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Tilikum had a hard act to follow in Shamu who had been with trainers
performing with her on the west coast park in San Diego. Tilikum was
also the best candidate for the job on the east coast park in Orlando.
Thad Lacinak was vice president and corporate curator when Tilikum
arrived at SeaWorld. He believes that had Tilikum been trained
properly, Keltie Bryne’s tragic death would not have happened.
Easy to say when you are looking through a massive corporate lens
that magnifies the profits and diminishes the risks. It’s an old story in
any business and, in this case, supported the belief that Bryne’s death
was an aberration.
Corporate curator, Lacinak thought Tilikum could be taught to perform
with trainers in the water. Management at SeaWorld thought better of
it. But not for long.
The other interesting fact the public never knew about is that trainers
had been getting beaten up by these unhappy whales since training
them began. Zimmermann reported what John Jett, who was a trainer
at SeaWorld in the 1990s, had to say: “...getting nicked, and sometimes
hammered, was just part of the price of living the killer whale dream.
There were so many incidents. If you show fear or go home hurt, you
might be put on the bench.”
In 1999 Tilikum killed someone else. Daniel Dukes, who was just
released from jail for theft, was found draped over Tilikums back on
the morning of July 6. Dukes had either stayed after the park was
closed or snuck in afterwards and decided to take a swim with the
whale. Tilikum, alone in the tank, bored to death, had a new live toy.
By the time they found him rigor mortis had already set in. Game over.
However, not quite. What is interesting is that when trainer, Michael

Dougherty found Dukes, Tilikum had purposely draped Dukes over
his back and he was staring back at Dougherty, as if to say: “Here’s
another. Do you understand now?”
More incidents followed: in 2006, head trainer Kenneth Peters was
taken to the bottom of the pool several times by Kasatka. She held him
there for close to a minute. She was put on the ‘No Water Work Black
List’, along with Tilikum. As hard as it is to believe, Tilikum did not stay
on that list.
Enter Dawn Brancheau.
Based on what Zimmermann reported, Dawn Brancheau was the
poster girl trainer for SeaWorld Orlando. She definitely appeared to
be an animal lover – so much so, she held birthday parties for her two
chocolate Labradors. She had been infatuated with whales since she
was nine.
Brancheau was working the Dine with Shamu show, featuring Tilikum.
Zimmermann described her as she ‘bounced around on the deck of
the pool’, and the audience as they ‘chuckled at the sight of one of the
ocean’s top predators performing like a circus animal’.
At the end of the show, Brancheau was lying next to Tilikum on a
shallow ledge on the side of the pool. She was petting him and talking
to him and performing what they called a ‘relationship session’. The
audience was waiting below for Tilikum to come gliding up to the glass
for a photo op. Tilikum was given his cue from Brancheau, but instead
of going to the photo op, he grabbed Bancheau’s long pony tail and
pulled her into the water. It became an instant emergency.
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