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Since I began shooting I’ve wanted to obtain

professional instruction. As a novice, there is
much I have to learn and my technique
was…lacking, to say the least. I ever so gently
hinted that I’d like to be trained by the only Mas-
ter-class IDPA shooter and experienced firearms
instructor I know personally, my gunwriting men-
tor Duane Thomas. When he agreed, I jumped at
the chance. In addition to attending the training
course, I would have the opportunity to visit my
favorite place in the US: Washington state. I made
plans a couple months in
advance and flew up from
California for a long three-
day weekend. Duane had
told me in advance what to
expect and what he had
scheduled. The class would
be thorough and go beyond
a basic introduction to
shooting.

After weeks of anticipa-
tion, the day of the class
finally came. We began, as
one might expect, with a
lesson in gun safety and
handling. I’m happy to
report that I learned noth-
ing new about the safety
side of things and have
been practicing good
habits since the first time I
picked up a gun, but I did
learn a few new tricks in
the handling department.
For example, I don’t have a
lot of hand strength and
often had trouble pulling
back and locking the slide
on my Springfield XD-9. I
hadn’t been doing myself
any favors by doing this
while holding the gun per-
pendicular to my body.
Imagine my surprise when Duane suggested I
hold it sideways in my hand, allowing me to
better utilize both hands and gain some lever-
age, and…voila! Back the slide went. That was
very helpful, but nowhere near the best lesson
of the day.

Our next lesson dealt with proper shooting
stance. This one was easy enough to understand,
as the goal is to be stable and balanced while
shooting, but I definitely got a few great pointers.
Apparently, I’ve been shooting with my weight
shifted too far back, which wasn’t very helpful and
could put me off-balance while firing.

Next came the instruction on grip; this is where
I knew I was most lacking and I had already con-
fided in Duane my lack of knowledge in this cru-
cial area. I understood the importance of a proper
grip in being able to shoot accurately and consis-
tently, as well as reduce the amount of recoil felt
by the shooter, but I didn’t yet know how to grip
the gun properly. He explained to me two com-
mon types of grip, thumb-over-thumb and straight
thumbs, and the benefits of both. Although it’s
been suggested that the thumb-over-thumb grip is
easier for new shooters to learn, I wanted to shoot

with straight thumbs. What
can I say? I like a challenge.
Duane also impressed on
me the importance of grip-
ping the gun as high up
under the tang as possible
for best control. While I
held the gun in a proper
grip, my instructor attempt-
ed to move the gun around
in my hands, showing me
how little the gun could
rock back and forth. He
then asked me to grip it as I
normally did and moved the
gun around again, this time
demonstrating how much
leverage the gun had when
held incorrectly. Behold,
epiphany number two!

Our next lesson involved
the use of a (verified
unloaded) Glock 17 with a
laser sight. Duane set up a
plate rack with five targets
and asked me to assume a
shooting stance, grip the
gun, and aim at one of the
targets. As I watched the lit-
tle red dot move in a not-so-
little circle, Duane
explained that we all have a
“wobble zone” to some

extent, and that trying to force ourselves to be per-
fectly still often just made the situation worse.
(Obviously there are people who have exception-
ally steady hands, but I’m not one of them – par-
ticularly when I’m caffeinated, as I was that day.) I
was assured that my wobble zone wasn’t horrible
and we continued with the lesson.

The next step was to practice trigger control by
dry firing with the laser-equipped Glock 17. I
found the dot gave excellent feedback on whether
or not my trigger control was good, since I could
see the dot not move when I did things correctly,
and move when I didn’t. I found I’d already in my

Above, Serena
is ready to start
her formalized
instruction with
the Airsoft Wil-
son Combat
1911 (top
right). Prior to
that, she was
dryfiring a
Glock 17 fitted
with a Stream-
light TLR-2
light/ laser
module (right).
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