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10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

Nursing, teaching, entrepreneurship, and
music are just a few of the careers being pur-
sued by the young men and women who sur-
vived the Virginia Tech massacre that awful
day five years ago.

Colin Goddard is among the survivors of that
9-and-a-half-minute rampage, and in this
short book, he shares never before published
details of his childhood, that shooting, and his
journey to save other Americans from experi-
encing the trauma and lifelong pain that
attends gun violence.

He’s released this book just days before the
first presidential debate of 2012 and on a day
he spoke to students, faculty, and the public at
the University of Colorado-Boulder, where, at
the point of his speech, not a single student

had registered to live in the campus-designat-
ed dorm that allows students to possess and
carry guns. Because incredibly dangerous
policies and laws, such as allowing students to
carry guns on campus, dominate the
American landscape, Colin frequently visits
college campuses to talk with students,
administrators, faculty and members of the
community to discuss solutions to prevent
gun deaths and injuries.

Until July 20 in Aurora, Colorado this past
summer, Colin and his classmates had been
victims of the worst mass shooting in U.S.
history. Now 58 other people are branded
with that distinction. Yet another mass shoot-
ing, this one in Newtown, Connecticut,
claimed more innocent lives. Colin knows
We Are Better Than This.

Promotional Still from the Documentary “Living for 32” • Cuomo Cole Productions
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I
was born in Nairobi, Kenya but I’ve
never lived there. Both my parents were
working in Mogadishu, Somalia at the
time and had to leave the country to

find a decent hospital. I’m sure most new par-
ents would be terrified at the thought of
delivering their first-born in a developing country, but for the Goddards, that was just the beginning.

My father, Andy, has a “funny accent.” He’s English. He’s
from a small village in the middle of England called
Melton Mowbray, made famous by the delicious pork
pies you’ve probably never heard of. Once he became the
first in his family to earn a college degree, he became a
Mechanical Engineer. With degree in hand, he turned
down a job at a Rolls Royce test facility and joined
Voluntary Service Overseas (the British equivalent of
Peace Corps) and was sent to East Africa to work on
development and disaster relief. He hasn’t lived in
England since.

My mother, Anne, should have a “funny accent” but
doesn’t. She’s Irish, born just outside Dublin, but immi-
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Changing the

World
Both my parents were idealists
- they set out to try to leave the
world a better place than what
they found it. 

Colin visits with Santa in Somalia
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grated to the U.S. when she was three. Growing
up in Kearney, N.J., she was one of eight kids - so
it’s no wonder she got her undergrad degree in
Social Work. After finishing at Assumption
College in Worcester, M.A. and spending a few
years in the “field,” she, too, decided for a less-
than-ordinary path. She joined the Peace Corps
and, as is typical for a volunteer with skills in
Spanish and Social Work, was sent to East Africa
to focus on nutrition and agricultural develop-
ment.

Both my parents were idealists - they set out to
try to leave the world a better place than what
they found it. Their journey began around the

same settlement, called Malka Daka, in Northern
Kenya. Soon into their postings, my parents met
- hard to avoid when you’re the only two native
English speakers for hundreds of miles. You can
guess what happens next. At their short-and-
sweet marriage ceremony in the Attorney
General’s office in Nairobi, the two expressed
their love for one another and officially signed
their names on a paper that just read: “Polygamy
is illegal. Sign on the dotted line.”

After their real wedding back in the States, and a
graduate degree in Public Health from UNC, the
Goddards went back to Africa, this time to
Somalia. As if development and disaster relief in
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Andrew & Colin in Bangladesh in late 1980’s

that part of the world wouldn’t keep you busy enough,
they had a baby. If you would have told them then that the
mid-80’s would be considered some of the “good times” in
Somali history, they would have laughed. We moved a few
years before the civil war and the infamous “Black Hawk
Down” incident became news.

My first memories begin when my family moved from
Somalia to Dhaka, Bangladesh in 1987. As Bangladesh
borders are primarily within the low-lying Ganges River
Delta, it floods there... a lot. I recall literally fishing out-
side my front door and rowing a canoe down the aisles of
a supermarket - where all the food was stacked on the top
shelf. We, again, moved just before a public and political
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revolt threw the Bengali President out of office.

After Bangladesh came Jakarta, Indonesia. With
that new move came a new addition to our fam-
ily. We adopted my younger sister, Emma, from
an orphanage in the city. I was sooo excited to
finally have a sibling, I even brought her to
“Show and Tell” in second grade! 

Finally, when I was seven
and starting third grade,
we came to America! 
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Colin & his adopted sister Emma
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Until this point, America, to me,
was the place where all my aunts,
uncles and cousins lived. It was

the place from where I always received new
clothes and toys, and the place that had
great cartoons on television.

We found a home in what I consider to be
the quintessential American subdivision
just outside Atlanta, Georgia. Despite all the
unusual places in which I had lived until then, I
remember being afraid for the first time because
my mom’s office was in downtown Atlanta.
Stories about crime there were always all over the
news. In 1994, I wrote a letter to then-President
Clinton asking him to do everything he could to
keep my mom safe while at work. I never thought
I might be the one to make the nightly news.

When I began high school, my family moved
again, this time to Cairo, Egypt. Soon after, the

attacks on September 11th, 2001 happened -
which was in the afternoon for us. School was
cancelled for an entire week. All of my friends
and family in the States were terrified for our
safety and wanted us to move back.

While we had to spend a few random nights
indoors after U.S. Embassy security alerts, my
friends and I felt pretty safe in the American
community around the school we attended. It
was probably a combination of experiencing that
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Coming to

America
Despite all the unusual places in
which I had lived until then, I
remember being afraid for the
first time because my mom’s office
was in downtown Atlanta.

Colin & family leave Indonesia for America



9

horrible event outside the
U.S., some curiosity, and a lot
of “Saving Private Ryan” that
ultimately had me looking at
ROTC programs for college.

Needless to say, my Peace
Corps parents were a little
puzzled but they supported me, nonetheless. I
found the perfect fit: the Virginia Tech Corps of
Cadets. It’s like a little military academy in the
middle of a regular college where you’re in uni-
form all day, live separately, eat separately, but
attend classes with the “civilians.”

After two years in the program, I withdrew. I
don’t regret joining, nor do I regret leaving. I

learned a lot, made life-long
friends, and did thousands of
push-ups. It is a great program
for people who want to become
military officers, but I realized
that wasn’t me.

I switched from pursing a
Physics degree to one in International Studies
that same year as well.

Little did I know then,
but just two years later, I’d
be facing the biggest life-
changing experiences yet.

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

Colin talks with a fellow student on the campus of virginia tech.
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Monday, April 16th, 2007 - a day when
I almost skipped my first class,
Intermediate French at 9:00 a.m. It

started off normally for me - I was running late.

When I got into the room, Jocelyne Couture-
Nowak, our teacher, whom we all simply called
Madame, rolled her eyes at me as I took my seat.

We began explaining what we had done the pre-
vious weekend to our classmates, when, towards
the end of the discussion, a female classmate
came in late. She was one of the best students in
the class, always on time, and never absent. She
took the first seat in the front row and immedi-

ately turned around to us. We asked, “What
gives? Why’d you even come today, class is half-
way over?”

She replied: “I couldn’t leave my dorm. There was
a shooting this morning and the whole building
was on lockdown. I kept telling them I had class
but they wouldn’t let me leave until just now, so I
came right over.” We all looked at each other and
said, “What?!? A shooting on campus this morn-
ing — and we didn’t know about it? That’s
crazy!” Then we all concluded, “They let her
leave, so things must be under control.” We
shrugged and focused our eyes again on
Madame.

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

By the time I repeated that some-
one was shooting in Norris Hall
to the dispatcher, I saw bullets fly
through our door.
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We were confused, but we had heard strange
noises from the building under construction next
door for the entire semester. We thought it was a
hammer or a nail-gun and urged Madame to
continue. Seconds later, we heard more bangs,
but this time it was closer and much louder. This
time, we could tell Madame was afraid. She
immediately went to the door and opened it to
look in the hallway. As soon as she did, she
slammed the door shut and told us to get under
our desks and for someone to call 911.

We looked at each other again, and shouted in
disbelief, “What!?! You can’t be serious.” And for
the first time in my life, I pulled out my cell
phone and called 911. By the time I repeated that
someone was shooting in Norris Hall to the dis-
patcher, I saw bullets fly through our door. That’s
when everybody dashed for the floor.

The next nine-and-a-half minutes were the
longest of my life. While I was conscious and
alert the entire time, I don’t remember every-
thing. I do remember the constant sound of gun-
fire. I do remember the smell, which reminded
me of fireworks. I remember being on the floor,
under a bunch of overturned tables and chairs,
seeing empty shell casings all around. I remem-
ber thinking about jumping out of a window.
Instead, I turned my head to the front of the
room and saw a pair of boots, khaki pants, a

white shirt, and two holsters over each shoulder
of a short, squat body. I then saw this gunman
begin to move down my aisle.

I remember the feeling of someone kicking my
leg as hard as they could. I remember a sharp
burning sensation. I remember feeling warmth
begin to spread down my leg. I remember feeling
numbness grip my entire body.

At the end of those ten minutes, police burst in
the door, and ten of my classmates and my
teacher lay dead. I was bleeding out of four holes
in my body and had a broken leg. I spent six days
in the hospital. I left the hospital with three of
the bullets still inside me and I had a long titani-
um rod implanted in my left femur. I spent
months in physical therapy. With the help of
some wonderful doctors, I was able to progress
from wheelchair to walker to crutches to cane to
unassisted walking. And by the end of the sum-
mer, finally, back to running.

Five years later, one of the bullets has been
removed, and I helped my team win our summer
volleyball league championship. I feel extremely
fortunate for the physical recovery that I’ve made
and believe my physical progress speeded along
my mental and emotional recovery. After some
group therapy sessions with the other survivors
from my class, I was ready to head back to
Virginia Tech and finish my degree.

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

A few minutes later, we heard a muffled 
“Bang! Bang! Bang!” coming from outside the door.

I remember Madame stopped talking and just looked at us.
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Going back to Virginia Tech wasn’t easy.
Being in certain classrooms, especially
ones that resembled my old French

class, caused a lot of anxiety. Any time another
late student would burst through the door, any-
time a door would slam or I heard a loud bang,
my heart would jump, its pace would quicken,
and I would be transported back to the night-
mare of the shooting. Other survivors were expe-
riencing the same thing. By the end of that
school year, I was able to be at ease again in a
classroom and walked across the stage and
received my diploma.

Throughout my last year at school, I kept hearing
about other shootings on the news: Westroads
Mall shooting in Oklahoma, December 2007;
Northern Illinois University on Valentine’s Day
2008; the shooting rampage in Alger,
Washington in September 2008. I couldn’t watch
any of the news reports.

At the same time, the family members of those

killed and injured at Virginia Tech began to try to
piece together what had happened that morning
in April 2007 and the history of the shooter.
They learned this guy had a history of problems
and dangerous behavior that both the school and
law enforcement knew about. They learned he
had even been in front of a judge, been declared
“a danger to himself,” and was told to get treat-
ment. Then they learned that because he was
told to get outpatient treatment rather than inpa-
tient treatment, Virginia let him buy guns. That
opened up a whole world about American gun
laws that my family and I had known nothing
about.

Prior to the massacre on campus, my family was
like most American families when it comes to
thinking about gun violence. We thought that as
long as we “lived in nice areas” and didn’t hang
out with the “wrong” people, gun violence
wouldn’t touch us.

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

Living for
Thirty-Two
I can’t keep seeing this happen to
other people and then watch
nothing change. I have to get
involved.

Colin in “Living for 32”
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It all clicked for me on the morning of April 3rd,
2009. I woke up and planned to send out resumes
for a new job. I turned on my computer and
clicked my remote to
CNN, to see what was
going on in the world.
At that moment, the
cable news network cut
to “Breaking News.”
Someone had walked
into a Civic Center in
Binghamton, NY and
started shooting. The
numbers were uncon-
firmed, but there were
“multiple causalities.” I
thought, “This is what
it must have been like
for the rest of the world during the Virginia Tech
shooting.”

For some reason, I didn’t turn away from the TV
until that evening. I saw all the same images I
remembered from the shooting that took
Madame and so many of my classmates: police
running with weapons drawn, yellow tape
wrapped around everything in sight, people

being rushed out on stretchers, faces twisted by
sadness and shock, and streaming with tears. At
the close of the day, candles were lit.

Watching it took me
right back to the day I
was shot and it brought
back all the emotions
that had surfaced. “I
have got to do some-
thing about this,” I
thought. “I can’t keep
seeing this happen to
other people and then
watch nothing change.
I have to get involved.”
That very night, I called
the Brady Campaign to

Prevent Gun Violence in Washington, D.C. and
asked them to put me to work on their cause.

My first day at the job had me speaking at a
national news conference hosted by the Brady
Campaign and attended by several other Virginia
Tech shooting families and other victims of gun
violence. Soon afterwards, I went to Capitol Hill
to share my story with Congress members and

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

We also assumed that our laws made it difficult for 
dangerous people to get guns; that we had registration 
systems, licensing systems, and certainly, that our laws

required thorough background checks on everyone trying
to buy a gun. We were appalled to learn that we were 

so wrong - and that other than a few states,
the United States actually doesn’t do any of that! 

Colin, Brady Campaign President Dan
Gross & families affected by gun vio-
lence hold a news conference on
Capitol Hill in April 2012.
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staffers. So much of it, including the lack of
strong gun laws, was news to them. The ques-
tions and incredulity that flowed from those con-
versations inspired me to begin work on a project
that would reveal to Americans the problem of
gun sales without background checks.

I wanted to expose the gun show (and private
sale) loophole that allows anybody, including
felons, domestic abusers, and the dangerously
mentally ill to get guns without background
checks.

With the help of the Brady Campaign, I got an
undercover camera and money to buy guns. That
summer of 2009, I traveled to a dozen gun shows
and bought more than 25 guns, including hand-
guns, shotguns, AK-47’s, Tec-9’s and Mac-11’s
(commonly referred to as “ghetto blasters”). I
even bought the same gun that was used to shoot
me — all without going through a single back-
ground check.

I rarely had to show my ID. As soon as the gun
sellers saw me pull out a wad of cash, they were

ready to make a deal. I got schooled in “Cash and
Carry.” I knew these purchases were going to be
easy, but I didn’t think they’d be that easy.

Just as that undercover project was winding up, I
met Brady Campaign Board Member and phi-
lanthropist Maria Cuomo Cole. She heard my
story of surviving the shooting and asked if I
would agree to have it filmed.

I said yes, and what started out as a 5-minute
PSA grew into a 40-minute short documentary,
shot by filmmaker Kevin Breslin, son of New
York City’s famous Jimmy Breslin.

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

“Living for 32” director Kevin Breslin,
Colin, and Producer Maria Cuomo Cole.

http://twitter.com/mariacuomocole
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It even made the Academy Award short-list that
year. The film put us on the road to screenings at
film-festivals, churches, state legislatures, college
campuses, on Capitol Hill, and in homes. I met
so many Americans who never knew about the
problems with our gun laws, the problems with
the lack of background checks in this country,
before they saw our film. Living for 32 continues
to spark the dialogue about guns in this country
that we so desperately need.

And in this election year, there is no better time
for a conversation about solutions to our gun
deaths and injuries. And we need that conversa-
tion to be led by President Barack Obama and
Governor Mitt Romney. With the first presiden-
tial debate in Denver, Colorado, just miles from
the sites of both the Columbine and Aurora mas-
sacres, this is the time for America to hear about
solutions from these men.

How are we going to
prevent more tragedies? 

How do the 
presidential candidates

plan to reduce the 
number of Americans

shot and killed 
each year? 

Thirty-two are 
murdered every day.

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

Released in late
2010, Living for 32,
was featured on
Oprah and Good
Morning, America,
and began to get
traction as a
Sundance 2011
Selection.
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Like my parents, I’m idealistic. I want to leave the world in a better place than what I found
it. I believe our family’s idealism is the same kind of idealism that has driven America to be
the envy of the world. We see big problems, but don’t run away. We band together, with con-

fidence that we can do better; that we are better than children dying of cancer, teens being killed by
drunken drivers, poverty and homelessness, the elderly without medical care, gun violence murder-
ing people and their dreams, and shattering communities.

I’ve met so many good people, like you, who want to see fewer of our fellow Americans gunned down
each day on our streets. It’s going to take all of us coming together, and leadership from our next pres-
ident, to make America safer.

I’ll be watching the first Presidential debate with you at my Watch Party in Washington, D.C. What
is or isn’t said that night will shape our next steps along this journey together. Thank you for reading
my story and agreeing to be a part of this journey toward change.

We are better than this.

Colin Goddard

10 Minutes That Changed My Life • Colin Goddard

Colin and Andrew Goddard

http://wearebetterthanthis.org
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