Pararescueman helps woman at 35,000 feet

by 2nd Lt. Gabe Johnson

Air Force Special Operations Command Public Affairs

01/31/02 - HURLBURT FIELD, Fla. (AFPN) – At 35,000 feet above the ocean and four hours from London’s Gatwick Airport, the flight attendant on the trans-Atlantic plane came over the intercom to ask if there was a doctor or nurse on board.   Roused from a light sleep, an Air Force pararescueman watched the aisles to see if anyone would step forward. When no one stood up, Tech. Sgt. Andrew answered the call.

Andrew was headed here for a temporary duty assignment and was looking forward to a little rest during the nine-hour flight.  “It surprised me there weren’t any doctors on the flight,” said Andrew, whose last name is not being released because of operational security concerns. “When no one stepped forward, I stood up and told the flight attendant I was a paramedic.”   The sergeant is assigned to Air Force Special Operations Command's 321st Special Tactics Squadron at Royal Air Force Mildenhall, England.

A woman on the flight was experiencing shortness of breath and periodically losing consciousness, Andrew said. With assistance from the flight crew and other passengers, Andrew put the woman on the cabin floor and began assessing her condition.  "The aircraft has an emergency medical kit on board, so I hooked up a defibrillator to monitor her heart, administered oxygen and began an IV," said the sergeant. "Her husband and son where on the flight, too, and gave me a brief medical history."

With help from the aircrew, Andrew used the aircraft's communication system to talk with a doctor at a university hospital in the United States. The pararescueman relayed his

observations about the woman's health to the emergency room physician. Based on the

situation, the decision was made to divert the airliner to Ireland where the woman could be transported to a medical facility for immediate treatment.

With help from the cabin crew, Andrew moved the woman to the front of the plane, made her a bed with pillows and blankets, and continued to monitor her condition.  “I was only concerned with the patient,” said Andrew. “We did what we could do to give her privacy. I had one passenger taking notes and another giving me general assistance.”

After landing in Ireland, a doctor and emergency medical crew boarded the plane, discussed the situation with a flight attendant, took Andrew’s observation notes and rushed the woman and her family to a nearby hospital. A fellow passenger on the flight, who witnessed the sergeant's actions, praised his efforts.  “He was obviously in charge of this situation,” said George Woltz. “He was calm and focused. His  demeanor was admirable and everyone was impressed with the way he was handling the emergency.” 

Woltz was returning to the United States after visiting his son, a lieutenant colonel assigned to the 100th Air Refueling Wing at Mildenhall.  Woltz was so impressed with the Andrew’s response to the emergency, he sent his son an e-mail asking him to ensure the sergeant received recognition for his actions.

With the woman safely in the hands of the doctors in Ireland, the aircraft resumed its flight to the United States. Andrew settled back down in his seat and immediately fell asleep.  “Without my training, it would have been much more stressful for me,” said Andrew.  “As pararescuemen, we train for the worst-case scenario. Training is much more difficult than the situation itself, but I’m not going to say that I wasn’t stressed. This situation was real.” 

Though new to the Air Force and the pararescue career field, Andrew joined the special tactics team at Mildenhall with nearly 11 years of experience in the Army and Army Guard.  “I wanted to be assigned to a special tactics unit because they support other services in direct action and personnel recovery,” said Andrew.  “Special tactics operators have a greater chance of being at the front and a greater chance of operating at a combat level.”  

"I'm not comfortable with all the fuss about this," he said. "I just did what I'm trained to do."  Woltz said the sergeant should not downplay his actions.  “The Air Force should know how proudly they were represented by this young man,” Woltz said.

Comments:  
1.  No mission report submitted.  IAW PJ MOAB guidance, CMRs will be submitted on all missions unless PJs are working in a ride-along/hospital environment.

          //signed//

Montgomery L. Fleck, SMSgt, USAF 

