
A landslide killed three people at a home construction site in Sitka in August 2015. Juneau-based 
SEADOGS (above) helped responders search for the victims.
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IN MEMORIUM 

Timothy Douglas “Tim” Heller, Beth Heller,  
Mara Heller, Derek Heller and Kara Heller 

Departed this life Nov. 20, 2023 
When a rare but devastating landslide in Wrangell  

destroyed the family home 

Celebration of Life for the Heller Family  
 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., Saturday Jan. 13, 2024 at the Nolan Center  
11 a.m. Celebration Memorial Service at Noon, Meal provided 

1:30 p.m. Celebration Slideshow and Stories 
Community welcome to attend a portion or all 

The Heller family is survived by Tim’s father Myron “Mike” Heller and mother Yvonne Heller; Tim’s adult children Timothy Orion “Orion” Heller 
                          and Alisa (Raife) Bowman; Tim’s two grandchildren; and by Beth’s father Dave Stephan, mother Laureen Curtner, 

                                     brother Jeremy (Brandy Jenkins) Grina, nephew Jacob Grina, and many extended relatives. 
In lieu of flowers, donations are being accepted at First Bank. 

Timothy Douglas "Tim" Heller, 44, was born in Lacy, 
Washington, and departed this life on Nov. 20, 2023. His 
home for the majority of his life was Wrangell. While Tim 

developed a strong reputation for expertise in marine construction, 
he also worked hard to balance his work with his dedication to his 
family. 

Tim graduated from Wrangell High School before attending 
United Technology Institute at Phoenix, obtaining a degree in 
diesel technology and heavy equipment repair. His exceptional 
skills as a mechanic and a welder served him and his family well 
as he learned marine construction, spending around 20 years in 
his trade union and working on docks throughout Alaska, largely 
for the company Western Marine. He was sought after for both his 
unique skills and his reputation as a hard worker. 

His desire to have more time with his family led to Tim working 
with his wife Beth to start their own successful business in marine 
construction. 

Tim’s crowning achievement and source of all his joy, however, 
was family. Tim considered his wife, Beth, his soulmate.  He was 
blessed with two children from each of his two marriages, and 
completed his circle of love with the adoption of his soulmate’s 
daughter. 

Although many would think of Tim as a quiet man, he was both 
committed to his family and loved to have fun with family and 
friends. Whenever he was in town, he was fully involved in his 
children’s activities, attending athletic events, cooking steaks or 
making the fire for s’mores or teaching them new skills. 

At home, Tim rarely sat down — he always had a project going 
to improve the house, build something, or fix something — and he 
could fix just about anything! 

Tim loved to travel with his family, exploring new places. He 
also loved the menagerie of pets in the Heller household. He 
created a solid foundation for his family, helping them grow and 
learn.

Beth Jean Heller (Stephan), 36, was born in 
Wrangell and lost her life on Nov. 20, 2023. Her 
loving generosity and vibrant spirit will be missed 

by all who knew her. 
Beth was born and grew up mostly in Wrangell and 

graduated from Wrangell High School in 2005. As an adult, 
Beth lived briefly in various communities, but Wrangell was 
always her home. She was a lifelong learner, achieving her 
licensure as a certified nursing assistant and an EMT, and 
taking a variety of college classes in child development and 

business finance. She worked in education and health 
care, but her greatest love was her family. 

Beth and her husband Tim shared a loving and joyful 
relationship. Together, they worked hard to build a 
successful marine construction business. Family was at the 
core of Beth’s existence. She was an excellent mother to 
her three children, providing them with so many 
opportunities to make wonderful lasting memories. Her 
radiant smile and infectious laughter created a home filled 
with joy and comfort. 

Beth was an amazing baker, loved to travel, and was a 
talented gardener. She enjoyed curling up with a mug of 
coffee, a good book, and her beloved dogs. Beth’s 
kindness and compassion toward every living creature was 
admirable.  

Beth was an amazing friend to so many people 
throughout her life. She gave excellent advice, and people 
often turned to her for her wisdom, humor and logic. She 
leaves behind a legacy of love, warmth and kindness. She 
will be missed every day.  

The Heller family          Photos courtesy Havalah Praise Photography

Mara Jeannette 
Heller, 16, was 
born in Juneau 

and lost her life on Nov. 20, 
2023. 

When Mara entered a 
room, you couldn’t help but 
smile. Her bubbly personality 
and endless energy were 
infectious. Mara lived most 
of her life in Wrangell. 

Mara was wise beyond her years. She had a strong 
sense of self and prioritized what was truly important in 
life. She had an undeniable love for her family and 
friends. Mara had a huge heart, always willing to help 
and care for others. She was a light in our lives. Kind 
and compassionate, she shared that light with us every 
day.  

It was clear that Mara wanted to leave this world a 
better place than she found it, and while her time here 
was too short, her impact was deep. Mara was brave. 
While she was sometimes hesitant to face new 
challenges, she was quick to celebrate her successes 
and triumphs and was always cheering others on.  

Mara embraced the softer things in life. She enjoyed 
literature, deep ideas and the intangible aspects of 
being human. Her relationships with others were 
genuine and she remained true to herself. She learned 
to accept that unkindness happens sometimes, yet she 
continued beyond trials without becoming bitter.  

Mara once wrote about her future goals which 
included going to college, being intelligent, hardworking 
and successful — but she said the biggest thing she 
wanted to be was kind.  

Mara loved listening to music, especially Taylor Swift. 
She would often talk about her favorite songs and 
quotes. In listening to the artist’s music, Mara found a 
soundtrack to her world. The words were more than 
lyrics, they served as inspiration to be both kind and 
strong and embrace the waves that come over us in life.

Derek David Heller, 
12, was born in 
Juneau and lost 

his life on Nov. 20, 2023.  
He lived most of his life in 
Wrangell. 

Derek lit up any room he 
walked into; always smiling, 
cheerful, extremely talkative, 
and full of endless energy. 
One might even say he was 
often the 
“loudest” in 
the room. 

He loved 
to make 
people laugh 
and would 
frequently 
engage in 
silly banter 
with his 
friends and 
teachers. His kind and 
caring heart and likable 
personality meant that he 
had several good friends.  

He was always willing to 
assist his peers, even if it 
meant he got some “heat” 
for talking. It didn’t matter 
who he sat beside in class, 
he would quickly find some 
common ground and 
become fast friends with his 
neighbors. He made his 
peers feel important and 
valued.  

Derek was curious and 
wanted to learn more, often 
asking inquisitive questions. 

He was a trumpet player 
who not only played his 
trumpet with all his heart, 
but also often asked his 
teacher “why” so that he 
could gain a better 
understanding of how the 
trumpet worked.  

He often talked about his 
family with pride and shared 
hilarious family stories. 

Derek joined 
the middle 
school running 
club this fall and 
became a 
strong 
competitor. He 
also played on 
the middle 
school 
basketball team. 
He participated 

in wrestling for many years 
and had started working out 
with Jack Carney’s 
weightlifting group in the 
mornings this fall. He had a 
great time participating in 
the swim meet earlier in 
November. 

Derek was often seen 
laughing and being goofy 
with his friends. Although we 
have lost the future of that 
boundless energy, 
goofiness, laughter and big, 
big heart, our memories of 
Derek’s approach to life give 
inspiration for living life fully 
each day. 

Kara Joy Heller, 11, was 
born in Juneau and lost her life 
on Nov. 20, 2023.  Kara’s mid-
dle name says it all — she 
brought joy and happiness to 
anyone she met. Her wide 
smile and sparkling eyes were 
more than contagious. 

Kara lived most of her life in 
Wrangell. At school, she was a 
bright and successful student who excelled in all aca-
demic areas — and finished her work ahead of time! She 
had a uniquely positive attitude, and she never seemed to 
say a negative thing about anybody. She was very ap-
proachable and well-liked by her classmates.  

Kara was outgoing and involved in a lot of extracurricu-
lar activities. Although she was just beginning to learn 
sports, her coaches were impressed with her determina-
tion and attitude. She was an amazing swimmer. While on 
the swim team, she was a tough competitor with brilliant 
instincts who never took the easy way out. Joining the 
middle school running club this fall, she was determined 
to increase her speed, and never complained. 

Kara attended ballet, where her coach remembered 
her big smile — she just beamed whenever it was time to 
perform. She worked hard on perfecting her dance 
moves. 

Kara was in Girl Scouts and sold many cookies, no 
doubt because no one could resist that smiling face!  

Kara loved anything Taylor Swift sang or did. One of 
her favorite experiences was attending the Taylor Swift 
film that showed in Wrangell. She sang and danced 
through the whole movie. 

Whether at home or at school, Kara loved gardening 
— working with dirt and plants. While working at the ele-
mentary school garden, she had a big smile on her face 
whether she was digging up potatoes or sifting through 
soil looking for rocks and other unwanted things.   

How do you describe Kara Joy Heller? Happy, kind, 
patient, neat, determined, thoughtful, smart, polite, moti-
vated, creative, and so much more. 

When it rained hard, “we 
would look to the hills and 
think, is it safe? Is it safe to send 
our kids to school?” 

“Our town had changed,” 
she said. 

Locals felt blindsided, said 
Busch, who is the director of the 
Sitka Sound Science Center. 

“It seemed obvious that we 
should have been worried 
about landslides — we have 
steep, post-glaciated terrain and 
we have a lot of rain,” Busch 
said. “We should have been 
worried, but we were sur-
prised. We were shocked.” 

Busch and a group of other 
Sitka residents began calling 
scientists, asking questions. 

The calls and meetings led to 
the Sitka GeoTask Force, a col-
laboration between more than a 
dozen tribal, governmental and 
educational and research enti-
ties that sought to conduct re-
search on landslide risk and 
answer the questions of wor-
ried Sitka residents. It eventu-
ally led to the first-of-its-kind 
Sitka Landslide Warning Sys-
tem, which uses a statistical 
model developed by scientists 
to estimate the likelihood of 
landslide activity based on 
three-hour rainfall totals. 

New weather monitoring 
equipment was installed in lo-
cations higher on mountain 
slopes because rainfall totals 
collected at sea level can vary 
dramatically from totals at 
higher elevations, Busch said. 
People can look at an online 
dashboard that puts landslide 
risk into red, yellow or green 
categories. 

What worked for Sitka 
might not work for other areas, 
she said. But the group has re-
ceived grants to extend the 
warning systems model to 
other communities, including 
Klukwan, Hoonah, Skagway 
and two small communities on 
Prince of Wales Island. 

In Haines, there are currently 
no plans for the borough to 
adopt a Sitka-style monitoring 
system, though the Haines Av-
alanche Center maintains a 
webpage that warns residents 
of landslide risks by comparing 
the community’s recent precip-
itation levels to the record rain-
fall in December 2020. 

For Southeast Alaska com-

munities, monitoring and map-
ping landslides could bring pit-
falls, local officials say. 

The city could have liability 
issues if it determines an area 
is safe from landslides and 
then one hits, said Juneau 
Mayor Beth Weldon and City 
Manager Katie Koester. Con-
versely, there could be prob-
lems if an area is designated 
unsafe and there are no land-
slides, which could lead to 
falling property values and 
homeowners struggling to get 
insurance. 

Juneau officials say they’re 
aware of Sitka’s landslide mon-
itoring system, but there are 
currently no plans to adopt 
something similar locally. 
Sitka’s system is run by a non-
profit and not the municipality 
itself. 

“It’s a really high-risk busi-
ness to get into,” Koester said 
of landslide monitoring. “We 
don’t have the science to make 
those determinations.” 

Rockslides, which scientists 
say are a form of landslide, 
have also caused damage to 
the economic and social heart 
of Southeast Alaska. 

In Ketchikan, the city’s 
beloved family-owned grocery 
store Tatsuda’s IGA was de-
stroyed by a sudden rockfall in 
February 2020 and never re-
built. A large cliff that pressed 
close to the building came 
down in the middle of the 
night, said Katherine Tatsuda, 
who owned the store with her 
father. 

“Never in a million, billion 
years would we have imagined 
it could come down the way it 
did,” she said. 

After the rockslide, the risk 
of rebuilding the store in the 
same spot ultimately wasn’t 
feasible, Tatsuda said. It would 
have taken millions to rebuild 
and more to ensure that more 
of the hillside wouldn’t come 
down again, she said. Tatsuda 
decided to close the store, end-
ing more than century in busi-
ness in Ketchikan. 

In 2022 in Skagway, city of-
ficials watched in horror as 
huge boulders toppled down a 
steep slope onto a cruise ship 
dock, the economic linchpin of 
the roughly 1,200-person mu-
nicipality, said Andrew Cre-
mata, who was mayor at the 

time. At one point, a shipping 
container was crushed “like an 
aluminum can,” he said. 

The privately owned dock 
had to close and cruise ships 
were rerouted. 

Cremata declared an emer-
gency and the city received 
millions of dollars for mitiga-
tion work to stabilize the 
mountainside and protect the 
dock. The mitigation even in-
cluded hiring people to camp 
near the rockslide, watching 
for movement so that staff 
could alert the hundreds of 
tourists traversing the dock 
daily, he said. The 2023 cruise 
season passed without any sig-
nificant rockfalls. 

The risk of future slides is a 
problem that literally looms 
over Skagway’s economy, he 
said. 

Living with landslide risk is 
something Southeast Alaskans 
will have to get used to, offi-
cials say. Wrangell is waiting 
on an analysis of the Nov. 20 
landslide before making plans 
about potential warning sys-
tems or mitigation efforts. 

“We’re not going to prevent 
these things,” Villarma said. 
“But we can provide people 
with information to make good 
personal decisions.” 

Continued from page 5

Southeast slides

BY LARRY PERSILY 
Sentinel writer 

The Economic Development Board has recommended to the 
borough assembly that it put up half of the 20 lots at the Alder Top 
Village (Keishangita.’aan) subdivision in an online auction to the 
highest bidders, with the other half going on sale by lottery. 

There would be no limit on how many lots an individual could 
purchase in the auction, but the board decided to recommend lim-
iting the lottery to one lot per individual. 

The five-member advisory board voted unanimously Dec. 20 to 
forward its recommendations to the assembly, which has final say 
on the sale of borough property. 

The land sale plan is likely to come before the assembly early in 
the new year. 

Under the timeline prepared by borough staff, the auction 
would come first, in April and May, followed by the lottery in June 
or July. 

The 20 lots are the first phase of residential development at the 
site of the former Bureau of Indian Affairs Wrangell Institute board-
ing school uphill from Shoemaker Beach. The borough took own-
ership of the land in 1996. 

“Alder Top has been a long time coming,” Kate Thomas, eco-
nomic development director, told the board last month.  

Board members discussed at length whether to recommend lim-
iting the number of lots an individual could buy in the lottery. The 
original plan imposed no limit. Board member John DeRuyter pro-
posed at the Dec. 20 meeting limiting the lottery to one lot per per-
son. 

However, member Jillian Privett said she was concerned that 
lots could go unused if there is a shortage of lottery participants 
and the borough placed a limit on how many parcels any individ-
ual could buy. 

The board unanimously adopted the recommendation of one lot 
per person. 

“The lottery is sensitive, we’ve got to get it right,” said board 
member Brian Ashton. 

It will cost participants $100 for each entry in the lottery. Regis-
tering for the auction will cost $500. 

All 20 lots are close to half an acre. 
The 10 lots with unobstructed views of the water would be sold 

to the highest bidders starting at their appraised value, ranging 
from about $53,000 to $70,000 each. 

The 10 back-row lottery parcels would be sold at a fixed price of 
between $45,000 to $60,000 each. 

All of the lots are zoned single-family residential. The board’s 
recommended land sale plan includes the note: “Lots may not be 
used for storing vehicles, boats, machinery or otherwise. Nor any 
part thereof be used for dumping or storage ground for refuse or 
rubbish of any kind.” 

The borough expects to have streets and utilities installed by 
next fall. Potential lottery participants and auction bidders would 
be allowed access to inspect the parcels before the sale, Thomas ex-
plained. Possession would not be allowed until after the borough 
finishes construction work. 

The borough could recover from the land sale about half of what 
it will have spent to clear and develop the property, an estimated 
$2.4 million — a point which several board members raised in their 
discussion of setting terms for the sales. 

Bob Dalrymple, board chair, noted the “tension between maxi-
mum revenue for the borough … and maximum opportunity” for 
people to build and own a home. 

The borough will not provide financing for the land or home 
construction but is planning to gather lenders and contractors for 
a public event sometime in February to provide information for po-
tential bidders and new homeowners. 

Assembly final stop to set terms 
for land sale at new subdivision

BY CLAIRE STREMPLE 
Alaska Beacon 

The Alaska Police Standards Council has voted 
down a regulation change that would have al-
lowed the state to hire corrections officers as young 
as 18 years old — the current minimum age is 21. 

The Department of Corrections floated the pro-
posal as a tool to combat its staff shortage, insuffi-
cient applicant pool and high vacancy rate. In 
September, the department reported more than 100 
open positions for prison officers and a 30% de-
crease in applications compared to the previous 
year. 

Most members of the council wanted to accept 
the new regulation, but said the department 
needed a plan in place to train and support 
younger hires. 

Department of Public Safety Deputy Commis-
sioner Brian Barlow said he was among those who 
had “discomfort” with the regulation as written. 
“However, I do think there’s a way forward,” he 
said. 

He said there are dangers associated with hiring 
younger people to work with hardened criminals, 
but that there is also a danger in having a signifi-
cant number of vacant positions in a prison. 

Council Chair Rebecca Harmon said her expe-
rience with younger first responders in King 
Salmon has shown her that 18-year-olds can han-
dle responsibility in areas like emergency medical 
services. 

Some council members, including former De-
partment of Corrections Deputy Commissioner 
Dan Carothers, spoke out against the regulation 
change at the Dec. 4 council meeting. He cautioned 
that an immature person would risk staff and in-
mate safety. 

“It’s a very difficult job and it takes someone to 
be fully developed and have a very clear and 
strong understanding of right and wrong. And I 
have concerns about it because I think 18-, 19-year-
olds, I mean, they make mistakes,” he said. 

David Knapp, a Palmer corrections officer, said 
the idea is not popular among his colleagues. 
“When this regulation proposal came out, I took it 
upon myself to go out and talk to my fellow offi-
cers. I’ve talked to dozens and dozens about this 
issue. Not one supports it.”. 

 
The Alaska Beacon is an independent, donor-funded 

news organization. Alaskabeacon.com. 

State council says no to hiring prison guards at 18


