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When the Towers Fell, Rockaway Rose
By Katie McFadden bringing with it the gut-wrenching = Many neighbors made sure those Peter Gillen was saying Mass and peo-

There are textbooks, documenta-
ries and firsthand accounts of what
took place on September 11, 2001. But
only longtime locals remember how
Rockaway responded to unimagina-
ble tragedy and immense loss—in the
ways Rockaway knew how.

At 8:46 a.m. on September 11, 2001,
the world changed forever. American
Airlines Flight 11 struck the North
Tower of the World Trade Center, be-
tween Floors 93 to 99. Was it an acci-
dent? That question was answered at
9:03 a.m. when United Airlines Flight
175 struck the South Tower between
Floors 77 to 85. This was no accident.

As many of Rockaway’s first re-
sponders answered the call from their
firehouses, police departments or
homes, and others worried about rel-
atives who worked in the towers, peo-
ple across the peninsula noticed the
New York City skyline transforming
before their eyes.

“I'was a senior in high school at Stel-
la Maris on September 11, 2001. We
could see the billowing smoke from
across the bay,” local resident Lizzy
Hurley said. “I remember going to
Norton Drive in Bayswater where you
had a view of Manhattan across the
bay. A bunch of other people had the
same idea apparently because there
was quite a crowd,” Harold Flay said.

At 9:59 a.m., the South Tower col-
lapsed. At 10:28 a.m., the North Tow-
er followed, forever changing Rock-
away’s view of Manhattan—and

reality that some friends, family mem-
bers and neighbors wouldn’t be com-
ing home.

From that day forward, the commu-
nities of Rockaway, Breezy Point and
Broad Channel responded in the ways
only they could.

Some neighbors took immediate
action to help those responding to the
scene, as well as those whose com-
mutes were upended when bridges
shut down and public transportation
ceased, leaving many to walk home,
some still covered in the dust that
filled Lower Manhattan as the towers
came crashing down.

Many had their children in mind,
who had just started the new school
year. “As a faculty member at Xavi-
er HS, I tended to any student who
thought their loved one might have
been in the buildings. The list was a
lot longer than we imagined. Parents
came to sign them out and made their
way home,” Jayne Lee said. “Because
the trains were not operating, many of
the boys were going to have to spend
the night. Many volunteered to stay
with them in the library for the night.
Several of us had cars. We got word
that they were allowing cars to drive
to Brooklyn via the Midtown Tunnel.
With the permission of their parents,
Gerry McKinney and I drove several
boys home to their families in both
Brooklyn and Rockaway.’

Others helped dust-covered
strangers as they encountered them
walking over bridges from Manhattan.
“We caught the people running over
the Brooklyn Bridge and conducted
triage and safety,” Lisa Redmond, who
worked at the NYS Courthouse on Ad-
ams Street said. “Eye flushes, water,
de-escalation and support.”’

Others quietly stepped in for neigh-
bors who didn’t make it home that
day—and for widowed spouses who,
amid their own grief, were trying to
figure out how to tell their children
that their father wouldn’t be coming
home. “We hid a neighbor’s car in our
garage for a few days who lost his life,
giving his wife time to explain it to their
young children,” Timothy Flynn said.
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who lost a loved one, didn’t have to
worry about dinner. “I did not cook for
six months,” Paul King said. His ex-wife
and the mother of his children, Lisa,
died in the South Tower. “Food showed
up at my door every night”’

As the dust of what had been the
World Trade Center—and everything
inside—settled over Lower Manhat-
tan, a few firefighters looked for a sign
of hope and resilience among the
devastation. Firefighters Dan McWil-
liams, Billy Eisengrein, and Rockaway
resident George Johnson, removed
the flag of a yacht docked at the near-
by Hudson River Marina. Among the
rubble, they found a flagpole from
the destroyed Marriott Hotel. And in a
moment reminiscent of Iwo Jima, the
three men raised that flag above the
pile, a moment captured by Thomas
E. Franklin of The Record in Bergen
County, NJ. The iconic photo would
grace front pages for years as a sign of
America'’s spirit in the wake of unimag-
inable tragedy.

Back in Rockaway, as daylight faded,
those who had made it home, those
who had watched the skyline transform
and those desperately awaiting phone
calls from loved ones did the only thing
that felt right—they turned to God, and
to each other.

“I was working at St. Francis de Sales
atthe time. I spoke with Monsignor Ger-
aghtyand told him to ‘Ring the bells! He
did, and people came. The church was
packed that night, Tom Harnett said.
Many answered the call of those bells.
“I remember the church bells ringing
out of the blue and everyone flocked
to a Mass that wasn't announced and
during the Mass, Msgr. Geraghty asked
people to pray for those lost and every-
one just started calling out names,” Bar-
bara O’Connor Knott recalled.

“Father Peter Gillen from Saint Rose
of Lima also had Mass that night, [ sang
at It Sheila Cassidy said. “I worked
downtown on the AMEX across the
street from Ground Zero and couldn’t
get home until the next day. I don’t
remember how I got home, but I do
remember it was dark out and I went
straight to St. Rose of Lima where Fr.

ple were calling out names of the miss-
ing,” Kristin Kearns shared.

At a service at West End Temple,
Rabbi Allen Block prayed, “Let there
be peace on earth and let it begin with
me.” At a later service at Temple Beth-
El, Rabbi Allan Blaine said, "What hap-
pened to New York is New York’s Holo-
caust.”

Others came to shared community
spaces. “We had the supermarket in
Breezy and were emptying out every
candle we had for the people who came
to gather at the ball field,” Clare Ann
Timmins said. “There were pictures
of loved ones missing and others just
needed a shoulder to cry on”’

Candles became a staple of vigils. “I
remember a vigil in Broad Channel. It
was impromptu. We all walked up to
Cross Bay Blvd. and stood shoulder to
shoulder as a community, holding can-
dles,” Dan Guarino recalled.

On September 23, 2001, more than
3,000 people gathered at a massive can-
dlelight vigil called “Rockaway Reach-
ing Out,” hosted in place of the Rocka-
way Music and Arts Council’s cancelled
fall festival. Joining locals was Sen.
Chuck Schumer, Mayor Rudy Giuliani,
Borough President Claire Shulman,
state Sen. Malcolm Smith and City
Council Speaker Peter Vallone, for the
night of prayer. A huge American flag
hung above the crowd from the ladder
of Ladder 137’s truck. Artist Geoff Rawl-
ing unveiled a 9/11 mural. People were
invited to place their painted handprint
onit.

Rockaway native Gerald Bair per-
formed a brand-new song, “This
Changed Everything,” which was later
puton a CD and sold to raise money for
a Rockaway Partnership Relief/Memo-
rial Fund established by the Chamber
of Commerce. The fund would help lo-
cal families affected by the tragedy and
eventually lead to establishing Rock-
away’s Tribute Park. That same night,
another vigil was held in Broad Chan-
nel and at the firehouse in Far Rocka-
way, both attended by hundreds more
people.

Continued on page S3
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Piles of flowers began to surround
Rockaway’s firehouses and police pre-
cincts as locals paid tribute to first re-
sponders. Meanwhile, American flags
became a staple. It was hard to come
across a home that didn’t have one
outside as a sign of resilience.

Through September, people and
places did unconventional things.
James Sanders, Jr., paused his cam-
paign for city council to hold a cloth-
ing drive for the emergency person-
nel working the pile at Ground Zero.
St. Rose of Lima Church, St. Thomas
More Church and Peninsula Hospital
became sites for blood drives for locals
who wanted to help survivors amid a
blood shortage.

Even local children who were old
enough to understand the tragedy
stepped up. On September 12, several
kids baked cookies and other goodies
and delivered them to local firehouses
and police precincts. On September
27, they took it further when 13-year-
old Sheila O’Rourke and 12-year-old
Kelly Magee gathered their friends
and held a massive bake sale on
Beach 130th Street. Cars were lined
up down the block, as were crowds at
tables filled with baked goods. After
five hours, the kids had raised nearly
$1,200 to support the Rockaway Part-
nership Relief/Memorial Fund.

But as Rockaway rallied to help, the
extent of the community’s loss was be-
coming painfully clear. Within days of
9/11, confirmed names of the fallen
began to emerge. As families waited
to hear from loved ones who would
never respond, that list of names grew
with the presumed dead or missing.
By September 29, 2001, The Wave
published a list of 59 names of locals
who had died, a list that grew to more
than 70 with names of those who were
summer residents, had grown up in
the neighborhood or had worked in
local firehouses.

Funerals began. So did memorials.
From late September through at least
November 2001, they became an all-
too common occurrence. One memo-
rial, held September 29 for firefighter
Steve Belson, drew some 2,000 people

and had to be held at Beach Chan-
nel High School. Other memorials
filled churches including St. Camillus,
St. Thomas More and St. Francis de
Sales. Msgr. Martin Geraghty presid-
ed over 12 himself. At firefighter fu-
nerals, Rockaway had come to expect
a firetruck carrying the casket as part
of the procession. At several, there
was no casket— a painful reminder
that many bodies were never found.
About 40% of victims killed at the
World Trade Center still have not had
remains identified.

Rockaway let the world know how
they really felt. On October 20, 2001,
a massive fundraiser, the Concert for
New York City, was held at Madison
Square Garden, attended by several
locals. One was Firefighter Mike Mo-
ran, who spoke on behalf of the many
who died in Rockaway, including fel-
low firefighters and his brother-in-
law, John Moran. From the stage he
announced, “In the spirit of the Irish
people, Osama Bin Laden...you can
kiss my royal Irish ass...I live in Rock-
away and this is my face.”

Moran’s brave statement was the
talk of the town for days...and was in
the back of many minds when on No-
vember 12, 2001, just two months af-
ter 9/11, American Airlines Flight 587
came crashing down in Belle Harbor,
devastating an already-bruised Rock-
away and killing five more people on
the ground. Some questioned wheth-
er the crash was some form of revenge,
before investigators ruled it was an ac-
cident due to pilot error.

Fundraisers continued to support
families who lost loved ones. On Oc-
tober 28, 2001, a major fundraiser
was held at the Knights of Columbus
to help the families of 9/11 victims. In
December, the Little North Pole lit up
to raise funds for the children of 9/11
victims, rather than juvenile diabetes
research.

Asthe fallen were buried or memori-
alized, Rockawaybeganlookingtoward
the future, with them in mind. Signs of
resilience emerged. Some efforts start-
ed simply—with t-shirts. Broad Chan-
nel locals Marlene Bregante and Jane
Murray began selling patriotic t-shirts
on behalf of the Broad Channel Volun-
teer Fire Department (BCVFD), which
lost its ambulance when the towers

came down and injured four vollies.
The shirts gained national attention
and were sold as far away as Alaska,
raising money to replace the BCVFD's
ambulance.

Some efforts started with flowers.
On October 20, 2001, The Belle Harbor
Garden Club and the Shore Garden
Club came together to plant daffodils,
a cheery yellow flower planted in the
fall, that would blossom in the spring.
The groups planted bulbs at Patricia
Brackley Park on Beach 124th Street, at
the Rotary Triangle at Beach 116th St.
and by the Beach 116th St. boardwalk.
A similar effort emerged citywide as
Lynden Miller started the Daffodil Pro-
jectinmemory of those who died in the
World Trade Center attack. In coordi-
nation with NYC Parks, more daffodils
were planted along the bay between
Beach 127th and Beach 128th St, a
viewpoint from which locals were once
able to see the Twin Towers. The Daf-
fodil Project continues today through
New Yorkers for Parks, which has pro-
vided 7.5 million bulbs to be planted
across the city as an ongoing memorial
for the 9/11 victims.

The Graybeards became much
more than a Summer Classic basket-
ball team. Following in the footsteps
of the Rockaway Fishheads, the group
of men with varying skills, put them to
good use for the benefit of the neigh-
borhood in the wake of 9/11 and the
crash of Flight 587. From blood drives
and food drives to fundraisers and
quiet actions for local families in need
that many don’t hear about, The Gray-
beards haven’t stopped serving the
community since. They even inspired
other groups of do-gooders to form.

Eventually, discussions for more
permanent memorials began. As the
Rockaway Relief/Memorial Fund
grew through September and October,
the Rockaway Chamber of Commerce
began considering how the commu-
nity could permanently pay tribute to
the fallen. By the November Commu-
nity Board 14 meeting, it was a major
topic of discussion. A memorial park
was deemed fitting—a solemn place
where families and neighbors could
visit for generations. By September
2002, a plot of land on the bayside of
Beach 116th St., with a direct view of
where the World Trade Center once

stood, was allocated for the park.
By 2003, stained-glass artist Patrick
Clark’s pieces were selected through
a contest as central components of
the park. In November 2005, Tribute
Park was officially dedicated, with fi-
nal elements, including the dome and
a piece of World Trade Center steel,
added later. Breezy Point and Rox-
bury established memorials of their
own. Tribute Park has since become
Rockaway’s central gathering place
each September 11, where the com-
munity comes together year after year
to remember. The same will go for Fri-
day, when Rockaway marks the 25th
anniversary of the day that changed
everything.

Throughout the last 25 years, Rock-
away has held strong in its mission to
Never Forget. That day is woven in the
fabric of the community. Itis common
to still see t-shirts from 9/11 or from
events held for victims. Those have
included golf outings, galas, memori-
al paddle outs and surf competitions,
memorial Masses and a 5K run.

The American flags? They never,
never stopped flying. In these hard-hit
communities, they still fly along main
thoroughfares and outside homes
with Never Forget 9/11 lawn signs that
raise money for other good causes.
Locals and visitors remember the vic-
tims each time they look up at a street
sign or walk along the boardwalk,
which bear the names of many who
died that day. They remember when
they gather at Tribute Park to hear
the names read aloud as a bell tolls
and they place roses in their memory.
And for those who weren't alive when
9/11 happened, parents and schools
make sure they understand why that
day still matters, as kids place flags
around local churches, red, white and
blue ribbons around Tribute Park, and
bring memorial candles to neighbors’
homes and local firehouses and police
precincts.

Twenty-five years later, the people
who witnessed that day are older. A
new generation has grown up know-
ing September 11 only through the
stories they’ve heard.

But in Rockaway, Breezy Point and
Broad Channel, those stories are still
being told.

We will Never Forget 9/11.
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By Paul King

An old television show famous-
ly ended with “There are 8 million
stories in the naked city. This has
been one of them.” Well, there are
hundreds of 9/11 stories in Rocka-
way. This is just one of them.

Tuesday, September 11, 2001,
was my daughter Katie’s second
day of kindergarten. A day ear-
lier, her mother—my ex-wife,
Lisa—had taken off from her job
at the World Trade Center so she
could dress Katie in the outfit
they bought together, bring her
to school, and take Katie and her
big sister, Jessica, home from St.
Francis at the end of the day. No
one could have imagined it would
be the last time Jessica and Katie
saw their mother.

Except for a special “second day
of kindergarten” photo, that Tues-
day started as just another school
day—routine. Alarm at 6 a.m.
Shower. Dress. Wake the girls.
Dress them. Breakfast. Book bags.
Walk to school. Clean the plates.
Off to work.

The clockwork continued for
my short drive to the office until I
heard bizarre words from the traf-
fic reporter. (I have no idea why I
was listening to the traffic report
during my 15-block commute.) It
was 8:48 a.m. and the reporter in
the helicopter said, “A small plane
just flew into the World Trade
Center” What? It was a perfectly
clear day here in Rockaway. How
could that happen?

I drove up Beach 126th Street
to the bay wall. I could clearly
see an arm of black smoke arcing
southwest out of the north tower,
the one with the antenna. There
literally was not a cloud in the
sky. I knew right away this was a
terrorist attack. With the eyes of a
37-year-old man, I could see the
plane hit high on the upper third
of the building - definitely above
90. Lisa was on 89 and should be
OK, or so I thought.

My September 11 Story

At my office, I dialed Lisa, but
the lines were jammed. I don’t
think I was even able to leave a
message. Surely her husband and
others were calling to tell her to
evacuate. My next call was to the
client I was supposed visit in DC
later that day. It might have been
on that call that I learned about
the second plane and that nei-
ther was a small plane; they were
passenger jets.

I went back outside to see
for myself. Now there were two
plumes that merged. The second
impact was far lower than the
first. Fortunately, Lisa was not
in that building, or so I thought.
My emotions swung from shock
to anger. I remembered that the
1993 WTC bombers said they’d
be back for both buildings. Now
they were and I was pissed.

Back at the office, my co-work-
er, Kim, and I tried to keep tabs
on what was happening and get
work done, if we could. When
Kim told me that one of the tow-
ers had collapsed, I did not be-
lieve her. I ran up to the corner
again. There was now a giant
cloud of smoke. You could just
tell that 1 WTC was still stand-
ing and burning but there was no
sign of 2 WTC. I did not know it
at the time, but the collapse took
Lisa’s life.

I was still angry and in disbe-
lief. Did most people evacuate?
Would the first tower fall, too?
Within another half hour, both
buildings would be gone, along
with who knew how many inno-
cents.

I was glad the girls were safe,
in a bubble at school but that
did not last. Parents were pull-
ing their children out of school. I
needed to get Jessica so that she
did not hear rumors about her
mom. My mother came over to
watch the girls at our apartment.
I told them what I thought was
true. Some bad people attacked
America by flying planes into the
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Twin Towers. Someone spoke to
Mom. She got out but we don’t
know when she will come home.

Not long after that, I found out
that much of what I heard was
wrong. Someone had reached Lisa
by phone before the second plane
hit, not after. She was in the build-
ing at the time, not outside. She
worked in the south tower, not the
one with the antenna. There was
no way of knowing if Lisa was OK.

Backin the office, I gave Kim the
update. I can still feel the dread
and despair in her voice when she
repeated that Lisa worked “above
the impact.” We knew it was bad,
but little else. By nightfall, word
was going around about who
didn’t make it home - WTC work-
ers and firefighters. The bells rang
at St. Francis, but I stayed home
with the girls.

The next few days were, to use a
cliché, an emotional rollercoast-
er. A giant one. Everyone who had
a friend or family member in the
towers was desperate for infor-
mation, but we got more rumors
than anything else: She’s in an
encampment of survivors in Bat-
tery Park. Her name is on a list of
survivors. She has a leg injury but
is safe. She may have been trans-
ferred to a site outside the city.
Every positive rumor, no matter
how far-fetched, brought false
hope. Shortly thereafter, reality
crashed down hard.

As adults, we tried to work
through the emotions and keep
a brave face for the children. Ka-
tie—a couple of weeks shy of her
fifth birthday—did not care what
we had to say. She just wanted her
mother home. Jessica was trying
to understand what happened her
own way. One evening, I watched
her from a distance as she set up
a tall laundry basket as her tower.
She knocked it over, got inside,
then crawled out slowly as a sur-
vivor. Jessica, still 9, was playing
out a story to manifest the hope in
her heart.

As for me, after the third or
fourth crash, I had a moment of
extreme clarity. Lisa was dead. My
mission was the girls. Nothing I
had been feeling mattered. It was
time to put emotions aside and go
to work. I doubt that if I had been
a grieving widower hanging onto
hope that I could have made such
a sharp pivot.

I, obviously, did not go and an-
nounce my thoughts to the girls.
They needed more time to slowly
grasp that Mommy was not com-
ing home. When the time finally
came to have the conversation,
maybe a week later, I told the girls
that I thought Mommy was an an-
gel now. She wouldn’t be coming
home. Jessica said she understood
but that she thought her mother
was still alive. She wanted to hang
onto hope, and I did not disagree
with her. Katie's response was
more direct. “I don’t want Mom-
my to be an angel.” Period.

Our family was luckier than
many. Toward the end of the
month, word came that Lisa’s
body was recovered. We had one
of the several overflowing funer-
als at St. Francis. In time, we also
learned more about what hap-
pened to Lisa that morning.

She and a group of co-work-
ers at Keefe, Bruyette and Woods
were getting ready to evacuate
when United Airlines Flight 175

Continued on page S5
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hit their building like a cruise
missile, severing three of the
four staircases. At some point,
Lisa and four or five co-workers
gathered by the one staircase that
might be open. Black smoke was
pouring up. Some decided to wait
for help. Lisa, along with one or
two others, decided to brave the
fires, to try to get back to her girls.
Apparently, she made it down
and out but could not get far
enough away before the building
collapsed. She died near the pe-
rimeter.

Our family was one of 70 or so
in Rockaway that suffered this
sudden loss. It was a blow for
which no one was prepared, but
we did not walk this road alone. I
am proud of all the ways America
responded to the challenge and
stood by those who lost.

That support was most palpable
for me in the small interactions of
everyday life here in Rockaway.
Neighbors wanted to help; they
needed to help. I did not cook
dinner for six months. Someone
arranged a round-robin of cooks
and food showed up at my door

every night. (That was big, not
small.) Teachers made sure I went
on almost every school trip, so the
girls wouldn'’t see other mothers
and think, “My mom’s not here.”
And there were many discreet of-
fers of help. A simple, “You good?”
in a situation that might require

help. No fanfare. No one insisting
on being a “hero.” Just that rock
solid feeling that a helping hand
is a few inches away if you need it.
Rockaway had our backs.

I won'’t pretend the blow of
9/11 did not reverberate in my
daughters’ lives in the years that
followed, but today, Lisa can
look down and be proud and at
peace, seeing the young wom-
en her girls have become. That
is in no small part because, at
that terrible crossroads of life 25
years ago, Rockaway was there
for us.

I have rarely spoken of these ex-
periences over the last 25 years
because it is not my nature. But,
for those who lived through the
tragedy, saw people suffer, helped
people in need, and lived the cre-
do “United We Stand,” it is imper-
ative we share our stories before
they fade or get rewritten. This is
our history. This is America. This is
Rockaway.

E5

~9/11

HENIEMBER & HHOMKDE & LUNITE

The Rockaway peninsula was
hit hard by loss on September
11, 2001. Twenty-five years later,
we remember more than 70 lo-
cals who died that day. This list
was compiled by the Friends of
Tribute Park and all of the names
are read at the annual ceremo-
ny at Tribute Park. Additionally,
we remember the many, many
more who have died over the last
25 years of 9/11 related illnesses.
They are never forgotten.

Remembering The Fallen

FF Joe Agnello

FF Eric Allen

FF Richie Allen
Michael Andrews
Ezra Aviles

FF Steve Belson
Gennady Boyarsky
Pamela Boyce
Brandon Buchanan
Matthew Burke
CAPT. Frank Callahan
Liam Callahan
Marcia Carter

Paul Cascio

Mandy Chang-Burke
Anthony Coladonato
FF Tom Cullen

FF Jerry Dewan
Matthew Diaz

LT. Kevin Dowdell
Mary Dowling

John Farrell

1ST DEP. COMM. William
Feehan

Mark Gilles

Kerene Gordon
Chris Grady
Florence Gregory
Charles Heeran

FF John Heffernan
Joe Henry

Clara Hinds

CAPT. Walter Hynes
FF Billy Johnston
FF Vincent Kane
Lisa King-Johnson
Brendan Lang
Roseann Lang
Stephan Lefkowitz
FF Michael Lynch
FF Thomas McCann
Edmund McNally
FF Terry McShane
Peter Milano

FF Henry Miller, Jr.
Manuel Molina
Brian Monaghan
Frank Monahan
CHIEF John Moran
Nancy Morgenstern

Peter Mulligan

FF Dennis Mulligan
Terry Munson

FF Kevin O'Rourke
Tommy Palazzo
William Peterson
LT. Kevin Pfeifer
Gregory Reda
Linda Rivera

FF Michael Roberts
FF Stephen Russell
Rob Scandole
Mark Schwartz
Angelo Sereno
Vincent Slavin

FF Danny Suhr
Patrick Sullivan
Rachel Tamares

FF John Tierney
Richard Todisco
FF Eugene Whelan
Ken White

Jimmy Woods

FF Raymond York
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‘We're the Lucky Ones’: 9/11 Survivor Reunites
With Local Rescuer 25 Years Later

By Kami-Leigh Agard and Katie
McFadden

There are many stories about
9/11 that tell of tragedy, terror and
loss. But there are also many more
stories of survival.

It's been 25 years since 2,753
people were killed when the World
Trade Center came crashing down
on that awful day, but another
roughly 18,000 people escaped—
many with the help of first re-
sponders, coworkers and everyday
civilians who, amid unimaginable
chaos, displayed extraordinary
bravery simply by doing what they
could to help.

Twenty-five years later, some
people involved in life-changing
moments that day, are getting the
chance to say, “thank you.” On Sat-
urday, August 29, that was the case
for Rockaway resident Ed McCabe
and Bianca Figueroa-Greco of the
Bronx. “We were lucky enough to
walk away that day, but so many
weren’t” Figueroa-Greco said.
McCabe added, “We're the lucky
ones.”

As McCabe, a Howard Beach
native and a longtime bassist for
Walker and the Brotherhood of the
Grape, was filling in on bass for
Wine With Sue at their Beach 97th
concessions performance on Sat-
urday, hehadnoideaaheartwarm-
ing surprise was waiting for him
after the first set. Figueroa-Gre-
co, along with her husband, Rafe
Greco, and their son, Roman, was
there to finally meet the man she
credits with saving her life 25 years
ago—and, in turn, making her
9/11 love story possible.

Figueroa-Greco was working for
Turner Construction on the B4
basement level of the North Tow-
er when American Airlines Flight
11 struck the building. She said
that had McCabe not appeared at
a pivotal moment to lead her and
several coworkers to safety, she

would not be alive today—much
less have had the opportunity to
later meet her future husband at
Ground Zero. Figueroa-Greco re-
cently shared that love story on a
NY1 9/11 25th Anniversary seg-
ment. “Out of the smoke came a
man, I'll never forget his name...
Ed McCabe,” Figueroa-Greco said
about the man that helped save
her.

McCabe’s sister, Terry Fogar-
ty, happened to be watching. She
let her brother, and his new wife,
Peggy McCabe, know about the
segment, which inspired Peggy to
track down Bianca, and set in mo-
tion a surprise reunion 25 years af-
ter 9/11. Judging from the expres-
sions of shock and disbelief on Ed
McCabe’s face when he met the
Grecos on Saturday, it was a mo-
ment that will be forever stamped
in his heart.

McCabe, a stationary engineer
and member of the Internation-
al Union of Operating Engineers
(IUOE), had been working at the
World Trade Center since 1987.
He was even there during the first
WTC terror attack in 1993.

On the morning of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, McCabe arrived at
work around 7:30 a.m. and met
with the others on his crew. He
was stationed deep underground
in Tower 1’s basement sub-lev-
els. When American Airlines
Flight 11 struck the North Tower,
the violent impact shook the en-
tire subterranean infrastructure,
jamming doors and trapping per-
sonnel, including Figueroa-Gre-
co and her colleagues at Turner
Construction.

The freight elevator shaft explod-
ed into the area where they were,
blowing the door off its hinges. At
the time, those in the basement
didn’t know that a plane had hit
the upper floors of the building.
Later McCabe would learn that
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jet fuel had filled the |
elevator shaft, caus-
ing the explosion. He
walked up to the door
and tried to open |
it, but it was heavily
jammed. “I remem-
ber feeling the door,
like I'm trained to do,
and it was sideways
andIjustthrewitand g
all these people came |
running in,” McCabe
said.

Upon entering the
smoke-filled Turner
Construction office,
he saw that all of the office parti-
tions within 50 feet were blown
down by the force of the explosion.
He immediately began helping
people get out.

“Ijustremember it was all ladies,
some burnt and bleeding,” McCa-
be recalled. “I don’t remember
Bianca’s face, but I remember one
woman was uninjured, and she
could talk. Maybe it was Bianca. I
just remember the woman asking,
‘What happened? Sounds like a
bomb went off.”

At the reunion, Figueroa-Greco
said to McCabe, “All that I have to-
day with my family is because you
were there, Ed. After the explosions,
we came out to the hallway, and
everything was destroyed, includ-
ing the elevator, and there was a lot
of smoke. And my colleagues and I
said, ‘Oh, my God. We can't get out.
And Ed, you just happened to ap-
pear in that exact moment. I don't
even know where you came from.”

McCabe led the group to the
stairs and toward safety. But he
wasn’t finished. He went back
three times, making sure the office
was clear, at one point encourag-
ing another terrified woman hid-
ing under her desk, that she need-
ed to get out of the building, before
he finally escaped himself.

side by McCabe, Figueroa-Gre-
co looked up to watch United
Airlines Flight 175 hit the South

Tower. As fiery debris came
down, she hid under a car. When
she crawled out, she saw a man
on fire. After helping him put out
the fire, she immediately got on
the train and headed home to the
Bronx.

Later watching the events un-
fold on TV, Figueroa-Greco felt
helpless. “I saw the planes hitting
over and over on the news. So, I
told my company, Turner Con-
struction, ‘Put me back to work,
so I can do something. I want to
help.” By that Friday, she was sta-
tioned where World Trade 7 had
stood. What she didn’t know was
amid the destruction at Ground
Zero, she’d meet her future hus-
band, Rafe Greco, a welder who
was working on the cleanup.

Figueroa-Greco said, “Rafe was
working for the subcontractor at
Building Seven. Within the first
month, we ended up talking. He
asked me out to lunch, and that
was it. By October, we were al-
ready together. We've been to-
gether ever since—25 years.”

Continued on page S7
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Figueroa-Greco has a daughter
from a prior relationship, and to-
day, she and her husband are also
parents to their son, Roman. Greco
said, “We call him our Ground Zero
baby.”

The familylives in the Bronx, and
Figueroa-Greco says the life they
built together might have never
happened without McCabe. “This
is why Ed is my hero,” she said. “By
saving my life, he’s the guy who
allowed me to be there helping at
Ground Zero, where I got to meet
my husband. A lot of the people I
worked with are dead today. So,
when Peggy reached out about
setting up the reunion with Ed, I
literally cried the whole morning.
I couldn’t believe it. We were so
happy. Peggy is the reason we got
to finally meet the man who saved
my life”

Ed McCabe himself is a new-

lywed. He and Peggy just got
married on August 18. His new
bride admitted that she was a bit
nervous about the reunion as her
husband is shy and doesn’t even
talk about his heroic efforts on
September 11. But when Ed Mc-
Cabe was introduced to the Gre-
co family, his hand immediate-
ly went to his heart in disbelief.
Then his arms opened wide as
he and Bianca embraced for the
first time.

“Twenty-five years later, thank
you so much,” Grego-Figueroa
told McCabe as they let go of

their embrace. “You came out of
the smoke and the ashes and led
the way to me being here. I al-
ways wondered how you are. All
that I have today is because you

i were there

“I'm so glad you got out safe,”
McCabe told Figueroa-Greco. “It

%= was my honor and a privilege.

I'm glad that you've had such a
wonderful life.”

McCabe was also grateful to
his wife for making the reunion
he never expected possible. “She
knew how much this meant to
me,” he said. Peggy McCabe said,
“When I saw the NY 1 segment
with Bianca stating: ‘I'll never
forget his name, Ed McCabe, I
had to make a reunion happen.

“With 9/11, it’s beautiful to
see how ordinary New York-
ers helped ordinary New York-
ers that day. Ed didn't have to
go back into the building three
times, but he did that,” Peggy
McCabe continued. “That’s why

it's so important to document
his story because these stories
will be gone someday, and peo-
ple are already starting to for-
get. We must do everything to
preserve our understanding of
that day and how ordinary New
Yorkers like Ed became unsung
heroes.”

For Ed McCabe, Saturday’s re-
union brought one piece of that
day full circle. “I'm thankful that
my wife coordinated this and
set me up with meeting some
of the people that I affected 25
years ago,” he said. “I'm glad that
they're doing great, and that Bi-
anca is married with children.
Today’s reunion was truly spe-
cial”

Twenty-five years after McCa-
be emerged from the smoke and
showed Figueroa-Greco the way
out, she finally had the chance
to show him where that path led:
to a husband, children and a life
she remains grateful to have.

9/11: Memories Not Forgotten By Everyday Locals

By Kami-Leigh Agard

September 11, 2001 was prima-
ry day in New York City’s mayor-
al and city council elections. The
sky was bright blue with nary a
cloud. Then, two hours and 46
minutes after polls opened, that
day turned into one of the most
horrific days in American his-
tory. And today, a quarter of a
century later, 9/11 remains a wa-
tershed moment with countless
stories. To mark the anniversa-
ry, The Rockaway Times spoke to
four everyday people about that
day. These are their firsthand ac-
counts, and why we should Never
Forget.

Scott Ruscillo

Rockaway Park

“It was primary day, and I re-
member my mom waking me up
early before school to place an
oak tag sign, ‘Vote Lou Simon For
City Council, in front my aunt’s
house on Beach 134th and Cron-
ston Ave. Then two hours later, I'm

in art class at J.H.S. 180. It was on
the third floor, so we had the best
view of the bay and NYC skyline.
We watched the whole thing tran-
spire. As a kid in school, 'Shock,
‘Disbelief,’ and ‘Why’ are three
words that came to mind. We lost
a lot of locals that day. One per-
son that comes to mind is Lisa
King-Johnson, who was working
on the 89th floor of the South
Tower when one of the planes hit.
That hit me hard, seeing her little
kids now without their mother.
The boardwalk and Beach 124th
Street is named after her: Lisa
King Johnson Promenade.

“Even for local kids who weren’t
born yet, they understand the sig-
nificance of 9/11 from hearing it
from their parents, other family
members, friends, and neighbors.
We live in a community known
for a lot of city workers, especially
firemen, police and Port Author-
ity, who lost their lives that day
and even in the aftermath with
9/11 cancer-related illnesses.

“So, September 11 is very close
to our hearts because that’s how
Rockaway is designed. A lot of
families stress on their kids what
sacrifices were given that day.
Other communities may not
have the same emotion or per-
sonal connection. I'm not say-
ing they don't care, they may just
look at that day a little different-
ly. Even before 9/11, I wanted to
be in law enforcement. In col-
lege, I got into counterterrorism,
which was the big game changer
in the law enforcement world af-
ter 9/11. From communication
systems to the way they handle
potential attacks or threats, all of
that changed.”

Ellen McCarthy-Coyne

Breezy Point

Ellen McCarthy photo near here

“T worked in #2 World Trade
Center (the South Tower) for 12
years, from 1989 until September
11, 2001. I met my husband there.
I was working there on February
26, 1993, the date of the first WTC
terror attack, when radical Islam-
ic terrorists drove a van into the
basement garage, murdering six
innocent people who were go-
ing about their daily lives. I'm
convinced that the 1993 attack
was a rehearsal for September 11,
2001.

Continued on page S8
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“The physical effects and emo-
tional scars from my experiences
that day will remain with me al-
ways. They remain with all of us,
who by God's grace made it home
on September 11. The single tear
in my sleeping two-and-a-half-
year-old son's eye when I picked
him up at almost midnight after
my long journey home and gave
him the hug and kiss I had been
holding in all day, is seared in my
memory forever.

“On September 11, every year
for the last 25 years, I post on
Facebook the events of that day,
and about dear friends and family
that we forever lost. Among them,
my best friend Susan Miszkowicz,
who had just started working as a
Port Authority engineer; my Stel-
la Maris high school classmate,
Florence Gregory; my husband's
close friend, FDNY Chaplain Fa-
ther Mychal Judge, who while
ministering to the firemen died
when someone jumping from
the building landed on him; and
eight firefighters: Lt. Joseph Ag-
nello, Firefighter Vernon Cherry,
Firefighter Scott Davidson, Fire-
fighter Leon Smith Jr., Firefighter
Peter Vega, Lt. Robert Wallace, Lt.
Robert Regan and Captain Martin
Egan—all from Brooklyn Heights’
Engine Company 205/Ladder
Company 118.

“That day also set in motion
toxic environmental impacts that
have continued to wreak havoc on
people's health in the years since
the attack. So many first respond-
ers doing recovery work in the
rubble and other innocent peo-
ple, who lived or worked in the
Ground Zero area and surround-
ing neighborhoods that day or
in the days, weeks, months, and
even years after the attack have
developed cancer and other de-
bilitating and fatal illnesses. My
mother-in-law, Helen Coyne, was
an executive secretary with the
NY Stock Exchange. Sadly, she
succumbed to 9/11-related can-

cer in March 2019. In 2021, we lost
another dear friend, Gary Gun-
ning, to 9/11-related cancer. I was
invited to this year’s ceremony,
in which a new seventh moment
of silence was added to honor
those who died from 9/11-relat-
ed illness and injury. The photos
here are of the people my family
knew and loved. Please remem-
ber their names. Please remem-
ber their faces. Please remember
them.”

Christy Schmitt

Breezy Point

“That day I was on my way to
work at Peninsula Hospital from
my home in Broad Channel. You
could see the smoke from where
I was driving. I pulled over by
Bungalow Bar and saw the sec-
ond plane hit the second tower.
I said to myself, ‘What in the hell
is happening?’ I was listening to
1010 WINS on the radio, and by
the time I got to work all the tel-
evision news was on. We still saw
patients, but it felt like everything
was happening in slow motion as
we’re just watching everything
unfold in downtown Manhattan.
My then husband, John, was a Port
Authority policeman. Just as he
was suiting up in his bunker gear
to go into one of the buildings, the
second building fell. He had to
dive under one of the firetrucks to
avoid getting hit. He was so shook
up when he saw what happened.
He then walked with his group
to shower off at Borough of Man-
hattan Community College, then
return to Ground Zero to save
anybody they could. Meanwhile
I'm at work in Rockaway, and I
couldn’t reach him the entire day,
and was going crazy. I was preg-
nant with my first child and called
my mom, who said, ‘Get some Va-
lium in you! I said, ‘I'm pregnant.
I can’t take Valium. By then it felt
like the world was collapsing.

“After 9/11, it felt like all we did
was go to funerals. My ex-hus-
band lost 37 of his best friends
that day. One was his best friend,
Mike Cooley. Every 9/11, when
the city shines the light at Ground
Zero, we would tell our children,
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‘That’s Mike Cooley’s light! And
John would tell them about every-
one we lost. For the next two years
after 9/11, he worked incredible
hours. He was never home as he
worked 16-hour shifts, seven days
a week. Every year on September
11, the kids, who are now in their
20s, make it a big point to get in
touch with their dad just to take
his mind off that day. And every
September 11, at 8:46 a.m. and
then 9:03 a.m., I always pause
to reflect as those are the times
the planes struck the buildings. I
think what happened should be
taught in our history books that
there was a devastating terroristic
act that happened on U.S. soil that
resulted in thousands of lives be-
ing lost, not just first-responders,
but civilians. Everyday people.”
Harold Paez
Belle Harbor

ganized a group of medical vol-
unteers. I did the night shift at St.
Paul's Chapel in downtown Man-
hattan, famously known as ‘The
Little Chapel That Stood’ because
it survived the 9/11 attacks com-
pletely undamaged despite sit-
ting directly across the street from
the World Trade Center. The area
was like a scene from a war, just
a mountain of twisted steel, dust,
smoke and the smell of death.
“All of New York became like a
small town because everyone was
focused on one thing—helping
one another. With human nature,
you try to concentrate on the pos-
itive things—the way that New
Yorkers came together and the
heroic ways that everyday people
were saving others. So, with 9/11,
it’s a mixed bag of feelings. How-
ever of course, there are impacts,
and the ripples continue. For in-

“T was on my way to work that
morning to a clinic in Bushwick
and was listening to 1010 WINS
on the radio in my car when I
heard something about a plane
crash. When I heard it was an at-
tack, I remember being on Beach
129th Street and thought maybe
I should go home and grab my
camcorder. Everyone was look-
ing towards Manhattan and see-
ing the smoke. By the time I got
to work, everyone is screaming
at the horror unfolding on televi-
sion. I'm not a first responder, but
the hospital that I was attending
as a medical foot specialist or-

stance, my high school, Brooklyn
Tech, just had its 40th reunion.
Twenty-three graduates died on
9/11 working in various capaci-
ties as first responders or working
in the towers. I only learned re-
cently that one of those who died
was in my 1985 graduating class.
Losing the towers felt like losing
a compass because they were
visible from everywhere in NYC.
So, when they fell, it felt like New
Yorkers lost a psychological com-
pass for our lives. No one thought
they could ever fall, but because
of a horrific act of terrorism, they
did”
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Remembering Richie Allen

Every February, we celebrate
Uncle Richie’s birthday with a

cupcake eating contest. Each
Christmas eve, my mom buys our
family matching Christmas pa-
jamas “from Uncle Richie,” a tra-
dition she and her siblings grew
up with. At family parties, stories
about Uncle Richie fill the room
with laughter.

Richie Allen was a surfer, life-
guard, diver, brother, substitute
teacher, friend, and one of the 343
firemen who lost his life on 9/11.

Growing up, “Uncle Richie” was
a name I heard often. My mom,
grandparents, aunts, and uncles
spoke of him frequently, casually,
and with intent. There was never
any question of who Uncle Richie
was, how he died, or how badly he
was missed.

“We owed it to him to remem-
ber,” Judy Aiken, my mom and Un-
cle Richie’s sister said. Richie has
stayed present because our fami-
ly makes sure of it — his siblings,
parents, and friends never treated
him like a memory reserved for
anniversaries. If a person, a place,
or a story reminded someone of
him, they shared it.

Gail Allen, his mother and my
grandmother, describes Richie as
a true friend and family man. He
was the kind of person who went
out of his way to make people feel
included, to help people, and to
be kind.

“He loved unconditionally, you
know,” my grandma said. “He
loved you no matter what, and I
loved him unconditionally.”

But remembering all the great
things about Richie isn’t always
easy.

“It hurts when I think about
what he has missed out on,” my
mom said. Uncle Richie never
met any of his nieces or nephews.
He didn’t get to see four of his sib-
lings get married.

“Whenever I think of Richie the
most now, 25 years later, it's when
something really good happens,
that I want to share with him,
and I can't my mom said. “It's
that moment when I realize he's
not here, and I would just love to
share something with him.”

Richie was one of nearly 80
members of our Rockaway com-
munity that was killed on 9/11.
After the attacks, Rockaway was
overcome with sadness, but it
also brought our community
closer together.

“Tt was a unity that was so in-
credibly beautiful,” my mom said.
“And that's something that I'd
want everyone to remember.”

In Rockaway, our communi-
ty has ensured that those we lost
will never be forgotten, whether
it be through Tribute Park, tra-
ditions, events, memorials, and
smaller acts.

For 20 years, my family hosted
the Richie Allen Memorial Surf
Classic, a youth surf competition,
family beach day, and paddle out
in memory of Richie. But it was
also a day to teach the next gener-
ation about 9/11 and about all of
the members of the community
we lost.

And of course, the Richie Allen
shirts, which you can find in every
corner of Rockaway and beyond.
Profit from the shirt sales went to
alocal family in need each year.

“Doing the surf contest and be-
ing able to help families that were
going through a rough time in his

name was something that helped
me through the last 20 years,” my I know what kind of Uncle he

grandma said.
My grandma sees Richie in the

butterflies that visit her gar-
den flowers. My mom sees
him in the pods of dolphins
that pass by our beach. We
all see him in the hundreds of
“Richie Allen shirts” that peo-
ple of all ages wear with pride.
We see him in the ocean, the
waves.

“I see him in all of you,” my
grandma said.

I never met Uncle Richie.
ButI know what kind of broth-
er he was because I watch my
own brothers. I know his love
for the ocean and the beach
because I share it too. I know
his kindness, his easiness,
and his humor, because I see
it in so much of our family. And

would be because I'm always re-
minded.

9/11 Remembrance
Events

Friday, September 11 marks 25
years since September 11, 2001.
Rockaway was hit hard by loss from
the World Trade Center attack. This
weekend, there are many ways to re-
member the fallen.

Thursday, September 11: At 7
p-m., a nondenominational prayer
service will be held on Beach 105th
Street and the boardwalk in front
of the new shell tribute in honor of
the 25th Anniversary of 9/11. At 7:30
p-m. in Broad Channel, St. Virgilius
Church a special Mass will be held in
the church on 16 Noel Rd.

Friday, September 11: at 8:30 a.m.
the annual ceremony at Tribute Park
on Beach 116th and the bay will take
place, where the names of the locals
who died will be read. At 8:30 a.m.,
John Roberts of AmpSurf will host a
memorial paddle out at the Breezy
Point 9/11 memorial. The names of

the Breezy Point victims will be read,
followed by a paddle out on the bay.
At6p.m. aMass of Remembrance will
be held at the Roxbury 9/11 memori-
al for Breezy Point residents. At 6:30
p.m., the Broad Channel Volunteer
Fire Department and the VFW Post
260 are hosting a memorial service at
the VFW Post at 705 Shad Creek Rd.

Saturday, September 12: At 10
a.m., Breezy Point hosts the 9/11 Re-
membrance Race from the Roxbury
Memorial to the Breezy Point Me-
morial. For info, head to: www.bpre-
members9ll.com. At 11:15 am.,
there will be a memorial Mass at St.
Francis de Sales Church on Beach
129th Street in honor of Charlie Heer-
an and others. A reception will follow
at The Harbor Light on Beach 130th
Street to raise money for the Charles
E Heeran Foundation. Entryis $50 for
adults and free for children.
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The Broad Channel Volunteers Were There

By Dan Guarino

“Where were you when the Tow-
ers came down?”

Two members of the Broad Chan-
nel Volunteer Fire Department
(BCVFD) can answer directly. They
were there.

Twenty-five years later Broad
Channel’s Chris “Bubba” Kalisak
and Ed Wilmarth III remember Sep-
tember 11, 2001. The day they raced
out of the firehouse on Noel Road,
and barely made it back.

“I'was athome when the call came
in,” Wilmarth recalled. “I was do-
ing the overnight at the firehouse,’
Kalisak said, “with Freddie Grey. We
got the call from FDNY, ‘Some sort of
aircraft hit the World Trade Center.”

Kalisak joined the Broad Channel
“Vollies” in 1999, and served as a
Firefighter, EMT and Safety Officer.
In 1993, Wilmarth joined their Jun-
ior Department, becoming a senior
member in 1998. He is currently a
deputy chief in charge of fire oper-
ations, and has served as a BCVFD
chief.

He remembers around 9:50 a.m.
“FDNY EMS had called the BCVFD
requesting Mutual Aid for us to send
an ambulance to the World Trade
Center for a plane crash. FF/EMT
Chris Kalisak and FF/Ambulance
Driver Fred Grey were at the fire-
house when the call came in. Myself
and Safety Officer Bob Nussberger
responded...when they sent out the
call over the department dispatch
frequency.”’

Though the Vollies were respond-
ing as an EMS unit, as also trained
firefighters, Kalisak remembers
them saying, “Make sure we grab
all our gear. We don’t know what
we're going to. Back then, bunker
gear—multi-layer protective coats,
pants and other clothing protecting
firefighters from burns, abrasions,
and other hazards—was not worn
by EMS.

Speeding from their island com-
munity, “We could see across the
water. We could see the smoke,’
Kalisak recalled.

Ed Wilmarth I1I

NYPD had cleared highway lanes
for emergency vehicles to get right
through. Once on the Gowanus
Expressway, Wilmarth says, “we
had a much better visual of the
World Trade Center. It was then we
saw that both towers were on fire.
We were completely unaware that
a second plane had hit the other
tower.

“We arrived at 9:18 a.m. and
staged on West Street at Liberty
Street, parking the ambulance di-
rectly underneath a walk bridge
in front of the Marriott Hotel and
Tower 2. The best way to describe
what was happening when we ar-
rived was organized chaos. FDNY,
NYPD, PAPD and EMS chiefs and
officers were trying their absolute
best to set up staging areas for a
rapidly evolving incident with the
potential for thousands of inju-
ries.”

Back in the Channel, Dispatcher
Eileen Smith was at the firehouse
manning phones and radios,
joined later by Kevin Trudden.

Kalisak remembers Smith and
Desiree Napolitano staying at the
dispatch desk all the way through.
At the towers, he said, “Units were
already going in. An FDNY Lieu-
tenant directing operations told us
‘Okay, wait here till I call you.”

Later he recalls they never saw
that lieutenant or the units that
went in ahead of them again.
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Chris “Bubba” Kalisak

Because of their dual training,
the vollies tried again and again
to get into the buildings, with no
success. “We figured we were like-
ly the only EMS unit on scene that
was dual-trained and equipped as
firefighters,” Wilmarth noted. “We
were hopeful we could make our
way up to the fire floors and bring
down patients ourselves, but we
never got the chance.”

The enormous towers ahead of
them were suddenly raining down
building chunks, and people who
were jumping.

“There were cars and debris on
fire all around us in the street. Sad-
ly, there were bodies and even body
parts in the streets. You glance at it,
maybe make eye contact with one
of your crew members acknowl-
edging that you both saw it, and
then look ahead to the mission. Un-
fortunately, there is no saving those
people,” Wilmarth said. “We have
to concentrate on those that can be.
It looked like a war zone.”

As both men recall, it was about
to get worse.

Wilmarth remembers, “The
Chief (in charge) ...was standing
in the lobby doors and yelled ‘Ok,
what unit are you guys?’ And we
yelled ‘Broad Channel!” to which
he replied, ‘Ok, you're next. It was
09:59am. As soon as he finished
speaking, we all heard a loud rum-
ble and roar.

The South Tower had begun to
fall. “It took only 13 seconds for the
entirety of Tower 2 and most of the
Marriott to collapse.”

“Do you remember the Con-
corde?” Kalisak asked. “The sound,
was like that, times a hundred!”

“We turned around and ran,’
Wilmarth recalled. “We only got
but a few feet and the building
was hitting the ground. The front
of our ambulance was facing to-
wards the building. I saw it lift into
the air and go flying. I quickly dove
underneath.... placed one hand
on the brim of my helmet and the
other onto a metal bar under the
step and just held on. The wind
that followed felt like a tornado
had just touched down. I felt the
ambulance sliding sideways down
the street and just went along for
the ride.”

“Boof. Boof. Boof,” Kalisak said,
trying to relate the horrible, deaf-
ening sound as the tower came
down.

“Eddie said, “‘Where are we go-
ing?’ I said, ‘T know how to swim.
I'm headed for the water!” I was
peeling off gear, running with a
cop, clearing park benches like
hurdles to get out of the way,
Kalisak recalled.

The explosion of air, dust, and
debris from the collapse blasted
out like a tidal wave in every direc-
tion, violently striking all before
it. “In the debris, I saw Ladder 15
FDNY sliding sideways towards
me. Last thing I remember, I got hit
in the back and went down.

“Next thing I know I open my
eyes, I'm covered in debris, con-
crete chunks, rebar. I was buried,”
Kalisak said. “I started to wiggle
my toes, fingers, my arms, to make
sure all was intact. Then I started
to work myself out. I was not going
to get buried there.

“T didn't even realize I got
knocked (right) out of my bunker
boots. I found the ambulance and

Continued on page S11
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VOLUNTEERS
Continued from page S10

I heard voices inside. As I climbed
in, I suddenly felt my feet hurt.
I'd been walking around, through
everything with just my socks and
didn’t even know it.”

After getting himself out of the
rubble and finding their ambu-
lance, Wilmarth says, “I could hear
Chris Kalisak’s voice in the dis-
tance. I yelled to him to just keep
coming to my voice.”

Once cleaned up and in a pair
of Wilmarth’'s spare sneakers,
Kalisak says, “We went right into
EMS mode, taking care of the guys
around us. One guy had a dislocat-
ed arm. Another had half his leg
gone.”

Before their badly damaged am-
bulance, now billowing smoke,
had to be abandoned, they were
able reach BCVED Dispatch. Wil-
marth reported in, “Me and Bub-

ba (Chris) are here. Don’t know
where Freddie and Bob are.

“Dispatches’ final reply was, ‘By
orders of the Chief of Department,
find Freddie and Bob and get the
f**k out of there, to which I replied
10-4”

Shortly thereafter, Tower One
collapsed, sending both men run-
ning again. Passing two EMTs arm
in arm with a firefighter, they saw
the name on the back of his gear. It
was Fred Grey, “beat up but alert
and conscious.”

They made their way to boats
taking evacuees to a triage area in
New Jersey. There they found out
Nussberger had already been taken
over. As Tower Two fell, the force of
the blast had thrown him down the
street and under an SUV. That blast
and falling debris caused injuries
to his shoulder and broken bones
in both feet.

Wilmarth said, “Our mission
was now completed, and we knew
we needed to follow orders, even

though we felt a guilt for leav-
ing when we could still help. But
when we arrived in New Jersey,
we helped in the triage area treat-
ing the very few patients that there
were.”

Nussburger and Grey were re-
moved to local NJ hospitals. Kalisak
recalls his reunion with his fellow
vollie, Nussberger in a hospital
bed, asking him for a cigarette.

“T don’t think that’s a good idea,”
Kalisak said. “You’'re in a hospital,
around oxygen and all.”

“We just had a building fall on
us. Gimme a f****n’ cigarette,’
Nussberger replied. He gave him
one and they both sat quietly for a
while.

Twenty-five years later, only half
of that crew is alive to share their
story. Kalisak said, “First we lost
Freddie Grey. Then Bob Nuss-
berger” Both died of 9/11 related
illnesses, Grey in 2016 and Nuss-
berger in 2024.

“Only Chris and I are left,” Wil-

marth said. “More first responders
have died from 9/11 related illness-
es than died that day.”

Since 2001, both men have been
reluctant to visit Ground Zero.
Kalisakhasnotbeen back. Wilmarth
went only two years ago when visit-
ing out of state family insisted.

The thoughts of 9/11 stay with
them though.

Kalisak said, “Not only am I glad
still just to be here, but I believe on
that day, 9/11, God, Jesus, whoever,
a higher power, had plans for me
down the road”

Though direct memories may
fade, Wilmarth stated he will “con-
tinue to teach my kids, and future
generations of BCVFD members,
what America is truly about and
what real heroes look like. They
don’t wear capes or summon mys-
tical powers. They are ordinary peo-
ple who do extraordinary things
and put the lives of others ahead
of their own. That is the true defi-
nition of a hero.”

Remembering 9/11,

By Katie McFadden

Twenty-five years have passed since
September 11, 2001, but the stories of
that day remain as important as ever. As
a generation grows up with no memo-
ry of 9/11—and firsthand memories
fade—books offer a way to preserve the
voices, experiences and lessons of those
who lived through it. In a community
like Rockaway, where the losses were
deeply personal, reading these stories
is more than revisiting history. Here are
several books by locals and others that
help tell Rockaway’s 9/11 story, the sto-
ry of some first responders, the events
that followed, and fictional accounts of

apost9/11 Rockaway.
_ ] Braving the
& “me Waves: Rocka-

-

way Rises, and
Rises Again
Perhaps the
most poign-
ant Rockaway
9/11 book was
released a year
after Septem-
ber 11, 2001, and the crash of Flight 587.
Kevin Boyle, then editor of The Wave
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and later founding publisher of The
Rockaway Times, released “Braving
the Waves: Rockaway Rises, and Ris-
es Again” in 2002. Focusing on the
personal stories of several Rockaway
locals, mostly firefighters, the book
chronicles a community reeling from
9/11 and, just two months later, the
crash of Flight 587 in Belle Harbor,
and how its neighbors rose above
both. Through the experiences of
those impacted by both tragedies, the
story is Rockaway at its core. Kindle
editions and used hardcover copies
can be found on Amazon and eBay.

“The Letter”

In 2011, Belle Harbor native V.
Thomas Hoban released “The Letter,’
his memoir about the events of 9/11
and how they shaped his life. Hoban
was near the World Trade Center
when he saw the second plane hit the
South Tower. The events of that day,
followed by the crash of Flight 587 two
months later, profoundly influenced
how Hoban reflected on his life and
chose to live it afterward. Confronted
with the possibility of his own death,
Hoban decided to write a letter to his

One Page at a Time

wife and children that a trusted friend
could give them if he died before be-
ing able to say goodbye. The book car-
ries a message about embracing life,
one another and, especially, family. It
is available on Amazon.

“The Patriots of 9/11: Answering
the Call to Courage”

Written by local resident and re-
tired FDNY Assistant Chief Howard
Hill, “The Patriots of 9/11: Answering
the Call to Courage,” isn’t necessar-
ily a story about Rockaway, but rath-
er the real-life accounts of 26 people
who answered the call on 9/11. The
book primarily shares the experi-
ences of FDNY members, including
chiefs, firefighters, EMS personnel,
dispatchers and support personnel.
They recount responding to the at-
tacks, surviving the collapse of the
World Trade Center, searching the
debris at Ground Zero and navigating
the tremendous loss of fellow fire-
fighters. Published around the 20th
anniversary of 9/11, the book can be
found on Amazon.

“After the Fall-9/11/11: A Decade
@ War"

Taking a different approach, “After
the Fall-9/11/11: A Decade @ War,’
published in 2011, is a collection of
political cartoons by local artist and
longtime editorial cartoonist for The
Wave, Bob Sarnoff. Through his car-
toons, Sarnoff tackles terrorism, war,
fear, security alerts and the political
climate of the post-9/11 era as they
unfolded during the decade following
September 11, 2001. Sarnoff died in
May. Available on Amazon in paper-
back and Kindle editions.

“Rockaway Blue”

While not a local, Black 47’s Larry
Kirwan is a longtime friend of Rocka-
way who has performed in the com-
munity many times. In 2021, he pub-
lished the novel “Rockaway Blue,’
drawing inspiration from the pen-
insula to tell the story of a fictional
Irish American family navigating the
aftermath of a loved one’s death on
9/11—and the mystery surrounding
it. The novel explores grief, family, se-
crets and the lasting effects of 9/11 on
a community forever changed by that
day. “Rockaway Blue” is available on
Amazon.
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By Katie McFadden
Part of never forgetting 9/11 is hav-
ing permanent reminders and plac-
es to seek solace. Not long after the
attacks on the World Trade Center
on September 11, 2001, Rockaway,
Breezy Point and Roxbury started
thinking of ways to honor the locals
who died that day. Today, all three
communities have their own me-
morials, carefully designed and con-
structed with the fallen in mind, by
stained glass artist Patrick Clark.

Within weeks of 9/11, Rockaway
was discussing a memorial for the
dozens of people who died in the ter-
rorist attack. Community Board 14
and the Rockaway Chamber of Com-
merce, led by Liz Sulik, spearheaded
the effort. By September 2002, a bay-
side location on Beach 116th St. orig-
inally meant to be an artist park, was
given the green light for development.
The space would become Tribute
Park, Rockaway’s permanent memo-
rial to those who died on 9/11. A con-
test was then held for the community
to decide what would be included in
the park. Patrick Clark’s piece stood
out— “Heavens Over Rockaway.
Clark, known for his work through his
Sunlite Stained Glass Studio, would
also be commissioned by the Breezy
Point Cooperative to create the Breezy
Point and Roxbury memorials.

In early 2003, the Chamber of Com-
merce selected Tribute Park’s win-
ning design which featured a French
stained-glass style dome with 57 stars
bearing the names of the known de-
ceased from the peninsula. Held up
by columns, the dome would tow-
er above a Tiffany-style mosaic on
the floor known as “Navigator Star,’
which would point right where the
World Trade Center had stood, with
a message saying We will never forget
our loved ones who died in the World
Trade Center and our heroes who
sought to save them September 11,
2001. Rockaway will always remem-
ber”

It was later decided that the dome
and mosaic would be separate piec-
es, to prevent people from walking on
the mosaic. The delicate 47,000-piece

glass mosaic would instead be placed
on an elevated base and serve as the
centerpiece of Tribute Park. Clark
would also have a hand in the park’s
third piece, Fireman'’s Rock, donated
by the Uniformed Firefighters Associ-
ation and the Uniformed Fire Officers
Association. For that piece, he enlist-
ed sculptor Isabella Slobodov to carve
the firefighter helmet on top. It would
become a job Clark had to finish. “We
got started on it and later found out
she had terminal cancer. She didn’t
quite finish it. That was her last great
work. She did a beautiful job,” Clark
said.

For Clark, having a hand in Trib-
ute Park, as well as the Breezy Point
and Roxbury memorials, was deeply
meaningful. On September 11, 2001,
while working to raise his home on
Norton Dr. in Bayswater, he and his
crew watched as smoke emerged
from the North Tower, and a plane
slammed into the South Tower. “It
was just.... disbelief. This was obvi-
ously terrorism,” Clark said. As they
watched the towers fall, coating Low-
er Manhattan in a cloud of dust, Clark
had his landlord in mind, Eric Al-
len, who worked for FDNY’s Rescue
Squad 18. “I thought, I hope Ericisn’t
working. But he was. From that point
it was a matter of trying to find out
if Eric was OK,” Clark said. Within a
few days, with no word from Eric, the
answer became clear. Eric Allen had
perished on 9/11.

For Clark being selected to create the
peninsula’s memorials was an honor.
“I'm so grateful that I was invited to
do these projects. It's deeply moving.
consider these projects to be the most
important work of my life. I consider
them sacred memorials,” Clark said.
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Part of that reason is the personal
touch involved throughout the pro-
cess of creating them. That was es-
pecially true with the Navigator Star
mosaic. In his stained-glass studio
on Beach 91st St., Clark was joined
by families and neighbors of local
9/11 victims to help in a delicate pro-
cess. A firefighter who had collected
stone rubble from Ground Zero, had
brought it to Clark in a bucket. The
rubble was still covered in dust. “I re-
alized that ash from the towers means
it's sacred ash. It’s almost like cremat-
ed remains,” Clark said. He handed
his neighbors brushes and one by
one, they carefully brushed the ash
off the stones, collecting it in a buck-
et. The stones would be incorporated
into the base of the mosaic. When
it was finished around September
2005, the 9/11 families were asked to
help spread the ashes around the soil
surrounding the base.

Clark met most of the families on
the peninsula who lost aloved one on
9/11, especially when he was tasked
with making Breezy Point’s memo-
rial. While Tribute Park was still be-
ing planned, work began on Breezy
Point’s memorial at the end of 2002.
The Co-op created a deck system on
the bayside of Beach 218th Street,
overlooking the Manhattan skyline.
Clark was tasked with creating 29
glass panels, one for each Breezy
Point resident who died on 9/11,
each involving family input. “The
design for each one revolved around
what was important in the person’s
life. Like one guy, Lynch, he loved
fishing on a pier there, so we carved
a pier and put a fishing pole and his
favorite coffee mug in the glass. Some
wanted a coat of arms, or just a poem.
I designed them with their ideas,’
Clark said.

The Breezy Point Memorial was
initially completed in late 2003,
bookended by a cross made of WTC
steel and a statue of a kneeling Jesus
holding the Twin Towers. Twenty-five
years later, it’s still being worked
on. “We started making panels for
first responders who have died from
illnesses because of working down
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there around 9/11. We just added a
panel in the spring,” Clark said.

Two years after Breezy’s memorial
was created, the Co-op asked Clark
to work his magic once again for a
memorial in Roxbury. For that one,
he enlisted the help of local artist Es-
ther Grillo. That design included an
arch with a faceted glass oval in the
middle, offering a view of Manhat-
tan from the shoreline. The arch wall
contains phragmites blowing in the
wind and 29 flame shapes bearing
the names of the 29 residents from
the Co-op. The memorial was com-
pleted in 2005.

Even years after 9/11, Clark has
been commissioned to create even
more memorials. Funded by Bernie
Heeran, whose son, Charlie, was
killed on 9/11, a stained-glass win-
dow sits near the back of St. Francis
de Sales Church. The window, which
features Jesus watching over the Twin
Towers, depicts the journey home for
not only victims of 9/11, but the sur-
vivors who had to walk across bridg-
es to get back to Rockaway. Delayed
by Hurricane Sandy, the window was
completed around 2014.

Clark says creating the memorials
was a spiritual experience. “When-
ever I make art, I pray for spiritual
guidance, that some design will
come to me. I think God let me be an
instrument in creating these things.
I'm very proud of having done them
because they're all very good art but
it’s not just art. Every one of these
memorials is a spiritual experience
about memorializing and holding
sacred, each of our Rockaway people
who died. Instead of a plaque with
their names on it, these stained-
glass pieces are about capturing
light. It makes it a more personal, sa-
cred way to remember each of those
people”

Editor’s Note: Clark and his crew
are awaiting an agreeable Mem-
orandum of Understanding from
NYC Parks to restore the Hurricane
Sandy-damaged mosaic before work
begins. Fundraising is ongoing. For
info, see: wwuw.rockaways9-11trib-
utepark.com



