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REMEMBERING 9/11  
     & ITS LEGACY 

On September 11, 2001, the peacefulness of rural Stonycreek Township in 
Somerset County was shattered when a hijacked airplane plowed into an 
abandoned strip mine there, killing all aboard. It was one of three deadly ter-
rorist attacks that morning. With all eyes focused on what was happening 
in New York City, Washington, D.C., and a small community in southwestern 
Pennsylvania, people stepped up to help. Just as the nation and the world 
were forever changed that day, so were the lives of those who were there.

BY AMY BOBB / ASSISTANT EDITOR

Witnesses to the September 11th Tragedy 
Share Their Stories and What Has 
Happened in the 20 Years Since That Day

G reg Walker, a supervisor 
in Stonycreek Town-
ship, Somerset County, 
will never forget what 
he was doing the morn-
ing of September 11, 

2001. He and his fellow supervisors 
were out with the road crew laying a 
slick of oil on a stretch of dirt road and 
discussing the tragic events that were 
unfolding in New York City. Only an 

hour earlier, two commercial jetliners 
had crashed into the World Trade Cen-
ter buildings.
 “I remember comments being made 
that we sure are glad we live in the 
sticks where things like that don’t hap-
pen,” he says.
 Around 10 a.m., the supervisors 
noticed a big cloud of black smoke a 
few miles away. Although they hadn’t 
felt anything, Walker would later find 

out that a blast had shaken his nearby 
home, where his wife and young 
daughter were at the time, as well as 
the school where his other daughter 
was in the seventh grade.
 Walker was familiar with the area 
where the black smoke was pouring 
from and knew there was a dump 
nearby. He wondered what they were 
burning to cause that much smoke. A 
few minutes later, he left to get another 
load of stone and decided to head into 
Shanksville to see if the township’s 
emergency management coordinator, 
Rick King, who owned the local coun-
try store there, should go investigate. 
 “We didn’t have cellphones then,” 
he says. “Communication was not like 
it is today.”
 Along the way, he began to hear re-

PHOTOS ON FACING PAGE, TOP ROW: The still-smoldering crash site of Flight 93 in 
Stonycreek Township; Shanksville firefighters’ tribute to the victims of the crash. 
MIDDLE ROW: Retired Shanksville Fire Chief Terry Shaffer; Stonycreek Township supervi-
sor Greg Walker at the Flight 93 National Memorial. BOTTOM ROW: World Trade Center 
towers before they collapsed on Sepember 11, 2001; World Trade Center Memorial in 
Manhattan; Matthew Howton, a supervisor in Wright Township, Luzerne County, who felt 
compelled to go to New York City on the morning of 9/11 to help with the rescue efforts. 
“What was so frustrating was that there was no one to help,” he says. “They were either 
killed or they weren’t. There was no in-between.” 
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ports on the radio about a plane crash. 
King, who was also assistant chief at 
the Shanksville Volunteer Fire Depart-
ment, was already in an engine and on 
his way to the scene. 
 “When I got into town,” Walker 
told the Township News in 2001, “and 
I saw the looks on people’s faces and all 
the emergency trucks going through 
town, I knew it was something big.”
 Across the state, Matthew Howton, 
the road foreman for Wright Town-
ship, Luzerne County, was making 
plans to go to New York City. He had 
watched the second plane hit the south 
tower of the World Trade Center, and 
soon after, the buildings had collapsed. 
As a volunteer firefighter in the town-
ship, he felt compelled to help. 
 “When that second plane hit, I 
knew something wasn’t right,” he says. 

 After receiving permission from the 
township supervisors to go, he called 
his fire chief, who agreed to let him 
take his turnout gear and head to the 
towers. He drove his pickup truck as 
close as he could get to New York City 
and ended up in Liberty State Park in 
New Jersey along the Hudson River, 
where emergency responders had set up 
a response center. He hooked up with 
a paid crew from Camden, N.J., that 
arrived by bus and was added to their 
roster. He and the firefighters began 
hauling gear and hose onto a tugboat 
and before long, were crossing the river 
to New York.
 “I began to see the other firefighters 
pulling out their phones and calling 
their wives and girlfriends while they 
still could,” Howton says, explaining 
that because the communication towers 
had been on top of the fallen buildings, 
they didn’t expect to have coverage in 
the city. “I didn’t have a cellphone then, 
so I used another firefighter’s and called 
my wife. She wanted me to come home, 
but I told her I was committed now and 
had to go.”

 He was heading to what was soon to 
be known as “ground zero” of a tragedy 
that would go down in history as one of 
America’s darkest days. Within the span 
of two hours on that bright and sunny 
September morning, nearly 3,000 
people lost their lives after four com-
mercial airliners hijacked by terrorists 
were deliberately crashed into the World 
Trade Center towers in Manhattan, 
the Pentagon in Arlington, Va., and an 
empty field in Stonycreek Township. 
 The well-orchestrated attacks would 
shatter the safety and security of the 
nation, and in many ways, America 
and the world would never be the 
same. Neither would those whose lives 
were impacted by the events that oc-
curred that tragic day 20 years ago.

‘Total destruction’
 Terry Shaffer, the fire chief of the 
Shanksville Volunteer Fire Depart-
ment, was at work at PepsiCo in  
Johnstown 30 miles away where he  
was hearing bits and pieces about 
what was happening in New York and 
Washington, D.C. 
 Shortly after 10 a.m., his wife 
phoned to tell him that a plane had 
crashed in a field near Shanksville. He 
remembers saying that this was no time 
to be joking, but she quickly assured 
him that she was serious. He made a 
call to the 911 dispatcher, who con-
firmed the news and told him, “You 
ought to head home.” 
 Shaffer drove directly to the scene. 
On his way there, he heard responding 
units on his radio telling one another to 
prepare themselves for what they were 
about to see. None of them had ever 
responded to an airplane crash before.
 Meanwhile, King and three other 
firefighters were the first to arrive at the 
abandoned strip mine where the plane 
had crashed. They were surprised at 
what they found. The ground was still 
smoking, a few small fires burned, and 
the smell of jet fuel hung heavy in the 
air, but there was no fuselage or bod-
ies to be seen. Instead, they saw paper 
strewn in trees and clothing, shoes, 
and pieces of metal debris scattered on 
the ground. They would find out later 
that when the plane hit the earth, it 
was traveling 563 miles per hour and 
its roughly 5,500 gallons of jet fuel 

“I remember comments being made that   
    we sure are glad we live in the sticks  
 where things like that don’t happen.”

The serenity of Stonycreek 
Township, Somerset Coun-
ty, was shattered the morn-
ing of September 11, 2001, 
when one of four hijacked 
planes crashed in an empty 
field. Life in the township 
would change forever.
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burned so fast and hot that everything 
essentially vaporized.
 “It was just total destruction,” King 
told the Township News in 2001. “As 
firefighters, we’re trained to put out fires 
and save lives, but when we got there, 
there was really nothing left, and we 
realized that there was no one to save.”
 What would become known in the 
hours and days to come was that the 40 
passengers and crew on United Airlines 
Flight 93, which had left Newark, N.J., 
at 8:42 a.m. bound for San Francisco, 
had decided to fight back against the 
hijackers. By sacrificing themselves, 
they had kept the plane from caus-
ing further damage on the ground. 
Investigators later determined that the 
hijackers were heading to Washington, 
D.C., with an intended target of either 
the U.S. Capitol or the White House. 
When they deliberately crashed the 
jetliner to keep the passengers and crew 
from taking control, the plane was 
about 20 minutes in flight time from 
the nation’s capital.
 When Shaffer arrived at the crash 
site, he didn’t yet know of the heroic 
actions that had taken place earlier in 
the blue skies overhead. He was focused 
on the aftermath before him: The sight 
of a 30-foot crater, about 15 feet deep, 
ringed by smoldering trees and brush, 
and the smell of burnt fuel and human 
flesh. The destruction was unbelievable, 
and he recalls seeing small pieces of 
debris scattered around among largely 
unrecognizable pieces of twisted metal 
and other parts of the plane. 
 Another lasting impression was the 
feeling of hopelessness he saw on the 
faces of the emergency personnel. At 
least eight fire departments, approxi-
mately 20 fire and ambulance units, 
and the county’s hazardous materials 
unit had reported to the scene, and 
with nothing much to do and no one 
to save, the first responders were walk-
ing around in shock and disbelief. 
 “You’d never think an airplane could 
disintegrate like that into such small piec-
es,” Shaffer later told a local TV station. 
 Twenty years later, the memories are 
still vivid.    
  “It’s something that you just don’t 
forget,” Shaffer says. “What sticks out 
the most to me about that day was the 
crash itself and then finding out later 

9/11 TIMELINE
How the hours unfolded 
8:46 a.m. American Airlines Flight 11, carrying 92 people on its way 

from Boston to Los Angeles, crashes into the north tower of 
the World Trade Center in New York City. 

9:03 a.m. United Flight 175, carrying 65 people on its way from Boston 
to Los Angeles, crashes into the south tower. In both attacks, 
hundreds are instantly killed, including those on the two 
planes, while hundreds more are trapped in the top floors of 
the buildings.

9:25 a.m.  A nationwide ground stop prevents any more aircraft from 
taking off.

9:30 a.m. President George W. Bush, who is visiting a Florida elemen-
tary school at the time, addresses the nation about the World 
Trade Center crashes.

9:37 a.m.  American Airlines Flight 77, which had taken off earlier from 
Washington, D.C., crashes into the west side of the Pentagon 
military headquarters in Arlington, Va., killing 125 military 
personnel and civilians, along with 64 people on board the 
airplane.

9:45 a.m.  Evacuations begin at the White House and the Capitol in 
Washington, D.C.

9:59 a.m. The south tower collapses.

10:03 a.m. United Flight 93, carrying 44 people on its way from New-
ark, N.J., to San Francisco, crashes in an empty field in 
Stonycreek Township, Somerset County, after passengers 
and crew attempt to take back the aircraft from the hijackers. 
There are no survivors. 

10:28 a.m.  The north tower collapses. A total of 2,763 people die in the 
collapse of the Twin Towers, including 343 firefighters and 
paramedics and 60 police officers who had rushed to the 
scene to help.

12:15 p.m. The airspace over the continental United States is cleared 
after more than 4,500 aircraft land safely.

3:30 p.m.  President Bush is told “with near certainty” that Osama bin 
Laden is behind the terrorist attacks.

6 p.m.  Gov. Tom Ridge visits the Flight 93 crash site and holds a press 
conference. “It is difficult to describe the range of emotions 
everyone feels when they not only learn about these events 
today but they’ve actually seen them,” he said. “The diction-
ary is inadequate, and there just aren’t enough words, but I 
guess the range of emotions goes from rage and anger to sor-
row to horror to, I guess, a sense of nausea that we all feel.”

8:30 p.m. President Bush gives a televised address to the nation. “Ter-
rorist attacks can shake the foundations of our biggest build-
ings, but they cannot touch the foundation of America,” he 
said. “These acts shattered steel, but they cannot dent the 
steel of American resolve.”

Sources: National Park Service; history.com
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the heroics that occurred on the plane 
before it crashed. That’s just amazing to 
me what they did.”
 It didn’t take Shaffer, Walker, and 
other members of the community long 
to recognize that the tragedy could 
have been much worse. There was 
minimal damage to homes in the area, 
and no one on the ground had died. 
They counted their blessings that the 
plane had crashed in the best possible 
place. Just two miles away was the 
Shanksville-Stonycreek School, where 
many of their children from prekinder-
garten through high school attended.
 “In terms of how close the plane 
was to the school, it was a very emo-
tional day, and it never really leaves 
me,” Walker says. He remembers going 
home at the end of that first long day 
and hugging his wife and kids.

‘Stepping into a movie’
 Meanwhile, up in New York, the 
boat that Howton was riding in had 
reached the Battery, a park at the tip of 
Manhattan. With no place to dock, the 
tug bumped up to a tall wall, which 
the firefighters scaled to reach the other 
side. Howton will never forget the im-
age that greeted him upon climbing 
over that wall.
 “It was like I was stepping into a 
movie except this was real,” he says. “It 
was so overcast because dust and soot 
had blocked out the daylight. As we 
walked, the debris was 6 to 8 inches 

deep at times that you couldn’t see your 
boots, and there were millions and mil-
lions of pieces of paper, more than you 
can ever imagine.”
 The firefighters were staged like the 
military, he explains, and while a few 
headed out to do some reconnaissance, 
Howton and the others stayed behind 
to wait. They were soon distracted by 
the sound of squeaking wheels, and 
out of the darkness emerged an older 
man pushing a shopping cart filled 
with bottles of water and stuff to make 
sandwiches.
 “We were told we have to eat be-
cause we didn’t know when we would 
again,” Howton recalls. 
 The next 24 hours would pass like 
a nightmare with many images and 
memories standing out to him. After 
the firefighters were dispatched to an-
other staging area at the towers, they 
were assigned by groups to different 
tasks. As they walked, he remembers 
passing by an area that served as a 
morgue and coming across debris con-
taining body parts. 
 “It was like we were dropped in a war 
zone,” he says. “Everything was dusty 
and dark like a bomb had gone off.”
 Howton observed people looting 
stores and saw welders cutting away 
metal to expose more debris for rescuers 
to search for survivors. He and the other 
firefighters reacted to sirens that served as 
warnings to vacate the area because an-
other building was in danger of collapse. 
 “It was just a remarkable scene,” he 
says. “Vehicles were thrown around 
like tinker toys. There was stuff that 
was not damaged, while 10 feet away, 
things were burned to a crisp. It was 
difficult to get to the scene because it 
was so jammed with debris from the 
collapse of the towers.”  ‰

REMEMBERINGREMEMBERING
9/11 & ITS LEGACY9/11 & ITS LEGACY

Students, staff, and administra-
tors of the Shanksville-Stonycreek 
School stood in formation to ex-
press their thanks to the heroes of 
Flight 93, which crashed just a few 
miles from the school.
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 Eventually, his group ended up 
forming a bucket brigade to move 
debris in the hopes of finding people 
buried in the rubble. After working 
through the night to the point of ex-
haustion, Howton grabbed an hour’s 
sleep while resting alongside other 
emergency responders in a damaged 
furniture store. Once the sun came 
up, he was back at work again moving 
rubble and pushing and pulling debris. 
Several hours later, he heard someone 
call his name: “Hey, Howton!”
 “I remember thinking, ‘I don’t 
know anyone here,’ ” he says. “I turned 
around, and there was this old fire-
fighter with a handlebar mustache. He 
points to me and says, ‘Come here.’ ”
 The firefighter, who had read his 
name off the back of his coat, told him 
that it was time for him to go. When 
Howton asked why, the man explained 
that they had just reached the bodies of 
some of their fallen firefighters.
 “ ‘We’re getting our guys now,’ he 
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told me, ‘and we don’t want anyone 
except our own to do this,’ ” Howton 
recalls. “I told him I understood.”
 He walked down to the marina 
where he ended up hitching a ride in 
a water patrol boat back to the park 
where his truck was. As he removed 
his gear, he realized that his legs were 
bleeding where the tops of his boots 
had cut into his calves. He bandaged 
them up the best he could before head-
ing back to Wright Township. 
 After stopping to sleep on I-80 and 
then needing a jump because he had 
left his truck lights on and the battery 
had died, he arrived home famished 
and exhausted. He called his wife to 
tell her he was OK before sitting down 
to eat an entire box of cereal and going 
to bed where he slept for the next 24 
hours. When he woke up, he turned on 
his computer.
 “I wrote down everything I could re-
member about my experience,” he says. 
 He believes doing so has helped him 
process all the terrible things he saw 

those two days. Then, he headed back 
to his job at the township.

Small-town hospitality
 About 45 minutes after Flight 93 
crashed in Stonycreek Township, fire-
fighters were at work putting out some 
of the small fires when FBI agents ar-
rived and told them to stop. They de-
clared the site a crime scene, and about 
250 State Police officers were called in 
to secure the perimeter.
 Firefighters from the Shanksville 
Volunteer Fire Department stuck 
around to help how they could. When 
they returned to the fire station that 
first night around 8:45 p.m., they were 
physically exhausted and emotionally 
drained after being on the scene for 
more than 10 hours. Over the next 
couple of weeks, the Shanksville fire-
fighters remained on standby, ready to 
assist the FBI and the State Police in 
their recovery and investigative efforts. 
 “We would do whatever they asked 
us to do,” Fire Chief Terry Shaffer says. 

  “ ‘We’re getting our guys now,’ he told me,  
     ‘and we don’t want anyone except our  
  own to do this.’ I told him I understood.”

LEFT: The Shanksville Volunteer Fire Department developed connections with 
responders from the other 9/11 crash sites. In 2008, members of the New York 
City Fire Department delivered a steel cross-section recovered from the north 
tower of the World Trade Center to Shanksville. The 12-foot-high cross sits 
outside the firehouse, where it serves as a memorial to 9/11 and the lives lost 
that day.

BELOW: In 2002, the fire department dedicated a new tanker as a rolling me-
morial to 9/11. The truck contains the names of the Flight 93 victims along 
with an American flag emblem for each passenger and crew member on the 
plane. The truck is pictured in front of the Tower of Voices, which sits near the 
entrance to the Flight 93 National Memorial. The 93-foot-tall tower holds 40 
wind chimes, representing the 40 passengers and crew members of Flight 93 
who died on September 11, 2001.
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 The firefighters used chainsaws 
to cut away vegetation and extrica-
tion equipment to get access to other 
areas so that investigators could reach 
aircraft parts and debris caught in the 
brush or hanging in trees. They also 
contended with spot fires that con-
tinued to erupt for several more days 
from the jet fuel and smoldering brush. 
During the federal government’s op-
erations at the site, the fire station was 
staffed 24/7, and the department’s 27 
members logged roughly 5,900 hours 
of assistance.
 After the FBI completed its inves-
tigation, operations at the scene were 
turned over to the Somerset County 
coroner for further body recovery. 
 “We helped with two more searches,” 
Shaffer recalls. “The coroner wanted to 
do more sifting and sorting to find ad-
ditional DNA and personal belongings. 
We did find more stuff during those 
searches.”
 At the beginning of October, the 
crater caused by the crash was back-
filled and a six-inch layer of topsoil 
spread over the area. It was then seeded 
with grass and wildflowers, and today 
it remains the final resting place for 
those who perished on Flight 93.
 Throughout the chaotic days to 
follow, the folks of Stonycreek Town-
ship and Shanksville adjusted to their 
new role as Pennsylvania’s epicenter 
of this national tragedy. In the hours 
following the crash, small-town tradi-
tions kicked in, and residents began 
to provide meals and drinks to those 
on the scene. As word spread, food 
and other supplies — everything from 
shaving supplies to blankets and long 
underwear to ward off the night chill 
— flowed into the firehouse, which 
quickly became the community center 
in the aftermath. 
 “It seemed like if there was a need, 
especially one projected from the site, 
we found a way to help and deliver 
whatever was needed,” Shaffer says.
 The township’s 2,200 residents also 
had to contend with the many various 
people descending on their small, rural 
community. At the height of the inves-
tigation, more than a thousand people 
representing 74 federal, state, and local 
agencies, from the FBI to the Pennsyl-
vania Emergency Management Agency 
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(PEMA), were working at the crash site. 
The Red Cross and the Salvation Army 
swooped in following the crash, and 
dignitaries were whisked in and out. 
 Almost instantaneously, the me-
dia came to town. Once the FBI left, 
Shaffer and King picked up the role 
as spokespersons for the fire depart-
ment, and in the first year alone, they 
conducted an estimated 400 interviews 
with local, national, and international 
news media, a number that would con-
tinue to grow over the years.  
 In the days, weeks, and months fol-
lowing the crash, people continued to 

arrive from out of town to view the site 
and pay their respects. It’s estimated 
that approximately 150,000 out-of-
towners visited the Shanksville area 
each year during that first decade. 
 “At first, it was annoying when peo-
ple with out-of-state plates would stop 
and ask for directions, and the local 
people soon got tired of that,” Walker 
recalls. “The Park Service didn’t own 
the land yet, so the county made small 
signs to put up. Our roads saw constant 
vehicles and tour buses. We would be 
called out to help when buses got stuck 
on icy roads.”

 The road to the memorial site, 
which was not paved and not designed 
for that kind of travel, took a beating, 
he says, and the township had to find 
time — usually in the early hours of 
the day when there wasn’t much traffic 
— to make repairs and maintain it as 
best it could. 
 “Until the Park Service took over, 
we were really flying by the seat of our 
pants,” he says.

The heroes of Flight 93
 As more people journeyed to 
Stonycreek Township, makeshift me-
morials sprung up near the crash site. 
Eventually, township officials decided 
a central memorial was needed so they 
paved a small parking area and erected 
a chain-link fence — 40 feet long to 
honor the 40 people who died on the 
hijacked plane — where people could 
leave tokens of remembrance. 
 Walker and his fellow supervisors at 
the time were early advocates of creat-
ing a permanent memorial for the crash 
victims, whom they viewed as heroes, 
and in the ensuing years, local and 
county officials, as well as residents and 
first responders, became involved in the 
planning for a national memorial. 
 “But nothing is without its con-
troversy,” says Walker, who served as 
a member of the Flight 93 Advisory 
Commission, which was tasked with 
recommending a design for the memo-
rial and developing a park management 
plan. “There were issues with taking 
people’s property. The Park Service 
needed about 2,000 acres.”
 Both he and a county commissioner 
resigned from the commission when 
the National Park Service began to 
talk about invoking eminent domain. 
In the end, the federal government 
renegotiated with the landowners so 
that everyone got a fairer deal. There 
was other tension along the way, too, 
but eventually, through a partnership 
among the local people, family mem-
bers of the victims, and the National 

   “My wife and I will talk in terms of   
  ‘before the plane crashed’ and ‘after  
 the plane crashed.’ It was a major thing  
       that changed our lives forever.”

  “A common field one day. A field of  
 honor forever.”

— Words printed at the Flight 93  
Memorial overlooking the crash site
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Park Service, the Flight 93 National 
Memorial became a reality. The site 
officially opened to the public in 2011, 
and four years later, a museum and 
visitor center were unveiled.
 Not surprisingly, many community 
members felt an instant closeness to the 

9/11 victims who died in their back-
yard. Shortly after the crash, a group of 
citizens calling themselves the Flight 93 
Ambassadors began to serve as volun-
teers at the temporary memorial. They 
shared details about the crash with 
tourists and mourners and helped to 

tell the Flight 93 story, which inter-
weaves terrorism, heroism, and small-
town pride. Many have continued with 
this role as volunteers at the national 
site as well.
 Over the years, Shaffer and Walker, 
as well as others in the community, 
developed relationships with the vic-
tims’ families. Within a week of the 
tragedy, family members were allowed 
to come to the site and the first memo-
rial was held. Soon after, family mem-
bers began stopping by the firehall to 
ask about the crash site and what the 
firefighters saw or to simply talk about 
their loved ones.
 “I always felt that my involvement 
and that of the whole fire department 
were immaterial to the people on that 
plane,” Shaffer says. “They were the 
real heroes here.”
 The bond between the fire company 
and the victims’ families has remained 
strong. A year or two after the crash, 
the fire station opened its doors to the 
grieving families as a kind of oasis to 
escape media attention while visiting 
the site on the anniversary date. In 
an email to the family group, the fire 
company invited them to the station to 
relax and have a bite to eat.
 “Several families did, and we have 
been doing it every year since then,” 
Shaffer says. “It’s just a way of giving 
back. I always said we must put our 
best foot forward because we are on a 
national stage and people are watching 
us. We have to perform at the highest 
level.”
 
Two decades later
 This month marks the 20th anniver-
sary of 9/11, and in many ways, that 
day has forever changed America and 
the world. The U.S.-led international 
effort to oust the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan and destroy the terrorist 
network that was based there helped 
to keep terrorism largely at bay across 
the globe. Twenty years later, what has 
become America’s longest running war 
is now winding down, and U.S. troops 

 “I will never forget it, but I don’t 
know if I want to keep reliving it. It’s a  
    fine line to keep that balance.”
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were scheduled to withdraw from the 
country by the end of last month.
 In the aftermath of 9/11, the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security 
was created. (In 2001, Pennsylvania’s 
Gov. Tom Ridge was tapped as its first 
director.) Today, anyone who travels on 
an airplane, visits a public building, 
or attends a large-scale event expects 
to go through metal detectors and be 
screened for weapons. It’s become a 
way of life. 
 Municipalities across the nation 
also learned their lessons from that day. 
Recognizing that they are not immune 
to terrorism, communities and emer-
gency responders have prioritized train-
ing to help keep their communities safe 
and secure and know how to respond 
to and manage disasters.
 For the communities and people 
who lived through 9/11, time has 
marched on, yet their memories from 
that day will remain a part of them 
forever.
 Matt Howton continues to work as 
the road foreman in Wright Township, 
Luzerne County. About a decade ago, 
he also became a township supervi-
sor and now serves as board chair. He 
will never forget his experience at the 
World Trade Center site 20 years ago. 
Even today when he recounts the story, 
he gets choked up at the part when 
they reached the bodies of the fallen 
firefighters. A piece of the rubble that 

he pocketed that day sits on his bar at 
home as a reminder of his experience.
 As someone who was part of the 
rescue and recovery efforts in New 
York, his name is on the World Trade 
Center Health Registry, and while 
he has suffered some health issues — 

about a year ago, he required a heart 
transplant — he can’t say for sure that 
they are related to his time there. His 
health problems prevent him from ac-
tively working as a volunteer firefighter, 
but the 55-year-old serves with the fire 
police as a way to stay involved.  ‰



 While 9/11 embodied the worst 
of people, it also brought out the 
best in humanity. Across the country, 
patriotism and national pride hit an 
all-time high after the September 11, 
2001, attacks. U.S. flags could be 
seen everywhere, and in the tragedy 
of losing roughly 400 first responders 
when the World Trade Center towers 
collapsed, people hailed their local 
firefighters, police, and emergency 
medical personnel as heroes.
 Something about the events of 
that day made others react, and 
township officials were no different. 
In the days and months following the 
9/11 tragedy, townships found differ-
ent ways to respond by remembering 
those who died and honoring those 
willing to rush into the middle of an 
emergency while others run out.
 Across Pennsylvania, townships 
erected flagpoles, built memorials, 
and held ceremonies. Fire companies 
raised money and donated equip-
ment, and some developed long-
lasting relationships with their fellow 
firefighters affected by the tragedy.  
 Here’s a look back at how some 
fire companies were touched by the 

generosity that overflowed in the days 
following 9/11.

A heartfelt donation
 On the evening of September 11, 
volunteers from the Ralston Fire 
Company, which serves McIntyre 
Township, Lycoming County, began to 
show up at the fire station to mourn 
the events of the day and discuss 
what they could do to help. By the 
end of the night, they decided to 
donate their extra engine, which the 
company had been planning to sell, 
to the Metropolitan Fire Association 
of Staten Island, which had been hit 
hard by the tragedy. The department 
not only lost equipment in the col-
lapse of the towers, but eight of their 
firefighters perished.
 The engine donation would be the 
start of a special bond between the 

two fire companies that would last for 
years. In the fall of 2001, a group of 
Ralston firefighters delivered the en-
gine and a $1,600 donation from the 
McIntyre Township supervisors and 
the Ralston Ladies Auxiliary to Staten 
Island, where they were greeted by 
a police escort and cheered by by-
standers and passing motorists. New 
York City’s mayor at the time, Rudy 
Giuliani, even turned out to thank 
them. 
 To reciprocate the honor, the 
Ralston Volunteer Fire Company in-
vited its new brethren to be special 
guests at its annual banquet, where 
the EMS and Firefighter of the Year 
awards were presented in honor of 
New York’s fallen firefighters. For 
several years after that, the visits 
between the two fire departments 
would continue, and the Metropolitan 
Fire Association used the donated 
engine for quite some time, according 
to Ralston Fire Chief John Orr.
 Although the two departments 
have lost contact recently, he says, 
the relationship they developed 
meant a lot to both groups at a time 
when everyone was grieving. He re-
calls one visit to New York City when 
the Staten Island firefighters took him 
and some of his colleagues to the 
World Trade Center site after it was 
cleaned up.

How Others Responded in
the Wake of the 9/11 Tragedy

Across the state, townships 
found different ways to remem-
ber 9/11. In Washington Town-
ship, Franklin County, a memo-
rial housing artifacts from the 
three attack sites was built in 
a public park.

Members of the Ralston Volunteer Fire 
Company donated an engine to a Staten 
Island fire company hit hard by 9/11.

REMEMBERINGREMEMBERING
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 As the 20th anniversary of 9/11 ap-
proaches, he doesn’t plan to mark the 
occasion in any special manner.
 “I remember and experience it in my 
own way every year,” he says. “It was 
sad, tragic, and overwhelmingly un-
imaginable. It’s frustrating when young 
people don’t remember it or try to un-
derstand history, but I guess unless you 

experienced it yourself, you don’t really 
know what it was like.”
 In Somerset County, the com-
munities of Stonycreek Township and 
Shanksville have learned to live with 
the unique role that they played in the 
heroic story of Flight 93 and still take 
seriously their responsibility to honor 
the dead. 

20  PA TownshipNews  SEPTEMBER 2021



 “They had access to it and took us 
down in the bottom of the towers,” he 
says. “It felt like hallowed ground. You 
could feel a presence, and it gave you 
an eerie feeling.”
 For years, the Ralston volunteer 
firefighters gathered at their station 
every 9/11 to hold a solemn remem-
brance, although that tradition has 
also faded into the background. Still, 
Orr and others who were part of the 
fire company in 2001 will always re-
member their heartfelt donation and 
how it helped to ease the pain for one 
department affected by the tragedy.
 “It felt like we were contributing 
something at a time when everyone 
felt so helpless,” he says.

A grateful public
 Like many other fire companies 
across the state, members of the 
Manheim Fire Department, which 
serves Rapho Township in Lancaster 
County, also gathered at their fire 
station on the evening of the 9/11 
attacks. They talked about what they 
could do to help, and some even of-
fered to take off time from work, if 
needed, to relieve the firefighters who 
had responded in the three communi-
ties where the hijacked planes had 
crashed.
 In the end, the fire department, in 
cooperation with other companies in 
the county, decided to hold several 
fundraisers, including a boot drive, 
and raised more than $15,000 from 
a grateful public. 
 “I can remember a huge apprecia-
tion for first responders after Sep-
tember 11,” says Duane Ober, who 
was Manheim’s fire chief at the time. 

“Even though 9/11 didn’t directly af-
fect our community, we received a lot 
of gratitude, and our donations sky-
rocketed the first year after it.”
 The fire company decided to do-
nate the money it raised in the wake 
of 9/11 to the New York City Firefight-
ers Burn Center, which is dedicated 
to the advancement of burn care, 
treatment, research, prevention, and 
education. The donation resulted in 
lifelong friendships between the New 
York City and Manheim firefighters, 
who attended each other’s annual 
banquets for several years.
 Looking back, Ober says, 9/11 
brought about various changes for 
emergency management services. 
In addition to an increase in dona-
tions, more people seemed willing to 
become involved immediately after 
the tragedy. The event also changed 
some of the protocols for responding 
to emergencies, stressed the need 
for terrorism awareness training, and 
reminded emergency providers that 
they must be prepared for anything. 
While some of the changes have 
stuck, what eventually faded was the 
public’s exuberant enthusiasm for 
first responders.
 “We talk about this a lot in emer-
gency services,” he says. “Unfortu-
nately, it takes a disaster for people 

to remember that you are there. It 
happened after 9/11, it happens 
after a local fire, and it happened 
during the recent pandemic, when we 
once again received donations and 
gifts from the community thanking us 
for being there.”
 To keep the momentum going in 
between emergencies, the Warwick 
Emergency Services Commission, 
which serves Warwick and Elizabeth 
townships in Lancaster County and 
where Ober is now the fire commis-
sioner, tries to remain visible in the 
community. One of the ways it does 
so is by participating in an annual 
9/11 commemorative ceremony held 
at Warwick High School. The event 
was started by a civics teacher who 
wanted to make sure his students 
remembered the tragedy of 9/11.
 “We have been doing it for many 
years now,” Ober says. “We also use 
the ceremony to recognize a firefight-
er, a police officer, and an ambulance 
person from the community and 
thank them for their service.”
 The ceremony seeks to inform a 
generation, not yet born when 9/11 
happened, about the sacrifices made 
that day and to show appreciation for 
today’s first responders.
 “We try to do our part to make 
sure no one ever forgets,” Ober says.

Duane Ober (pictured today, above, and in 2002, 
wearing tan in upper right, with members of the 
NYC Firefighters Burn Center) recalls a huge 
appreciation for first responders after 9/11. 
LOWER RIGHT: Every year, Ober participates at a 
9/11 ceremony held at Warwick High School to 
honor past and present first responders.

 “We accept that we are the host of 
something big that happened that day,” 
Walker says. “There is nothing in any 
textbook to prepare you for it, and we 
handled it the best we could. It was a very 
unique situation for a very rural area.”
 Today, the Flight 93 National Me-
morial in Stonycreek Township attracts 
half a million people each year, and a 
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new entrance off Route 30 has helped 
to curtail traffic from local roads. 
 “The community is back to as nor-
mal as it can be,” Shaffer says. “In some 
ways, it’s the same as after the crash. 
There are some people who are into 
Flight 93 and others who couldn’t care 
less. It’s just how people are.”

REMEMBERINGREMEMBERING
9/11 & ITS LEGACY9/11 & ITS LEGACY

BELOW: In the early days after 9/11, 
makeshift memorials sprung up near 
the crash site of Flight 93 until the 
township erected a 40-foot chain-link 
fence that provided a place for people 
to leave photos, flowers, flags, poems, 
drawings, and other items in remem-
brance of those who died in the crash. 

Forever linked to 9/11
 For those who come to Somerset 
County on a 9/11 pilgrimage, the 
Shanksville fire station remains an at-
traction, although visitors have slowed 
down in recent years, Shaffer says. 
Memorabilia, including photos and 
patches from people who have stopped 

ABOVE: The Flight 93 National Memorial 
consists of a visitor center, which uses 
images, text, sound, and video to bring 
September 11, 2001, back to life, and 
an outside memorial, which follows the 
final path of the doomed plane and ends 
at a platform overlooking the crash site. 

BELOW: As Greg Walker’s 30-year ten-
ure as a Stonycreek Township supervi-
sor comes to an end this year, he will 
never forget the events of 9/11 and 
the role his community played in help-
ing to honor the heroes of Flight 93.
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by, line the walls of the firehouse, and 
on the lawn outside sits a cross-section 
of steel recovered from the north tower 
of the World Trade Center. It serves as 
a tribute to those who lost their lives 

on September 11, 2001, and provides a 
connection to one of the other two sites 
that share in the 9/11 tragedy.  
 In 2012, Shaffer retired as chief of 
the fire department. His health limits 
his activities, but he tries to stay in-
volved with the fire company as much 
as he can. He serves as its liaison to 
the national memorial’s bookstore and 
manages the merchandise that the de-
partment sells there. 
 Since day one, he and his family 
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have been involved in the Flight 93 
story. His wife, Kathie, ran the oral 
history project for the National Park 
Service and conducted more than 800 
interviews with people who have a 
story to tell. Their son, Adam, works at 
the national memorial, where he was 
recently promoted to chief of interpre-
tation.
 “We are pretty connected there, and 
usually a day doesn’t go by where one 
of us doesn’t talk about something re-
lated to it,” Shaffer says. “My wife and 
I will talk in terms of ‘before the plane 
crashed’ and ‘after the plane crashed.’ 
It was a major thing that changed our 
lives forever.”
 Shaffer himself has spent the past 
two decades attending ceremonies and 
conducting hundreds, if not thousands, 
of interviews about what happened in 
Stonycreek Township on 9/11. It be-
came his way of dealing with what he 
experienced and helping to ensure that 
no one forgets the events of that day 
and the heroics of the Flight 93 pas-
sengers. With the 20th anniversary now 
here, he says this will likely be the last 
year that he’ll do interviews about the 
tragedy.
 “When you talk to people in New 
York or Arlington, they have public 
information officers to handle those 
requests, but for our little department, 
it was only me as the chief and my as-
sistant chief,” he says. “Twenty years of 
doing this is a long time.”
 Walker is wrapping up his 30th and 
final year as a Stonycreek Township 
supervisor. (See more about Walker in 
this month’s Hall of Fame feature on page 
94.) He says his role in the 9/11 tragedy 
will always be a part of him, but in 
many ways it’s time to move on. After 

RIGHT: Terry Shaffer and his son, Adam, 
have been involved in the Flight 93 story 
since day one. Adam, who was a volunteer 
firefighter, was a freshman in college on 
September 11, 2001, and came home to 
help how he could. He would go on to do an 
internship with the National Park Service 
and was eventually hired at the Flight 93 
National Memorial. “Not many parks have 
someone who can say they actually worked 
the incident and are now teaching about 
it,” his father says.
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years of regularly attending the anni-
versary ceremonies at the site, he’s not 
sure he will make it to the 20th com-
memoration this month. He has a job 
now with the Turnpike Commission 
and will be working that day.
 “Over the years, I became friends 
with the victims’ families and would 
go back to the reunions to see them,” 
Walker says, “but after 20 years, people 
pass and move on, and I have observed 
that not as many families come back 
for them anymore. There comes a time 
when you finally say you need to move 
on, rather than relive something hor-
rible every year.
 “I will never forget it,” he says, “but 
I don’t know if I want to keep reliving 
it. It’s a fine line to keep that balance.” 
 Still, as the story of 9/11 begins to 
fade in the nation’s collective memory, 
those who were witnesses to that day 
stress that it’s important for future gen-
erations to remember the tragedy and 
understand the heroics of the events. 
Today, a quarter of the U.S. population 
was born after September 11, 2001, and 
still others are too young to remem-
ber firsthand what the nation went 
through. 
 “The generation growing up now 
has no idea,” Walker says. “They will 
never know the emotions of that day. 
Without a doubt, we need the memori-
als to help educate the next generation. 
If you go through the visitor center, 
you relive the emotions, voices, and 
phone conversations. When it comes to 
keeping the memory alive, that memo-
rial nails it.”
 Shaffer agrees. “It’s very important 
to keep this story alive so that young 
people know what happened and how 
that day was for the nation so that it 

never happens again,” he says. “We 
must continue to teach about Flight 93 
and what happened in New York City 
and Arlington, too.”
 A terrible national tragedy oc-
curred on September 11, 2001, in New 
York City, Washington, D.C., and a 
previously obscure field in Stonycreek 
Township. As fate would have it, 
the communities of Stonycreek and 
Shanksville will forever be linked to 
the Flight 93 story of heroism and 

bravery. The event is woven into the 
nation’s history, and like it or not, it has 
defined a community and a volunteer 
fire company.
 “Twenty years have gone by, and 
it’s become a part of our community,” 
Walker says. “It’s not forgotten. It’s 
become almost comfortable. It’s there, 
and we have accepted it, and we are 
proud of the part the township played 
in all of it. We did all we could to 
help.” F Turn page for more. ‰



Pray for protection
Cyndi Carvell, Secretary-Treasurer,
Perry Township, Snyder County
 “While I did not work for the town-
ship at that time, I most certainly re-
member 9/11 as if it were yesterday. 
I was working at a bank, and it was a 
Friday. Customers were coming in and 
saying that a plane had crashed into 
the World Trade Center towers. I went 
home for my lunch hour as always, and 
my husband was watching the news as 
they kept showing the planes crashing 
into the towers. I just stood there fro-
zen! I started worrying about my young 
children sitting in their classrooms and 
praying that God would protect them 
and keep them safe.
 “It was a day that turned a lot of 
lives upside down, and I am sure that 
each and every survivor counts their 
blessings every day since.”

Homeland security, 
a top priority
Dave Sanko, 
PSATS Executive Director
 “That morning, I was at a hotel in 
Montgomery County getting ready to 
attend the funeral of a family friend. 
I was chief of staff for Lt. Gov. Mark 
Schweiker then, and his office had 
oversight of the Pennsylvania Emer-
gency Management Agency (PEMA). 
I received a message on my pager or 
Blackberry — I can’t remember what 
I had at the time — from someone in 
Harrisburg who told me that a plane 
had just flown into one of the World 
Trade Center buildings in New York 
City. I turned on the television and saw 
the second plane hit. I left immediately 
to return to Harrisburg, and what was 
normally an hour-and-a-half drive down 
the turnpike took an hour.
 “What we knew at the time, which 
wasn’t widely known yet to the public, 
was that this was a terrorist attack, 
and there were several more planes 
unaccounted for. As I was driving, re-
ports were coming in that a third plane 
had been flown into the Pentagon and 
a fourth had crashed in a field in rural 
western Pennsylvania. PEMA put the 
state’s emergency protocols into place. 
At the time of the attacks, both Gov. 
Ridge and Lt. Gov. Schweiker were 
out of the state, and ironically, PEMA’s 
director was attending a nationwide 
conference with emergency coordina-
tors from other states. It became very 
difficult for them to return home, par-
ticularly after the commercial airspace 
was shut down. Pennsylvania’s direc-
tor ended up having to take a flight on 
a military jet.
 “Of course, we all know the role 
that Pennsylvania played in this na-
tional tragedy. Flight 93 crashed in 
Stonycreek Township, and soon after 
the attacks, Tom Ridge stepped down 
as governor to accept the newly creat-

ed position of homeland security direc-
tor under President George W. Bush. 
Then, in July 2002, the Quecreek mine 
disaster, in which nine miners were 
trapped in a coal mine not far from 
the Flight 93 crash site, captured the 
world’s attention. Fortunately, that 
event had a happy ending as the min-
ers were rescued after 77 hours below 
ground, but this emergency, combined 
with the events of 9/11, drove home 
the reminder that first responders 
must be prepared for anything.
 “In the years following the 9/11 at-
tacks, homeland security became a 
top priority of federal, state, and local 
governments, and there was a greater 
focus placed on local emergency 
preparedness. In 2003, I became 
the director of PEMA. The agency 
works with local governments in a 
crisis and encourages them to be pre-
pared by investing in their emergency 
management plans, equipment, and 
operations and training their front-line 
responders. The overriding lesson of 
September 11, 2001, was that any-
thing can happen anytime and any-
where. While we certainly can never 
predict the future, by being prepared, 
we can stand ready and feel confident 
to face whatever emergency may 
come our way.”

Dave Sanko was chief of staff for Lt. 
Gov. Mark Schweiker in 2001, where he 
had an insider’s view of the state’s re-
action to the terrorist attacks. In 2003, 
Sanko became director of the Pennsyl-
vania Emergency Management Agency, 
and in September that year, the Town-
ship News featured him in an article 
on homeland security. “Terrorists can’t 
break through the front line if everyone 
is standing shoulder to shoulder,” he 
said at the time about the need to take 
a team approach to fighting terrorism.

WHERE WERE YOU ON 9/11?REMEMBERINGREMEMBERING
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If you are old enough to remember the year 2001, you will always recall where 
you were or what you were doing the morning of September 11. Below, PSATS 
Executive Director Dave Sanko and several township officials share their 
memories from that day and reflect on its repercussions two decades later.
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The worst and best days 
for America
Andrew Stern, Manager,
West Hempfield Township,  
Lancaster County
 “I was director of development at 
Springettsbury Township, York County, 
at the time and was in a meeting with 
my staff and developers. One of my 
employees returned from the restroom 
and had a horrific look on his face. 
‘The towers just collapsed,’ he said. 
‘We are going to war.’ None of us had 
any idea what he was talking about 
and assumed he was playing some 
horrible joke on us. Moments later, 
another employee came in crying. We 
went to the breakroom and turned on 
the TV and watched in horror. Then, we 
heard Washington, D.C., and the Pen-
tagon were under attack although we 
had no details yet.
 “Employees began to ask if they 
could go home. We had no idea what 
the right answer was. Was the United 
States under attack? Were we at war? 
Was it safer for employees to stay at 
work? Should they gather their family 
members and be with them? I do not 
recall if an official answer was given, 
but a couple of employees did leave. 
The remainder stayed and fielded 
phone calls from panicked residents. 
Anything and everything was reported. 
Simple fire alarms were assumed to be 
an attack. It became difficult to even 
use phones as the phone lines were all 
tied up.
 “That day was the worst day I ever 
recall, but the next several days were 
the best for this country. Everyone flew 
American flags. EVERYONE. Nearly 
the whole world flew American flags. It 
was awesome to see everyone come 
together and fly their flags. Everyone 
loved their police, firefighters, and 
emergency responders, and everyone 
wanted to help. 
 “Unfortunately, I think a lot of peo-
ple’s memories have faded since then. 
It’s safe to say our country is split right 
now — Democrat, Republican, conser-
vative, liberal — but in the days after 
9/11, it didn’t matter what you were. 
We were all brothers and sisters with a 
common cause. There were no labels. 
We were all equal, all American, all

recovering together, all standing to-
gether, all crying together.
 “9/11 has also changed how local 
governments plan for emergencies 
and what worst-case scenario means. 
Up until that point, I don’t think any 
American thought that what happened 
that day could actually happen. We 
lived in a protected environment where 
terrorism occurred in the Middle East 
and Europe but never here, so we just 
didn’t plan for it. 
 “Our frame of thinking about emer-
gencies has since changed. I know 
I am definitely a worst-case planner 
now. At the beginning of the pandemic, 
our township assembled a response 
team, and we looked at the worst-case 
scenario. What if half our staff gets 
sick and dies? What if we lose our en-
tire police department or all our EMTs? 
It may be a morbid discussion, but I 
don’t know if 20 years ago, I would 
have planned for the same worst-case 
thinking.
 “Young people today have no com-
prehension of how awful 9/11 was. 
Unfortunately, people’s memories 
fade, but a lot of firefighters, police of-
ficers, and civilians died that day, and 
it should not be something we forget.”

Andrew Stern worked for Springettsbury 
Township in York County when 9/11 hap-
pened. In 2003, he became the town-
ship’s fire chief, a position he held for 
several years. During that time, the fire 
company held a ceremony every Septem-
ber 11 to remember the tragic events of 
that day and the many lives lost, includ-
ing roughly 400 first responders to the 
World Trade Center in New York.

A vulnerable nation
Ed Nelson, Manager, 
Upper Mount Bethel Township, 
Northampton County
 “I remember 9/11 well. I was em-
ployed by Sprint, and my territory 
stretched from Queens, N.Y., to Fogels-
ville, Pa., along the I-78 corridor. I re-
ceived a phone call from my counterpart 
in northern New Jersey, who told me to 
quick look at CNN as one of the World 
Trade Center towers was hit by a plane. I 
did and then immediately called the U.S. 
Postal Service manager [one of his cus-
tomers] who was located in Jersey City. 
He could see the smoke rising from the 
tower from his office window. As we were 
speaking, he proclaimed, with shock in 
his voice, that the second tower was hit. 
I watched it unfold on the internet.
 “We immediately started to establish 
phone connections to reach outside 
the metropolitan area. Cellphones were 
new, and they worked through the phone 
network, so we were concerned about 
congestion. Sure enough, within 45 
minutes, the network began to get over-
whelmed.
 “The day was harrowing. Much of 
my reaction related back to my days in 
the service overseas and always try-
ing to anticipate what will happen next 
and being prepared ahead of time. The 
biggest thing I took away from that day 
was how vulnerable our whole network 
was, cellphones included, particularly 
for emergency services. It showed how 
vulnerable everyone was. The tragedy 
also revealed what can be done when 
our leaders are focused on bringing ev-
eryone together.” 
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