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Springfield, VA – I received my first, and only, firearm when I was 13 years old.  It was a .410 gauge shotgun.  My father bought it for me to use when hunting with my buddy, Billy Blenke, who lived on an adjacent farm on the Ohio River in Kentucky.   Ironically neither of my parents had never owned a gun or fired one.  Needless to say, I did not receive any instruction on safety procedures.  Blenke taught me how to use it.  (sort of a blind leading the blind situation).  Remarkably neither of us was injured with our guns, although his stepfather did kill himself with a shotgun (while on the phone with Blenke’s mom just after he was released from prison). Some parts of Kentucky had a rough edge in those days.
Blenke and I would get up early on hunting mornings and head up the wooded hills behind our farms to search for squirrels. We usually found them having breakfast in hickory nut trees.  We would sit quietly on the ground and wait for an opportunity for a clean shot.  If we were successful, both of our families could both enjoy squirrel for dinner that night (tastes sort of like the dark meat on chicken).  One morning as I raised my gun to shoot a squirrel I found myself staring at the squirrel as it nibbled away on its breakfast.  Fascinated, I slowly pulled my gun down and watched the squirrel closely.  When Blenke asked me what was going on, I replied, “I can’t do this anymore.”   Since that time I have never fired a gun.  I still own that same .410 shotgun.  I purchase a fresh box of shells every three years, but I am not even sure that the gun is operable.  It looks fine, and has no rust, but it has never been fired in over 50 years.   I keep it as a hedge against anarchy.  If everything goes to hell in the U.S. and someone attempts to illegally enter our home, both that person and myself will learn if the gun works.  I will allow no one to take my shotgun away.
Five years ago I first wrote about my personal history with guns.  (See Eyes Right Guns, 2/1/2013).  I relate this information as background before providing my current thoughts on the latest mass murder of innocents in the U.S.   Within the past week 17 children were murdered in cold blood while attending class in their high school in Parkland, Florida.  I am hopeful that this tragedy will be a tipping point in the ongoing debate over guns in America.  It certainly has been for me.
Something must be done.  It is morally bankrupt to allow these massacres to continue without attempting to end the bloodshed.  There seems to be some level of agreement on this point.  Whenever such an event has taken place in the past (Sandy Hook, Virginia Tech….to name only two), there has been the usual wringing of hands with little or no action resulting.  Some opponents of guns demand total abolition.  Some supporters of “gun rights” demand that no action take place to in any way restrict gun ownership.  Most others fall somewhere in the middle in terms of what to do.  Now, however, something must be done.

Some argue that these killings are not a gun issue, but a mental health problem.  If only we can find some way to identify those with dangerous mental health behavior, we can ensure that they do not have access to weapons and the problem will go away.  Such an argument is naïve on many levels, not the least of which is that many who use guns to harm others have apparently done so with little prior indication that they are contemplating violence.  Obviously there are some instances (such as this latest one in Florida) where there have been warning signs, but in so many other cases, the first sign of trouble is the sound of gunfire.
What is certain to me is that there is no legitimate need for American citizens to have access to semi-automatic weapons, such as the ones used in many recent bloodbaths.  These weapons are not for hunting, they are for killing.  The Republican members of Congress who continue to oppose any restrictions on such weapons are setting themselves up for a wholesale loss of seats and power in the congressional elections this fall.  Not only will they lose countless seats, their Democratic opponents will take over control of both the House and the Senate and be in a position to pass sweeping legislation which will dramatically restrict gun rights and ownership.  If these Republicans (and some Democrats who vote with the National Rifle Association) are concerned that any restriction of any weapon leads to a slippery slope outlawing all gun ownership, they need to open their eyes to reality.  If they believe that the U.S. Supreme Court will deliver decisions upholding absolute gun rights, they are poor students of history.  No Supreme Court has, or ever will, produce a decision counter to a prevailing public opinion tsunami.  
Obviously there are countless semi-automatic weapons already legally held by Americans. What our legislators can do now is to ban the sale of such weapons.  If you have one, you can keep it, but you cannot sell it.  These weapons cannot be legally sold, gifted, inherited or traded.  If you or someone with your gun commits an act of violence, you go to jail…period.   Passing such legislation now not only provides some lessening of the danger inherent in these weapons, but may just save the Republicans (and President Trump) from political extinction.
Another practical step which requires no legislation, but which may save student lives, is to simply have locks on each classroom door.  As a high school teacher for over 25 years, I always had my classroom door locked during class.  I was the only one permitted to open the door for any reason.  Anyone with a gun in the hallway would have had to blast their way into the room and then to have to face my baseball bat when entering.  Arming teachers is, in my opinion, a bad idea.  I have seen too many teacher calculators stolen to make this option reasonable.
Finally, all the Democrats supporting gun control need to aim some of their moral indignation at their allies in the entertainment industry.  Most movies and video games seem to glorify guns and their use.  While on a long flight on an airplane, I recently watched a movie in which at least 100 people were killed with guns.  What signal does this send to young minds?

Bottom line:  something must NOW be done.   Are these steps perfect?    Will they be effective?  We have no way of knowing, but something must be done…..NOW!
I thought you might like to know.
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