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	It didn’t quite happen the way he had expected it to. Newly-qualified auxiliary ambulance officer, Jacob Tobin, finally got put his skills to the test in an emergency situation on Saturday but rather than arriving at the scene with sirens blaring and lights flashing, it was more a case of leaping to his feet. 

Attending a family funeral at the Ratana Pa near Whanganui, Jacob was listening to his uncle give a speech when all of the man faltered, staggered and fell back. Jacob ran to him and put him in the recovery position. “He was unconscious but breathing on his own,” says Jacob. “I checked his pulse which was fine and he started coming around, just looking a bit dazed. Then his breathing changed – it sounded like snoring but it was really loud. It lasted for about ten seconds then stopped altogether. I checked his radial pulse and there was nothing there. I checked his carotid pulse. Nothing. I realised he was going into cardiac arrest and I had to start thinking back to the CPR course that I’d nearly fallen asleep in a few times!”

“I put him on his back, ripped his shirt off and started doing compressions 30:2 (thirty chest compressions then two breaths). After a bit I thought about giving him a precordial thump – paramedics sometimes do this when there’s no defibrillator, but I wondered if I might make something worse so I just carried on. Then the Ratana Volunteer Fire Brigade arrived with a community defibrillator and some oxygen.”

As soon as his uncle stopped breathing, Jacob had told others to call for an ambulance, but he knew it would take about half-an-hour to come from Whanganui. “It felt like ages,” he says. “I grabbed the oxygen and bag mask (from the Fire Brigade) and put the OPA (oropharyngeal airway) into his mouth – the tube holds the tongue forward and helps the air get into his lungs more easily. Then I put the bag mask on him. By this time I had other bystanders helping by giving him compressions and I was monitoring how fast and deep to do them. I ripped the pad covers off (the defibrillator) and put the pads on his chest. The defibrillator picks up if the heart has a shockable rhythm and it told me to shock him. So I told everybody to stand back and I shocked him.”

Jacob shocked his uncle five times. “I told everyone that we’d just carry on till the ambulance got there,” he says. “Compression, breaths, shock, check his pulse. After the third shock I started to doubt myself, but I made sure I stayed calm and tried to get everyone else to remain calm. I was doing this in front of hundreds of people. He was my uncle but I had to look at him as just a patient and not let my emotions get in the way.”

“We are proud of how Jacob did,” says Sharon Cretney, Jacob’s mentor in the Ambulance Service, who heard of Jacob’s actions from a colleague on Monday. “He’s a quick learner and good at thinking on his feet. He did extremely well.”

After the fifth shock, Jacob’s uncle took a big breath. “I found his pulse,” Jacob says. “It was slightly fast, but he was breathing and starting to move his head and hands. Then the St Johns Ambulance turned up. We told them what we had done and they took over monitoring him. The Advanced Paramedic said we had done an excellent job and then there was nothing else to do except load him on a stretcher and take him to hospital.”

There’s little doubt that Jacob’s actions saved his uncle’s life but Jacob gives the credit to the Wairarapa Ambulance service for the excellent training they gave him as a volunteer. “If I hadn’t have had that advanced training I would’ve just frozen,” he says. “Lots of people there had first aid certificates but people tend to do those courses for work or whatever and not keep up-to-date with it. It was my first experience of cardiac arrest and even though it was at my uncle’s expense, it was an awesome experience for me. Afterwards I felt good – I was all hot and sweaty from the effort but I felt like I’d done what I was trained to do. I was able to take charge of the situation and I think we did a good job.”

Jacob’s uncle is now in a stable condition in Wellington Hospital. And Jacob himself is primed for his 2nd Crew shifts this month, with an extra notch of confidence under his belt in his ability to deal calmly and confidently with whatever the next callout demands
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