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​Dedicated to 911 Hero—Welles Crowther
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BOSTON COLLEGE FANS with red bandanas honoring 911 hero Welles Crowther.

Welles Crowther was a former Boston College lacrosse player who always wore a red bandana his father gave him when he was six years old. After his college lacrosse career, Crowther went on to work as an equities trader at the World Trade Center.

The ESPN documentary “The Man in the Red Bandana” telling Crowther’s story was released in 2017. During the 9/11 attacks, he risked his life to guide and assist others to safety, wearing his signature red bandana to identify himself amidst the chaos.

Crowther made multiple trips through the smoke-filled, debris-strewn stairwells of the South Tower.

Despite having the opportunity to escape the building and save his own life, Crowther wouldn’t leave until he could save as many people as possible, helping dozens of people escape before ultimately losing his own life when the building collapsed.

“MSU and Boston College to honor 9/11 hero in football match up Sept 21,” by Jason Benedek, The State News, September 11, 2023
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“Friendship Indicator,” by Helmut Buchner.
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Heroes, Sung or Unsung
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The theme Sung or Unsung Heroes presented out of a need in unpredictable times. We all occasionally wish for a hero, or we want to be the hero, the problem solver. If it were so easy, why don’t we forget about the “try” and “just do it?” All right—Sí, se puede takes courage. And courage makes for heroes. Heroes are givers. So, let’s be more giving and less selfish?

Examples of heroes are many. Maybe you are thinking about the old myths, or movies, or maybe a gutsy family member. Sir Lancelot is a knight in shining armor, Superman is a hero with a cape (but he has it easy with his super powers), or perhaps your uncle the war veteran with a cane? Among the heroines, you might think of nursing pioneer Florence Nightingale, pilot Amelia Earhart, or primatologist Jane Goodall. When it comes down to it, all heroes, even Siegfried, have a weak spot, a vulnerability, that needs to be overcome. Superman has a weakness towards kryptonite. Those weaknesses make heroes understandable and human. This is where the anguish or fear come in, only to make the hero proceed on the dangerous track regardless. Now we are talking courage again. Each one of us can activate that ability under more or less pressure.

Here in our Bandana Book III, we are showcasing heroes of all colors and levels. Many characters appear for the first time in a story. They have yet been unsung. We all recognize a hero when he or she got an Olympic medal, or a Purple Heart, or an order of special merit. They might also get a television spot. Here it is clear where the glory goes.

But if you are a normal person like me, no such highly esteemed honors come along if you should “bite the bullet,” expand your risk tolerance, or respond to an emergency. Therefore, this book honors those who are unlikely, or unsung, heroes. So, let’s praise them here.

How do you become a hero? Our authors found many opportunities in every-day life. Dr. Benjamin Reeser, an emergency physician, shares how he invented a plastic box for extra protection during Covid intubations. Betty Mermelstein commemorates her ancestor who fought in the Civil War in a family tale. Edda Buchner’s “The Leather Jacket” is a story of love and a mother’s resilience when all was lost in the war. In a similar timeframe, Eva Freitag recalls the haphazard flight from East Prussia in the winter of 1945. Gautham Kalva factors his own aspirations against the real heroic fight that his cousin braved. And wouldn’t you know it! Heroes come in all sizes. A little boy is undaunted by the hardships of leukemia treatment, another young man dashes before a speeding car to save his sister, and one little girl with a hearing problem turns herself into a piano prodigy. These are everyday people with not so everyday mojo and talents. And they apply themselves.

Last not least, we find some reluctant heroes, if not anti-heroes, in these stories. Alfons who saved the church bell had to do so in the dark of the night and would not admit to anything. Old man Portner had a dark secret and was the least suitable as a hero. But something pushed him to bravery.

Heroes know one simple thing that is hard to do: stand your ground. Dan Baldwin’s “Old Marty” and Anita Yellowhair (Navajo boarding school survivor) for sure stuck it out.

At this rate, we can find heroes around every corner. Some of them wear a bandana, but they didn’t have to for this collection. If you pay close attention, there are bandanas sprinkled into a story somewhere. 

Which story is your winner? Judge for yourself. Then look at the back section of the book, where the awards are named. What did you think? Is your list different? Enjoy the read!
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Real Estate Agent Maria Hart wearing a red bandana on September 11 in memory of Welles Crowther
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To the Tune of the Bells​​
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Now with full power of the rope

Rock the Bell from vault with care,

That she in the realm of ringing

Rises in the Heavens’ air.

Pull ye, pull ye, heave!

She does move, does wave.

Joy she bring this solemn city,

Peace be the first chime she’s ringing

—Friedrich Schiller, Song of the Bell

Each time when Alfons, the most reliable custodian ever, rang the bells for mass, the dissonant clanking in honor of his Lord God irritated the heck out of him. Of the former four beautiful bells only the smaller two had remained up in the belfry, St. Michael and the tiny funeral bell. The two larger ones had already been shipped to the Hamburg iron works to be melted in for ammunition. Not even the pastor’s rage had prevented the bells’ removal. Quite to the contrary, the holy man had been booked for treason for preaching the truth from the pulpit. But now good old St. Michael was up for grabs. This was the veteran’s bell, which his father had donated on his safe return from the trenches of Verdun. It was soon to be melted into cannon balls. “What a sin,” farmer Huber’s wife secretly whispered to Alfons, as she was watering the flowers on the family grave. That’s what most in the village thought. Only, you couldn’t say a thing.

What a shame, the bells were lost. To make good on his promise, Alfons’ father had sold off his best farm lot to have the bell commissioned. At the hoisting celebration, the story goes, the mighty Trinity was so heavy that the many hands of the village team had to stretch the pulley rope all the way through the guesthouse corridor to get the bell up to the tower. But gone was now the Holy Trinity, and soon St. Michael would be too. How could one speak of “war morals” if bells were forged into grenades? Bloody hell! His father’s blessed bell was for sure too holy!

Angelus now. It sounded choppy, clanky, out of tune with only two bells left. But even these meager sounds should be silenced tomorrow for good? Alfons stood there like a salt pillar listening to the waning sounds. A ray of sunlight stole through the leaded glass window high up in the sacristy. It hit a pile of ropes in the corner. Alfons stared at the corpus delicti. The pulley from the sawmill was ready to perform Satan’s work. Teifi! They were serious! Alfons didn’t know how long he stood there, but the light had moved on. A twinkle rushed over his wrinkled face. Suddenly, he had an idea. The details, however, were still quite obscure to him.

Thus, in the night, Alfons harnessed Fritz, his white half-blood gelding. He was a good horse and easy to work with. Fritz was the smartest horse in the village, as even the most envious neighbors admitted. Alfons only had to click his tongue or wave his hand, and Fritz trotted or pulled in the said direction. This was good, because Alfons could not afford any noise. Luckily, his hay wagon already had the modern rubber wheels, not the old, squeaky, iron-clad spoked wheels.

Old Fritz, fully aware of the seriousness of his task, tiptoed like on cat’s paws across the cemetery gravel. It was a partially cloudy half-moon night. Next to the sacristy, Alfons jumped from the wagon, unhitched Fritz, and led him by the halter to the massive Linden tree in front of the cemetery enclosure.

“Now you stay here, Fritz, until I call you,” Alfons whispered his horse in the ear and gave him a friendly stroke over the head. The horse nodded, as if it had understood every word. Alfons scampered into the sacristy.

“Gee whizz! Holy crap! This junk is heavy!” He was barely able to drag the monster pulley up the spindly steps.

At midlevel on the bell tower, Alfons stopped to catch his breath. The pulley alone weighed half a centner, add to that the rope. He wiped his brow with his trusted handkerchief. By now he was sweating profusely and doubting his own sanity. The bell? Old Mike weighed five centners at least. Was he mad? Should he better stop now before anyone noticed? He was in good shape from his daily farm work, but he was of small build, not really a Samson or Hercules. Now the bell clonked the full hour. And he remembered exactly what he had come here for. 

This was not only a physical test for Alfons but also the ultimate challenge for his mental capacity. Having arrived at the bell cage, he swung the rope over the empty yoke of the Trinity bell and attached the carbine in the cannons of Michel’s crown. His practical smarts had also told him to bring an old potato sack to wrap around the clapper to keep the bell quiet. Then, with a wrench, he loosened, as far as possible, the screws in the steel braces on the yoke. Soon he removed the grid from the tower window. As he dropped the rope down, it landed on the wagon with a loud racket. Alfons cringed. He waited. But everything stayed calm, no lights came on.

He scampered down the rickety stairs, picked up the rope, wrapped it one time around the Linden tree, and attached the end to Fritz’ harness. Then he moved Fritz back step by step to tighten the rope.

“Keep it tight, Fritz, always keep it tight,” he conjured his horse. The horse snorted in agreement.

Quick, back up into the belfry. “Now we will see! Oh, dear!”

Alfons glanced down at Fritz from his high up position. His horse stood there like a monument. Then he completely removed the screws from the metal braces on the yoke. This effort took the last out of him. With a violent jolt, the bell plunged into the pulley rope, almost knocking out the plank floor of the bell cage. It came to a stop a few centimeters above it. Alfons could have been squished or fallen to his death through a bottomless tower. But Fritz braced his full weight against the sudden force and held the bell in position. If there ever was a taut rope, an acrobat could have had a circus number on this one.

Alfons wiped the sweat from his brow. “Thank God in heaven!”

Now the bell hung at the pulley, but how would he get it out the tower window? Was St. Michael’s skirt too big for the opening? No going back now. He attached a second rope to the bell crown and also dropped that rope out the window. Then he rushed down to the church yard again. He slung the lighter rope around the gnarly cypress tree at 90 degrees from the church tower and his horse power. The end of that rope he wound around his own waist.

Never before had Alfons heard anything about triangulation, but he had hoped that in time the correct idea would come to him. He fervently prayed that he was strong enough to pull the bell through the opening with the smaller rope, while Fritz had to release step by step the pulley rope.

Alfons clicked his tongue. Fritz walked a step forward. Alfons tightened up his rope by an arm’s length. He clicked again. Fritz made a step. Alfons pulled. Step by step they repeated the process.

“Hallelujah! It’s coming out the window!”

Very slowly the large bell sauntered downwards in small pushes, until it came to rest on the hay wagon. The heavy weight pressed the vehicle’s wheels deep into the gravel. Alfons covered up his tracks as best he could, hitched Fritz to the wagon, and carefully directed him on the backroad out of the village towards the lake. There he backed up his valuable load flush against the floodgate. He was about to take the harness off of Fritz and plunge the bell and wagon into the lake.

For Christ-sakes, whoa, halt! Was it a fox, a dog, or a cat, Fritz got spooked and nudged the wagon backwards. The top-heavy load of the massive bell tipped the scale and pulled wagon and horse into the water. Amidst a roaring splash, the vehicle sank into the lake and tore the struggling horse with it.

Alfons, frozen from horror, could only watch the disaster. Fritz paddled and thrashed about in mortal fear, but freight and wagon pulled him down. Without a thought that he couldn’t swim at all, Alfons jumped right after. The mechanics and buckles of the harness he sure could handle blindly. But he was dealing with a horse in despair of drowning. Somehow, Alfons got a hold of the right leather straps and buckles.

After a terrifying minute, in which Alfons squashed his hand at the wagon shaft, Fritz, with a loud snap, tore free from the remaining gear. With powerful strokes, the horse struggled to the reed-lined shore.

Alfons, scrambling and paddling for dear life as well, hoisted himself out of the lake by the floodgate. He bent over and coughed up a bunch of water. He shivered like a rat struck by lightning. Finally, he caught up with his trembling horse in the meadow.

“I promise you, Fritz, we won’t do that again so soon!” he whispered in his ear while stroking his head. “That was crazy!” The horse nodded and snorted.
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