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The following are brief 
firsthand accounts of the 
Ground Zero scene according 
to first responders and rescue 
workers who witnessed the 
events of Sept. 11, 2001, and 
who continue to live with the 
fallout of that fateful day. 

Kevin Kelly: FDNY 9/11 
Responder

A last-minute shift change 
put Kevin Kelly on duty with 
Engine 289/Tower Ladder 
138 in Corona, Queens, on 
Sept. 11.

His team’s first assignment 
was retrieving additional 
air cylinders for firefighters 
battling the fire and smoke. 
Kevin found a way to fit an 
additional 30 cylinders onto 
the rig before joining recov-
ery efforts at Ground Zero.

He later spent months 
working amid the rubble, 
helping identify and docu-
ment recovered remains. The 
experience eventually took 
Kevin to a dark place marked 
by anger, anxiety, depression 
and reliance on alcohol as he 
struggled with symptoms of 
PTSD.

After a counselor suggest-
ed a service dog, Kevin’s 
wife brought home a Labra-
dor puppy that his daughters 
named Tiller, after a type of 
fire truck. Tiller later grad-
uated from Paws of War’s 
service dog training program 
and learned to support Kevin 
physically and emotionally.

Kevin credits Tiller, 
along with the friendships 
and community he found 
through Paws of War, with 
helping him regain indepen-
dence and change his outlook 
on life. Today, Kevin speaks 
at schools about his experi-
ence and the role Tiller has 
played in his recovery.

Jennifer Curti: NYPD 
Officer and the Story of 
9/12

Jennifer was an NYPD 
officer who reported to 
Ground Zero the night of 
Sept. 11. She spent her first 
week working on the pile, 
searching for identification 
and hoping to find survivors. 
She then spent another three 
weeks securing the frozen 
zone, working shifts that 
began at 12 hours and often 
became even longer.

Twenty-five years later, 
Jennifer still has a box of 
photographs from that time 

that she cannot bring herself 
to open.

But when Jennifer reflects 
on that period, she also talks 
about what happened on 
9/12.

She remembers the ex-
traordinary outpouring of 
support from people around 
the world. Strangers arrived 
with food and clean clothes. 
Cruise boats provided places 
for exhausted responders to 
rest, and massage therapists 
aboard the ships offered help. 
The entire month remains a 
blur to her, but the kindness 
of strangers gave Jennifer 
hope that they would some-
how make it through.

Her story offers a com-
pelling 25th anniversary 
perspective: remembering 
not only the horror of 9/11, 
but also the extraordinary 
humanity America witnessed 
on 9/12.

Mike Kaiser: FDNY 
EMS, Recovery and 
Morgue Detail

Mike was off duty on Sept. 
11 but immediately reported 
to his station in Queens after 
learning that the World Trade 
Center had been attacked. He 
was initially kept in Queens 
to respond to regular 911 
calls.

Beginning Sept. 13 and 
continuing through March 
2002, Mike worked recovery 
and morgue detail. When 
human remains were dis-
covered, he helped transport 
them from the recovery area 
to the morgue.

Even on his days off, 
Mike volunteered his time at 
Ground Zero. He continues 
to live with health diagnoses 
related to his time working 
there.

Jim Leach: New York 
Air National Guard and 
Ground Zero Security

Jim served as a combat 
engineer in the New York Air 
National Guard, completing 
four years of active duty 
followed by more than two 
decades with the Westhamp-
ton Air National Guard base.

Following the attacks, Jim 
contacted his commander and 
was called into service. Op-
erating out of Fort Hamilton 
and working 12-hour shifts, 
he patrolled the Ground 
Zero area while assisting the 
NYPD.

His responsibilities includ-
ed searching for potential 
explosives and additional 

threats, inspecting suspicious 
vehicles, identifying anything 
unusual and helping secure 
an area where responders did 
not yet know whether another 
attack might follow.

Ron Peffer: EMT, 
Emergency Response and 
Ground Zero

Ron spent 31 years with 
the New York City Health 
and Hospitals Corporation, 
serving as an EMT, working 
with hazardous materials and 
later becoming a chief’s aide.

On Sept. 11, Ron was 
crossing the Brooklyn Bridge 
when he witnessed the first 
tower collapse. When the 
second tower came down, he 
and those around him were 
engulfed in the dust cloud.

Despite the chaos, Ron 
continued working and be-
came heavily involved with 
communications at the com-
mand post. He also helped 
search for an ambulance crew 
feared lost in the destruction, 
who were later found safe.

For weeks afterward, Ron 
worked communications 
during the day and often 
continued searching and 
digging through the night. 
One of his most powerful 
experiences came months 
later when a recovered victim 
turned out to be someone he 
had known from school and 
Ron was asked to assist with 
the identification.

Jose Colon: The Military 
Response and the Wars 
That Followed

Jose began his Army career 
in 2000 and witnessed the 
Sept. 11 attacks early in his 
military service.

His immediate reaction 
was an intense desire to de-
fend the country and put his 
military training into action. 
Jose later deployed to Iraq 
in 2003 and went on to serve 
in both Iraq and Afghanistan 
during an approximately 20-
year Army career.

His story connects Sept. 11 
to another important part of 
its legacy: the generation of 
service members whose lives 
were shaped by the wars that 
followed.

Rich Vasquez: Undercov-
er Officer and Staten Island 
Landfill Recovery

Rich was among more than 
1,000 undercover officers 
initially assigned to work 
at Ground Zero. Because 
of concerns that extensive 

media coverage could expose 
their identities, many were 
moved to the Staten Island 
landfill, where Rich spent 
approximately eight months 
working largely outside the 
public eye.

There was also a deeply 
personal side to Sept. 11 for 
Rich. His wife was working 
near Ground Zero when the 
attacks occurred and was un-
reachable for approximately 
12 hours because communi-
cations were down.

When she finally arrived 
home, her once-blue uniform 
and her hair were complete-
ly covered in white dust. 
She later developed cancer 
following her Ground Zero 
exposure.

It began like an ordinary Tuesday,
beneath the bluest  skies, 

With a morning cup of coffee
and ordinary goodbyes.

People left their homes that morning
expecting to return,

Never knowing before the day was over
how much the world would learn.

We learned how quickly life can change,
how fragile plans can be,

As smoke replaced the morning sky
for all the world to see.

We learned that heroes look like us
they don’t wear wings or crowns;

They simply run toward those in need
when things fall all around.

We watched them climb the stairways

while frightened ones  ran past,
Never knowing every step ahead 

might be their very last.

We heard of final phone calls,
soft words of “I love you,”

And passengers who faced their fear
and did what they had to do.

Families held up photographs
and waited through the night,

Still praying someone they adored
would somehow come out alive.

Then empty chairs and silent rooms
became what sorrow left,

While names replaced the numbers
of every life and death.

Across the land, our flags went up,
and churches filled with prayer;

Strangers reached for strangers
because grief was everywhere.

Twenty five years have passed since the  
sky

was darkened by the smoke,
But time has not erased the names

or every heart that broke.

So we remember every life,
Every hero, family, and friend

And how one ordinary Tuesday
changed our world back then.

May every flag that rises
and every bell that we hear

Keep the promise made in sorrow: 
….and never forget that they were here.

~ Shirley Rimmer Osburn 
September 2026
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“A TUESDAY IN SEPTEMBER”

My Memory of that day 
would be that it was my 36th 
birthday that day,  I was 
opening gifts from coworkers 
as the breaking news was 
playing on the tv in the back-
ground, at first we thought 
it was a plane had hit one of 
the towers by accident, but 
as we continued to watch the 
news unfold, the 2nd plane 
hit the tower in real time as 

a we watched. Then reports 
of the plane crash in the field 
in Pennsylvania, and one at 
the pentagon, we came to the 
realization we were under 
attack. It was one of the most 
memorable days of my life, 
as I got home from work that 
day, I couldn’t wait to call 
my dad to get his take on 
the events of the day, when 
I asked what he thought was 

going on, he said “We are at 
war with somebody, we just 
don’t know who yet” 

My dad died unexpectedly 
just twenty-one days later. 

Since 2001 my birthday 
has been a bittersweet day, 
I celebrate another year of 
living for me, but know for 
others it’s a day of grief and 
memories of loved ones lost. 

I wrote this poem in 2004, 
because multiple times when 
people ask for my birthday, I 
get a slight pause, and they’ll 
say “oh you were born on 
9/11? And I reply with no 
until 2001 it was just my 
birthday, 9/11 happened on 
my birthday!

~ Shirley Rimmer Osburn 

Sitting in class in 8th 
grade. Coach Finley walked 
in & told us what happened 
then immediately wheeled in 
a tv. We sat & watched the 
news for the rest of the day. 
Everyone was crying & just 
heartbroken. That is a day I 
will never forget!!

- Sonja Murphy

In Mrs. Stone's 8th grade 
typing class. She was playing 
Enya on her CD player & 
then got a call from the office 
to turn on the TV. She did 
& we all watched in sad, 
confused horror what was 

unfolding in NYC. My mom 
picked me & my little sister 
up not too long after that & 
we all went home & watched 
the news & prayed for all the 
people involved. I'll never 
forget that day.

- Ashlee Brown Wolfe

I was in Mrs. Tanners choir 
class when the first plane hit. 
They just let us stay in there 
and watch the news.

- Nicole Houle

We where in Ft. Hood 
Texas. Watching the news 
getting ready for work when 

the first plane hit the first 
tower. Thinking how could 
a plane hit this big building. 
When the second plane hit 
the second tower we all knew 
that we are under attack. It 
took 2 hours to get to work. 
We listened all day to the 
radio and praying.

- Petra Hess Wilson

I was at work at the time 
at the Arkla Gas nerve center 
in Little Rock and at the 
time had many friends in the 
military. So I was not only 
worried about friends and 
family. I was worried about 

what would happen next.
- Carlton Robbins
  
I was home when the first 

plane hit and I didn't know 
what was going on. I got 
to work and then found out 
what was happening. We all 
had radios and TVs on. I had 
a panic feeling come over 
me and went and got my kids 
from school and went home. 
I was so scared to let them 
out of my sight for awhile. 
We watched and prayed.

- Robin Jackson
  

September eleventh was my birthday
long before the towers fell;

before smoke filled the morning sky
and only time would tell.

Then came that early morning
when the whole world watched in pain.
As ashes rose where sunlight had been,

September was never the same.

Now when someone learns my birthday,
they say, “Oh, you were born on 9/11,”

as if the date began that morning
when so many went to Heaven.

And as gently as I can, I say, “No,
9/11 happened on my birthday.”

It used to be an ordinary day
until evil changed our way.

But I do not mind sharing my day
with the heroes we recall,

with those who ran toward danger
and those who gave their all.

September eleventh is both now,
a birthday and a scar;

a day that carries life and loss
and shows us who we are.

It’s bittersweet to celebrate another year 
of life

as others remember loved ones who 
never should have died.

So no, I wasn’t born on “9/11.”
I say it in my own way:

“September eleventh was always 
mine…

9/11 happened on my birthday.”

~ Shirley Rimmer Osburn 
September 2004 

“IT WAS MY BIRTHDAY FIRST”

Local Memories of 09/11/01


