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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






PART I
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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
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