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Are There Still Boy Scouts?

Millions of them, in tens of thousands of troops, though not nearly as many as there
once were. Robert Gates is hoping to change that.

By Mike Sager

Published in the October 2014 issue

It wasn't until he was engaged in the melancholy task of moving his mother from her condo to
assisted living that Robert Gates, a former CIA director and secretary of defense, discovered the
truth hidden from him his entire life: His father was a Boy Scout.
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The family lived in Wichita, Kansas. Mel Gates sold wholesale auto parts. Robert was the
younger of two sons by eight years. He remembers his dad being gruff in public but very
affectionate at home. "He frightened my friends a little bit until they got to know him," Gates
remembers, gesturing toward a table, to the black-and-white photo he'd unearthed in his mom's
stuff—his dad in full scout regalia, Kansas City, 1918, when Mel was twelve years old and the
Boy Scouts of America was only eight. "We really had a good time when I was growing up. But
I never had a clue he'd been a scout."

Mel was neither a handy man nor an outdoorsman. "Dad was a golf nut," Gates says. "He would
work, I think, every day he was alive, but on Saturday he would work only half a day and then
go to the golf course." Mel's son, who in May became the thirty-fifth national president of the
Boy Scouts, is sitting at his desk in the library of his house in rural Washington state, facing
toward a lake, a landscape of tall evergreens. His ruddy face is lit as much by memories as by
the light reflected off the water; his thin lips are pressed into a fond smirk. Occasionally,
through the glass doors that open onto the deck, an American eagle can be seen flying past, its
familiar strong profile and huge outstretched wings outlined against a perfect blue sky.
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Inside, Gates is surrounded by tall bookcases, important books, the usual array of mementos
befitting a man who started his career as a hayseed scholarship student at the College of William
& Mary, was recruited by the CIA, received his Ph.D. in Russian and Soviet history during the
cold war, and eventually rose to become the agency's director. There are ceremonial swords
from West Point and the Air Force Academy. Photos with dignitaries. A bronze eagle or two.
And a pair of leather chairs, in slightly different styles, that he occupied at Cabinet meetings
during his tenure as defense secretary—his actual seats at the table. (It is a custom for the staffs
of outgoing Cabinet secretaries to purchase the chairs for their bosses.)

At the moment, Gates, a robust seventy and the father of two grown children, is wearing a dress
shirt and blue jeans and occupying a traditional office chair, blond wood with wheels. (He thinks
the Cabinet chairs could have used wheels also. "I suggested to both presidents they have
rollers. You've got women sitting around the table, you've got older people sitting around the
table. These chairs are heavy—to pull them forward was huge. You had to be in decent shape.")
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"One of the
reasons I took

the job is that I
think the

country needs
scouting now

more than
ever," Gates

says. "We don't
teach civic

values in schools
anymore, so

where else are
kids going to

learn it?"

He holds the dubious distinction of having
served succeeding presidents from different
parties as defense secretary, called upon to
prosecute two wars that were destined
ultimately to fail. Somehow, as he continued
his grim and loyal service to his commanders
in chief, Gates's humanity surfaced. During
his years under George W. Bush and Barack
Obama, he will be remembered for helping to
eliminate the military's Don't Ask, Don't Tell
policy, which had banned gays from serving
openly in the military. Due to his especially
aggressive efforts, thousands of lives and
limbs have been saved since Humvees were
replaced in Iraq and Afghanistan with Mine-
Resistant Ambush-Protected vehicles, or
MRAPs, designed especially to protect against
improvised explosive devices. In his second
autobiography, Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary
at War, Gates portrays himself as going home
most nights to a stiff drink. He often wept as
he wrote letters of condolence to the families
of dead soldiers and Marines, he says.

As Gates recalls, his father "had more
character and integrity than everybody I've
ever met. Every now and then at church, he'd
lean over to me and point out some elder or
wealthy businessman and he'd say, 'That guy's
a liar and a cheat.' Or he'd point to someone
else and say, 'That guy runs around on his
wife.' I mean he had no patience for
hypocrisy, for lack of character, but he was
totally accepting of people."
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In his library, Gates keeps a photo of his father as a Boy Scout in Kansas City in
1918 beside mementos from his own long career—and, in a case, bottom, the
kerchief he received at the Boy Scout Jamboree in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, in
1957.

Over the years, Mel Gates passed along at least two pieces of guidance his son has never
forgotten: "There are more horse's asses than there are horses." And "You have to make your
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judgments about people one at a time." It was also his father who insisted upon scouting. ("My
dad was always disappointed that neither my brother nor I took up golf—frankly, neither one of
us was very athletic.") Mel was a typical father for his era, when a man was not supposed to be
so sharing and caring with his kids. The elder Gates never spoke of his experiences as a Boy
Scout, and never came to troop activities. When the time came, both Gates boys went to the big
jamboree at Valley Forge, and both became Eagle Scouts, Robert at fifteen.

When he was thirteen, Gates went to the Boy Scouts' National Junior Leader Training Program
at Philmont Scout Ranch in New Mexico.

"It was the only formal management course I've ever had in my life," he says. "Can you imagine
a better experience for learning leadership? Being thirteen years old and figuring out how to get
a bunch of kids your own age to do what you want them to do and what they may not
necessarily want to do, and do it willingly."

He looks out the big windows, shaking his head, still a little bit awed by the experience more
than a half century later. "In my whole life, I've never forgotten those lessons."

 

Gates takes the helm of the scouts at a fraught time, when the organization is struggling to find
its place in a postmodern, politically correct, multicultural society. The scouts were founded in
1910, at a time when the country was becoming increasingly urbanized, when the familiarity of
small-town life was giving way to the anonymity (and godlessness and heterogeneity) of the
industrialized city. The BSA was organized by congressional charter as a Title 36 "patriotic and
national organization"—as is the American Legion, Little League Baseball, and the National
Academy of Sciences. Its mission statement upon inception was to teach "patriotism, courage,
self-reliance, and kindred values."

Unfortunately, as times have changed, the question of whose kindred values to teach has become
a little dicey.

Over the past ten years, according to BSA spokesman Deron Smith, the scouts have seen
membership decline 2 to 4 percent per year, to a total of about 2.5 million kids in 2013
(compared with nearly 5 million in the 1970s). In 2013, when the BSA's governing body voted
61 percent to 39 percent in favor of a resolution allowing openly gay males to become scouts,
there was a 6 percent decline in membership. (Openly gay scout leaders remain banned.)
Historically, the BSA has been closely aligned with local churches, which routinely sponsor
scout troops. Some of the BSA's exceptional numerical decline over the past year has been
attributed to the incorporation of Trail Life USA, billed as a Christian alternative to scouting
that was founded after the ruling on gays by the BSA national leadership. The CEO of Trail Life
has been quoted as saying the organization already has 370 troops in forty-five states, with
another 300 troops in the process of chartering.

Having come to the scouts' table about a year after the decision on gay membership was
reached, Gates said he would have moved to allow openly gay adults in the organization. "At the
same time," he told reporters at the national leadership's annual meeting in Nashville, "I fully
accept the decision that was democratically arrived at by fifteen hundred volunteers."

At home in his office chair, Gates continues. "One of the reasons I took the job is that I think the
country needs scouting now more than ever. More and more kids come from broken homes, half
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