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 On Feb. 8, Winston-Salem's WXII12 News sponsored The Great Gun Debate, a forum 

representing the full spectrum of voices in the discussion on gun control and violence. 

 “We're not trying to take rights away,” said Ric Marshall, a community activist. “We're just 

trying to make people safe, and sometimes you have to save society from itself.” 

 On the other side of the debate, Paul Valone, the director of Grassroots NC, a guns-rights 

organization, said, “(We are) dedicated to preserving our freedoms guaranteed us in the Constitution 

and Bill of Rights.” 

 Despite the civil start, within minutes the two sides of the debate were tearing into each other 

like tomcats. 

 When Valone stated that the Second Amendment was “the last in a series of checks and 

balances against an abusive government,” the gun safety proponents engaged Valone in a heated back-

and-forth argument. 

 “They didn't have assault weapons (in the 1790's),” said Keith Grandberry, president of the 

Winston-Salem Urban League. 

 “The Supreme Court in 1934, U.S. v. Miller, determined that the militia-type weapons that were 

protected were those in common use at the time,” Valone responded. 

 This prompted a laugh from Gail Neely, executive director of North Carolinians Against Gun 

Violence, who said, “That's absurd. That's absurd.” 

 Valone said, “If anything, a semi-automatic firearm is exactly what should be protected by the 

Constitution. You can talk over me all you want, but a semi-automatic firearm is exactly what should 

be protected by the Constitution.” 



 “Do you need that?” Grandberry asked. 

 “Do you need that?” Valone spat back. “Where exactly in the Second Amendment does it talk 

about what firearms I need?” 

 Valone even stated that there is a “strong argument” that automatic machine guns don't need to 

be regulated. 

 Moderator Bill O'Neil cut the debate off at that point and addressed Tim Wooten, a former 

police officer, asking about weapons used in crimes. 

 “The majority of people being killed in the homicides that occur nationwide … they're killed 

with handguns,” Wooten said. 

 “Very rarely in my 35 years did we ever encounter somebody being killed with an assault rifle 

or even a machine gun.” 

 Wooten stated that handguns and hunting arms are the most common firearms used in 

homicides because of the ready access to these arms. 

 “Rather than to ban assault rifles, per se … maybe we need to put those under something similar 

(to regulation of automatic weapons) so that they're registered, we can keep track of them,” Wooten 

said. 

 Regarding the right of former officers and veterans to keep and maintain assault weapons, 

another heated debate arose between Valone and the gun-safety proponents. 

 Neely said, “We have 90 percent of the American people -” Valone interrupted Neely, who 

continued, “Excuse me! There are 90 percent of the American people, right here, right now, today, that 

want these laws (on universal background checks) put in place. There are 75 percent of NRA members 

that want these laws put in place.” 

 “Those are falsehoods,” Valone said. “Find out the stats, please. We can't have people making 

stuff up.” 

 “I am not making this stuff up!” Neely said. 



 Marshall said, “You're the reason why I worry about these firearms.” 

 Valone responded, “Oh, who's the hater now, Chief? Who's the hater now, Chief?” 

 Marshall continued, “We have a government to take care of us,” which drew ironic laughs from 

Valone and some members of the audience. 

 O'Neil then allowed a member of the audience to pose a question. Former Chairman of the 

Guilford County G.O.P. Marcus Kindley asked the panel why they aren't addressing morality and “the 

value of life.” 

 “Well, first of all, we're not talking about that because we're talking about gun control,” said 

Grandberry. “The second thing is that … there are going to be criminals regardless of what we do. You 

can't stop criminals, because there are going to be criminals in every society. Assault weapons -” 

 “Sir, there is no such thing as an assault weapon,” Kindley said. 

 “You cannot put these weapons in the hands of people and expect good results,” said 

Grandberry. 

 “Sir, you raise an excellent point, and the point is, we're asking the wrong question,” said 

Valone. “When we ask the question about gun control, we shouldn't be just talking about gun control, 

we should talk about … things like violent video games and the complete nihilism that many in that 

generation are about.” 

 “Video games are all throughout this whole society,” Grandberry said. “We're not going to stop 

video games.” 

 This descended into a maelstrom of overlapping argument between Valone and Grandberry. 

 “You want to ban video games?” said Grandberry. “You're banning video games now? Protect 

the Second Amendment by banning video games?” 

 “Why not?” Valone said. 

 Returning to the question of morality, Marshall said, “Why do you have two words that most 

far-rights say together: guns and God? Those two things should never be in the same paragraph, let 



alone the same sentence.” 

 “Well, that's one perspective,” said Valone. “There are a lot of religious people who would say 

otherwise. Personally, the religious perspective is not my strongest suit.” 

 “Obviously,” said an unidentifiable voice. 

 State Representative Pricey Harrison (D-Guilford) said, “I read a study this week that showed 

the high correlation between high rates of poverty and high rates of gun violence. 

 “So I think if we could spend a little bit of time as a society, perhaps as a government or in the 

private sector, to try and eradicate poverty and focus on that, I think we'd do a lot to reduce gun 

violence in this country. I just think that's important.” 

 Bill O'Neil then allowed a Guilford College student, senior Matt Twiford, to field a question. 

 “A few months ago I was following the public policies that the White House wanted to 

implement, and I was reading through there and I saw that one of the things that they wanted to 

regulate was a civilian ban on armor-piercing ammunition. 

 “Now, I wasn't aware that we were under any threat from U.F.O.'s invading the United States, 

so I was just wondering why any of us would need armor-piercing ammunition?” 

 “Armor-piercing ammunition has been restricted since 1984,” Valone said. “It doesn't exist. A 

lot of that was posturing.” 

 Twiford then asked, “They also want to implement a waiting period on firearms. A couple of 

years ago, I had a friend that was wanting to commit suicide, and he went to Wal-Mart and he was 

going to buy a shotgun, right there in Wal-Mart, and he was going to blow his brains out. And if it 

wasn't for our friends getting law enforcement involved right then, he would've killed himself. 

 “Why don't we have a waiting period on purchasing firearms?” 

 Valone replied, “Well, the people of California when the L.A. riots were happening had a 

problem with that, because they went out to buys guns to protect themselves and discovered they 

couldn't.” 



 Valone did not explain his position further. 

 O'Neil then shifted the topic of debate to universal gun registration. 

 State Senator Andrew Brock (R-Rowan) detailed his family's history of immigrating to America 

due to religious persecution, but did not address the topic at hand. Instead, he discussed the idea of 

arming citizens as a deterrent to gun violence. 

 “The Second Amendment helps protect the first,” Brock said. “It allows people to pull that 

protection, and to have that protection with anybody and in their home. 

 “These people that are mentally imbalanced are going to (gun-free zones), and whether we're 

talking about suicide or other reasons, they will find a way -” 

 Marshall said, “Can I ask you, how many people would have been shot and killed in Aurora, 

Colo., in that movie theater, if someone was in there – if numerous people were in there – with 

concealed weapons, and they pull them out and start having a gun battle, how many people would have 

been killed?” 

 “A lot of deterrence of crimes are not reported because … citizens aren't harmed,” Brock said. 

“We had the same thing in Texas, where a man went into a movie theater and was shot by an off-duty 

policeman.” 

 “But an off-duty police officer is trained to take those situations at hand,” Marshall said. 

 “Individual citizens have to be able to protect themselves,” Valone said. “The fact is, we will 

never keep criminals and sociopaths from getting firearms. 

 “What we need to do is create a deterrent effect, and a deterrent effect is concealed handgun 

laws. Concealed handgun laws, by research, are the only laws which have been determined to reduce 

murder, rape and aggravated assault in a study of all 3,054 counties across the country.” 

 “But we don't live in the Wild, Wild West anymore,” Marshall said. 

 “There are some very bad and evil people in this world,” Sen. Brock said. “Whether they're 

using a gun, a knife, a car … we have terrorists, using jets, people will find a weapon one way or 



another.” 

 “But you don't give them a silver platter and hand weapons to them,” Neely said. 

 “I don't mean to interrupt, but we are not handing criminals weapons,” Tim Wooten said. 

“There are people who buy legitimately and resell them to the wrong element, and yes, we have laws 

on the books that we're not pursuing, we're not enforcing, but we don't have the resources to even 

investigate them sometimes. 

 “But we don't give (weapons) to people we know are suffering from some kind of mental 

illness. We have laws to prevent that.” 

 O'Neil then addressed Nathan Jones, a conservative activist. Jones asked the panel, “To what 

lengths would you be willing to go to protect your family?” 

 “I would protect my family at all cost,” Marshall said. “But I do not need an assault rifle to 

shoot somebody. 

 “There isn't one life worth an assault rifle.” 

 “There's some dispute over whether an assault weapon is needed,” Rep. Harrison said. “But the 

kind of gun safety that we're talking about promoting is universal background checks, no high-capacity 

magazines, better mental health funding, safer storage of guns in the house … those kind of common-

sense proposals that I think much of the public supports. 

 “I've got a gun … (but) I don't want anything more than a shotgun in my house.” 

 “In terms of universal background checks, it's a very attractive proposition,” Valone said. “It 

sounds very reasonable. Until you realize exactly what it is (the government is) going to do. 

 “What they are trying to do is create a national gun registration system so when it comes time to 

confiscate firearms, they know where they are.” 

 “So why don't they confiscate the machine guns they have records for?” Neely said. “Those are 

registered, they know who has them, why aren't they knocking on those doors?” 

 “To a certain extent, that has been done,” Valone said. 



 O'Neil then asked the panel about allowing weapons in public schools. 

 “When you say, 'Of course we can't arm teachers,' I don't think they're talking about putting a 

gun in the hands of someone who doesn't know how to use it,” said Donna Lewis, a competitive 

shooter. “I would be against that too.” 

 “A man in Georgia, who has a 35-year history in schools as armed guard, left his handgun in the 

bathroom of an elementary school,” Neely said. “You talk about a dangerous situation for your 

children! Oh, my God!” 

 O'Neil then addressed another audience member, Josette Chmiel, a member of Grassroots NC. 

 “I've sat here for the past fifty-plus minutes, and I've listened to a lot of misinformation,” 

Chmiel said. “This question is for Gail (Neely), and then I'd like to hear what Mr. Valone has to say as 

well. 

 “You recently cited a John Hopkins study that said that the concealed handgun permit holders in 

the state of North Carolina actually had criminals that were a part of that statistic. And there are over 

100 million law-abiding gun owners in this country with over 300 million guns … I would like to hear 

from you, Gail, and I'd like to hear from Mr. Valone as to why you would present information that is 

factually inaccurate?” 

 “Mr. Valone used to cite that carry-concealed permit holders are the most law-abiding people 

on the planet because only one percent of them have had their licenses revoked,” Neely said. “That's 

still not an accurate figure because they don't revoke the license … they just do not renew them.” 

 “That's not true,” Chmiel said. “That's just not true. The sheriff's office is required every seven 

days to recheck peoples' backgrounds.” 

 “I don't know if it was checked every seven days,” Wooten said. “I wouldn't want to address 

that on behalf of the sheriff because I don't have a clue.” 

 “Josette, I think I know what you're talking about,” Valone said. “A John Hopkins study said 

that there were two thousand criminals in the concealed handgun permit holder database. 



 “Unfortunately, this is not research. What this is is a white paper … designed to advocate a 

position.” 

 “I'm glad that Johns Hopkins is doing research on gun violence because the Center for Disease 

Control has been prevented from doing any gun-violence research because of Congressional pressure, 

because of NRA pressure,” Rep. Harrison said. 

 O'Neil then let Winston-Salem resident Anne Bailey address the panel. 

 “There seems to have been an underlying assumption by a couple of panelists that President 

Obama has as his aim to confiscate the guns of law-abiding citizens,” Bailey said. “My question is, 

what evidence is there – what has he said or done – to suggest that?” 

 Sen. Brock said, “If you look at the gun-control measures that were passed when he was in the 

(Illinois) state senate, and look at other things, political speeches and other things in the past, but also 

you look at other information that's out there from other groups -” 

 “That's not answering my question, sir,” Bailey said. 

 “I'm getting to that, I'm getting to the answer,” Brock said. “If you look at … decisions that 

were made and things that he's said in the past, and looking at campaign speeches that were recorded – 

one was in California – about guns that President Obama has made … he's said things that have raised 

the attention of law-abiding gun owners.” 

 “Well, I'd like you to quote some of those things,” Bailey said. 

 “May I suggest that I don't think that anybody is talking right now about President Obama going 

out and confiscating everybody's gun immediately,” Valone said. 

 “Oh, really?” Neely said. 

 “Can I finish just once without the yacko faction?” Valone said. “What we're talking about is a 

progressive restriction of firearms ownership to the point where fewer and fewer people are obtaining 

fewer and fewer firearms with the intention of eventually exterminating the private ownership of guns 

in the United States. That's the agenda.” 



 “That's not true,” Marshall said. “That's not true.” 

 O'Neil retained control of the debate. 

 “Is there anything on the gun-control issue at this time that you would accept as any change in 

current policy?” O'Neil asked Valone. 

 “There is nothing on the table that is not an attempt to restrict gun ownership to the point where, 

within a generation or more, the point would be to end the private ownership of firearms,” said Valone. 

 O'Neil asked the panel, “Where is it that you go from here when you hear that there is an 

argument on the right saying, 'We're not making any movement at all?'” 

 “We just try to appeal to the public … and get reasonable restrictions going,” Neely said. 

“That's all we want: reasonable restrictions. Nobody wants to come into your house and steal your 

guns. 

 “But we think that we have the right to be free of gun violence and to not live under a militia-

type, militarized zone because of some perception of fear.” 

 “I don't care about how many guns you have,” Marshall said. “I'm more concerned about how 

you take care of them, that they don't get in the hands of someone who is not capable of using them and 

the multiple clips. 

 “We can't even get people like Mr. Valone over here to understand that because they're just 

close-minded. They don't listen to anything.” 

 O'Neil began to wrap up the discussion. 

 “I'm going to ask each of you for a one-word answer,” O'Neil said. “Will there be any kind of 

legislation at the federal level to change the current gun laws in this country?” 

 “I think there will be, yes,” Sen. Brock said. 

 “I don't know,” Wooten said. 

 “I'm going to go out on a limb and say coalitions like ours are going to kill it,” Valone said. 

 “I hope the answer is no,” Lewis said. 



 “The answer is yes,” Grandberry said. 

 “The answer is definitely yes,” Neely said. 

 “The answer is God bless us, we have to have something,” Marshall said. 

 “With 100 thousand gun deaths a year, the answer is yes,” Rep. Harrison said. 

 With that, the Great Gun Debate came to a close. 


