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The Multnomah County Sheriff's Office Corrections Deputy Irving Burkett's 

name was added to Oregon Memorial Wall in May.  

Deputy Burkett was shot in the head by an escaping inmate on the night of July 25, 

1982. Six inmates escaped from the maximum security unit of Rocky Butte jail 

using a handgun that had been smuggled into the facility. The inmates took six 

volunteer chaplains hostage, leaving them locked in the unit. They then proceeded 

to the jail control center taking several other deputies as hostage. In the control 

center they attempted to overpower Deputy Burkett, who broke free, grabbed the 

police band radio and yelled "jail break-Rocky Butte".  Inmate Steven Kessler 

pointed the gun at Deputy Burkett's head, and from six inches away pulled the 

trigger striking Burkett behind the right ear, Burkett went down to the floor. As an 

eye witness it appeared that Burkett was dead. I turned him over and started CPR. 

He immediately gasped and started breathing. Others continued CPR. The inmates 

scattered out a door they opened. Police response was relatively quick with E/M 

services right behind. Deputy Burkett was transported to Portland Adventist 

Hospital.  

Retired Sheriff Robert Skipper was at the time head of Detectives. He recently 

stated to me that “they had pronounced Deputy Burkett dead at the hospital and 

was only on life support. However, much to everyone's surprise he rallied. 

Although he survived at the time he remained a paraplegic for the rest of his life. 

He was confined to a wheelchair, with little eyesight, and a future under constant 
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care. As noted above, he had a tremendous will to live. However, he lived with a 

great deal of pain and suffering until his death in 2003. There is little doubt that 

while he did not succumb immediately, the gunshot to his head contributed to his 

final death.  

While we recognize that there was a substantial amount of time between the 

incident and the ultimate death if Deputy Burkett, he made the ultimate sacrifice in 

fulfilling his oath and duty to what Law Enforcement stands by.  


