‘Free Willy’ Dies of a Broken Heart - Lonely Keiko never did find family, despite 870-mile search
By Mona McAlinden 14 December 2003
Keiko the killer whale, made famous by the Free Willy films, has died after being unable to locate his family following his release into the wild. 

Caretakers for the world-famous orca, who spent most of his life in captivity, announced his death yesterday after the sudden onset of pneumonia. 

Keiko, who was around 26-years-old, was found floating on the sea surface off the Norwegian coast on Friday evening near the dock at Halsa, which had been the home of the giant orca since he unexpectedly arrived in Norway last year. 

The eight-metre-long, six-ton whale had spent most of his life in captivity before his rehabilitation and preparation for a return to the wild. He was finally released in July 2002. 

Keiko’s animal care specialist, Dane Richards said that the illness was sudden. After worried experts monitored his progress the cetacean died quickly. He said: “He exhibited some signs of lethargy and lack of appetite. We checked his respiration rate and it was a little irregular ... he wasn’t doing too well. Early in the evening, he passed away.” 

However, Fred Felleman of Orca Conservancy told the Sunday Herald that while Keiko’s carers did “a tremendous job of getting him back in shape”, the failure to reunite the whale with his family group may have had a part to play in his death. 

He said: “You can’t fulfil the needs of a social predator by just measuring his blood chemistry and his fat content – these animals need the contact of the family. I can’t help but think that is what wore him down. 

“There’s a stress associated with being alone, if you’re a social predator. Stress has been shown in many different contexts to make your immune system suppressed. Pneumonia is an approximate reason for his death but why did he catch it? Was his immune system compromised? This whale would probably have been given a longer lease of life if he’d found his social contacts.” 

Keiko, which means Lucky One in Japanese, was born in the Atlantic Ocean near Iceland in 1977 or 1978. At the age of two he was captured and sold to the marine park industry in Canada and began performing for the public. In 1985 he was sold to an amusement park in Mexico City for $350,000 (£200,000). 

His stardom was a result of the Free Willy films, which Warner Brothers began filming on location in Mexico City in 1992. The films told the tale of a young boy who befriends a captive killer whale and coaxes him to escape to freedom. 

When it emerged that, after filming, Keiko had returned to the cramped concrete pool which left him lethargic and covered in lesions, a global fundraising campaign to reintegrate him with a pod of wild killer whales was set up and raised over $20m (£11.5m). 

In 1996, the Free Willy/Keiko Foundation transferred him to a new $7.3m (£4m) rehabilitation facility at the Oregon Coast Aquarium where he experienced sea water for the first time in 14 years and a swift return to health. 

In 1998, Keiko was airlifted to his native Icelandic waters where handlers prepared him for the wild by teaching him to catch fish at a cost of $500,000 (£290,000) a month. However, upon his release in July 2002 he embarked on a 870-mile trek to Norway in what many experts regarded as an attempt to search for companionship. 

After arriving at Halsa in September, the whale drew crowds of up to 400 fans a day, hardly an ideal scenario for an attempt to return a captive whale to the wild. Keiko allowed admirers to pet and play with him, even to crawl on his back. He became such an attraction that animal protection authorities imposed a ban on approaching him. In November he was coaxed to his new home at Taknes Bay, a more remote area of Halsa. But even that did not deter visitors. 

Cathy Williamson, captivity campaigner for the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society (WDCS) claimed that although Keiko was never completely free because he never joined another whale pod, the attempt to repatriate him was invaluable. She said: “He had freedom when he travelled between Iceland and Norway. In the months up to his death he was in control of his own life again and making his own choices, which is something that he never had in captivity. I also think we’ve learnt that it’s not an easy or cheap process to return a killer whale to the wild.” 

Mark Simmonds, Director of Science for the WDCS agreed that it “was a valiant effort”. He said: “He went from an animal that was covered in disease and in very poor condition to a fit orca who could be seriously considered for return to where he came from.” 

