

	The largest of the BSA’s three annual meetings, this a conference of hundreds of Scouting professionals and volunteers from around the country.

	National executive board:

	The governing body of the Boy Scouts of America.

	National Jamboree:

	A national gathering of Scouts and Scouters held every four years at the Summit Bechtel Family National Scout Reserve in West Virginia.

	National Order of the Arrow Conference:

	A national gathering for the BSA’s honor society, held every two years, usually on a college campus.

	Order of the Arrow:

	The BSA’s national honor society.

	Pack:

	A local unit of the Cub Scout program.

	Patrol:

	A small group of Scouts within a troop, who work together at weekly meetings. Each troop is made up of several patrols.

	Professional Scouter:

	A full-time employee of the BSA who works for a local council or the national office.

	Scout:

	A youth member of any Boy Scouts of America program.

	Scouter:

	An adult member of the BSA, whether a volunteer or employee of the organization.

	Scouts BSA:

	The traditional program of the Boy Scouts of America, open to youth ages twelve through seventeen, who can earn the Eagle Scout rank.

	Scouting:

	A general term used to refer to the Boy Scouts of America program and the organization as a whole.

	Scout executive:

	The chief executive officer of a BSA council.

	Scoutmaster:

	The adult volunteer leader of a Scouts BSA troop. Assistant Scoutmasters are additional adult volunteers who help lead the troop.

	Troop:

	A unit of the Scouts BSA program that is sponsored by a chartered organization, and which conducts the Scouting program on a local level.








Prologue


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.

—Scout Oath of the Boy Scouts of America

A Scout is: Trustworthy, Loyal, Helpful, Friendly, Courteous, Kind, Obedient, Cheerful, Thrifty, Brave, Clean, and Reverent.

—Scout Law of the Boy Scouts of America



I am here to tell the story of the fight for LGBTQ+ inclusion in the Boy Scouts of America. Though I was only five years old when the first wave of activism ended in defeat in the Supreme Court of the United States, the ensuing battles over membership policies would come to shape my entire life.

I was not athletic or popular in school. I was a nerdy, artistic kid who struggled mightily to fit in with my male peers, especially. I felt I lacked a certain toughness or masculine edge that all the other boys seemed to possess effortlessly. While they played first-person shooter video games with zeal, I sat in the corner and pretended to care. When my parents signed me up for Little League, I passed the time picking dandelions in the outfield.

It was in this environment—of awkward attempts to join sports or otherwise butch myself up—that the Boy Scouts of America became my refuge. It was one of the few places where the rules made sense to me, and where my skills were valued. Maybe I’d never learn how to throw (or catch) a football, but I could create a Pinewood Derby car that took home a trophy every year. And maybe I would never be good at Call of Duty, but I could organize a campout without hesitation. In other words, the Boy Scouts was the place I fit in and knew how to succeed.

What I’ve come to discover by writing this book is that I’m far from alone. Nearly every LGBTQ+ Scouter I’ve interviewed has told me something similar: that in a world of toxic masculinity and homophobia, Scouting—though not totally immune to those forces—was the closest thing they had to a safe haven. This is why it is particularly cruel that anti-gay policies existed at all, and that they were often obfuscated and not clearly shared with membership: it was entirely possible for queer kids to gravitate toward Scouting—find a home there, excel there—only to discover after the fact that their identity rendered them an outcast.

This is true of James Dale, the Scouting poster boy turned Supreme Court plaintiff, who learned about the ban on gays only as he was being kicked out for being gay. It’s true of countless others. And it’s true for myself: I didn’t realize that Scouting prohibited gay members until the policy debate blew up in 2012, a year after I earned my Eagle Scout rank, and a couple of years before I would come to accept my own queerness.

The tragedy of this state of affairs did not fully click for me until recently, during a conversation with John Halsey. Halsey has been an active member of the BSA for more than sixty years and has accomplished just about everything you can in the program. He’s an Eagle Scout, of course, and as an adult volunteer he’s served as a council president in Boston, not to mention various regional and national leadership roles. His uniform is positively dripping with awards.

The first time I called up Halsey, I was looking to conduct a pretty routine interview for this book. I wanted to know about his experience at the Boy Scouts of America national meeting in May 2013, where he was one of the hundreds of Scouters who voted to end the BSA’s ban on gay youth.

But before I could start asking my questions, Halsey wanted to make a point: the ban on gay members never should have existed in the first place; voting to end it simply steered the BSA out of a decades-long detour it never should have taken.

Halsey said this as someone who has been involved in Scouting almost his entire life, long before any policy concerning gay members existed. He joined in the 1950s, his youth in the program coinciding with what many see as the golden age of Scouting. Membership was at an all-time high, and it seemed that virtually every boy in America joined the program, at least briefly.

And yet, despite those decades also being a time of rampant homophobia, Halsey says “sexuality was never a topic in Scouting.” He told me: “The fact that somebody might be gay really didn’t have any bearing on anything. And, frankly, nobody thought anything of it.”

That is, until 1978.

The 1970s were a tough time for the BSA. “If the period from roughly 1945 to 1970 was the ‘golden age’ of American Scouting, the 1970s was, to a certain extent, its dark age,” writes Chuck Wills, in the BSA’s own centennial history.

The membership boom had faded. To stem its losses, Boy Scout executives were trying to retool the program to appeal to a growing number of urban (read: non-white) youth. The BSA had never explicitly endorsed racial discrimination but had historically allowed local troops to keep out Black Scouts if they wanted to. The last racially segregated Boy Scout council (in North Carolina) was not integrated until 1974.

This massive registration drive started in the late ’60s but fell apart by the mid ’70s, when news broke that the BSA was inflating its membership numbers for the sake of federal funds. Reports showed that a council in Chicago claimed a membership of 87,000, when the true number was about 52,000, according to a New York Times article. The BSA’s chief executive at the time, Alden Barber, owned up to the problem, and was quoted in the Associated Press saying, “If we were in the business of covering it up, it could be the Watergate of the Boy Scouts.”

But the BSA was covering something up in those years—and it was much more sinister. From almost the inception of the Boy Scouts of America, its leaders knew it had a pedophile problem.

The organization’s so-called perversion files—a record of child abusers within the ranks—date back to around the time the BSA was founded in 1910. The list was a closely guarded document available only to top BSA executives.

The BSA used these files to systematically identify child abusers, kick them out, and ensure they couldn’t rejoin a different Scout troop (though plenty of pedophiles slipped through the cracks of the BSA’s blacklist, allowing hundreds of child molesters to continue in Scouting). The organization’s leaders, however, typically kept all of this information away from the general public, the police, the media, and sometimes even the parents in the offender’s troop. So it went for more than fifty years.

In 1978, when the Boy Scouts prohibited gay members in writing for the first time, Halsey watched with skepticism. By this point, he was in his thirties, a businessman who still volunteered heavily with the Scouts. The BSA, on the surface, said its new anti-gay policy was a response to an incident in Minnesota, in which two teenage boys were kicked out of a Scouting unit for admitting they were gay. The new policy, the Boy Scouts explained, was in the “best interests of Scouting,” as homosexuality was not “appropriate” and could not be condoned in the program. But Halsey saw the policy as something entirely different. “The Boy Scouts—not unlike elementary schools, not unlike YMCAs, not unlike youth sports—tends to be a magnet for people who have a predilection to be involved with young children: pedophiles. And that’s no secret, everybody realizes—and has realized probably for decades—that the antenna needs to be up around pedophilia where there are young children. And the Boy Scouts failed in their mission there, and then they looked for a scapegoat,” Halsey says. “And they decided the way to create a scapegoat was to create division within the membership by placing blame on the gay community, which has nothing to do with the problem at all.”

When I first heard Halsey say this, I nearly fell out of my chair. It hit me as a theory I had encountered before, or maybe even arrived at myself. But I couldn’t place it. I dug through my notes, and racked my brain, and couldn’t find any trace of this idea. Perhaps it simply matched up with a deeply held intuition I had: that, from the very beginning, the BSA knew gay men were not a problem, but decided to villainize them, anyway.

I called Halsey again to try to flesh this out, maybe scare up some proof for what I saw as a provocative claim.

He explained his theory to me one more time: the anti-gay policy in 1978 grew out of a series of management failures at the highest levels of the BSA. The membership cheating scandal was certainly one of them—and the only one known to the public at the time. But there was also the compounding failure to stem decades of known child abuse in the organization.

“It’s my opinion that a decade-long—or longer—very poor management, failure to address the issue, denying that pedophiles roamed among us, caused an explosive situation,” Halsey said. It could not be kept under the covers for much longer. In the mid-1970s, news broke that a Boy Scout troop in New Orleans was formed for the express purpose of giving its adult leaders access to children whom they sexually abused, causing a PR nightmare for the BSA. And indeed, the BSA would come to face many sex abuse lawsuits in the 1980s. “Somebody had to be the scapegoat. It couldn’t be the chief Scout, it couldn’t be regional directors.” Halsey continued. “My opinion is that when the lid was blown off, a clear decision was made to introduce a person’s sexuality into the equation, and I feel that gay Scouters were targeted as the problem.”

Many, if not most, Americans at the time did indeed conflate homosexuality with pedophilia, and some still do to this day. In 2024, “groomer” has become the slur of choice for Republican politicians looking to demonize the LGBTQ+ community. So it might seem, on the surface, that the BSA’s religious, overwhelmingly conservative leaders in the 1970s were genuinely trying to keep pedophiles out by banning gays from the ranks. But the logic didn’t hold.

When I spoke to Neil Lupton, a Scouting volunteer of roughly the same age and experience as Halsey, he told me about a conversation he had with a friend who was regional Boy Scout staffer in the late 1970s. It was right after the anti-gay policy was instituted when women were being admitted to the organization for the first time as adult volunteers. Lupton, in a joking way, posed a question to his friend: If the anti-gay policy is about keeping out gay men who would naturally be attracted to little boys, wouldn’t the same logic also prohibit straight women? In other words, should we admit only lesbian women to ensure they won’t be attracted to the boys? His friend chuckled and said, “Asking those types of questions is the kind of thing that will prevent you from rising higher in this organization.” The exchange was casual, but it illustrated a truth about the BSA: pointing out logical inconsistencies was not welcome.

The BSA’s actions also belied the idea that pedophiles and gay men were one and the same. Though gay men could and did end up in the BSA’s confidential files alongside child molesters, their files indicated it was their sexual orientation, not crimes against boys, that barred them from the ranks. Indeed, records dating back to the 1920s show that BSA knew exactly who these child abusers were, and—consistent with research about the demographics of pedophiles—they were usually straight, often married men with families. As Patrick Boyle notes in his book about BSA sex abuse: “Pedophilia is a sexual preference all its own, independent of one’s preferences with adults.” The playbook for dealing with these molesters was consistent: remove the offending leader, but protect his identity and his reputation.

This is not quite how the BSA handled known gay men in the organization. “Avowed homosexuals,” as the organization long called them, were often swiftly kicked out, and when they had the audacity to fight back, they were publicly maligned in the press and the courts.

So while the general public may have thought pedophiles and homosexuals were one and the same, the BSA seemingly knew the difference, and treated them accordingly. Child abusers, it must be said, were sometimes given more respect and privacy than openly gay men who committed no such crimes.



This is not a book about the sexual abuse crisis in the Boy Scouts of America. That absolutely crucial and devastating story has been told by other highly capable journalists, most recently in Hulu and Netflix documentaries, and as early as 1994 in the trailblazing book Scout’s Honor: Sexual Abuse in America’s Most Trusted Institution, by Patrick Boyle. But as I’ve learned more about the sexual abuse crisis and the fight for LGBTQ+ inclusion, it’s become clear that they are not altogether separate; that one informs the other. And that perhaps both calamities could have been avoided completely, had the BSA chosen to address child abuse head-on, rather than waging a decades-long battle against innocent queer people.

It is, of course, impossible to know the motives of Scout executives from decades past. Alden Barber, Harvey Price, and Downing Jenks—some of the top BSA leaders during the late 1970s—have all since died. We can’t ask them why they instituted the anti-gay policy, or why they failed to properly address the issue of child sex abuse.

But here’s what we can say: experts have known for decades that homosexuality is not linked to pedophilia. In fact, most offenders are heterosexual men who are close relatives of the abused child. The idea that gay men are somehow more likely to abuse children has been thoroughly debunked. Whether the BSA’s executives knew this in 1978, we may never know, but it doesn’t seem inconceivable. Their actions—treating pedophiles and homosexuals somewhat differently—suggests that they did. Gay men at the time, with little cultural acceptance or power, were a prime scapegoat, even if the BSA knew they weren’t the problem. And there were certainly others during this period, like John Halsey and Neil Lupton, who did not buy into the myth of gay abusers.

But maybe divining the motivations of these executives is not the point, anyway. Because whether by design or by effect, the battle over gay membership served as a forty-year distraction to solving the problem of child sex abuse in the organization. As sex abuse claims rolled in through the 1980s and 1990s—resulting in large financial settlements—the BSA spent untold sums of money in court fighting the likes of Tim Curran and James Dale: exemplary Scouters who committed no other sin than being gay.

“For Scouting, it seemed to be more important to exclude gay Scouts and Scout leaders, than it was to fix the pedophile problem,” said journalist Nigel Jaquiss, speaking in the 2022 Hulu documentary. James Dale’s attempt to volunteer as an openly gay man in the program grew into a highly public, eight-year legal battle that ended in the Supreme Court of the United States in 2000. What most people didn’t know was that in the very same years that the BSA was in court fighting to keep Dale out of the ranks, the Scouts were receiving more than 100 child sex abuse allegations annually.

Indeed, the BSA trailed other youth organizations in their eventual efforts to prevent abuse. The organization did not start requiring criminal background checks for volunteers until 2008, and it wasn’t until 2018 that those checks became required for all adults, including parents, who chaperone campouts. And while the BSA launched its Youth Protection Training in 1990, it did not start requiring its volunteers to take the training until 2010.

For Halsey, it all comes back to a failure in leadership—the very thing the Boy Scouts prides itself on teaching its members.

“I personally believe, based on my observations and analysis and what I’ve seen, we had a twenty-year window where national BSA leadership was so timid and ineffective that they chose to scapegoat a whole community,” Halsey said.

With catastrophic consequences.

Amid mounting sex abuse lawsuits, the BSA filed for bankruptcy in 2020, and by November of that year some 82,000 claims of abuse had been made against the organization, according to the New York Times. The resulting fallout—financially and reputationally—could threaten the very existence of the Boy Scouts of America.

Adding to these tragedies, the ban on gays heaped on another layer of shame and stigma that incentivized victims of sexual abuse to stay silent, for fear that speaking up could get them (incorrectly) branded as gay, and potentially even kicked out because of it. Not to mention an entire generation of boys and men in the organization who were gay but were irreparably scarred by their experience in, or rejection from, an organization that otherwise could have been a safe haven.

“We added to a challenging time for these young men. That was unnecessary,” Halsey said. “They had an anchor called Scouting, which helped them weather the challenges of growing up, because there are challenges in growing up. And we’re talking about sexuality, that’s obviously one of those challenges, but there are many challenges of growing up, and Scouting has the beauty of being the anchor in the storm. And the sad truth is, we denied a certain group of boys and men, young men, the opportunity to hold on to that anchor.”



I come to this story, first and foremost, as a journalist—one who had a front row seat to a defining piece of the American gay rights movement. As the Boy Scouts of America made its final policy moves to accept LGBTQ+ members in the 2010s, I completed a degree in journalism, worked on a nationally syndicated radio show, and later settled into an editorial position at a newspaper in upstate New York. Those roles took me across many different beats, but I always found my way back to the Boy Scouts story, and never stopped writing about it.

I also approach this work from the deeply personal experience of discovering my queerness at the same time the BSA was arguing over whether that rendered me immoral. The title of this book, Morally Straight, is my way of demonstrating what I now know to be true: that being queer and being moral are not mutually exclusive. My experience during this time included many deeply impactful moments, some beautiful and some painful. There were plenty of awkward locker rooms and dreadful summer camp shower stalls, where sometimes my very presence felt like a transgression. There were the adult leaders cracking homophobic jokes on the sideline, assuming no one would hear or care. There was the Assistant Scoutmaster who told me he would be fine with gay Boy Scouts, as long as they formed their own troop.

But there was also the gracefully quiet moment when I came out to a Boy Scout friend for the first time. There was the Scoutmaster from back home who, despite my assumptions about his politics, accepted me as gay without so much as a hesitation. And there was the downright unbelievable moment when I stood on stage in front of 8,000 Scouts, accepting a national volunteer award and proudly wearing my rainbow gay pride patch. It’s these experiences—of simultaneously observing and living through the gay membership debate—that position me to write this book in a way that nobody else can.

The narrative that follows, however, is by no means exhaustive or encyclopedic. It would be impossible to tell the story of every activist, every Scouter, every person who fought for LGBTQ+ inclusion; their stories are too numerous, and many are surely lost to history. I will, instead, tell the story of the Scouts and activists who, when the Boy Scouts of America gave them no other choice, took their fights for inclusion to the courts and to the media. I have chosen to focus on them because I believe it was their work that pushed the BSA to admit LGBTQ+ members after decades of discrimination. I also believe in dignifying the sacrifices that these people made, when they would have preferred to lead quiet lives outside of the spotlight.

But there is another version of the story I am not telling. A story in which activists were not the only force for change; a story in which some members of the BSA’s own executive board, far outside the focus of the media, were also working to end the anti-gay policies—risking their reputations and physical safety as a result. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to access this part of the story in any meaningful way. On the rare occasions when I did manage to reach powerful BSA leaders of past and present, they didn’t want to be interviewed, much less quoted. It’s disappointing that I wasn’t able to illuminate this piece of the narrative, or learn what they might have contributed to the cause.

So I am telling the story that I know to be true: that a collective of passionate Americans rejected a policy of discrimination, founded nonprofits, organized campaigns, fought through the courts, and endured countless losses before finally winning not only their policy battle in the Boy Scouts, but approval in the court of American opinion.

The Scout Oath asks us to help other people at all times. It is my hope that telling this story, during a time when LGBTQ+ rights are once again under attack, can act as inspiration for a new generation of youth yearning for acceptance.






PART ONE Court of Law [image: ]



A Scout follows the rules of his family, school and troop. He obeys the laws of his community and country. If he thinks these rules and laws are unfair, he tries to have them changed in an orderly manner rather than disobeying them.

—The Boy Scout Handbook, eleventh edition, published in 1998








1 Betrayed by the Boy Scouts


The address was a running joke: 666 Broadway, a number that would ward off angry Christians who wouldn’t dare put the satanic string of numerals on the letterhead of hate mail. It was home to the Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, a small group of lawyers who were fighting for gay rights on a thin budget.

On the twelfth floor of that narrow building on Broadway sat Evan Wolfson, whose year-long tenure as an attorney at Lambda Legal earned him what little privacy the rectangular office suite had to offer: a cramped room with a door that sealed him off from the bullpen of staffers at the center. Modest as Lambda’s Manhattan digs may have seemed, it was an upgrade for the fledgling nonprofit firm that, until then, had worked out of a one-room suite (Wolfson called it a “broom closet”) in the headquarters of the American Civil Liberties Union in Time Square.

One day in August, 1990, Wolfson sat at his desk, peering out the window that overlooked rooftops and, it was rumored from the occasional sighting, Cher’s apartment across the way. Wolfson wore a basic shirt with a bold tie, his hair balding but not yet totally shaved off, and his salt-and-pepper goatee beginning to show his age: thirty-three. He was waiting for an appointment with a young man he knew little about, except that he wanted to take on the Boy Scouts of America.

On most occasions when James Dale took the train into New York City in those years, he would sport a black leather jacket and clutch picket signs. As a young gay college student from New Jersey, Dale was becoming less of a stranger to the city, regularly attending rallies for the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, better known as ACT UP.

But on this day, at the age of nineteen, Dale was dressed in business casual, as if for a job interview. As he traveled to the East Village, seeking the Lambda office between Bleecker and Bond streets, he was inhabiting an entirely different persona: the clean-cut, all-American Eagle Scout.

On the twelfth floor of 666 Broadway, Dale entered the lobby, where a receptionist buzzed him into Wolfson’s meager office. On the wall of Wolfson’s space hung three posters: a large portrait of Abraham Lincoln in the middle, flanked by images of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Martin Luther King Jr. Dale took his seat across from a filing cabinet festooned with sardonic cartoons, the type you’d find in the New Yorker, and gay bumper stickers. Wolfson spun around from his desk and faced his potential client, their chairs so close together that they sat practically knee-to-knee.

Dale started to present his case, nervous but grounded in a seriousness that impressed Wolfson. They talked for more than an hour, Dale explaining how, a month earlier, he had been expelled from his Boy Scout council for violating a policy he didn’t know existed: openly gay men were not suitable for membership. Wolfson, in return, explained to Dale how difficult it would be to challenge the expulsion, and emphasized that it wasn’t solely up to him whether Lambda took the case.

Wolfson could sense the hurt from Dale, a well-spoken, handsome Scout leader who was caught between a youth defined by the Boy Scouts and an expanding identity as a gay man. Dale wasn’t simply trying to make an activist point—he felt betrayed, and Wolfson knew that a case against the Boy Scouts could vindicate him.

As Dale sat across from Wolfson, he felt that Lambda understood the impact his case could have.

“It was like baseball, apple pie, Boy Scouts,” Dale says. “That was definitely how many people perceived America at that time. So I understood the power of the Boy Scouts and this case, and I think he did too.”



James Dale joined the Boy Scouts of America in 1978. Just eight years old, he was eager to follow his older brother and father into the Scouts. He wasn’t sure if it was the uniforms or the structure of the program or simply the desire to get out of the house—but something about the Scouts called to him. Dale joined after a brief stint in the Indian Guides of the YMCA, which filled the void, but was more of a father-son activity. The Cub Scouts promised to connect him to more kids his age. The moment he was old enough, the energetic Dale, with a big smile and a bowl cut given by his mother, signed up for Cub Scouts.

Dale grew up in Middletown, New Jersey, a commuter suburb of New York City where subdivisions were sprouting alongside strip malls. His family had settled there when he was five years old, moving from Long Island to a neighborhood of mid-century homes that offered more bang for the buck. Dale’s father needed to be in New Jersey for a new job, and they had looked all over the state. They found a split-level with a big lot, in a blue-collar neighborhood that, despite being sandwiched between two county roads, was quiet except for the occasional swoosh of a passing car.

“My husband hated it. I was going to be in it more than he was, so I won,” recalls Dale’s mother, Doris.

The fenced-in backyard was the big draw. It would give Doris space for her garden, and the kids room to play unsupervised. Not that a fence would keep Dale out of trouble. One day, he took to rearranging twenty-five-pound cinder blocks he found back there, leading to a double hernia that required surgery.

“I learned not to leave the yard unattended,” Doris says.

An activity like the Scouts could channel Dale’s energy to more productive use. There were many Cub Scout packs and Boy Scout troops to choose from in Monmouth Council—an area that encompassed Middletown and the densely populated suburbs of central New Jersey, along its northern coast. Dale could reach one Cub Scout pack and at least two Boy Scout troops within walking distance of his home. It was a no-brainer for him to join his father and brother’s unit: Cub Scout Pack 242, which met in the gym of Harmony Elementary School, a squat, orange-brick building just down the road from where he lived.

He fell in love with the Scouts almost immediately. “Whether it was in my home life or in school, sometimes things feel very arbitrary and unstructured,” Dale says. But Cub Scouts was different. “I think I liked that there was a logic to it. A plus B equals C.” He understood how to follow the rules and get ahead. And it was a space where he could find adult role models who weren’t his father—a high-strung man who served in the military reserves and felt the pressure of working full-time to support his family. “My relationship with my father was sometimes a little fraught,” Dale says.

In his Cub Scout pack, he could focus on learning the next skill or earning a new award. It was different from the team sports he tried, like soccer or basketball, where he never seemed to be successful or get recognized. In Scouts, Dale says, “I could always find a way to kind of get to the next level or get some recognition or some acknowledgment. I think that’s what made sense to me.”



Around the bend from Harmony School, where James Dale first joined the Scouts in 1978, was Route 35. The booming commercial strip, if you took it a half hour north, could bring you just about to the Boy Scouts of America national headquarters in North Brunswick.

That sprawling campus was where the organization’s top leaders would set in motion a series of events young Dale could not have possibly fathomed.

The same year that Dale joined Pack 242, the national office of the Boy Scouts of America sent a letter to its executive committee to inform them of a new policy. The document was three pages long, but it could be boiled down to this: the Boy Scouts of America would not accept homosexual members, leaders, volunteers, or professionals.

The letter was signed by Downing Jenks, the BSA president—that is, the most powerful volunteer—and Harvey Price, its chief Scout executive and top administrator. This policy statement would be one of the last made in North Brunswick. The following year, the Boy Scouts of America picked up and relocated its headquarters to Irving, Texas, outside of Dallas. The move was characterized as a way for the BSA to follow the population boom in the Sun Belt. “As the nation’s center of gravity moved westward, so did the BSA,” according to an official history of the organization.

But just as the Boy Scouts of America was pulling up its tent stakes in 1979, the state of New Jersey decriminalized homosexuality. It was the latest of the legal decisions among the states striking down “antisodomy” laws: Idaho, Colorado, Oregon, Hawaii, Delaware, Ohio, North Dakota, Arkansas, New Mexico, California, Maine, New Hampshire, Washington, Indiana, South Dakota, West Virginia, and Iowa.

Nearly half the country had ended criminal prosecution of homosexuality in the first years of the decade. But just as the ink was drying, a political backlash was brewing. In 1978, the cities of St. Paul, Minnesota; Wichita, Kansas; and Eugene, Oregon, repealed gay rights laws. It was a sign that the gay rights movement, newly in the national spotlight, had begun to inspire some real fear among the more conservative religious bastions of American society.

Those years also found the Boy Scouts on wobbly footing. Alden Barber, who was the chief Scout executive during the late sixties and early seventies—essentially the organization’s CEO—was attempting to retool Scouting during an era of declining membership and fading cultural relevance. His goal was to serve one-third of all American boys. To do this, the BSA focused heavily on recruiting youth of color in America’s “inner cities,” where white flight had “plunged… urban areas into crisis,” as the organization saw it. It pointed to high crime rates and the “breakdown of traditional family structures” as evidence that these communities needed Scouting more than others did.

The 1972 edition of The Scout Handbook removed much of the content on outdoor skills; “in their place were sections on drug abuse, family finances, child care, community problems, and current events.” Some of the changes of this time, meant to recruit more Scouts, were met with resistance from within the organization, especially from those who felt the BSA was deviating from its rugged traditions (a black-and-white photo from the era shows boys camping on a city street, tents pitched on the sidewalk, campfire blazing in a portable grill). Some of the new program material, including a first aid training that advised how to treat rat bites, was heavily criticized. Barber even added opportunities for girls and women to join the program—another attempt to boost recruitment numbers. But the efforts ultimately collapsed under membership cheating scandals, leading the Scouting movement to pivot back toward traditionalism.

It was in this environment, a thick stew of changing cultural norms and uncertain futures, that the Boy Scouts of America made its move to ban gay members.



After James Dale graduated from Cub Scouts, he joined a Boy Scout troop that met at his family’s church, King of Kings Lutheran. Dale was no stranger to the angular brick building with the low-rising roof and pointy copper cupola, just a few blocks away from Harmony School. The whole family was active in the congregation, and Dale was at turns involved in the choir, the vacation Bible school, and the live nativity scene.

More importantly, though, the Lutheran troop was another opportunity to get out from under the shadow of his father and older brother, who continued in a different, much larger Scout troop that also met at Harmony School. Dale’s parents supported his decision to gain some independence from his big brother, especially since Dale already had friends in the Lutheran troop. The unit was small and informal, merely tolerated by the church’s pastor. They met on weeknights. The crew of less than ten boys gathered in the church’s entrance lobby—a breezeway of sorts surrounded by glass doors and floor-to-ceiling windows. Despite the troop’s low profile, Dale thrived there, thrilled to be around his peers in a smaller environment that felt less prone to bullying or hazing.

Dale wasn’t bullied much in grade school, but by middle school, a new reality had set in. Each day after classes let out, Dale would traverse the soccer fields that separated the school from his home—a shortcut compared to the windy roads of his neighborhood. But these trips were infused with some amount of terror for young Dale, who was afraid the older kids hiding out in the wooded fringes of those fields would beat him up. At least once, they did.

“I kind of felt like prey, to be honest with you. Walking home sometimes, it didn’t feel really very safe,” Dale says. His Boy Scout troop was, among other things, a refuge.



The Boy Scout troop James Dale became a member of was chartered by the Lutheran church that also served as its weekly meeting place. That his troop was sponsored by a religious organization made it entirely unremarkable.

To understand why, it’s essential to comprehend the structure of the Boy Scouts of America. The highest level of the organization, the national office, functions mostly as a typical nonprofit, with a chief executive and board of directors. It sets up the program, defines the rules, and lays out the framework for everything that operates beneath it.

The bulk of day-to-day Scouting activities, though, are shaped by individual councils, usually organized at the county level. Where Dale grew up, the Monmouth Council of the BSA was confined to Monmouth County of New Jersey. Some major metropolitan councils serve a large collection of counties, while some rural councils could even comprise pieces of multiple states. These councils are “chartered” by, and answer to, the national office, but each has its own executive and operates with a significant degree of autonomy.

Within each council, of course, are many individual Boy Scout troops. Each of these troops is chartered not by the council, but by a third-party organization like a church, school, or fire department. These chartered organizations not only provide meeting spaces for troops, but they also hold significant voting power on the council boards—a majority of votes. “They can decide to do whatever they agree to: buy a camp, sell a camp, increase the profit from the popcorn sale, lower the cost of paying to go to summer camp. They could potentially do all of those things,” explains Randy Cline, a lifelong Scouter who once worked for the BSA, and later spent decades volunteering at the national level. “Now, in reality, most of the chartered partners don’t care. And some of them don’t even know that much, to know that they have the majority of the votes and they could do whatever they wanted to do.”

But this doesn’t change the fact that Boy Scouts troops are essentially “owned and operated” by these chartered organizations, Cline says. The charters can wield significant power to shape the troop experience and choose adult leadership, if they want to—and some of the religious charters definitely do. Historically, most Boy Scouts troops have been chartered by churches; according to 2013 data from the BSA, 71.5 percent of all units were chartered by faith-based organizations. The largest of those was the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, whose units comprised 437,160 Scouts at the time—almost a quarter of all youth membership.

It was much less common for a troop to be sponsored by, say, a parent-teacher association; only 60,171 Scouts were in such units in 2013. And often, after providing the space for a troop to meet every week, these PTA charters had minimal interest in shaping the program. This all meant that the very idea of a “chartered organization”—though it could, and did, deeply impact Scouting across the country—could also be entirely invisible to the Scouts in the program.

In fact, it’s easy for Scouts to be only vaguely aware of the religious underpinnings of Scouting at first. Though the BSA does not demand its members join a specific religion, it does require a “declaration of religious principle.” This non-denominational requirement “affirms a belief in God, calls for an appreciation for the faith of others, and acknowledges the importance of faith in citizenship development,” according to R. Chip Turner, who was quoted by Scouting magazine in 2014 as the chairman of the BSA’s Religious Relationships Task Force. This “duty to God,” as it’s also known, is a requirement for all Scouts, stated in both the Scout Oath and the Scout Law. Turner explains further: “In Boy Scouts, participants at each review for rank advancement will be asked how they have done their duty to God since achievement of their current rank. It does not put the Scouter in the role of a religious leader nor does it empower this leader to accept answers only from his or her religious perspective. It does, however, provide an opportunity to acknowledge the importance of ‘duty to God.’ ”

For anyone involved in Boy Scouts, then, religion is present, but sometimes on the sidelines, and sometimes at the center—depending on the troop. Often, the BSA’s religious rank requirements can feel more like a box to check, not something that significantly impacts a Scout’s view on faith. In many troops, even for those who rejected religion as a teenager, it would have been fairly easy to evade the requirement. You can write whatever you want on a membership or rank advancement application, and who’s going to seriously question you if you say you’re a Buddhist, for example?

It was entirely possible, then, for some troops—like those sponsored by the Mormons, who for decades sanctioned the BSA as their official youth development program—to be deeply inculcated in religion, while others were almost entirely secular, religious only in the individual nature required to pass the rank requirements.



James Dale’s early experiences in the troop weren’t always encouraging. On his first official campout as a Boy Scout, Dale’s parents drove him to a Scout camp about two hours north, in upstate New York. It was winter, with a layer of snow on the ground, but Dale didn’t mind. That is, until he realized his father sent him with a tent that didn’t have a floor. Dale’s tentmate went home, but Dale persisted and came to love the very same camp when he returned in the summer.

The small Lutheran troop, however, didn’t last long. The Scoutmaster left due to a medical condition, and the troop folded. As these things go, most of Dale’s peers took it as an opportunity to ditch the Scouts—an activity that becomes increasingly “uncool” as Scouts get older. “That’s typically what happened, each time the troops fold, people just drop out and do something else,” Dale says.

But one of Dale’s friends in the troop had found a new unit nearby, and Dale followed. “Few people I think were as determined to find another troop,” he says.

Troop 128 met at Christ Episcopal Church, a 300-year-old congregation in the more historic part of Middletown, a stone’s throw from the train station. It was a handsome brick building with white trim and a large extension to the left, set far back from the road. Through a set of plain white side doors, Dale would come every week to the church’s basement activity room, a proper meeting space compared to the Lutheran church, with white drop ceilings and banks of windows on either side.

The meetings were led by Scoutmaster M. Norman Powell, who happened to be a descendant of Scouting’s venerated British founder Lord Robert Baden-Powell.

Norman, or as everyone called him, Ingwe, was a man about the same age as Dale’s grandfather, and he looked the part, wearing a beard and a top hat; sometimes, even, a beret. Owing to his childhood in South Africa, Ingwe was a naturalist, someone who was in touch with nature and thrived on camping and outdoor survival—keystones of the Boy Scout program. He put a big emphasis on the spirit rather than the letter of Scouting: embracing its values but caring little for its increasing bureaucracy. Those early years and Ingwe’s influence would form the basis for Dale’s own understanding of Scouting.

Though Ingwe was the leader of the troop, Dale says he was more of a figurehead, the spirit and soul, rather than an operations manager. While Ingwe would wax on about life on the trail or his experience in Kenya, the Assistant Scoutmaster was the one who really kept the troop running—more the chief operating officer.

Ingwe was beloved by everyone, but perhaps no one more than Dale. When young Dale would get picked on as a kid—say, for not being as athletic as the other boys—Ingwe always stood by him. Dale describes him as a nurturing, fatherly figure, someone who made you feel accepted for who you are and didn’t try to mold you any certain way.

“The thing that appealed to me the most was his belief in me,” Dale says.

That feeling of acceptance from Ingwe drew Dale into Scouting in a way he didn’t feel drawn to other activities he tried, like karate. Something about Boy Scouts was different. “That’s what clicked for me, and that’s where I felt accepted as a gay kid,” Dale says.

During these years, Dale stood out as a model Scout, someone who the adults were eager to show off to youth. When he was in middle school, Dale’s local council honored him at a prestigious annual fundraising gala, putting him at the podium to speak about Scouting’s importance in his life. It was a level of attention that most Scouts, whose experience is almost entirely limited to the local troop, never received.

And while Dale thrived in the small troop environments, he also enjoyed Scouting’s larger venues, like summer camp. Each year, Dale would join his troop for a week at the Forestburg Scout Reservation, a camp that, although it was owned by his local council, was located a two-hour drive north in upstate New York.

Dale would arrive at camp, weighed down by a backpack and sleeping bag, with his parents on a Sunday afternoon. He was usually eager to hug them goodbye and settle into a week at Forestburg, where he could meet new people and define himself in an environment that wasn’t dominated by his family. Dale’s father was the type of parent who was harder on his own kids than anyone else’s, an effort to prove that he wasn’t giving them special treatment. Dale’s older brother would eventually drop out of Scouts partially because of that, but Dale’s solution was simply to find Scouting environments that didn’t involve his dad.

Summer camp was the perfect example. There was so much to do, and so many people buzzing about, that he could easily forget about them for a week. After the families departed on Sunday afternoon, Dale and his peers would descend into a flurry of activity: signing up for merit badge classes, taking their swim test, picking up food and firewood, and dividing camp responsibilities for the week.

By Monday morning, the apparatus would whirr into high gear. Scouts woke up, cooked their first meal of the day at their campsite, and checked various chores off their list; some, like cleaning the latrine, more loathsome than others. The entire population of Forestburg would then gather on the parade field to raise the flags and recite the Pledge of Allegiance alongside the Scout Oath or Law. It was at this point that Scouts could peel off to their various merit badge classes, many opting for the adventurous ones that were all but impossible to accomplish outside of camp, like lifesaving, archery, or canoeing.

Lunchtime brought on the familiar dance of cooking and cleaning, before the Scouts split off again for an afternoon of classes or, if they had free time, a hike or free shoot at the rifle range. After dinner each night, Dale and his peers would indulge in one camp activity or another—an astronomy lesson or a night hike or a late swim, and if all else failed, make their own entertainment by telling stories around a campfire.

This entire schedule would repeat every day through Friday, a miniature city that rose and fell within the course of a week. Saturday night would bring the culmination of all that Dale and the other Scouts had worked for. The entire camp would join back together for a closing campfire, replete with skits, songs, and the presentation of awards and badges earned during the week.

Some years, after the parents came back to collect their children on Sunday mornings, Dale would stay an extra week or two at summer camp even though his troop had gone home. Others, he served on camp staff and took up residence for the entire summer. Dale relished the space outside of his family’s orbit to carve his own path and become whoever he wanted.

Back in the troop, Dale’s Scoutmaster Ingwe eventually got too old for his role and passed the torch to a new Scoutmaster, who didn’t have the same passion. The troop folded soon after. Dale could have let Scouting fall by the wayside at that point; he had watched two troops crumble, and he was nearing the end of high school, anyway. But he was recruited to join a new troop at a Methodist church a couple towns over, where the Scoutmaster was Earl Wightman, a born-again Christian who wanted Dale to lead the younger Scouts. Unlike Ingwe, Wightman embraced the pomp and circumstance of Scouting. While Dale didn’t share Wightman’s spirituality, the two bonded well enough. And it felt good to be wanted, valued. Each Tuesday at 7:00 P.M., Dale would pull into the vast parking lot behind the church, enter through the basement door, and meet with troop leadership to discuss plans for the meeting. By 7:30, the troop would convene at the refrain of Dale’s bugle. He’d spend the rest of the evening mentoring the younger Scouts: teaching them first aid, or how to pack for a campout, or how to tie knots.

“Coming here, the kids were… just really eager and they were young and enthusiastic. So I appreciated that,” Dale says.

He stuck with it long enough to earn his Eagle Scout rank just before his eighteenth birthday. The ceremony, however, didn’t take place until Dale’s first semester of college. He traveled back home, where his parents and about 100 fellow Scouters packed into the Methodist church’s dark, wood-paneled meeting room. The crowd included his own troop, but also some twenty adult volunteers from throughout the county, including several council employees.

A table in the back was covered with a cloth that the boys could sign with their congratulations for Dale. His parents filled another table with Dale’s awards, sashes, and neckerchiefs. A custom sheet cake, with an Eagle Scout award rendered in icing, also marked the occasion.

At the front of the room, an American flag was tacked onto the wall between two Eagle Scout banners. The troop’s senior patrol leader opened the ceremony with the Pledge of Allegiance and the Scout Oath and Law. Soon there was the “Eagle Charge” and “Eagle Poem”—a challenge to live a life worthy of Scouting’s highest honor.

Then Dale’s mother, Doris, dressed in a white blouse and black jacket, walked to the front of the room. She stood beside her son and pinned the silver Eagle Scout medallion onto the breast pocket of his tan Scout uniform, already crowded with patches.

But that wasn’t the final piece of Dale’s Eagle Scout award. Ingwe, by then leaning on a cane but still sporting his signature beret and goatee, was next to take the podium. In a raspy South African accent, he spoke about how Dale epitomized what an Eagle Scout should be and presented him with the badge that would mark his rank. In a photo from the evening, the two stand in front of the American flag, Dale wearing his freshly pinned Eagle Scout medal, both of them beaming with pride.

Also posing in front of the flag that night were Dale’s parents, his dad matching his mom in a black suit and white dress shirt. And in one final image, Dale sits in a metal folding chair, surrounded on either side with young Scouts whose heads, standing tall, barely reach above his.



Returning to Middletown for his Eagle Scout ceremony felt, for James Dale, like returning to a different life. By that point, he had already settled in at Rutgers University, a mere forty-five minutes from his hometown, and began to construct a new, separate world for himself. One where he could start openly identifying as gay, start shedding some of the more conservative aspects of his upbringing, and start advocating for social issues he cared about: women’s rights, animal rights, and gay rights.

In his sophomore year, Dale fully embraced his identity and became co-president of the Lesbian/Gay Alliance at Rutgers. He organized “speak-outs” around campus and, on National Coming Out Day, led a “kiss-in” on the steps of the student center. A photo of Dale kissing another man landed on the front page of the student newspaper.

The summer after that semester, he split his time between an off-campus apartment and his hometown, where he remained active as an adult volunteer with his troop, pitching in to help the younger Scouts.

That July of 1990, Dale worked with the co-president of the gay alliance, Sharice Richardson, to organize a day-long seminar on the needs of gay and lesbian youth. The event would feature speakers from the local Planned Parenthood and the Rutgers School of Social Work. A press release advertising the seminar crossed the desk of an editor at the Newark Star-Ledger, the state’s largest daily newspaper. The assignment to cover the seminar was given to Kinga Borondy, a reporter on the police beat. Most days, Borondy was on the phone with Newark’s chief of police, but on Saturdays, she often found herself covering beach clean-ups or fundraisers or conferences.

Borondy traveled to Rutgers, her alma mater, that first Saturday of July excited to learn more from the speakers at Dale’s seminar. It was a good turnout, and Borondy felt the event was giving out crucial information for gay teenagers. She approached Dale, the leader of both the gay alliance and the event, with the intent to quote him in her coverage. Dale hesitated at first, unsure if he wanted his name to appear in the paper. Borondy pointed out that he occupied a public role as the leader of the gay alliance, and Dale agreed to be quoted. “If he had said, ‘please don’t quote me,’ then of course I would have respected that,” Borondy says. But quoting event organizers was standard practice for a journalist, something she rarely thought twice about.

The next day, on page eleven of the Star-Ledger’s Sunday edition, Borondy’s article appeared under the headline, SEMINAR ADDRESSES NEEDS OF HOMOSEXUAL TEENS. A photo of Dale and his co-president, Sharice Richardson, filled the center of the page. The first half of the article focused on one speaker from the seminar—Mary Leddy from the Planned Parenthood League of Middlesex County—and the challenges teenagers face finding accurate information about sex. Dale’s name appeared later, in a section of the story that spent a brief three paragraphs recounting Dale’s experience leading a “double life while in high school.”

“He remembers dating girls and even laughing at homophobic jokes while at school, only admitting his homosexuality during his second year at Rutgers,” Borondy reported.

It didn’t occur to Dale, or Borondy, that this disclosure would cause any serious issues.

“To me, as a reporter covering the event, and as a human being, what his sexual orientation was made no difference whatsoever,” Borondy says. She was someone who never had any hesitation accepting gay friends in her own life; it was a non-issue for her.

“It never occurred to me that there would be backlash,” Borondy says. “It wasn’t my intention to out him or cause him any type of distress.”

But when the Star-Ledger landed on doorsteps across New Jersey that Sunday, the parallel worlds of Dale’s life collided.

“I figured what would have happened with it, is that I would have been made to feel uncomfortable,” Dale says.

Before the newspaper article, Dale felt some level of unease on return visits to his troop as he experimented with an earring or a new hair color. He thought being found out for being gay would result in similar feelings. He was wrong.

Dale was at his off-campus apartment later that summer when he got a phone call from his mother. She informed him that he had received a certified letter from the Monmouth Council of the Boy Scouts of America. Dale had never received a certified letter from the Boy Scouts before. It was unsettling. He didn’t ask his mother to open it.

Dale opened the letter himself in early August. It stated that he longer met the requirements for leadership in the Boy Scouts, and that he should “sever any relations that [he] may have with the Boy Scouts of America.”

It did not say why Dale was no longer a suitable volunteer—the next, natural progression for an Eagle Scout who had reached adulthood and wanted to give back to a new generation of Scouts—but it did say “registration is a privilege and is not automatically granted to everyone who applies.”

Dale was devastated. He kept the letter a secret from his mother. The first person he told was Jim Anderson, Dale’s faculty adviser for the Rutgers gay alliance, and an openly gay dean himself. Dale dropped by Anderson’s office, a large space in the communications school overflowing with books and papers. Anderson remembers that Dale was pissed off. “And I encouraged him to be pissed off, and I was pissed off too,” Anderson says.

“Why don’t you write them a letter and ask them why they kicked you out?” Anderson suggested.

Dale did just that, and the response delivered: Monmouth Council told Dale he no longer met the requirements for membership because he was gay—a fact that council leadership learned from the article in the Star-Ledger bearing a quote in Dale’s name.

That second letter was the real blow for Dale. If his hypothetical scenario had come true instead—if he was just made to feel uncomfortable, simply ostracized from the program—he would have been content to let his involvement in Scouting fade away.

“But to read it, it was definitely hurtful,” Dale says. “I was angry.”

He had been slighted before in small ways. He had been called a faggot. But he had not experienced discrimination like this.

“Never had it been that explicit or that institutional. That was the part that made it so difficult, and made me dig down my heels and fight,” Dale says.

Anderson became a role model and support for Dale.

“If I was a mentor, it was because I said, ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah! Go, go, go!,’ ” recalled Anderson, ebullient in his support for Dale. “And I did try to hold him back only to make sure he was doing it because he really wanted to do it, not because I want him to do it or for some other reason.” Anderson later told me: “I said, ‘If you want to fight it, I will back you all the way.’ But I didn’t try to push him to do it.”

It was precisely what Dale appreciated about his faculty adviser: Anderson was someone who didn’t tell him what to do or how to be but believed in him.

“That’s the same thing I liked about Scouting as a whole, that I felt that it believed in me as a person, regardless—maybe not regardless. I felt that they believed in me as a person and the complexities and the differences that made me unique,” Dale says.

It was a space that Dale felt was uncommon in New Jersey when he was growing up, not something he could find in sports or other activities. Boy Scouts was the one organization that loved him fully, encouraged him, and allowed him an expansive sense of self.

“And then they find out one thing,” Dale says, trailing off. “So I felt betrayed by them.”

Dale wasn’t naive—he had spent twelve years in the Boy Scouts, learning its values, however conservative they may have seemed, and modeling them for younger Scouts. Even so, the idea that this organization he knew so well would expel him for disclosing his sexual orientation was unthinkable.

“Discrimination is usually not so explicit as a form letter with size twelve-point font saying… that you can’t be gay and be in the Boy Scouts of America,” Dale says.

He didn’t tell his parents about it immediately. In fact, he had only recently come out to his mother a few months earlier, over a meal at TGI Fridays near his college campus. Doris cried and made Dale promise he wouldn’t tell his father. She feared that, if dad found out, he would refuse to pay Dale’s tuition. But a few months later, Doris called her son to let him know that she had told his father anyway, and that the two should probably talk about it. When Dale’s parents found out he was kicked out of Scouting, and that he planned to fight the policy, neither of them supported the idea at first. Dale had long arguments about it with his father.

But despite how his parents felt, Dale was most nervous about how Ingwe would react. “He was the one that seemed to represent the spirit of Scouting, the ideals of Scouting, the most,” Dale says.

Dale’s apprehension was compounded by the fact that he had never formally come out to Ingwe, either. Dale sensed that his Scoutmaster knew, on some level, that Dale was different, even if it was unspoken. Dale wasn’t the biggest kid, he was shy, he wasn’t overly outdoorsy. But Dale never used the word “gay” with Ingwe, and this would be the first time.

Dale made a habit over the years of visiting Ingwe at his apartment in Red Bank, a small city that shared a zip code with Middletown. He’d spend a Saturday afternoon listening to Ingwe’s stories as he sipped tea and enjoyed the company. The visits had become less frequent while Dale was in college, but he made a point to go back to Ingwe one more time. He walked up a flight of stairs to reach the second floor of the Tudor-style complex where Ingwe lived. Inside, the apartment was filled with dark wooden bookshelves and Native American artwork.

They sat down in the living room, and Dale simply told Ingwe the truth.

“You’re James. You are who you are,” Ingwe replied, without so much as a pause.

It was a huge relief for Dale, and a contrast to how others in his life reacted. His parents would take years to come to terms with it. Wightman, Dale’s born-again Christian Scoutmaster, condemned him for being gay.

But with Ingwe, there was no resistance. “With him, it was just immediate acceptance,” Dale says.



It didn’t take long after receiving the letter from his council for James Dale to seek legal help. On the advice of Jim Anderson, Dale’s dean and mentor, he started calling Lambda Legal, but he couldn’t manage to get anyone on the phone, especially because their intake line was open on a weekday afternoon when Dale had class. He eventually met someone from New Jersey’s lesbian and gay task force, who gave Dale two contacts: Ruth Harlow at the American Civil Liberties Union and Evan Wolfson at Lambda Legal.

That’s how Dale found himself sitting knee-to-knee with Wolfson, during a period when Lambda Legal was overwhelmed.

“We were a besieged band of warriors in a relatively small organization, dealing with the life-and-death cataclysm of AIDS as well as massive discrimination and stigma,” Wolfson says.

Not to mention an ascendant religious rights movement and a conservative president in the White House. There was a lot of pressure on Wolfson and his colleagues, and a lot of internal strife about where to focus Lambda’s limited energy.

“Into this came James, who I clicked with really right from the very beginning,” Wolfson says.

There weren’t a lot of people in Dale’s life, even his gay activist peers, encouraging him to fight this battle. But to him it was clear—the bureaucrats who expelled him from Scouting were wrong, and he was right.

“That wasn’t something I could walk away from, because it didn’t seem to be aligned with what the organization espoused,” Dale says.

Wolfson had other priorities too—he was focusing heavily on the movement for gay marriage at the time. Even that was controversial, and whether to fight for marriage was an ongoing debate at Lambda and in the gay community more broadly.

But something with Dale clicked. Wolfson admired him and saw a clean-cut case of discrimination against an attractive, well-spoken, sincere young man.

So beyond vindicating Dale, Wolfson realized the case could be an opportunity to show the country that there was such a thing as gay youth. The image of a gay Eagle Scout, someone who embodied the very ideals of America, could change the way Americans thought of gay people.

It wouldn’t be easy to convince everyone else at Lambda, however. In the office, some were fighting against military discrimination, some for family benefits, and some for marriage. And they were going home each day to a community of people grieving and dying during the AIDS crisis.

“All of us felt that in a very personal way,” Wolfson says.

Nonetheless, Wolfson was able to successfully pitch the case with the firm’s legal department: they were not daunted by the idea of taking on the Boy Scouts, and also saw Dale as a good spokesperson for the cause. That meant Wolfson could take the case up the chain to the firm’s legal director, Paula Ettelbrick, who started throwing objections. Ettelbrick was at odds with each of Lambda’s attorneys at one point or another during those years, owing to the competing priorities of that moment in gay politics. With the Boy Scouts case, Ettelbrick wasn’t so sure about taking on such a large, powerful organization. And she wondered if gay inclusion in the Boy Scouts was worth fighting for, Wolfson says. Wasn’t joining the Boy Scouts a bit elitist and conformist, anyway? Dale, for his part, felt that an organization as large as the BSA, no matter how traditional it may have been, shouldn’t be allowed to openly condemn gay people, many of whom were closeted within its ranks.

Because this case would be so big, Ettelbrick—and really, the entire office—would need to sign on, or at least not seriously object. And after her initial hesitations, Ettelbrick agreed. That meant Lambda would take Dale’s case.






2 The Best Interests of Scouting


When the national office of the Boy Scouts of America issued a letter to local Scout executives in February of 1978—the same year that James Dale started in Cub Scouts—it did not come out of nowhere. The message (subject line: “Homosexual Unit Members”) that BSA public relations director Russ Bufkins sent out was a direct reaction to current events. The first sentence laid out the context: “National wire services have carried a story from Mankato, Minn., reporting that an Explorer post Advisor had refused to renew the membership of two young men who said they were homosexuals.”

Indeed, two weeks earlier, the Mankato Free Press—right alongside the Associated Press—reported that Lowell Creel, a Mankato police sergeant and adviser to a Boy Scout unit, declined to renew the memberships of Scott Ford, seventeen, and Scott Vance, sixteen, when he found out that they were gay.

The expulsion came as a surprise to the teenage boys, who were quoted in the Free Press decrying what they saw as discrimination. “I was shocked and hurt,” Ford told the paper. “If I had a choice, I’d rather be straight. I don’t like the discrimination,” Vance added.

Vance was also distraught that he’d have to give up Scouting. He had first joined as a Cub Scout but, thanks to his parents’ divorce and two moves in quick succession, he never progressed into Boy Scouts. When his family settled in Mankato, a small college town about an hour and half outside Minneapolis, Vance heard from a friend at school about something called a police Explorer post. It was a little-known branch of the BSA that basically trained teenagers for careers in law enforcement, with some of Scouting’s classic moral teachings mixed in.

“I was like, ‘Oh, fantastic. You know, this sounds really interesting.’ I was interested in law enforcement. And so I attended one of their membership recruitment things and decided to join,” Vance recalls.

He was fourteen then, and quickly learned to love the program. At their meetings in the basement of a new brick-and-stone police station downtown, the officers taught Vance police holds, and how to search and handcuff somebody. They brought him on ride-alongs a few times a week. Vance did a lot of target shooting, and didn’t have to pay for the bullets. He sometimes helped with “house watch,” a service the police provided for families who were away from home or on vacation. “It was a heck of a lot of fun,” Vance says.

It also meshed easily with what was a fairly rugged upbringing in rural Minnesota. Vance would often go hunting or fishing in the mornings before school, stowing his shotgun in his locker—sans padlock—during the day. (“It was really a different time,” Vance says now.) On the weekends he’d travel to friends’ farms and help butcher chickens and ducks.

One night during high school, Vance had his friend from the Explorer post, Scott Ford, over to his house for a sleepover. The two had built up a strong relationship during their years together in the program, offering each other a helping hand or shoulder to cry on. That night, Ford was hanging out in Vance’s room, sprawled out on the bed. “Listen, I got something important to talk about,” Ford announced. Vance turned to his friend, who said he thought he liked men and was probably gay. Vance cracked up, his laughter immediately giving Ford the wrong impression. “No, it’s not funny,” Ford insisted. But Vance couldn’t help himself, because he was about to tell Ford that he liked boys, too: he was bisexual. “Oh, my God,” Ford said, now fully comprehending the humor in the situation. “Yeah,” Vance said, “It’s amazing.”

What were the chances that these two friends, living in a small Midwestern town in the late ’70s, would both happen to be gay? They were relieved in the knowledge that they weren’t alone. But not everyone felt that way. When Vance’s mother found out, she was immediately worried. Her own brother had been gay, and she watched him lose a teaching job because of it. Other gay people in town (and there were only a few who were out) were regularly evicted from apartments. “She was scared that that was going to happen to me,” Vance says. “I told her, ‘Mom, things are different now. Times are changing.’ ”

She was not convinced. She called Sgt. Creel, the Explorer post adviser, hoping he could counsel her son and his friend Scott Ford, both of whom, she told him, were gay. The boys, who were both being raised by single mothers, had a good relationship with Creel, treating him as something of a father figure. Vance described him as a “good cop,” a former Marine who wasn’t afraid to draw outside the lines and have a little fun. But Creel was not interested in helping Ford and Vance navigate the world as gay men. Instead, at the next Explorer post meeting, Creel pulled them aside, and told them he would not renew their membership when it expired in a few months, for the sole reason that they were gay.

“He said, personally, he had nothing against it. However, he was concerned with what the parents would think,” Vance says. He and Ford tried to sway Creel, who in the past had even tolerated when other boys got hit with DWIs, Vance says. But Creel apparently drew the line at homosexuality. “We just didn’t understand why” we were kicked out, Vance says. “We hadn’t done a damn thing wrong.”

The teenagers decided to protest their removal publicly. They reached out to Jim Chalgren, a gay adviser at Mankato State, the university in town and the home of a magnet high school where both boys were enrolled. Chalgren helped them bring their case to the Mankato Equal Opportunities Commission, but that was little help, because the discrimination Ford and Vance experienced was not, in fact, illegal. The city council, just earlier that month, had rejected an ordinance that would have banned discrimination against gays.

So Chalgren helped them set up a press conference on campus. The adviser sent out press releases to local news and radio stations. Ford spent days rehearsing answers to every question imaginable. Vance didn’t have such a luxury: he was balancing high school with a full-time job and some college courses, plus taking care of three younger siblings. By the time they stood up in front of the mic, it was not just the few local papers and radio stations that Vance had imagined. National media, including the AP wire service, had also shown up on that chilly Monday morning at the end of January.

They all crammed into the basement conference room of a boxy brick dormitory building on Mankato State’s campus, which was on the more wooded outskirts of town, up a big hill that gave way to a neat neighborhood of single-story, detached homes.

At the sight of the crowded conference room, Ford immediately clammed up, his well-practiced responses stuck in his throat. With no other option, Vance stepped in. “I can’t stop talking, because I’m scared to death,” he recalls. When he got home, he told his mom it was going to be on the six o’clock news. Sure enough, it was.



Sgt. Lowell Creel’s response to the press conference didn’t make it into the news until the next day’s paper. “I wish to make clear that the decision (to deny the two boys continued membership on the post) was mine alone and does not necessarily reflect the opinions or beliefs of the Boy Scouts of America,” or even the police station for that matter, he told the Mankato Free Press. In other words, he was acting on his own beliefs, from “the position of a private citizen.”

But his actions did, in fact, reflect the opinion of the Boy Scouts of America. In the same article, Russ Bufkins, the Scouts’ director of public relations, said, “We support the action taken by the post advisor (Creel) as a prerogative of the organization to accept and reject members.” He also noted that, while the BSA protected against discrimination on the basis of race, color, and religion, it had no such protections for sexual preference.

And then Bufkins told the Free Press one other, crucial fact: this was the first known action taken by a Boy Scout group against a homosexual.

The novelty of the event, and its exposure all over the country by way of national news coverage, was evidently enough to stir up curiosity in other Boy Scout councils and units. Two weeks later, in his letter sent to local Scout executives, Bufkins attempted to clear up any confusion on the matter.

“We support the decision of the Mankato, Minn. Explorer post Advisor regarding the denial of membership to youth members who declared themselves to be homosexuals,” Bufkins wrote. “It is our position that the Boy Scouts of America is a private organization and membership therein is a privilege, not a right. We reserve the right to deny membership to individuals upon the basis of our own standards, consistent with the laws of the land.”

This letter, however, was apparently not enough to quell the interest concerning gay membership. A month later, on March 17, 1978, the national office in North Brunswick, New Jersey, issued an internal memo, this time addressed to “executive committee members”—the small, national governing body of the organization.

It cut right to the chase: “Homosexual activist groups across the country have been recently pursuing non-discrimination ordinances and laws. There are many reported instances of inquiries concerning the chartering of units to openly homosexual organizations, membership of homosexuals, and the appointment of homosexual volunteer and professional leaders. We have been asked to express our official position to the field regarding these matters.”

The letter then goes on to set up a statement of “policies and procedures relating to homosexuality and Scouting,” the first-ever written expression of Scouting’s stance on gay members. The document proceeds in question-and-answer format, addressing queries such as “May an individual who openly declares himself to be a homosexual be a volunteer Scout leader?” The answer is no. Ditto for openly homosexual youth and Scouting employees. And finally, the letter lays out the procedures for “investigating” alleged homosexuals and terminating their membership.

Notably, the letter does not provide any moral or religious reasons for the exclusion of gay members—in fact, it gives no reasoning at all, beyond saying that homosexuality was not “appropriate” and not “in the best interests of Scouting.” As Richard J. Ellis points out in his book, Judging the Boy Scouts of America, “the 1978 memos made no effort to link the exclusion of homosexuality to the ‘morally straight’ clause of the Scout Oath or the ‘clean’ in thought and deed provision of the Scout Law.”



When I first came across these two letters from the BSA in 1978, I was totally enthralled. I had, like almost everyone I knew, assumed that the BSA’s anti-gay policy had always existed, that it was woven into the fabric of the organization since its origin in 1910. So imagine my surprise when I found out that no, it had not been established until almost seventy years later, in response to a minor incident in Minnesota that had been almost entirely lost to history.

I had many questions, but the one that I kept coming back to was, who were these two boys, Scott Vance and Scott Ford? And where were they now?

It took me a very long time to find out. My initial Google searches yielded little. I found a defunct Facebook page for a Scott Ford who attended Minnesota State University in Mankato, but when I messaged him, he didn’t reply. For Scott Vance, I found only a lean LinkedIn profile and an obituary for someone who appeared to be his wife, but Vance was gay, I thought to myself, so that couldn’t be him.

In total, this wasn’t much to go on, and I had no real leads on contacting them. I didn’t start seriously looking into the two Scotts again until almost a year later, but my searches did not surface anything new at first. In an act of desperation, I asked a journalist friend to help me, as she had access to Spokeo, a sort of online phonebook of questionable accuracy. When she sent me the possible profiles for Scott Ford and Scott Vance, I was skeptical. Ford’s listed an old street address, but no phone number or email. Vance’s listed three phone numbers—all of which were disconnected—two home addresses and an email.

I decided to send both Ford and Vance letters, explaining who I was and that I wanted to interview them, on the off chance that they might receive them. I also sent an email to the address listed for Vance, and to my surprise, my message didn’t bounce.

About two weeks later, I was riding in the car with my boyfriend, absent-mindedly checking my email, when I saw his name at the top of my inbox. “Yes this is me, lol!” Vance wrote back. “I’m sorry it took me so long to reply. I’ve had a sick kitty that passed and I’m in the process of moving.”

I started screaming and turned to my boyfriend, ecstatic that I finally tracked down one of the Scotts. He managed to calm me down for long enough that I could explain what was happening and prevent us from swerving off the highway.

When Vance and I got on the phone for the first time, he told me his origin story, how he got kicked out of the Explorer post and ended up as a national news cycle.

“I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but the Boy Scouts had to address it. And then they finally instituted a formal policy, for the first time,” Vance told me.

“Yes, yes!” I said, cutting him off. “That’s actually the whole reason I’m talking to you!”

“I don’t know what you know and what you don’t know,” he replied. “I figured with the wealth of information we have at our fingertips now, that you knew, but I’ve learned in my sixty-one years never to assume anything.”

I asked him what he makes of his experience with the Explorers now, forty years later.

“Well, you know, it took a toll on me emotionally. But it also really made me mature and grow up as a man,” Vance said.

In the immediate aftermath of the news cycle, he got lots of phone calls. Some were supportive, but others were outright death threats. When he ran into people in public, he received the same mix of reactions: sometimes handshakes, sometimes thrown rocks or eggs. In the local newspapers, opinion pages also reflected this range of reactions. The Mankato Free Press ran an editorial that supported the BSA’s policies, but also called Creel’s actions “harsh, unnecessarily so.” It continued: “Our guideline is not to accept homosexuality as normal but to treat its victims with decency and compassion so long as they aren’t aggressors… We should think Explorer membership would have been constructive for them.”

On the same day, the Mankato State Reporter—the student newspaper—published an editorial, under the headline DISCRIMINATION IN MANKATO, that was predictably more sympathetic to Vance and Ford. The article denounced the city council’s rejection of a gay rights ordinance in January, and used the Explorer post incident as one example of residents who could benefit from such protections.

For a while, Vance leaned into the anger he felt over his expulsion and picked fights with his detractors. “I’ve taught a lot of people that people who are gay or bisexual aren’t necessarily little fairy queens,” Vance says. But eventually he got tired of being the bully; it went against his nature. Growing up with a father who did not hesitate to beat his children (or his wife) if they stepped out of line, Vance vowed early on that he would break the cycle of aggression. He always tried to be tolerant or patient, to not be like his dad. So after this brief outburst of anger, Vance had something of an awakening about “good and evil,” and decided he didn’t want to be evil anymore. He turned his life around, earned two bachelor’s degrees and got a job in management at Domino’s. He also married a bisexual woman named Patricia and, in the late 1980s, the couple moved out to the country where Vance started an auto repair business.



A few months after I first spoke to Scott Vance, I flew out to Minnesota to meet with him and see Mankato for myself. The day I arrived in mid-April was unseasonably warm, the temperature hovering above 80 degrees. This gave the town a muted effect, like someone turned down the color saturation on the whole place and overlaid a sepia tone. The blazing sun that spring day was not accompanied by the usually attendant greenery of summer, leaving instead a bare, boiling landscape of dull earth tones.

Vance pulls up in a white Ford pickup truck, the metal rusted out around the wheels. He suggests we get coffee (“You’re from New York, you must like coffee”) and I follow him to a cafe on Mankato’s main drag. It’s got an artsy-fartsy vibe, the kind of place that was probably right on trend in the early 2000s: exposed brick walls covered with abstract paintings for sale, and chairs painted every color of the rainbow.

Scott is wearing all black clothing on this balmy April morning (though he has opted for shorts). Black suspenders arch over his polo shirt and dig into his shoulders. Seated across the table from me, he has one arm crossed over his belly, holding on to the cane at his side.

Though Vance, at sixty-two, may appear like a grandfatherly figure, with his slow gait and white beard, he has more energy than me at times. He talks endlessly, unprompted, about all aspects of his life, never giving a second thought to any disclosure. As he speaks, his accent constantly reminds me that he is from Minnesota, the elongated o’s slipping out when he drops a “You know” between phrases.

He tells about some of the ways the Explorer incident continues to reverberate in his life, some forty years on. Because Vance spoke out against a member of the police force, the whole department turned its back on him and his family. “Lot of the police here hated me and Scott Ford because we got negative publicity to the city and to the department,” he explains. He claims that, decades later, when his eighty-one-year-old mother was arrested by Mankato police for a minor violation, it was a form of retribution.

Without my asking, he also gets into politics. He describes himself as “far left and far right.” He supports pieces of both extremes, though most of his views seem to fall squarely in the far-right camp. Few of his opinions are moderate.

He voted for Hillary Clinton in the 2016 election, but then once Donald Trump was in office, he changed his mind: Trump’s tax cuts meant more money in his paycheck, and he felt like Trump kept his campaign promises. He voted for Trump in 2020. Vance says he supports a woman’s right to an abortion. For most of his life, he maintained an open marriage that allowed him and his wife to have other boyfriends or girlfriends. He tells me he believes in diversity, but that “you can’t push diversity on somebody who’s not ready for it.”

He also says that he feels “so sorry for the police after what happened with George Floyd,” blaming the Black man’s death not on the officer who’s been convicted of killing him, but on the drugs in Floyd’s system. In a later conversation, he’ll tell me he doesn’t accept the broad scientific consensus that fossil fuels are causing climate change.

When we leave the cafe, I hop in the passenger seat of his truck for a tour of Mankato. We drive with both windows all the way down. The sun roasts us, and I feel my skin burning. Air gushes through the cab and gives lift to the cigarette ashes, which spray from the ashtray all over me and Scott, who doesn’t seem to mind.

He shows me around the college campus, and we eventually spin through Sibley Park, a spot where Vance spent a lot of time as a teenager. “It was a very important place to me, used to be where the gay community would kind of meet,” he says. We pull up to what used to be the subversive gay meeting spot, complete with bathrooms that served as a cover for those who were cruising for sex. You’d never know this by visiting the park now. In place of that old bath house is now a landscaped rock garden. Nearby is a playground where children and families are spending the afternoon. Even back in Vance’s time, the juxtaposition was stark: during the day, he came here to fish in the river, sled down the big hill, or take part in volunteer cleanup events.

“Was it kind of weird that this park was both a place where you’d go fishing and stuff, and also a place where people would be cruising at night?” I ask.

“Crazy world, isn’t it?”

“And not too far from each other,” I say.

“No,” Vance replies.

He navigates out of the park and takes me on another circle through town. Eventually he drops me off back at my car, and we make plans to see each other again tomorrow, this time in Worthington, the small farming community, another hour and a half drive west, where Vance now lives.



The next morning, I get into my car in the hotel parking lot, where Scott Vance has come to meet me. This time, I drive myself, and follow him out to his home. As we leave the town of Worthington—even smaller than Mankato, with about a third of the population—and barrel down country roads, we are surrounded by nothing but farmland, broken up by the occasional wind turbine or gain silo. I find myself wondering when we’ll turn off. I start scrutinizing every structure we pass, thinking, could that be it? We pass them all and drive deeper into the country until, about a half hour later, we finally pull onto a dirt road, make a couple more turns, and pull into the property.

Vance now lives with a friend who raises pigs for the nearby pork processing plant. He takes me inside the home that he shares with Tom and his wife. We sit down in the living room and I try to steer the rambling conversation back toward the topic at hand.

“You were talking earlier this morning about how your motivation for fighting against the Scouts is because you wanted to help people and kind of change things,” I say. “But, in some ways, it had the opposite effect: it prompted them to double down and form the anti-gay policy for the first time. What do you make of that?”

“I was happy when I found out they implemented a policy, because they at least addressed it,” Vance says.

“You mean they were at least clear about it?”

“Yeah, instead of ignoring it, and shoving it under the table.”

I thought about this as I drove away from Scott’s home about an hour later, heading back toward Minneapolis. I realized that Vance’s version of events—that his advocacy forced the BSA to institute and publicly own an anti-gay membership policy—wasn’t totally accurate. It’s true that the BSA went on the record to endorse Vance and Ford’s expulsion based on their homosexuality. But when they instituted their formal policy a month later, in March of 1978, they did not widely publicize it. They shared the document internally, and only with executive committee members.

When I was scanning through old microfilm in the Mankato historical archives the day before, I found plenty of news coverage about Vance on the front page of the local paper, throughout the month of February. But when I spun forward to March, to scan for news of the BSA’s formal policy memo, there was no trace of it.
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