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Many people living with Parkinson’s feel 
a greater sense of isolation, apathy and 
that people don’t understand what having 
Parkinson’s means.

But not John McKenzie.

One of more than 27,000 Victorians 
diagnosed with a condition that, to put it 
simply, no one wants, John believes that 
regardless of the hand you’re dealt, you 
get up and get on with it.

For instance, whenever people asked 
John how he was after breaking three ribs 
while launching one of his grandchildren’s 
kites, he would answer, “Excellent! 
Could’ve been four!”

John’s not a wallflower. He’s not remotely 
shy about being a Parkinson’s advocate.

“If there’s anything I can do to help, 
count me in.”

“I’m a bold bugger, happy to stand up in front of the 
UN and make a fool of me’self if it’d make a difference!”

He recently worked closely with Parkinson’s Victoria to 
help place the concerns of the Parkinson’s community 
front and centre for Victorian policy makers. “Now, I 
admit I haven’t got much time for bureaucracy, but it’s 
important to meet the government decision makers. 
They need to get out and meet someone who’s actually 
got Parkinson’s… and see what they’re thinking of 
taking away.”

And when attendance was lagging at his local Support Group, John 
helped successfully relaunch the group. When he sees something like 
that failing, he feels compelled to help it get back on its feet. “It’s in my 
DNA, I guess I don’t know how to say No, do I Maria?” he says, turning 
to his wife.

But John’s not the type to rest on his laurels. As organiser of a Support 
Group, John donates the gold coin tea-and-biscuit money from their 
monthly meetings. He believes he can afford to cover morning tea and 
that he’d rather help the community. “You have to allow the people 
who come along to be who they are, at whatever stage they’re at. My 
role in the Support Group is to say… look, it’s not as bad as you think 
it is! You don’t die of Parkinson’s, you live with it. The key is education 
and support.”

But more than all of this, it’s the following story that speaks to John’s 
resilience.

If resilience was a 
person, it just might 
be John Mc Kenzie
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Deep Brain Stimulation surgery (DBS) involves microscopic 
electrodes imbedded at key neural sites that, in certain patients, 
can dramatically reduce and delay the levels of medication required 
to manage the debilitating symptoms of Parkinson’s. Late last 
year, John underwent DBS surgery. He was on the operating table, 
conscious and listening as the device was implanted. He says the 
noise his brain made “was like listening to television static”. The 
operation was a success and the next ten days felt to him, “like 
Heaven. I was on a tenth of the medication. It was like switching a 
light on – it was instantaneous! I felt normal again.”

But for those of you who have read his story 
in InMotion (Parkinson’s Victoria’s member 
magazine), you will know that he developed an 
extremely rare life-threatening infection and, in 
the end, had to have the entire device removed. 
With remarkable understatement he says,  
“I was pretty gutted when it went wrong.”

It would be enough to make most of us give up.

Eight months on, John is set to undergo the 
procedure a second time.

There’s a Japanese proverb:  
fall seven times, rise eight. 
That’s John McKenzie.

As John says, “I know this condition will get 
me eventually – but it’s gonna have to work 
bloody hard!”

After what happened the first time, it’s no 
small thing to get back in line to go again. As 
his wife Maria says, “I’m very… emotional 
at the moment – John’s not, but I am! But I 
know it’s going to work out and give him a 
better life. So I hold my breath.”

She adds, “the support of Parkinson’s Victoria has been 
essential. Essential. It’s so good to have them so you 
can call up. To see if something or other is normal. To get 
help.”

What we see in John and what he hopes he can spread 
to others living with Parkinson’s, is his strength and 
resilience.

“I do what I do because you’ve got to, don’t you? I’m a 
glass half-full kind of fellow and I don’t apologise for that.” 

John has no doubts about where his positivity comes from. 

“It’s about connectedness. Family, 
kids, grandkids – we’ve got 12! Your 
connections power you. Absolutely.”

And he adds, “Whatever it is in life, if you keep plugging away you’ll get 
somewhere. If you do nothing, that’s what you’ll get.”

Whatever challenge John encounters next, you can be sure he’s 
got plenty more to give.


