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Forgetting our past scandals, we are doomed to repeat them
By DENNIS GRUBAUGH

Fifty-years ago, the summer of 1972, 
a tale of political intrigue began to unfold 
so complex in its narrative, so taut with 

implications that 
it would take 
years to tell.

The story 
was, of course, 
the break-in 
of the Demo-
cratic National 
Committee 
Headquarters in 
the Watergate 
Hotel by burglars 

eventually linked to the administration of 
President Nixon. The resulting attempt at 
coverup led to the president’s resignation. 
Following that crisis, laws were enacted to 
limit abuses of power and make govern-
ment actions more transparent. Certainly, 
as a country we had learned our lesson. 

Or had we? 
Judging from the 18 months since 

the election of November 2020, I now 
fear that we collectively have failed to 
appreciate the excesses of presidential 
power. And, if recently unveiled facts 
are left unaddressed, the next election 
could prove even more critical in how 
history judges us 50 years from now.

Like many Americans I have watched 
the hearings of the House Select Com-
mittee to Investigate the Jan. 6 Attack. 
The facts are being laid out in easy-to-
understand fashion over several days. If 
you chose to listen with an open mind, 
you would have been mortified at the scale 
of deceit used by power-mad individuals 
trying to overturn the will of the people 
in order to keep a president in office.

And, you would have been proud of the 
brave testimony of political officials, law 
enforcement officers and others who stated 
what they witnessed, starting with the 
November election and leading up to and 
beyond the Jan. 6 assault on the Capitol. 

We learned about the continued lies 
about voting fraud. The failed, frivolous 
lawsuits. The introduction of fake elec-
tors. The pressure campaign used to 
throw confusion into our democracy. 
The private messages between perpetra-
tors who understood what they were 
doing was wrong. The harassment and 
violence against innocent people. 

Lord, have mercy, we learned about 
an insurrection on the hallowed halls of 
an American institution, triggered by the 
former leader of our government, a man 
seemingly still proud of what transpired. 

The hearings show that far more 
“rigging” of the election took place 

after the vote than came before it. 
What is going on now is worse than 
Watergate, for at least that sordid chap-
ter was allowed to come to an end.

Of the many stories I’ve read the last 
few weeks, one stayed with me more than 
others. It was by Associated Press reporter 
Calvin Woodward (no relation to Bob that 
I can see). It was a reflection on compari-
sons between scandals five decades apart.

In it, Woodward asks, “Fifty years 
from now, what will Americans say 
about Jan. 6?” He refers to a quote from 
historian Michael Beschloss, who said 
in a Twitter commentary that the an-
swer depends on whether America by 
then is a democracy or an autocracy. 

“If the latter, the nation’s authoritarian 
leaders might celebrate January 6 as one of 
great days in U.S. history,” Beschloss said.

Woodward also posed readers a 
question that cannot be definitively 
answered without the passage of time.

“What would have hap-
pened to our country if the Janu-
ary 6 coup had succeeded?”

What indeed? And the coup does not 
appear to be over. Driven by a misguided 
belief that the November election was 
somehow stolen, despite all indications 
to the contrary, including a vote counted 
time and again, the American electorate is 

split over truth and facts now more than 
any time in our memory. Fringe elements 
continue to affect a national conversation.

To be clear, people can hold opinions 
as they wish. They can vote for individu-
als of their choice. But they absolutely 
must respect the power of their vote and 
use their conscience when they show 
up at the polls. That means placing only 
people of character into positions of trust.

Now, voters must plan to show 
up at the polls like never before. Re-
strictions on mail-in voting are being 
attempted around the country. Show-
ing up may be the best solution.

Multiple generations have par-
ticipated in the electoral process since 
Watergate, and many members of today’s 
electorate either don’t remember or ap-
preciate the yesteryear scandal. That, 
and our lack of attentiveness, helped 
create the conditions for Jan. 6, 2021, 
and we cannot let that happen again.

Election year 2022 is upon us, and 
Election 2024 will come sooner than 
we think. If we let events of the recent 
past go without challenge, it will be on 
all of us to answer for what happens.

Dennis Grubaugh is retiring as editor 
of the Illinois Business Journal. He can be 
reached at dgrubaugh@ibjonline.com.

If you’re sick of the shootings, you can blame Harlan Carter
By ALAN J. ORTBALS

Admittedly, I’m an old fart but I don’t 
remember ever hearing about the National 
Rifle Association in my younger days 

(1960s and 70s). 
It’s not because 
I was oblivious, 
although that’s 
a condition that 
has afflicted 
me from time 
to time. It’s 
because, back 
in those days, 
the NRA was 
a quiet, non-
controversial 
organization. 

The associa-
tion was first chartered in 1871 and retired 
Union Army Gen. Ambrose Burnside was 
its first president. Its purpose was primar-
ily to foster firearm safety and proficiency 
as Burnside was dismayed by the poor 
marksmanship displayed by his soldiers 
during the Civil War. Union soldiers fired 
1,000 shots for every Confederate soldier 
hit and Burnside said that only one out 
of 10 could hit the broad side of a barn.

For more than 100 years the NRA 
maintained its stated purpose, sponsoring 
shooting competitions and training youth 

on the proper handling of firearms. During 
that time, it also supported gun control 
legislation like the National Firearms Act 
of 1934. In fact, during Congressional 
hearings on the bill, NRA president Karl 
Frederick testified, “I have never believed 
in the general practice of carrying weap-
ons. I seldom carry one … I do not believe 
in the general promiscuous toting of guns. 
I think it should be sharply restricted and 
only under licenses.” The NRA also sup-
ported the passage of the Federal Firearms 
Act of 1938 as well as the Gun Control 
Act of 1968. That all changed in 1977.

During the annual meeting of the 
NRA membership in Cincinnati that year, 
the leaders planned to seek approval to 
move the headquarters to Colorado and to 
develop a $30 million recreation facility 
in New Mexico to be called the National 
Outdoor Center. To the utter shock of the 
long-time NRA leaders, a former employ-
ee, Harlan Carter, was planning a coup. 

Carter had first joined the NRA 
Board as a young man in 1951, worked 
his way up the ranks and became direc-
tor of the NRA’s lobbying division, the 
Institute for Legislative Action, in 1975. 
An internal struggle ensued. Some, like 
President Lloyd Mustin, a retired navy 
admiral, wanted to keep the NRA a 
quiet, establishment organization. Oth-
ers, like Carter and his sidekick Neal 

Knox, were hardliners who opposed any 
and all restrictions on gun ownership. 

In an effort to corral Carter, Mustin 
culled the ILA staff and Carter resigned 
in protest. But he didn’t give up. The fol-
lowing year, Carter and Knox attended the 
annual meeting in Cincinnati and worked 
the membership to overthrow Mustin, im-
plant new leaders, and radically change the 
direction and purpose of the NRA. Before 
they were through, Carter was elected pres-
ident, Knox, director of the ILA. It became 
known as the “Cincinnati Revolution.”

What happened then was a complete 
organizational metamorphosis. Carter’s 
NRA now vehemently opposed any gun 
restrictions. His attitude toward deal-
ing with Congress was summed up in a 
letter he wrote to the membership, “We 
can win it on a simple concept — No 
compromise. No gun legislation.” He 
even opposed background checks for gun 
purchasers saying that the acquisition of 
guns by violent criminals and the mentally 
ill, “is the price we pay for freedom.”

The NRA has been on the same trajec-
tory ever since. It successfully pushed 
legislation that rolled back many of the 
provisions of the Gun Control Act of 1968. 
It opposed the passage of the Violent 
Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act 
which temporarily banned semiautomatic 
weapons and high-capacity magazines and 

made sure it would not be extended upon 
sunsetting. In 2005 it succeeded in passing 
the Protection of Lawful Commerce in 
Arms Act, which insulated gun manufac-
turers and dealers from lawsuits generated 
by the death and destruction propagated 
by their products. And the NRA success-
fully blocked the passage of gun controls 
even after the murder of 20 first-graders 
and six adults at the Sandy Hook El-
ementary School in 2012. And it even 
opposes the current, tepid bipartisan bill.

Since then, there’s been countless 
mass shootings like the attack on the 
Pulse Night Club that left 50 dead and 
53 wounded; the Stoneman Douglas 
High School shooting that killed 17 and 
wounded the same; the Walmart in El 
Paso, Texas that killed 23; and the mur-
derous rampage in Las Vegas that killed 
61 and wounded an unbelievable 411. 

Now it’s Uvalde, Texas, and Buffalo, 
N.Y., and Pittsburgh, Pa., and Chatta-
nooga, Tenn. How long before the mass 
murder epidemic comes to your town? 
We’re all living in Harlan Carter’s world.

It makes you wonder — what 
would America be like if the Cincin-
nati revolution never occurred?

Alan J. Ortbals, former publisher 
of the Illinois Business Journal, can be 
reached at aortbals@ibjonline.com.


