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	Retiring Community Ambulance director reflects on his long ride
By JUDITH O. ETZEL
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Photo by Jerry Sowden - John Greggs, who is also the Venango County coroner, said he never intended to work in the emergency services field. 
When John Greggs joined the Franklin ambulance service as a part-time driver in 1967, he was reduced to tapping two remedies to ensure his patient's health: his first aid training and a quick prayer. 

"All we had were a little bit of oxygen, a first aid box, splints. You tried to talk to the patient and tell them we were going to get them to the hospital in time. And then you just prayed until you got them there," said the 60-year-old Greggs, fondly recalling the early part of his 38-year career in the ambulance business in Venango County. 

Greggs retired last month after serving 31 years as executive director of Community Ambulance Service (CAS), a county-wide emergency transportation system founded in 1968 when Oil City and Franklin joined their ambulance services. 

In his tenure, the ambulance service has grown from a handful of part-time drivers, a first aid kit and an Econ-o-Line van with an old bubble light on top to a sophisticated, advanced emergency service with 60 highly trained full- and part-time employees, a 13-vehicle fleet and three ambulance stations. 

Despite his long career at CAS, Greggs never intended to work in the emergency services field. It was vocational boredom that did him in. 

Typically, patients were transported to the hospital either by funeral homes that volunteered their services and their hearses or by fire departments. A move to start up an independent ambulance service in an old Atlantic gas station in Franklin in 1967 caught Greggs' attention. 

"I hated running a machine at the CPT plant, standing there and doing the same thing for eight hours," said Greggs. "So I volunteered to work part-time, driving an ambulance for Franklin. I ran in every 5 p.m. to 6 a.m. weekday shift, then went to work at CPT. On weekends, I was on call round-the-clock." 

It wasn't a lucrative sideline, said Greggs, adding he earned $1.50 an hour at his machining job and that his mother was furious when he quit the CPT job. At the ambulance service, meanwhile, each driver got $3 a call but could end up spending 24 hours on call and get nothing if no one summoned the ambulance. 

Even then, said Greggs, "half the time we didn't even get paid, that's how tight it all was." 

Often, a crewmember took the Franklin ambulance home with him and, if an emergency call came through, one driver would pick up the other at home and the duo would head out. 

SERVICES MERGE 

In 1968, Oil City funeral home directors decided to quit offering emergency transports, and a group of residents formed a non-profit ambulance service to fill the void. The group acquired a 1968 Cadillac ambulance, bought at a discount because it had been used as a demonstrator by the dealer. 

Two vans were also bought, supplied with the basics, and fitted with four bunk-like shelves inside for patients. The agency responded to its first call on Aug. 1, 1968. 

A month later, Franklin and Oil City came together and merged into Community Ambulance Service. Two more stripped down vans, which Greggs said the crews called "bouncing betties" because the rides were so bumpy, were purchased. 

In the first year, CAS answered about 2,500 calls. Its paid-up countywide membership, pegged at $7 a family, was at 8,000. 

Within a few years, financial calamities were threatening the fledgling agency, barely afloat with its sole income, the low annual membership fees. They weren't paying the bills, said Greggs. 

"The service was really hitting rock bottom in about 1973 and things just kept coming at us. In my first week as the director in 1974, I found that everything was a financial struggle. We would be paid on Friday and then told to hold on to our checks until Monday or Tuesday so the agency could get some money," he said. 

It turned around, said Greggs, when the ambulance service started third party billing and began receiving insurance payments for the services it offered. The scope of work changed, too, as the agency broadened its primary service of emergency ambulance transports to include non-emergency trips for patients who needed testing at the hospital. Vans to accommodate wheelchair-bound patients were also added. 

As the income has changed dramatically for the ambulance service, so has the cost for equipment and vehicles. The cost of a stretcher has gone from $125 in the early agency days to $4,000 each today. 

An ambulance, minus any equipment, once cost $10,000 to $20,000. Today, an emergency van costs $70,000 and a modular ambulance is pegged at $108,000. 

MEMORIES FROM THE ROAD 

One of Greggs' most vivid memories is of the June 19, 1970, fire at the Amalie refinery on Route 322 just outside Franklin. Five people died and 15 were injured in the oil fire. 

"That was a bad one. We spent two and half days there, 24 hours a day. I remember we were giving oxygen to a man when a tank blew and a few of us got our hair singed. I thought all of Franklin was going to go but only by the grace of God, it didn't. I don't want to see something like that ever again," said Greggs. 

Running an ambulance service in a small community, said the retired director, has its good and bad moments. 

"The biggest thing in a small area is that you know everyone and when that alarm goes off, well, chances are you'd know the person or the family," said Greggs. 

One of the hardest calls came when the son of a previous CAS executive director was killed in an accident. Greggs and another driver arrived at the scene, moments before the boy's father got there. The young man's mother was working as the ambulance dispatcher on that same shift. 

"It was terrible. I'll never forget that call," said Greggs. "Certain calls, like the calls that come about children, are tough. You don't ever harden to it. But in any situation, you know what you have to do and you do it. The training kicks in." 

There have been wonderful moments, too, he said. 

"The nicest thing? The elderly people we transport. It is just so enjoyable to be with them and it's fun to work with them because they tell stories and talk about history. Our people really enjoy them," said Greggs. 

COPING WITH CHANGES 

There have been several developments that have had a substantial impact on Community Ambulance Service, but each time the staff has superbly handled the changes, Greggs said. 

The merger of the Oil City and Franklin hospitals, the creation of the 911 emergency call system, the wholesale transfer of patients when the new hospital opened in Cranberry Township, for example, went without a hitch. 

"We have wonderful employees and they get a lot of compliments. But it's not just Community Ambulance - it's us, local fire and police departments and everyone else who provides this kind of care working well together," said Greggs. 

Although he has retired from the ambulance service, Greggs is keeping his elected job as Venango County coroner. He is running for a fourth four-year term this year. It is a job, he said, similar to Community Ambulance in that "nothing is ever routine." 

"I loved my job because it was always changing. I always looked forward to getting up and going to work," said Greggs. 

Smiling, he added, "Although sometimes I never got up because I'd been out all night working."
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