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01-15-2000 Roanoke NC - Gary Lynn Bankert SR – FF PSD Training 
 

Gary L. Bankert Sr. 
http://www.firehero.org/state/north-carolina/page/9/ 
Posted June 9th, 2014 by NFFF & filed under Uncategorized. 
 

Gary joined the local fire company at 16. He 
was active locally for many years. 

 
Gary was a great brother . He was always 
there when I needed him. He was a great 

father. His 5 children all looked up to him. My 3 
children think he was the greatest uncle there 

ever was. When they were small he’d take 
them in the grocery store all 7 of them they’d 
hold hands and behave. Not me – I wouldn’t 

have thought of going in a store with 7 small 
children. 

 
In the winter time he’d take them to the YMCA 
to swim. Just imagine 7 small chidren – he was 

a great uncle. Today those 7 children have 
grown up to be intelligent‚ active‚ productive adults. I know it is because of 

Gary. 
 

His oldest son died in a car accident in 1996. I know it made him a stronger 
person. 
 

Today I still miss him. I still cry today when I think of him. He was the 
greatest! My mother still cries for him. He was so far away from home. He 

was the next to youngest of 6 children. He always did everything first. The 
first grandchild for my parents‚ first‚ to get married‚ first‚ to move so far 
away from home‚ first to die. I know he’s in heaven but today I wish he was 

here. 
 

Submitted Anonymously 
Gary L. Bankert‚ Sr.‚ 37‚ a member of the Roanoke-Wildwood Volunteer Fire 
Department‚ drowned on January 15‚ 2000‚ during a dive training exercise.  

 
He was an original member of the department’s Search and Recovery Dive 

Team. 

 

 

01-15-2000  FF PSD Dry Suit Training 
http://www.thediversassociation.com/index.php/sheets 
 

 

 
Gary Lynn Bankert, SR. 

Submitted by his Sister 
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37-year-old male volunteer fire fighter drowned during a dry-suit 

certification training dive. The victim was one of six divers which 
included one certified diving instructor (Professional Association Dive 

Instructor [PADI] Dive Master) and five students (three of the students 
were volunteer fire fighters). The victim was a member of the fire 

department’s search and recovery dive team. On the day of the 
incident, the training was being conducted at a privately owned 

freshwater lake that is dedicated exclusively to recreational diving. The 
training consisted of one, 3-hour classroom training session (held on 

January 8, 2000), followed by three open-water dives conducted on 
January 15, 2000. The first dive was conducted in a controlled area 

near the shore. The second and third dives were logged open-water 
dives for dry-suit certification. On the third dive ascent, the group 

made a safety stop at a depth of 15 feet. After the instructor got the 
okay signal from all of the students, they continued their ascent to the 

surface. When the victim failed to appear at the surface, two of the 

divers descended to the bottom and began searching for him. They 
found the victim at a depth of approximately 22 feet. They brought 

him to the surface where rescue breathing was initiated while moving 
him toward shore. Once on shore, paramedics transported the victim 

by ambulance to a local hospital where he was pronounced dead at 
22:38 hours. NIOSH investigators concluded that, to minimize the risk 

of similar occurrences, fire departments should ensure that divers 
maintain continuous visual, verbal, or physical contact with their dive 

partner.  The death certificate lists the cause of death as severe 
metabolic acidosis as the result of near drowning.   

 

 
 

 
Firefighter Fatalities in the United States in 2000 

By U.s. Department of Homeland Security, Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, U. S. Fire 

Administration 
https://books.google.com/books?id=Lb1ZfnfITI0C&pg=SL1-PA2&lpg=SL1-

PA2&dq=2000+north+carolina+volunteer+firefighter+drowned+-

bradley&source=bl&ots=D2DgdG96gE&sig=czHLQwwLsM63MSNnz0hr6r7fFWw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKE

wjywoSH3o_OAhXExYMKHeVzD8s4ChDoAQgbMAA#v=onepage&q=2000%20north%20carolina%20voluntee

r%20firefighter%20drowned%20-bradley&f=false  
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Roanoke-Wildwood firefighter who lost his 
life honored posthumously 

http://www.rrdailyherald.com/roanoke-wildwood-firefighter-who-lost-his-life-

honored-posthumously/article_d8a6a830-09fa-5f81-a68d-0333eaf74d38.html  
Oct 16, 2001 By Brien t. boyce Herald Staff Writer 

 
Six North Carolina firefighters, including one from the Roanoke -- Wildwood 

Volunteer Fire Department, were honored at the National Fire Academy last 
week. 
 

Gary L. Bankert Sr., a three-year veteran of the Roanoke-Wildwood 
Volunteer Fire Department, died on Jan. 15, 2000, during a dive-training 

exercise. 
 
"We've known for awhile (that Bankert would be honored), said Stuart 

Garnett, fire chief at Roanoke-Wildwood. "We knew that he would be honored 
almost immediately after that." 

 
Garnett said it is standard procedure for all the firefighters who died in 2000 
to be memorialized in 2001, provided they died in the line of duty. 

 
President George W. Bush led the nation in paying tribute to the firefighters 

at the 20th Annual National Fallen Firefighters Memorial service at 
Emmittsburg, Md. 
 

"They were practicing search and recovery in cold weather gear," Garnett 
remembered. "For some reason, they were completing their third dive of the 

day when he (Bankert) didn't come back up. He died five hours later." 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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The fire chief could not say what happened because he is not sure what went 
on below the water. "We really don't know what happened (during the dive). 

There's speculation that he may have vomited or passed out. But nobody 
knows exactly what happened." 

 
Garnett said the exact cause of death on the coroner's report, aside from 
drowning, was acute metabolic acidoses. Metabolic acidoses happens when 

acid equivalents are added to the bloodstream, resulting in a potassium shift 
within the cells and causing neuromuscular and cardiac complications. 

 
Garnett remembers his co-worker and friend. "We were friends for five years. 
As a friend, I really enjoyed him. He had an infectious smile and he'd do 

anything he could for you. 
 

"As a fireman, if he set his mind to something it was going to get done. 
When he joined the dive team, it was 100 percent. I really respected the way 
he carried himself and the way he addressed problems around the 

department. 
 

Garnett said Banker had prior service as a firefighter in Pennysylvia before 
moving to North Carolina. 

 
Along with Bankert, five other firefighters were honored: 
 

 Lisa A. Farrow, 30, a volunteer with Engelhard Fire and Rescue 
Department who died of a heart attack on Aug. 9, 2000, after 

collapsing at the scene of a residential fire. 
 Michael R. Fossett, 45, of the North Carolina division of Forest 

Resources, who died in a helicopter crash en route to a training 

exercise on Sept. 7, 2000. 
 David Timothy "Tim" Newman, 40, of the North Carolina Division of 

Forest Resources, who died in a helicopter crash en route to a training 
exercise on Sept. 7, 2000. 

 David C. Sharp II, 31, a 12-year veteran with the Fayetteville Fire 

Department, who died on March 17, 2000, after his fire truck was 
struck by a train. 

 Howard W. VanHoy, 67, a 40-year volunteer and assistant chief for 35 
years with the Austin Volunteer Fire Department, who died of a heart 
attack at the scene of a live burn training exercise on Sept. 5, 2000. 

 
The North Carolina firefighters were among 99 fallen firefighters from 38 

states and Puerto Rico who were honored. The tribute is sponsored by the 
National Fallen Firefighters Foundation and the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA). 

 
Families of the fallen firefighters and fire and emergency services leaders 

joined federal, state and local government officials at this year's tribute. The 

http://www.psdiver.com/


PSDiver Magazine www.PSDiver.com Page  5 

 

ceremonies concluded with the unveiling of a plaque listing the 2000 fallen 
firefighters and other firefighters honored this year. 

 
The ceremony took place at the National Fallen Firefighters Memorial, 

constructed in 1981. In 1990, Congress designated the memorial as the 
official national monument to all fallen firefighters. The monument site is 
currently being expanded to create a permanent national memorial park. 

 
"It's a fitting tribute," Garnett noted. "It made me feel a lot better. They 

honored him and he deserved to be honored." 
 
 

Volunteer Fire Fighter Drowns During Dry-Suit 

Training Dive - North Carolina 
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/face200011.html 

 
 

SUMMARY 
On January 15, 2000, a 37-year-old male volunteer fire fighter drowned 

during a dry-suit certification training dive. The victim was one of six divers 
which included one certified diving instructor (Professional Association Dive 
Instructor [PADI] Dive Master) and five students (three of the students were 

volunteer fire fighters). The victim was a member of the fire department’s 
search and recovery dive team. On the day of the incident, the training was 

being conducted at a privately owned freshwater lake that is dedicated 
exclusively to recreational diving. The training consisted of one, 3-hour 
classroom training session (held on January 8, 2000), followed by three 

open-water dives conducted on January 15, 2000. The first dive was 
conducted in a controlled area near the shore. The second and third dives 

were logged open-water dives for dry-suit certification. On the third dive 
ascent, the group made a safety stop at a depth of 15 feet. After the 
instructor got the okay signal from all of the students, they continued their 

ascent to the surface. When the victim failed to appear at the surface, two of 
the divers descended to the bottom and began searching for him. They found 

the victim at a depth of approximately 22 feet. They brought him to the 
surface where rescue breathing was initiated while moving him toward shore. 
Once on shore, paramedics transported the victim by ambulance to a local 

hospital where he was pronounced dead at 2238 hours. NIOSH investigators 
concluded that, to minimize the risk of similar occurrences, fire departments 

should 
 ensure that divers maintain continuous visual, verbal, or 

physical contact with their dive partner  
  

http://www.psdiver.com/
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Incident Scene 

INTRODUCTION 
 
On January 15, 2000, a 37-year-old male volunteer fire fighter (the victim) 
drowned during a dry-suit certification training dive. On the third training 

dive, the group ascended the tethered line, making a safety stop at a depth 
of 15 feet. After the instructor got the okay signal from all of the students, 
they continued their ascent to the surface. The victim failed to surface and 

was found at a depth of approximately 22 feet. He was pronounced dead 6 
hours later. The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 

(NIOSH) was notified of this incident by the U. S. Fire Administration on 
January 18, 2000. On February 7, 2000, two Safety and Occupational Health 
Specialists from NIOSH investigated this incident. Meetings were conducted 

with investigators from the State Fire Marshal’s office. Meetings and 
interviews were also conducted with the Dive Instructor of the class, the 

Chief, and fire fighters from the fire department involved in this incident. 
NIOSH investigators obtained from the fire department copies of training 
records, the victim’s dive log, diving standard operating procedures, and 

witness statements. An incident report completed by the State Fire Marshal’s 
office was also obtained. A site visit was conducted and the site was 

photographed. The victim’s dive equipment was inspected and found to be in 
good working order. 
 

The volunteer fire department involved in this incident consists of one fire 
station with a total of 19 volunteer fire fighters. The department serves a 

population of 7,000 in a geographic area of 20 square miles. The fire 
department’s search and recovery dive team was established within the past 
year. The victim had 1 year of experience with the fire department and had 

completed basic fire fighter training. The victim was a certified PADI diver 
with 1 year of diving experience, and he was an original member of the fire 

department’s search and recovery dive team. The victim had 18 logged dives 
over the 11-month period and had passed a required annual departmental 
physical. 

 

INVESTIGATION 
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On January 15, 2000, dry-suit certification training was being conducted by a 
local commercial dive shop at a private freshwater lake. The lake is an old 

rock quarry that is approximately 100 acres in size with a maximum depth of 
65 feet. Dedicated exclusively to recreational diving, the lake has a number 

of underwater sites that include sunken boats and training platforms. These 
dive sites are marked with surface buoys and are tethered by guidelines 
(3/16-inch nylon rope). The water clarity on the day of the incident was 12 

weather conditions were reported as sunny with an ambient air temperature 

-hour classroom training session held 
on January 8, 2000, followed by three open-water dives that were conducted 
on January 15, 2000. The class began at 0800 hours with the first three 

hours consisting of setting up air bottles, checking equipment, and pre-
planning of scheduled dives. Three dives were planned for that day (see 

Diagram 1). The instructor and five divers buddied up to form three teams of 
two divers each. The class began the first dive at 1100 hours in an area near 
shore at a depth of approximately 12 feet. This session allowed the students 

to do the following: (1) become familiar with their dry-suits and dry-suit 
buoyancy, (2) ensure that air could be relieved from their dry-suits to 

prevent over inflation, (3) adjust the weight on their weight belts, and (4) 
conduct pivot maneuvers. The victim needed to add approximately 10 

pounds of additional weight to his weight belt, bringing the total weight to 
approximately 18 pounds, to compensate for the added buoyancy of his dry-
suit. The first dive lasted approximately 30 minutes. The divers then took a 

1-hour break on shore where they consumed water and soft drinks. They 
donned new air bottles prior to the second dive. (Air bottles were filled to an 

approximate air pressure of 3,000 psi before each dive.) The second dive 
lasted 25 to 30 minutes and was conducted in 20 to 25 feet of water. The 
second dive consisted of following the sloping bottom down, moving away 

from shore, and then traveling parallel to the rock wall leading out toward a 
buoy tethered to a sunken boat. The victim, for an unknown reason, became 

separated from the group at this point but was located at the surface by the 
instructor. The victim indicated to the instructor that everything was alright, 
and the two proceeded back down to join the group. The group followed the 

tethered guideline down to the boat (depth approximately 20 feet) where 
they conducted skills training maneuvers. The group ascended the line 

toward the surface where they made a 3-minute safety stop at a depth of 15 
feet. The group then surfaced, went to shore, and took another 1-hour break 
before proceeding with the third dive. The third dive consisted of swimming 

on the surface to the same buoy where they had conducted their second 
dive. Once they reached the buoy they began their dive by descending the 

guideline to the bow of the boat. A second guideline is tethered from the bow 
of the boat (at approximately a depth of 20 feet) to a training platform 350 
feet from the boat (at a depth of 28 feet) (see Diagram 2). Once the group 

reached the bow of the boat, they followed the second guideline toward the 
platform for another 100 feet (at a depth between 20 and 28 feet) before 

stopping. The divers then spent approximately 20 minutes performing 
various training tasks before proceeding side-by-side along the guideline in 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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teams of two back toward the sunken boat. They ascended the guideline 
from the bow of the boat toward the buoy on the surface and completed a 

safety stop with the instructor at a depth of 15 feet. The divers were in a 
circle facing each other with the guideline in the center of the circle. After a 

3-minute safety stop, the divers gave an okay signal to the instructor to 
continue their ascent to the surface. The victim was last seen slightly below 
and to one side of his partner at a depth of 8 feet and appeared to be 

ascending without difficulty. All of the divers made it to the surface 
simultaneously except for the victim. The instructor and students did not see 

any air bubbles breaking the surface. The instructor told two of the students 
(one a dive master and the other a certified search and recovery diver) to 
follow the guideline back down and retrace the dive path along the guideline. 

The instructor and one of the students then swam to shore to find a vantage 
point from where they could locate the missing diver by looking for his air 

bubbles breaking the water surface. Once they reached shore (approximately 
40 feet from the buoy) they looked for but did not see any air bubbles. The 
instructor told the student to go dial 911 at a phone located nearby. The two 

divers reached the bow of the sunken boat and found the victim’s snorkel 
(approximately 8 feet from the boat) on the bottom near the guideline. (The 

victim had put his snorkel in his Buoyancy Compensator Device [BCD] 
because it had broken off earlier during the training exercise.) The two divers 

then began following the line leading from the bow of the boat toward the 
training platform. Approximately 12 feet from the bow of the boat, they 
found the victim in a sitting position on the lake bottom (at a depth of 

approximately 22 feet) with his mask still in place but without his regulator in 
his mouth. The two divers immediately put air in the victim’s BCD and 

ascended to the surface. The entire descent and ascent took approximately 
1½ minutes. Once the divers reached the surface with the victim, they 
established buoyancy for themselves and the victim, and then they cleared 

vomit from his mouth. They removed the victim’s mask and noticed a small 
trickle of blood emitting from his nose. They began rescue breathing and 

started moving him to shore. The victim did not have a pulse, and once on 
shore the divers began administering cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR). 
The paramedics arrived just as they were beginning the second chest 

compression. The paramedics finished removing the victim’s equipment and 
cut off his dry-suit. They defibrillated the victim and then loaded him into the 

ambulance. The entire sequence from the time the victim was found on the 
lake bottom until he was transported to the hospital was approximately 6½ 
minutes. The victim was transported to a local hospital where he was 

pronounced dead 6 hours later at 2238 hours. 
 

CAUSE OF DEATH 
 

The death certificate lists the cause of death as severe metabolic acidosis as 
the result of near drowning. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS/DISCUSSION 
 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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Recommendation: Fire departments should ensure that divers 

maintain continuous visual, verbal, or physical contact with 
their dive partner.1,2 
Discussion: Effective underwater communication refers to the capability to 
communicate between divers and from a diver to the surface. The divers 
present at this incident were able to communicate by utilizing recognized 

dive signals such as a "thumbs-up" to indicate they were okay. Fire 
departments should follow OSHA safety standard 29 CFR 1910.424(c)(2) by 

ensuring that a diver be line-tended from the surface or accompanied by 
another diver in the water who is in continuous visual contact during the 
diving operations. The victim was a volunteer fire fighter and was not 

covered by OSHA regulations. However, following OSHA standards would 
provide additional protection for fire fighters who face unique environments 

and hazards associated with technical rescue operations. Effective 
communication and continuous visual contact are two ways in which divers 
can convey any equipment or medical problems they may be experiencing. 

One of the divers observed the victim and the victim’s dive partner at a 
depth of 8 feet, and neither appeared to be having any difficulty ascending to 

the surface. 
 

REFERENCES 
1. National Fire Protection Association [1999]. NFPA 1670, standard on 
operations and training for technical rescue incidents. Quincy, MA: National 

Fire Protection Association. 
2. 29 Code of Federal Regulations 1910 Subpart T, Commercial Diving 

Operations. 1910.424, SCUBA diving. 
 
 

 

INVESTIGATOR INFORMATION 
 
This incident was investigated by Frank Washenitz and Mark McFall, Safety 

and Occupational Health Specialists, Division of Safety Research, NIOSH. 
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Diagram 1. Site Photo 
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Diagram 2. Profile of Incident Site  
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