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In a 48-hour shift last week at 
Orcas Fire and Rescue, respond-
ers handled 15 calls that included 
a drowning, a trail rescue and a 
house fire as well as assisting the 
state bomb squad in detonating 
old material found in the rock 
quarry. Four of the emergencies 
were back to back.

“We clear for one incident and 
then respond to another,” said Fire 
Chief Scott Williams.

From Memorial Day to Labor 
Day, the call volume spikes dra-
matically at OIFR. Overall calls 
have been increasing by 100 annu-
ally for the past few years, and 25 
percent of those are overlapping. 
To date, OIFR has responded to 
789 calls in 2019 compared to 736 
at this time last year. Patients are a 
mix of locals, including part-time 
residents who are back for the 
summer as well as visitors to the 
island.

“I came here 15 years ago and 
I’m treating the same patients who 
are now 15 years older – as am I 
– and their needs are expanding,” 
said Battalion chief and paramed-
ic Patrick Shepler.

Walk-in patients also bring 
added work to the department. 
Without an emergent care facility 
on the island, many people walk 
into the fire department during 
the day as well as after hours. 
Shepler urges islanders to call 911 
instead because if responders are 

gone on a call, there will be no one 
available at the station to assist a 
patient.

“They are so afraid of being 
embarrassed when we show up or 
they don’t want to inconvenience 
us. But we are here to ensure you 
are safe,” he said. “People have a 

misunderstanding of how we fit 
in.”

Another obstacle for treatment 
is trying to find a home that is 
not easily accessible due to over-
grown trees, hidden addresses or 
unmarked roads. Shepler says it’s 
critical to be proactive in ensuring 

your home is visible.
OIFR has seven fire stations on 

the island but only Eastsound’s 
is staffed full-time with one fire-
fighter and one paramedic who 
work in four-day shifts. The 
department is also supported by 
60 on-call volunteers, who are 
one-third firefighters, one-third 
Emergency Medical Technicians 
and one-third dually trained.

“There’s no guarantee if a vol-
unteer is going to be on island, 
so the career staff have to triage 
what’s going on across the island,” 
Williams said.

Added Shepler: “Their commit-
ment to the job is amazing. They 
drop everything at a moment’s 
notice to help someone who in 
many cases they know person-
ally. It carries an added emotional 
trauma.”

Orcas EMTs are also trained to 
provide more advanced medical 
response to assist paramedics as 
there isn’t a hospital nearby.

“We really push them to have 
skills that they wouldn’t have on 
the mainland,” Shepler said.

The most common summer 
calls are for people who have 
tripped, fallen from a tree or lad-
der, or stumbled while hiking due 
to the increase in outdoor activity.

“Falls are a common pathway to 
infirmity and death in the elderly,” 
Shepler said, noting that some-
times that kind of call reveals 

Orcas Fire handles increased call volume in summer

The body of a 34-year-old 
Atlanta, Georgia, man was recov-
ered by Whatcom County Search 
and Rescue divers from Mountain 
Lake in Moran State Park on Aug. 
6.

The previous evening, at 
approximately 6:30 p.m., a call 
came into the San Juan County 
Sheriff ’s Office about a man who 
fell off his stand-up paddleboard. 
Cresundo Dupri Whitaker was last 
seen struggling 150 feet offshore 
for around 15 minutes before res-
cuers arrived on the scene. Friends 
of the victim attempted to locate 
him while crews were en route.

After an extensive interagency 
search, including Orcas Island 
Fire and Rescue, Moran State 
Park Rangers, the sheriff ’s office, 
a U.S. Coast Guard helicopter and 

a diving team, the search was sus-
pended on Aug. 5 when it became 
too dark to continue, and resumed 
in daylight until Whitaker’s body 
was discovered at 1:12 p.m.
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Man drowns in 
Mountain Lake

Leesa Ellis/contributed photo
Above: Cresundo Dupri Whitaker.

Colleen Smith/staff photo
Captain Chad Kimple, Lieutenant Dimitri Stankevich, firefighter and EMT Dwight Guss, batallion chief and 
paramedic Patrick Shepler and fire chief Scott Williams.

From 76 to 73, the Southern resident orca population officially 
dropped by nearly 4 percent in the last month. The Center for Whale 
Research announced on Aug. 6 that an orca from each of the three 
Southern resident pods was missing and presumed dead.

Southern resident orcas are divided into three familial groups known 
as pods, J, K and L. In January, the Center for Whale Research said that 
neither Princess Angeline, J17, nor Scoter, K25, were expected to live 
to the summer. The third missing orca is Nyssa, L84. Southern resident 
orca lovers and activists had just celebrated earlier in 2019 over the birth 
of two calves.

Orcas were listed as an endangered species in Washington state in 
2004, and nationally in 2005. The population of Southern resident killer 
whales has steadily declined from 98 in 1995 to the remaining 73 today.

Center for Whale Research scientists observed the J-pod on Dec. 31, 
noting that J17, a 42-year-old female, had pronounced peanut head, a 
condition that orcas develop when they’re emaciated. J17’s matriarchal 
predecessors lived for nearly twice as long as she did – one notable exam-
ple being Granny, J2, who was somewhere between her late 80s to early 
100s when she was last observed. J17 was the mother of Tahlequah, J35, 

Three orcas are 
presumed dead
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is 100 feet. Whitaker, who 
could not swim, was not 
wearing a life vest. His 
body was found in 65 feet 
of water. According to 
San Juan County Coroner 
Randy Gaylord, this is the 
first drowning in the lake.

Whitaker came to Orcas 
to visit his friend Leesa 
Ellis, who lives on the island 
in the summer. The two 
became close in 2018 after 
working together on a proj-
ect in Florida for the mar-
keting company Henry V. 
Whitaker took a Kenmore 
flight to the island — his 
first time on a small aircraft 
— and arrived Sunday, Aug. 
4, just in time to watch the 
sun set on North Beach.

“He had made friends 
with everyone on the plane,” 
Ellis said.

The following day, he 
explored Eastsound and 
“did all the things you are 
supposed to do when on 
Orcas,” according to Ellis. 

That included a visit to 
Moran State Park. Whitaker, 
Ellis and another friend 
arrived at Mountain Lake 
in the midafternoon. They 
walked down to the rope 
swing and set out for a small 
island, which is about 200 
feet from the shore. Ellis 
hopped on an inflatable that 
she’d attached to the pad-
dleboard, which was pow-
ered by Whitaker. It was his 
first time on one. Her other 
friend swam. They spent 
a few hours on the island, 
where Whitaker acclimated 
himself to using a paddle-
board.

“The first time, he circled 
around the island while sit-
ting down. The next time 
around he was on his knees. 
The third time he was on his 
feet. I joked with him, ‘The 
next time are you going to 
come back in a head stand?’ 
I had so much faith in his 
abilities,” Ellis said. “He said 
to me, ‘I never would have 
experienced this if it wasn’t 
for you. I wonder what my 

life would have been like if I 
grew up on the water.’”

They headed back to 
shore with Whitaker on the 
paddleboard again, towing 
Ellis behind him. When 
they got to the rope swing, 
it was decided that he would 
paddle back from there to 
the boat launch, which is 
about half a mile. Ellis and 
her friend started to walk 
back on the trail. After a few 
minutes, they looked for 
Whitaker on the lake and 
discovered he had fallen in 
and was struggling to keep 
his head above water. Ellis 
started yelling instructions 
on how to float, and that the 
paddleboard was close to 
him. Her friend jumped in 
to swim toward him, but he 
was too far and she turned 
back. After that, chaos set 
in. While emergency servic-
es was on its way, multiple 
people, including Ellis, who 
is not a strong swimmer, 
tried to get to Whitaker but 
he had sunk beneath the 
water. Local divers were 

called in but they were 
unable to locate him.

“Everyone who was there 
gave it their all to help,” she 
said. “I thought of the pad-
dleboard as a PFD (personal 
flotation device). I am dev-
astated that I didn’t know 
you need a life jacket.”

Ellis says she is selling her 
paddleboard and kayak and 
will donate the proceeds to 
the Make A Splash organi-
zation, which aims to pre-
vent drownings by teaching 
every child in the United 
States how to swim.

According to a July 28 
story by the Seattle Times, 
paddleboard fatalities are 
on the rise. There had been 
three drowning deaths in 
Washington state this year 
involving people who were 
not wearing a life jacket 
while paddleboarding, a 
pastime that has gained 
marked popularity within 
the past five years. On Aug. 
2, a woman in New York, 
who was experienced in 
the sport, drowned during 
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additional medical issues. 
“Because we don’t have a 
hospital on island and most 
of our patients don’t go to 
a hospital unless they need 
to, we are very thorough. 
My saying is: ‘Five minutes 
to know what is wrong with 
you, and 40 to know what is 
not wrong.’”

Emergency personnel 
will also stay with a patient 
for a longer time if a heli-
copter is not readily avail-
able for transport.

“There are six helicopters 
working up and down I-5 so 
it just isn’t always available,” 
Shepler said. “Many times 
we will be with patients for 
hours.”

Williams said that addi-
tional scene time is anoth-
er stressor for volunteer 
responders.

“It takes away from their 
family and job,” he said. 
“We are providing the same 
services as one agency for 
half the budget as San Juan, 
which has two agencies (fire 
and EMS),” Williams said.

OIFR FROM 1BE MORE
A great education is an essential platform to prepare 
for college or entrance into the workforce. Orcas Chris-
tian School continues to expand learning opportunities 
including building upon their STEM + ART focus. Come 
discover what OCS has to offer.

 Small Class Sizes, including a 6.5:1                     
   student-teacher ratio.

 Spanish introduced in K-8, where research   
   shows it’s more easily mastered.

 Art and Introduction to Permaculture 
   are now featured in every class.

 A daily, nutritious lunch offered, 
including Federal-Free and Reduced meals.

 Monthly on and off island field trips to 
   help students learn through hands-on 
   experience and discovery!

 Annual High School International and 
   Domestic mission and learning trips.

To apply, schedule a private tour, or meet the staff, contact Principal Terry Pottle at: 
360 376-6683. See more at www.oics.org

a paddleboard yoga class 
while trying to assist some-
one who was having trou-
ble maneuvering against a 
strong current.

The activity can be first 
traced back to Polynesia in 
the late 1700s. Participants 
are propelled forward using 
a paddle while standing 
up on a board designed to 
glide through the water. In 
2008, the U.S. Coast Guard 
classified paddleboards as 
a vessel and issued regula-
tions regarding life jacket 
requirements. According 
to the World Paddle 
Association, adult stand-
up paddlers are required 
to have a USCG-approved 
life jacket (also known as 
personal floatation device) 
for each person, a sound 
signaling device such as a 
whistle, a visual distress sig-
nal and flashlight. Wearing 
a PFD isn’t required unless 
the occupant is 12 years or 
younger. For more informa-
tion on the requirements, 
visit https://worldpaddle-
association.com/pfd-laws-
sup-or-paddleboards-now-

classified-as-vessels/.
Ellis and Whitaker 

bonded immediately when 
they met as field market-
ers assigned to drive face-
to-face brand awareness for 
dairy company Tillamook 
nearly a year ago in Florida. 
The two traveled to Cuba 
together on vacation, where 
Whitaker received the first 
stamp on his passport. 
Whitaker spent time with 
Ellis’ family, and the two 
stayed in touch between 
projects. Their next job 
with each other began this 
past spring in Southern 
California, leading up a mar-
keting tour for Tillamook. It 
was Whitaker’s first time on 
the West Coast.

“We were hired back 
together as the ‘dream 
team,’” Ellis remem-
bered. “He was the face of 
Tillamook because of his 
encompassing attitude and 
ability to relate to anyone. 
He was beautiful, outgoing, 
kind and an excellent lis-
tener and learner. He was 
such a supportive person in 
my life.”




