
 

 

TRANSCRIPT 

FRONTLINE: Gunned Down  
The Origins and Evolution of the NRA 

 

PAUL BARRETT, Bloomberg Businessweek: This is an organization that, back in the 

‘60s, was a very tame, not particularly political organization. 

NRA VIDEO: The National Rifle Association has made possible the training of thousands 

of instructors— 

MATTHEW BENNETT, Pres. Clinton Policy Adviser: The NRA was a safety organization. 

They helped people teach their children and their friends and family how to use and store 

and keep firearms safely. 

NARRATOR: Then the assassinations of the ‘60s— John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther 

King— 

Sen. ROBERT F. KENNEDY (D-NY), Presidential Candidate: My thanks to all of you. 

And now it’s on to Chicago, and let’s win there. 

NARRATOR: —and Robert F. Kennedy. Many American cities erupted into armed conflict. 

In response, Congress passed the first comprehensive gun control law in decades. 

Pres. LYNDON B. JOHNSON: Effective crime control remains, in my judgment, effective 

gun control. 

NARRATOR: Those were fighting words for some in the NRA. The 1968 gun control bill 

banned mail order sales and restricted some purchases. 
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WARREN CASSIDY, Former NRA Executive V.P.: NRA people said, “Wait a minute. 

We’ve got— we’ve got other things to worry about than teaching guys how to shoot or 

how to hunt, and so forth, or collect guns.” And that’s when— that was the transformative 

period. 

NARRATOR: It formally happened in 1977 at the NRA Convention in Cincinnati. As they 

got down to business, there was a showdown, hunters and sportsmen versus gun rights 

activists. 

CBS NEWS: [May 21, 1977] The National Rifle Association convention in Cincinnati went 

into overtime last night, a stormy all-night session. When it was over, some dissident 

members had taken control of the 400,000-member organization. What it means is even 

stricter support for the right to bear arms and against gun control. 

JOHN AQUILINO, Former NRA Spokesman: The core of NRA’s political support comes 

from a very conservative Republican group of people. They’re the ones who give the 

money. They’re the ones that pay the freight for all the political battles. And they’re very 

conservative. 

NARRATOR: Just a few years later, another dramatic shooting. 

NEWSCASTER: You can see the president coming out now— 

NARRATOR: President Reagan shot in the lung, and his press secretary, James Brady, in 

the head. 

NEWSCASTER: They said six shots in two seconds— 

NARRATOR: In the aftermath, once again a call to do something. 

NEWSCASTER: These incidents seem to keep happening, and that is a tragic puzzle— 

NARRATOR: Although Reagan stayed out of it during his presidency, over the years, Jim 

Brady became a powerful symbol. A gun control group formed around him, and by the 
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time Bill Clinton was elected, the movement had found a president willing to take up their 

cause.  

Clinton cracked down on guns— the Anti-Crime Initiative banning the import of 

assault-style handguns, the assault weapons ban and the Brady bill requiring background 

checks at gun stores. 

It seemed like victory for the anti-gun forces, but that’s not how the NRA saw it. 

WARREN CASSIDY, Former NRA Executive V.P.: I think NRA benefited tremendously 

through the Clinton years because of the extreme radicalism of the anti-gun— call them 

left-wingers, I call them regressives, not progressives, but the anti-gun people. 

PAUL BARRETT, The Wall Street Journal, 1987-2005: It’s in combat that the NRA 

thrives. It’s with enemies that the NRA is best able to communicate its point of view, and 

above all, raise money. 
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