TCPam: Local News

THE TCPALM.COM HETWORE:

s The News :The Tribune s Press Journal :Jupiter Courier s Sebastian Sun : WPTV

>={9ress Jotrnal

www.PressJournal.com

{Home | .News ' .Business ' .Sports

PRESS JOURNAL

. Local News

PRINT THIS STORY | E-MAIL THIS STORY

. Opinion The day the angels came

= Photographers
They have ties to Indian River County
and were at Ground Zero. A year later,

. About the Press

Journal i
Al they talk about how they didn't
= AICHIVES survive it alone.
= Subscribe

By Ed Bierschenk staff writer

= Columnists September 11, 2002

Angels came forth out of the darkness on
Sept. 11.

For Richard Stark, for Carol Paukner, for
who knows how many others who
survived that day.

Standing on the platform on what used to
be an upscale hotel's stairwell, pushed
back and forth by large slabs of a
crumbling building, Stark waited for
death when his angel appeared to him
that morning.
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Firefighter Rocco
Cocciolicco (left) hugs a
fellow firefighter, who
did not give his name, in
front of a mural honoring
firefighter Peter Bielfeld
Tuesday in the Bronx
borough of New York. A
funeral service attended
by firefighters, friends
and family members,
was held for Bielfeld,
who died in last year’s
Sept. 11 attacks.
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An angel that guided the reluctant Vero Beach man and his four
companions along a beam leaning at a 45-degree angle to the
remaining structure of the Marriott Hotel in the World Trade Center

complex.

Stark remembers protesting he was 80 years old and could not make

the strenous climb down.

"Dick, we are going down NOW!" New York City firefighter Angel

Rivera said in reply.

And with the help of gravity, Stark and the others climbed down and
across beams and through large piles of rubble to safety.

Death also seemed imminent for 37-year-old Carol Paukner, as gusts
created after a second plane rammed into the World Trade Center
complex blew her out an exit of the South Tower. Latching on to a
door, the New York City police officer hung half in and half out of the

exit as bodies went flying past her.

With one hand, she grabbed onto the leg of another man who was
still alive. He reached out with his hand and she pulled herself in.
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They huddled in the corner of a building black with smoke and dust.
They thought they were going to die.

"Holy Mary, Mother of God. Jesus Christ," the words repeated over
and over by a male voice.

Paukner nor the man with her, who would turn out to be police
officer Richie Vitale, could see the man. They only heard his voice
and felt his presence.

It was her father, said Paukner, whose experiences are detailed in
the recent book "Women at Ground Zero."

Her father, who had died not long before the attacks, was her
guardian angel that day, believes Paukner, who often visits
Sebastian, where her mother and two siblings live.

About 15 floors above Paukner in the tower, Glenn Van Hest Jr.'s
world had also been plunged into darkness.

Van Hest was scurrying down the stairs of the building shortly before
it collapsed into a heap of jumbled humanity.

Van Hest wasn't sure what was happening as the lights went out and
the building rocked back and forth. But Paul Seldes felt sure war had
come to New York City as the car he was driving in with some fellow
workers was lifted off the ground from the impact of the first plane
that crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center.

They were just four of a number of residents with direct and indirect
connections to Indian River County who were deeply affected by the
tragedy that struck hundreds of miles away. Stark and Van Hest are
long time residents of Vero Beach, while Seldes and Paukner were
frequent visitors to the area where they had family.

The events of Sept. 11 would lead Seldes to set down permanent
roots in the Vero Beach area with his wife this year.

Van Hest, 49, was in the south tower of the World Trade Center and
had just entered the 44th floor cafeteria to grab a soda at 8:45 a.m.
during a break at a Morgan Stanley Inc. training session taking place
on the 61st floor.

Looking out the windows of the cafeteria located on the south side of
the building, Van Hest spotted papers flying around as far as he
could see.

He knew there was a mayoral primary contest underway and he
thought the papers might have been political leaflets dropped from a
plane. But he noticed some of the papers were on fire. Van Hest then
looked down at the ground and saw piles of burning debris and, "I
thought maybe those aren't political fliers."

Within a minute, Van Hest said security officers came in and one
announced that "our North Tower has been hit by a small, private
plane.” The officer added that "everything's OK, but we're going to
evacuate."

"I'll never forget those words," said Van Hest.
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At the time, there was nothing to indicate to Van Hest a terrorist
attack might be taking place. He even grabbed the soda he came
down for and tried to pay for it before taking off down the stairs with
the rest of the group.

Seldes, 44, and the rest of his work team knew something much
more than a small, private plane had hit the north tower after
witnessing the crash and seeing part of the aircraft land nearby.

"We saw something move quickly overhead and then we saw a
fireball," said Seldes. "The explosion lifted the car off the ground.”

The men all had military defense backgrounds and through their
company, Celerti, had provided training in disaster preparedness and
other areas to law-enforcement agencies in the city. They knew the
crash "was not an accident,"” he said. The man sitting next to Seldes,
a retired career military officer, declared, "we're at war."

A large piece of plane debris landed near their vehicle and Seldes
"floored the gas pedal and swerved out of the way."

Van Hest was rapidly heading down the stairs of the tower when an
explosion rocked the structure.

"The lights went out and the building's rocking back and forth,"
remembers Van Hest.

At that time, Van Hest didn't think another plane had hit the building.
Instead, he thought it may have been another bombing like the one
that had taken place several years earlier at the World Trade Center.

Air of unreality

Exiting through a lower level mall, Van Hest and the other company
employee who was rooming with him that week had got about three
blocks away from the building. There were people everywhere and

the sirens screaming from emergency vehicles rushing to the scene.

His initial concern was how they were going to cross the street
without getting hit. He thought the huge pool of blood spotted near
two ambulances may have been the result of a couple of people who
were hit in the melee, but he'll never know for sure.

Van Hest was without his glasses and was thankfully spared from a
clear vision of people jumping from the towers.

"Which was good. | would not like to see that," he said.
In a sense, Van Hest said the whole scene had an air of unreality.
"You knew it was happening, but it was hard to grasp.”

"It looked unreal," said Seldes of the scene that he returned to after
dropping off his companions. He said it was reminiscent of a set of a
bad movie with great special effects.

"It was really a horrible scene," he said.
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Any sense of unreality left when he was in among the heat and
carnage of Ground Zero, where he worked 20-hour days for weeks at
a time before taking a break.

He had lived in New York City most of his life.

He knew people who died in the building and in planes. He knew
firefighters and police officers who gave their lives.

"It was about as personal as it gets," said Seldes of the brutal attack
against his city.

Eventually, Seldes moved with his wife down to Vero Beach, a
community where they always intended to buy a place, but now
decided to relocate at permanently.

"It was time for a change, especially for myself," said Seldes.
Aftermath

There were 287 people at the training session that Van Hest attended
and all survived, although it took a couple of days to account for
everyone.

Van Hest has only flown once since the attack. That was in late
October when he had to go to Atlanta to complete the training course
that was interrupted on Sept. 11.

"l was a nervous wreck going up to Atlanta," said Van Hest, who said
he is not sure if he would have gotten on the airplane if he had seen
any Arabic men going on board.

Paukner still faces operations to repair some of the damage caused
to her body that day, but she plans on staying in New York City and
wants to return to the life of a police officer. She helped save a
number of people that day, but must live with the images of a
number of other officers, firefighters and civilians who she saw head
to their death.

Many of her fellow officers and firefighters have decided to leave the
force.

Stark has undergone therapy to help him deal with the post
traumatic syndrome that he, as well as his Angel, suffered on that
day. Angel Rivera lost a number of close friends that day, but has
kept in contact with Stark through e-mails and personal visits.

"Thank you for your effort in trying to contact me," Rivera wrote to
Stark in one e-mail. "I am grateful. | wish you strength and good
health and also to your family, too. And if there is one thing that is
pure joy in this whole tragedy (it) is that I was able to help you."
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[OW WE'VE CHANGED

MATTHEW RATAJCZAK staff photographer

“ . T witnessed both planes striking the towers. Debris rained down around my car.
I saw people falling, fumping from the inferno on high. In the days, weeks and months that followed,
I worked at ground zero as search-and-rescue and later as recovery-and-velief.
I spent nine months as part of the WIC task force. 9-11 changed me forever; the sights and sounds
of those days will always be with me. In July 2002, my wife and I moved to Vero Beach.”

Paul G. Seldes, 44, formerly of New York City, now a Vero Beach resident

- From the heart

: : : caring. Many people on the Treasure Coast had close
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