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(This essay accompanies Nicholas Kristof s Sunday column on guns in 
America; please comment below on either the Kristof column or this essay by 
Lennon) 

When I was in the seventh grade my mother told me my father died. First 
she said it was a heart attack. I learned later he'd blown his head off with a 
shotgun. Even though I never knew my father (he:d left when I was 12 months 
old) his suicide affected me in the coming years. He must have been deeply 
flawed to have done that, which meant I was too, I thought. 

When I was 24 I killed an associate with an assault rifle. Between my father's 
suicide with a gun, and committing murder with a gun, I'm part of America's 
ugly phenomenon: Upwards of 20,000 people com.mit suicide v^ith a gan and 
11,000 are murdered with a gun annually - yet many dismiss guns as the 
problem. I do take responsibility for the murder; I'm sorry for taking his life, and 
all the life he could have had"but without a gun I would not have killed... a bold 
claim that screams rationahzation, I know. But God knows I beheve this to be 

http://kristof.biogs.nytimes.com/?s=by+john+lennon 

Page 1 o f 3 

http://kristof.biogs.nytimes.com/?s=by+john+lennon


Search Results Search Results by John lennonNicholas Kristof Blog - N Y T i m e s . c o m 

3 / 2 4 / 1 4 2:51 PM 

true. 

If I didn't have tliat perfect killing machine I would have had to earn the kill 
- like a seasoned bow hunter I'd have to hit him just right leaving no room for 
error. Could I have stabbed him? Strangled him? Bludgeoned him? If I had done 
so and he hadn't died, why would that have made me less culpable than I am 

now, a m.an who s w i f r t y and cowardly shot another m^an to death? A killer 
nonetheless, I hash these things out, in my head, in my cell, in Attica serving 28 
years to life. 

He sneaked upon me in the prison yard like I sneaked upon his friend in a 
Brooklyn street. When I turned, I saw his arm swing for my neck. I weaved. Then 
I felt the piercing blows, as he gripped my shirt and dug into my side. Pressured 
by the blood-thirsty crowd, he stabbed me six times because I shot his friend to 
death. The ice pick didn't do the job, though. He got away with it because we 
were in a blind spot of the yard, and I never told on him. Prison ethics. While my 
assailant's intent was clear, the weapon he had access to was insufficient. 
Therefore I lived. 

The mantra "guns don't kill people, people kill people" reverberates 
throughout our society. How about "people kill less people without guns?" It's 
clear that the only reason I'm alive is because my assailant didn't have his 
weapon of choice. Can you imagine if we had access to guns in prison? 

I may have succumbed to suicide if I had a gun in prison. Hanging myself 
s e e m e d g ™ , it would entail suffocating which reminded me of bad dreams 

f ^ l W drowning. To hang until death you have to be dead set on suicide. Where 
.^p'^le' the pain of life shadows the pain you will experience strangling yourself to death. 

It's chilling. h-" ^ 

Yet men amongst me have hanged themselves. I remember the last lifeless 
wheeled past my cell on ^ r n e ^ , we shared the same first name, same 

V ^ murder conviction, same life sentence, and both haUed from BrooHyn. I was 
' by his last conversation, which seemed upbeat. By the obscure 
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^^^^ ^^^ instinctively fighting for a life he no lon-er ' - ^ 
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^ 
wanted. 

Though I didn't care too much about my hfe - or else I wouldn't have taken 
someone else^s - I wasn't determined to kill myself. At least not like that. I was 
determined however to get high and not feeL And if I faded out on a good(batfflof 
prison smack - heroin - then... oh well. Yet when withdrawing from the drugs I 
found myself down in the depths of depression, like my father whipped from 
alcoholism, and at that point I too could have impulsively blown my head off. To 
some extent I'm glad I was sent to an environm.ent ^dthout guns - because I was 
able to sui-vive suicide and murder. In so-called free society, revenge for the man 
I killed probably would have unfolded with a shot to my head. 

Perhaps a gun doesn't entice ones appetite for murder (it did mine though) 

or suicide. But it is the perfect tool to carry out the act when the thought arises. 
Many murders and suicides would be fleeting thoughts if guns weren't so 
ubiquitous. 

As our countiy remains incredibly polarized by | i | d e b a t e , a Machiavelliati 
gun sector sits off to the side enjoying record earnings. I'm all for the market 
system, but when the products are killing machines, why shouldn't we tighten 
measures to keep guns out of the hands of people like me? I suggested a few 
simple laws that could affect criminal behavior, in my article at the Atlantic 
online. But Washington does nothing. 

Truly I'm blown away. Is the status quo really okay? Until we relinquish our 
apathy I suppose we'll keep pretending this is the greatest nation on earth as we 
parade through life to the relentless drumbeat of death. 
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