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By Duane Thomas
Within the firearms community there is a fair

amount of macho BS. Do what I do for a living,
you’ll get to interact with a fair number of people
who want to talk about being men, while every-
thing they say and do makes it clear they have
only the vaguest idea what the word means. But
very occasionally I am privileged to meet and
watch in action someone who is a man, in the
best and truest sense
of that word.

I have known
Bruce Bennett for 20
years. He’s a
Sergeant with and
the firearms instruc-
tor for the Jail Divi-
sion of the Mason
County Sheriff’s
Office in Shelton,
Washington. But
that’s not why I
respect him. In 2006
Bruce was diag-
nosed with Parkin-
son’s disease. We’re
both match shoot-
ers, Bruce is actually
the match director
for the Shelton
USPSA (what most
people call “IPSC”) club. I got to watch the pro-
gression of Bruce’s disease, over years, match to
match, as his muscular control progressively
degenerated. With what I can only describe as a
heroic unwillingness to whine, Bruce refused to
quit, refused even to complain. Refused to give up
what he loved – the shooting. He said, “I’ll keep
doing this as long as I can be safe. Then I’ll just
keep designing stages, keep running matches.” He
always had a smile and a joke for people, even as
his disease took his body from him.

To watch Bruce do a magazine change at a
match, his hands shaking like a man dying of cold –
we’re taking like a 10-second speedload here, folks
– well, I can say this now since it’s over, and the
story has a happy ending, but I found that extremely
upsetting. Because Bruce started out a good shoot-
er. He had a solid B-class USPSA level of skill. To
watch that stolen from him was so DAMN unfair. It
was infuriating. I’d leave a match feeling like I want-
ed to kill something. Fate, maybe.

At a time when most people would have curled
up into a little ball, you know what Bruce did?
Built himself a new gun and, in addition to contin-
uing with USPSA, started shooting IDPA too. He
built 10 guns and sold them, when his hands were
only steady enough to work for five minutes at a
time. He did his job at the jail, designed stages,

ran the Shelton USPSA matches. Smiled, was
friendly. He utterly refused to show, or, as far as I
can tell, feel any slightest hint of self-pity. Through
all this, he obviously had no idea he was doing
anything particularly heroic.

In 2009, after three years of Parkinson’s, Bruce
underwent two surgeries to implant electrodes into
his brain, one on each side, hooked into a machine
called a deep brain stimulator – it’s actually made

by Medtronic.
The deep brain

stimulator lives
under the skin of his
chest, like a pace-
maker. Sixty times a
second it shoots
microvoltage into his
brain, regulating his
tremors. There was
actually only sup-
posed to be one
brain surgery, they
intended to do both
sides at once. Bruce
stopped breathing
during the first sur-
gery to the right side
of his brain, so they
only did one side at
that time. But after
that he had his left

hand back. After the second surgery, six weeks
later, he had his right hand back. Now he has his
old shooting skills back, as well. To see that hap-
pen, I feel like a good friend just got a reprieve
from the governor right as the cyanide egg was
about to drop into the acid.

Bruce says, “It all started with a twitch in my
left thumb that kind of worried me. Then it
became a tremble. My doctor said I had a ‘benign
familial tremor,’ what they call an ‘essential
tremor’ which is a Parkinson’s-like disease but not
actually Parkinson’s. I had to convince my doctor I
had Parkinson’s. I went online and checked the
precursors of Parkinson’s: ten specific things. I had
nine. I told the doctor I had nine out of 10 precur-
sors and what they were. He said, ‘I have to step
out of the office for a few minutes.’ He came back
and said, ‘Mr. Bennett, you have Parkinson’s.’

“The hardest part about Parkinson’s is not actu-
ally the physical stuff, it’s sociological. Because
your hands are constantly trembling, people think
you’re nervous. They look at you funny. You get
very emotionally down and depressed around
people. You want to retract into this tight bubble.
Pull into yourself. Keep your hands folded so the
tremor doesn’t show, and keep to yourself. The
physical changes in your brain affect your mood,
too. When you’re feeling gregarious and happy,

Bruce Bennett, Bionic Shooter

Large photo: Bruce pre-surgery. Would you guess this man has
fairly advanced Parkinson’s? Inset: Bruce in “the halo” during his
first brain surgery. He had to be awake during both surgeries so

the surgical team could monitor his reactions.
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