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John Watkins woke up two weeks ago and told his wife he 

loved her.

That wouldn't be news - except that his heart had stopped 

two days earlier.

Now he's home, not only alive, but with no brain damage - 

thanks to luck, hard work and a new technology available 

at two local hospitals.

Watkins, 59, of Milford, was golfing at Oak Pointe Country 

Club near Brighton on Aug. 20, randomly assigned to a team 

that included Brighton oral surgeon Tom Butts, when 

Watkins collapsed in sudden cardiac arrest.

Butts, whose father died of sudden cardiac arrest 20 years 

ago, started CPR and worked on Watkins until Brighton 

firefighters and Livingston County Ambulance paramedics 

could administer electric shocks to restart his heart. All 

told, Watkins was shocked nine times.

After about 40 minutes, Butts recalls, they were about to 

declare Watkins dead when they got a heart rhythm. Watkins 

was airlifted to St. Joseph Mercy Hospital in Superior 

Township, where doctors there used a new treatment for 

just the third time in the past four months.

Doctors put a catheter into Watkins' femoral artery and 

used a cold saline solution to reduce his temperature to 

about 91.4 degrees Fahrenheit. He was kept that way, in a 

drug-induced coma, for 24 hours. Over the following 24 

hours, doctors slowly warmed him up and allowed him to 

waken.

When Carol Watkins called Butts to tell him her husband 

was alive, and his brain was apparently not damaged, Butts 

said later, "I burst into tears."

It was like Butts was able to share one last thing with 

his father, who died before Butts could say goodbye, he 

said.

John Watkins said the only thing he remembers of the 

incident is Butts' face.

The treatment he underwent is called therapeutic 

hypothermia, which also has been available at the 

University of Michigan Medical Center for about a year. 

It's based on a phenomenon doctors have observed for 

hundreds of years, but only recently began to understand 

and use to protect brain cells.

Napoleon's doctor noticed some wounded soldiers who lay in 

snow for a time did better than those kept warm near a 

fire, according to the American Heart Association. The 

phenomenon also has been observed in near-drowning victims 

who are submerged in extremely cold water, but can be 

revived with little or no brain damage.

Now the treatment is revolutionizing the care of some 

patients who suffer sudden cardiac arrest.

Doctors at U-M and St. Joseph Mercy Hospital said that 

without the cooling treatment, only 20 to 25 percent of 

patients who make it to the hospital alive after cardiac 

arrest might survive.

With the treatment, they said, nine of the 14 patients at 

U-M (64 percent) and three of the four patients at St. 

Joseph Mercy (75 percent) have recovered with virtually no 

brain damage.

"We've known in the lab for 50 years that hypothermia is 

the most protective thing we can do," said Dr. Robert 

Silbergleit, who lobbied to bring the system to U-M. "The 

difficulty was in figuring out a way to do it."

Ice packed around the patient is one way, but imprecise 

because the temperature cannot be maintained exactly, 

Silbergleit said.

The catheter system is now available at about 225 

hospitals across the country - usually major facilities.

Dr. Robert Newton, the emergency room doctor who treated 

Watkins, said St. Joseph Mercy Hospital is one of only a 

few community hospitals to have the system.

Silbergleit said the technology is relatively inexpensive 

for medical equipment - $20,000 for the cooling system and 

$1,700 per patient for the catheter.

"Two weeks after complete death, he's coming home," Carol 

Watkins said this week.

Watkins, who had two earlier heart attacks and an incident 

in which his heart stopped for 90 seconds, said he plans 

to buy at least one automated defibrillator for use at the 

golf course. He had a small defibrillator implanted in his 

chest Monday.

Watkins is still undergoing dialysis because his kidneys 

were damaged by a lack of oxygen, but he's improving 

daily.

On the two-week mark of his near-death experience, he 

turned to his wife in his hospital room and announced, 

"I'm damned happy to kiss her."

Then, he did - twice.

Susan Oppat can be reached at soppat@annarbornews.com or 

at 734-482-1166.

