
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
A Tragically Prescient Essay by a Ninth Grade High School Student 

 
A message from the President of Americans Against Gun Violence 

 
May 17, 2022 

 
 
We’d scheduled a Zoom call weeks in advance for the evening of Sunday, May 15, to 
make the final decision concerning the winners in this year’s Americans Against Gun 
Violence National High School Essay Contest. The prompt for the contest was the 
following statement made by the late Supreme Court Chief Justice Warren Burger during 
an interview on the PBS NewsHour in 1991: 
 

“If I were writing the Bill of Rights now, there wouldn't be any such thing as the 
Second Amendment…. This has been the subject of one of the greatest pieces of 
fraud – I repeat the word ‘fraud’ – on the American public by special interest 
groups that I have ever seen in my lifetime.”1  

 
One of the essays we would be considering as worthy of an award had been submitted a 
month earlier by a ninth grade high school student in Arizona. In the introductory 
paragraph, the student wrote, with reference to the mass shooting in which former U.S. 
Representative Gabrielle Giffords was critically wounded on January 8, 2011: 
 

Anger and despair filled the air at the grocery store close to my house. Eleven 
years ago, a gunman killed six people and wounded 12 others in the parking lot of 
that store. But life has gone on with no meaningful change. People buy their 
groceries, blissfully unaware or merely desensitized to the carnage that occurred 
there. 
 

In the body of the essay, the student noted that the gun homicide rate in the United States 
is 26 times higher than the rate in other comparable democratic countries, and the student 
called for overturning the Supreme Court’s rogue 2008 Heller decision, in which a narrow 
five member majority of justices endorsed the gun lobby’s fraudulent misrepresentation of 
the Second Amendment,  and adopting stringent gun control laws in our country 
comparable to those in other advanced democracies.  
 
The student concluded the essay with the sentence:  
 

We have to fight the deep-pocketed gun lobby, so our American future can be one 
where no one lives in fear of being gunned down at a supermarket. 
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On May 14, 2022, the day before our Zoom call to discuss this student’s essay along with 
other candidates for the winners in our 2022 High School Essay Contest, an 18 year old 
white supremacist, Peyton Gendron, shot and killed 10 people and wounded three others 
using an AR-15 rifle at a supermarket in a predominately African American neighborhood 
in Buffalo, New York.2  
 
Local law enforcement officials and New York mayor Kathy Hochul, noting that Gendron 
had purposefully targeted African Americans, were quick to condemn the mass shooting 
as a hate crime.3  
 
President Biden traveled to Buffalo, and he and First Lady Jill Biden placed flowers on a 
makeshift memorial for the victims. Biden also gave a heartfelt formal address, eulogizing 
the deceased victims one by one and expressing sympathy and praise for the survivors 
and all the affected families, friends, first responders, and other community members. 
Biden condemned white supremacy, racially motivated mass shootings, and other forms 
of racism and domestic terrorism. During his speech, he also made an indirect reference 
to gun control, stating: 
 

We can keep assault weapons off our streets. We’ve done it before. I did it when I 
passed the crime bill last time, and violence went down, shootings went down.4 
 

The “crime bill” to which Biden was referring was the Violent Crime Control and Law 
Enforcement Act of 1994, a complicated bill that banned certain models of semi-automatic 
rifles, commonly referred to as “assault weapons,” but that also grandfathered in millions 
of “assault weapons” already in circulation and that contained loopholes that allowed the 
manufacture and sale of equally deadly weapons that evaded the definition of an “assault 
weapon.”5 The crime bill also included a “three strikes” provision, requiring life 
imprisonment for individuals with three or more convictions for violent felonies or felonious 
drug offenses; the bill expanded the federal death penalty; and the bill “enhanced” 
sentences for multiple other crimes.6 Although there was a transient decline in homicides 
following the enactment of the law, the homicide rate had been declining before the bill 
was passed, and it’s unclear whether there was any cause and effect between the crime 
bill and the further decline in homicide. The law was also subsequently blamed for the 
mass incarceration of a disproportionate number African American men.7 And contrary to 
Biden’s claim, the crime bill definitely did not keep any significant number of assault 
weapons “off our streets,” nor did it lead to a significant reduction in mass shootings.8 
Some of the severe sentencing laws for drug related crimes that were included in the bill 
were later relaxed, and the so-called “assault weapons ban” was allowed to sunset in 
2004. 
 
In the aftermath of the Buffalo mass shooting, numerous other leaders denounced the 
online white supremacist rhetoric that apparently led to the indoctrination of Peyton 
Gendron and that Gendron himself espoused in online postings. The NAACP Legal 
Defense Fund issued a statement calling for action to reduce online hate speech, as well 
as a call to “put an end to gun violence in America” and to end “unchecked access to 
militaristic weapons that are trained on our communities.”9 No one, though, was quoted as 
calling for a complete ban on civilian ownership of so-called “assault rifles.”  
 
The gun dealer who had sold 18 year old Peyton Gendron an AR-15 just a few months 
before the mass shooting reportedly described the sale as a “routine transaction”10 – 
“routine,” at least, for gun sales in the United States, in which Gendron and most other 
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mass shooters have been able to pass rudimentary background checks and legally 
purchase the guns they used in their nefarious crimes.11 And “routine” in a country in 
which, as we reported in a press release just last week, two Trump-appointed judges of 
the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that a law banning the sale of semi-automatic rifles to 
an 18 year old is unconstitutional.  
 
The ruling by 9th Circuit judges in the case of Jones v. Bonta12 was based in part upon 
what we referred to in our press release as “sanctimonious nonsense” – the reasoning of 
the two judges that if 18 year-olds could carry muskets while serving in volunteer militias 
during the Revolutionary War (militias, by the way, that George Washington characterized 
as “incapacitated to defend themselves, much less annoy the enemy”13), 18 year-olds 
today should be able to buy AR-15’s to do whatever they want with them. The sale of an 
AR-15 to a person like Peyton Gendron would have been prohibited in every other high 
income democratic country of the world, many of which ban any civilian from possessing 
these kinds of semi-automatic rifles, and all of which require individuals seeking to 
purchase a firearm to show good reason why they need one.14  
 
From the legal point of view, the two 9th Circuit judges based their ruling in Jones v. Bonta 
on the Supreme Court’s rogue 2008 Heller decision,15 in which a narrow five-member 
majority of justices reversed over two centuries of legal precedent, including four prior 
Supreme Court opinions,16 in ruling for the first time in U.S. history that the Second 
Amendment conferred any kind of individual right to own a gun outside of service in a “well 
regulated militia.” Chief Justice Warren Burger, who made the statement we used for the 
prompt in our 2022 high school essay contest, died before the Heller decision was issued, 
but the late Supreme Court Justice John Stevens, who wrote a dissenting opinion in 
Heller, noted in his autobiography that the majority opinion in Heller endorsed the same 
misrepresentation of the Second Amendment that Chief Justice Burger had described in 
1991 as “one of the greatest pieces of fraud – I repeat the word, ‘fraud’ – on the American 
public by special interest groups that I have ever seen in my lifetime.”17 
 
It's definitely both necessary and appropriate to address the problems of white supremacy 
and other forms of racist and right wing extremism following horrific attacks like the mass 
shooting of African Americans that was committed in Buffalo this past weekend; like the 
mass shooting targeting persons of Mexican descent that was committed with an AK-47 
rifle at the Walmart in El Paso, Texas on August 3, 2019, in which 23 people were killed 
and more than 20 injured;18 like the mass shooting targeting Jewish worshippers that was 
committed with an AR-15 and semi-automatic handguns at the synagogue in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania on October 27, 2018, in which 11 people were killed and 6 were wounded;19 
like the mass shooting targeting members of the LGBTQ community that was committed 
with a semi-automatic rifle and a semi-automatic handgun at the Pulse nightclub in 
Orlando, Florida on June 12, 2016, in which 49 people were killed and 53 wounded;20 like 
the mass shooting targeting members of the Sikh community that was committed with a 
semi-automatic handgun at the Sikh Temple near Milwaukee, Wisconsin on August 5, 
2012, in which 6 people were killed and 4 wounded;21 and so on, and so on, and so on.  
 
It’s not only inappropriate, though, but in my opinion, downright shameful to ignore the fact 
that while racism and other forms of right wing extremism exist in other high income 
democratic countries, the United States is the only economically advanced democratic 
country in the world in which mass shootings, including not only mass shootings targeting 
members of certain ethnic and religious groups, but also mass shootings targeting 
children and youth, occur on a regular basis. It’s also shameful, in my opinion, to ignore 
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the fact that on an average day in our country, more than 110 people are killed with 
guns.22 And if Chief Justice Burger were alive today, I’m sure he’d agree with me that it’s 
shameful to let the fraudulent misrepresentation of an antiquated constitutional 
amendment prevent us from taking definitive steps to stop the carnage.  
 
Combatting racism and other forms of right wing extremism is complicated. Other high 
income democratic countries also wrestle with this problem. Stopping the epidemic of gun 
violence in the United States of America, though, should be simple. Other high income 
democratic countries have solved this problem long ago. We need only to follow the 
examples of countries like Great Britain, Australia, and New Zealand that all promptly 
banned civilian ownership of all automatic and semi-automatic rifles (not just so-called 
“assault weapons”) after mass shootings committed with these kinds of weapons in 
Hungerford, England in 1987;23 in Port Arthur, Australia in 1996;24 and in Christchurch, 
New Zealand (a hate crime against Muslims that reportedly inspired Peyton Gendron25) in 
2019.26 And recognizing that there’s no net protective value in owning or carrying a 
handgun27 and that handguns are used not only in most mass shootings in our country,28 
but in the vast majority of all gun related deaths,29 we need to follow the example of Britain 
which banned civilian ownership of all handguns following the 1996 Dunblane Primary 
School mass shooting.30 And we only need a one justice majority on the Supreme Court to 
reverse the lone constitutional obstacle to the adoption of such laws - the Supreme 
Court’s the rogue 2008 Heller decision.  
 
We carried on as planned with the essay contest Zoom call on Sunday evening, except 
that we took some time at the beginning of the call to discuss the Buffalo mass shooting 
that had occurred the day before. We also delayed a bit longer in discussing the essays 
after one of our members, whose father-in-law was a Presbyterian minister, logged in to 
the call and advised us that another mass shooting had just occurred at the church where 
is father-in-law had once preached in Irvine, California. It was subsequently reported that 
this shooting, in which one person was killed and five others were wounded (four 
critically), was committed by a man armed with semi-automatic handguns who specifically 
targeted worshippers of Taiwanese descent.31  
 
In the announcement of this year’s essay contest, we’d stated that we’d be awarding a 
total of at least $15,000 to 12 winners, with individual awards ranging from $250 to 
$3,000; but we reserved the option of giving additional awards if we received more than 
12 outstanding essays. On Sunday evening, we discussed the top 24 essays that had 
been chosen based on ratings submitted by our readers in previous phases of the winner 
selection process. After a lively discussion concerning the pros and cons of all 24 essays, 
we decided to award at least $100 to all 24 students. Although some of the essays were 
better written than others, all the students “got” the fact that the misrepresentation of the 
Second Amendment as guaranteeing an individual right to own guns, including for the 
purpose of participating in armed insurrection, is not only a “fraud” on the American public, 
it’s a death sentence for tens of thousands of Americans annually, and potentially a death 
sentence for American democracy itself. If these high school students “get it,” we 
wondered, why don’t our elected officials, our federal judges and justices, and the vast 
majority of the American electorate also “get it.” 
 
And frankly, I continue to wonder why other gun violence prevention organizations also 
don’t “get it.” I received numerous email appeals for donations immediately after the 
Buffalo mass shooting from organizations that propose measures that Joshua 
Sugarmann, executive director of the Washington DC based Violence Policy Center, has 
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accurately characterized as “nibbl[ing] around the edges of half-measures and good 
intentions, dramatically out of synch with the reality of gun violence in America;”32 At the 
time of this writing, despite our best efforts to encourage other gun violence prevention 
organizations to join us, Americans Against Gun Violence remains the only national gun 
violence prevention organization that openly advocates and is actively working toward 
overturning the Supreme Court’s rogue 2008 Heller decision and achieving the adoption of 
stringent gun control laws in the United States comparable to the laws that have long been 
in effect in all the other high income democratic countries of the world.  
 
We’ll be posting the winning essays in our 2022 on the High School Essay Contest page 
of our website within the next several days, as soon as we get responses to the 
notifications that we’ve sent to all the winning students. We’ll send out another message 
when the essays are up. In the meantime, please contact your elected officials, including 
your state legislators, your members of Congress, and the White House, to make sure that 
they “get it;” and that in addition to working to combat racism and other forms of right wing 
extremism, you expect them in join us in openly advocating and actively working toward 
the adoption of the kinds of stringent gun control laws needed to stop our country’s 
shameful epidemic of gun violence.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Bill Durston, MD 
President, Americans Against Gun Violence 
 
 
Note: Dr. Durston is a board certified emergency physician and a former expert marksman 
in the U.S. Marine Corps, decorated for “courage under fire” while serving in combat 
during the Vietnam War. 

 
 
 

References 

 
 

1 Warren Burger, PBS News Hour, December 16, 1991, c. 
2 Jesse McKinley, Alex Traub, and Troy Closson, “Gunman Kills 10 at Buffalo Supermarket in Racist 
Attack,” The New York Times, May 14, 2022, sec. New York, 10, 
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/05/14/nyregion/buffalo-shooting. 
3 Carolyn Thompson, John Wawrow, and Dave Collins, “10 Dead in Buffalo Supermarket Attack 
Police Call Hate Crime,” AP NEWS, May 14, 2022, https://apnews.com/article/buffalo-
supermarket-shooting-442c6d97a073f39f99d006dbba40f64b. 
4 The New York Times, “Read a Transcript of Biden’s Speech in Buffalo.,” The New York Times, May 
17, 2022, sec. U.S., https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/17/us/politics/biden-speech-transcript-
buffalo.html. 
5 Christopher S. Koper, Daniel J. Woods, and Jeffrey A. Roth, “An Updated Assessment of the 
Federal Assault Weapons Ban: Impacts on Gun Markets and Gun Violence, 1994-2003; Report to 

https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials


A Tragically Prescient Essay by a Ninth Grade High School Student 

6 
 

 
the National Institute of Justice, United States Department of Justice” (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: 
Jerry Lee Center of Criminology, University of Pennsylvania, June 2014), 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/204431.pdf. 
6 “Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994,” U.S. Department of Justice, accessed 
May 17, 2022, https://www.ncjrs.gov/txtfiles/billfs.txt. 
7 Rashawn Ray and William A. Galston, “Did the 1994 Crime Bill Cause Mass Incarceration?,” 
Brookings (blog), August 28, 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2020/08/28/did-the-
1994-crime-bill-cause-mass-incarceration/. 
8 Mark Follman, Gavin Aronsen, and Deanna Pan, “US Mass Shootings, 1982-2018: Data from 
Mother Jones’ Investigation,” Mother Jones, accessed May 31, 2018, 
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2012/12/mass-shootings-mother-jones-full-data/. 
9 “LDF Issues Statement in Response to Racially-Motivated Buffalo Mass Shooting,” NAACP Legal 
Defense and Educational Fund (blog), May 14, 2022, https://www.naacpldf.org/press-release/ldf-
issues-statement-in-response-to-racially-motivated-buffalo-mass-shooting/. 
10 Jesse McKinley, “Buffalo Shooting: Suspect Was Held For Mental Health Evaluation Last Year,” 
The New York Times, May 15, 2022, sec. New York, 
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/05/15/nyregion/shooting-buffalo-ny. 
11 Follman, Aronsen, and Pan, “US Mass Shootings, 1982-2018.” 
12 Jones v. Bonta, No. 20-56174 (Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals May 11, 2022). 
13 Michael Bellesiles, Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture (Brooklyn: Soft Skull 
Press, 2003), 13. 
14 “Gun Law and Policy: Firearms and Armed Violence, Country by Country,” GunPolicy.org, 
accessed July 1, 2021, http://www.gunpolicy.org/. 
15 District of Columbia v. Heller, 554 US (Supreme Court 2008). 
16 United States v. Cruikshank, 92 US 542 (Supreme Court 1876); Presser v. Illinois, 116 US 
(Supreme Court 1886); U.S. v. Miller, 307 U.S. 174 (1939) (n.d.); Lewis v. United States, No. 55 
(U.S. 1980). 
17 John Paul Stevens, The Making of a Justice: Reflections on My First 94 Years (New York: Little, 
Brown, 2019), 482. 
18 Cedar Attanasio, Jake Bleiberg, and Paul J. Weber, “Police: El Paso Shooting Suspect Said He 
Targeted Mexicans | AP News,” AP News, August 9, 2019, https://apnews.com/article/shootings-
el-paso-texas-mass-shooting-us-news-ap-top-news-immigration-
456c0154218a4d378e2fb36cd40b709d. 
19 Campbell Robertson, Christopher Mele, and Sabrina Tavernise, “11 Killed in Synagogue 
Massacre; Suspect Charged With 29 Counts,” The New York Times, October 28, 2018, sec. U.S., 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/27/us/active-shooter-pittsburgh-synagogue-shooting.html. 
20 Richard Pérez-Peña and Frances Robles, “Gunfire and Panicked Calls on Police Log of Orlando 
Shooting,” The New York Times, June 28, 2016, sec. U.S., 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/29/us/orlando-shooting-documents.html. 
21 Steven Yaccino, Michael Schwirtz, and Marc Santora, “Gunman Kills 6 at a Sikh Temple Near 
Milwaukee,” The New York Times, August 5, 2012, sec. U.S., 
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/06/us/shooting-reported-at-temple-in-wisconsin.html. 
22 “Fatal Injury Data | WISQARS | Injury Center | CDC,” Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, accessed July 1, 2021, http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/fatal.html. 
23 Michael J. North, “Gun Control in Great Britain after the Dunblane Shootings,” in Reducing Gun 
Violence in America: Informing Policy with Evidence and Analysis (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2013), 185–93. 



A Tragically Prescient Essay by a Ninth Grade High School Student 

7 
 

 
24 Joel Negin et al., “Australian Firearm Regulation at 25-Successes, Ongoing Challenges, and 
Lessons for the World,” New England Journal of Medicine 384, no. 17 (2021): 1581–83; Rebecca 
Peters, “Rational Firearm Regulation: Evidence-Based Gun Laws in Australia,” in Reducing Gun 
Violence in America: Informing Policy with Evidence and Analysis (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2013), 195–204. 
25 Ben Goggin and Kalhan Rosenblatt, “Buffalo Suspect Appeared to Be Making Online To-Do List 
Related to the Shooting,” NBC News, May 15, 2022, https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-
news/buffalo-shooting-peyton-gendron-live-stream-gun-manifesto-suspect-rcna28911. 
26 The New York Times, “New Zealand Shooting Live Updates: Attack on Christchurch Mosques 
Leaves 49 Dead,” The New York Times, March 15, 2019, sec. World, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/15/world/asia/new-zealand-shooting.html; Josh Hafner, 
“Gun Control Bill in New Zealand Passes in Early Vote Following Attacks,” USA Today, April 2, 
2019, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2019/04/02/gun-control-bill-new-zealand-
vote-parliament-mosque-attacks/3341240002/; “2019 Firearm Law Changes (Arms Amendment 
Bill 2),” New Zealand Police, accessed August 27, 2020, https://www.police.govt.nz/advice-
services/firearms-and-safety/2019-firearm-law-changes-arms-amendment-bill-2. 
27 Arthur L. Kellermann and Donald T. Reay, “Protection or Peril? An Analysis of Firearm-Related 
Deaths in the Home,” New England Journal of Medicine 314, no. 24 (June 12, 1986): 1557–60, 
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM198606123142406; Arthur L. Kellermann et al., “Injuries and Deaths 
Due to Firearms in the Home,” Journal of Trauma and Acute Care Surgery 45, no. 2 (1998): 263–
67; Charles C. Branas et al., “Investigating the Link Between Gun Possession and Gun Assault,” 
American Journal of Public Health 99, no. 11 (November 1, 2009): 2034–40, 
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2008.143099. 
28 Follman, Aronsen, and Pan, “US Mass Shootings, 1982-2018.” 
29 Josh Sugarmann, Every Handgun Is Aimed at You: The Case for Banning Handguns (New Press, 
2001). 
30 North, “Gun Control in Great Britain after the Dunblane Shootings.” 
31 Livia Albeck-Ripka, Shawn Hubler, and Eduardo Medina, “California Church Shooting Was ‘Hate 
Incident,’ Sheriff Says,” The New York Times, May 16, 2022, sec. U.S., 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/16/us/california-church-shooting-hate-incident.html. 
32 Sugarmann, Every Handgun Is Aimed at You, 181. 


