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“From Landfill to Hallowed Ground is a compelling saga, detailing the events following the horrific attack on America on September 11, 2001. Marra details how many first responders, filled with sadness and disbelief, selflessly acted with courage, love, and dignity in what became a massive recovery operation. The heroic efforts of these public servants helped restore our faith in the human spirit in the face of monstrous acts perpetrated upon so many. We shall never forget what they gave, and the victims will never be forgotten.”


—Anthony J. Marra


Retired Assistant Chief, New York City Police Department


On September 11, 2001, as Commanding Officer of all police services,


Patrol Borough Staten Island, Marra established the crime scene at the Landfill.


“A gripping account of September 11, 2001, through the eyes of one who served there. Lt. Frank Marra, NYPD-Ret., artfully, adeptly, and sensitively takes us through the most horrific experiences of his honored career, leaving no stone unturned. The Staten Island Landfill, ‘that sacred and hallowed ground,’ became the world’s largest ‘movable’ crime scene, where the debris was picked apart to find anything that might identify victims who had perished, from human form to dust. This book is a must-read for those who were there, and it is an excellent resource for undergraduate and graduate students, as well as researchers in mass disasters, terrorism, psychological trauma, and the resulting stressors. I urge you to read it.”


—Richard L. Levenson, Jr., Psy.D., CTS


NYS Licensed Psychologist Certified Trauma Specialist


Police Surgeon, NYS Troopers PBA   
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To all the victims of the 9/11 attacks and their families. 


To the First Responders who perished that day and those who gave so much of themselves post-9/11 in a tireless effort to bring normalcy to a very dark period in our country’s history.


To the fallen NYC skyline, a one-of-a-kind view that will never be again.
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Author’s Note


Calm before the Storm


I remember clearly everything I did on September 11, 2001, and wish I didn’t. I wish I had no memories of that day and wish that day had been different. Like so many thousands of others, I wish it had never happened, but it did, and my thoughts over a decade later are still too clear and too real. 


I woke early, put on the coffee, and got my son Anthony up for school. Anthony was five years old and in kindergarten, and my daily routine was getting him ready, fed, dressed, and on the bus. My wife normally worked from home, but on this day, as luck would have it, she had to go to the office.


My son Dominic, who was one and a half, was up early as well, so I put him in his high chair. Dom and Anthony ate breakfast while the three of us watched television. Suddenly their cartoons were interrupted by a local news flash. The next thing I saw on the television was the south tower of the World Trade Center on fire. As the smoke billowed, I became mesmerized by what was happening. I assumed that this was some type of terrible, tragic accident, at which time I put Anthony on the bus.


Dominic and I continued to watch television, showing the tower smoking. I decided to call my father, Anthony Marra, who was the Borough Commander of Staten Island. I asked him if he was aware of what was going on at the World Trade Center. He said he had started to receive calls from his office about what was happening. I thought at first a small aircraft had crashed into the tower, but then I saw the second plane strike the North Tower with such force it almost came out the other side of the building. I said to my dad, “This is not a coincidence. These are not small planes but commercial airliners. This has to be some kind of attack.” My dad was silent and then agreed that, in his forty-year career, this would be a day that no one would be prepared for. As we said good-bye, we both knew what had to be done. 


As soon as I hung up the phone, I knew I had three calls to make. The first was to my office at the Brooklyn South Gang Unit. I spoke with my Lieutenant Joe Cardinale, who instructed me to get my personal business in order and to make my way to the office. The second call was to my wife, Laura. I told her to tell her boss she needed to leave. She had witnessed the second tower being hit on television at work, so she knew what I meant.


The third call was to my in-laws who lived around the corner to ask them to come and stay with my youngest son Dominic so I could get my son Anthony from school. He was my main concern. I needed to see him, to know he was safe. When my mother-in-law arrived, I headed straight for P.S. 32.


When I pulled up to my son’s school, the street looked like a parking lot. The outside of the school screamed the word “panic” with cars parked on sidewalks and grass. I had to block someone’s driveway to park a block away. The inside was jammed with people, and I could see the fear and panic on the other parents’ and teachers’ faces. We all had the same thought: Just get my child and go home. Phones were ringing, someone was talking over the loud speaker, and I heard someone say, “Mr. Marra, do you want me to get Anthony?” After what seemed like an eternity but was probably five minutes, we headed home. I gathered my work bag, told my mother-in-law I would stay in touch, and headed into Brooklyn around 9:15 a.m.


I was secure in the feeling that my children were safe and my wife was on her way home. Eventually my dad had to send a police car into New Jersey to get her. Laura was stuck in traffic so deep that she would not have gotten home unless this bold move was made. What I realized at a later moment was that despite all the craziness that was happening around us, all the fear, all the panic, this moment was truly the “calm before the storm” because what would follow in the next forty-five minutes would change all of us for the rest of our lives.
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Field of Death


The body bags were piled up on the ground, a morgue in the making. There was no particular formation, just piles waiting to be used. Eventually the body bags would be spread out right next to one another in a military formation like soldiers going into battle. The bags would cover the outfield of the Staten Island Yankees Stadium, located in Richmond Terrace, in Staten Island, New York. The stadium for the class A affiliate of the New York Yankees is located on the waterfront directly across from Manhattan, a ferry ride away. 


On a normal afternoon, this stadium would provide one of the best views of any stadium in New York, a picturesque landscape of the New York City skyline. On this day, it would be the backdrop of a temporary morgue. It would provide a view of devastation and astonishment for its onlookers. On September 11, 2001, the outfield was something it was never intended to be.


About four hours after the devastation had begun, I looked around and saw a sunny, perfect September day with a mild temperature, blue sky, and no clouds in sight. It quickly transformed into a sky engulfed by heavy dust and debris that could be seen from space. The best and iconic part of the New York City skyline had fallen. The assumption was that there would be an endless stream of body after body that would have to be removed from an area later identified as Ground Zero. 


As the day went on, we learned that the bodies from both fallen towers would be removed from Ground Zero and transported to private ferries. The ferry boats would then transport the bodies to staging areas throughout the city: Yankee Stadium, Shea Stadium, and Staten Island Yankees Stadium. At the staging areas, NYPD detectives and police officers would begin to try to identify bodies that had no identifying documents. The deceased would be fingerprinted. DNA swabs of their mouths would be taken. Dental molds could also be done if needed. For the deceased who could not be identified at that time, they would be categorized with a missing persons report. Those who were identified were to be labeled homicide victims.


Later in the day, it became clear that there would be no bodies arriving at these staging areas. The search effort for people would be too arduous of a task manually. The seemingly endless piles of twisted steel and cement would have to be moved by machinery. Initially all the adrenaline we were working with seemed to be enough strength and hope that we would recover someone, anyone. As time passed, it became increasingly real that there would not be anyone to recover. 


Word had worked its way through channels that the private ferries that were to be used to transport the dead would now become transportation for the living. It was becoming difficult, at times almost impossible, for people to get off of Manhattan; therefore, the ferries would run from Manhattan to all five boroughs and New Jersey in an effort to move people out. Everyone was extremely eager to get home to loved ones, especially since most people were unable to contact their families as a result of the downed cell towers.


At the time, my detectives and I were on the Manhattan side, and I decided that for traveling purposes, it would be easier to take one of the ferries to Staten Island rather than to fight through the cars and buses left on the bridges and the tunnels. From Staten Island, I figured I could get a ride back to our office in Brooklyn. 


We began to help load the first ferries. I stood on the ferry going to Staten Island to help with the people onboard. Many of these people looked dazed, confused, and scared, as if they just survived a fifteen-round fight. Their faces were dirty and covered with dust, but it couldn’t disguise the expressions on their faces—sheer tragedy and fear. I had a hard time looking at them, but an even harder time not wondering what must be going through their minds. Were they relieved they survived, confused and in shock still by what they saw, distraught because they may have lost someone or left someone, or maybe all three? Not only their faces were disturbing; many were covered from head to toe with a whitish gray dust of cement. Several had torn and ripped clothes. Some people were missing one shoe or even both. Women were walking with broken heels. A small group had superficial wounds that they had sustained as debris fell from the Towers, as these people ran for their lives. 


The most bizarre group I witnessed were those covered in jet fuel. They wore an awful odor; their clothes were soaking wet as if someone had sprayed them with a fire hose. I approached one of the women and asked her if she could tell me how this happened. She said that she was standing in the lobby waiting for the elevator. She explained that she heard a loud crashing sound above her that had caused the whole building to shake. For a second, things quieted down, which offered only brief relief, and then all of a sudden she said that she began to hear a loud thundering noise like a herd of buffalo headed toward them. She and her coworkers began to panic and headed toward the elevators. The doors began to buckle, and gasoline flooded out from the elevator. Her expression was so memorable, as she continued to explain that the gasoline came from above with such force that it shattered all the glass in the lobby and knocked down everyone who was waiting for the elevator. She paused for a moment and almost breathless, shaking her head in disbelief, said, “I was in the South Tower.”


I would learn days later that when the planes hit the Towers the fuel compartments on board the planes that housed the jet fuel had immediately ruptured on impact. This rupture caused the jet fuel to shoot down the elevator shafts and into the lobbies. The fuel traveled roughly eighty to ninety stories downward, cracking the elevator doors and flooding into the lobbies.


Thankfully the ferry boats were stocked with water and various food items, prepared for a day of business. We began to distribute these items to the people on board, and paramedics attended those injured. Many of the people who had jet fuel on them began to complain that their eyes were burning and they had trouble seeing. 


When we arrived on the Staten Island side, we decided to stay on board to continue to help with the transporting of all of these people. There were still thousands of people on the Manhattan side who needed to get off the island. One gentleman in particular asked me if he could help out in any way and said that he would not mind making the return trip to help with the crowds of people. He introduced himself as John and said he lived in Staten Island. He worked on Wall Street, and his daughter worked in the South Tower. He explained that he was hoping that on the return trip he would see his daughter. He had spoken with her earlier, and she said she was fine. He called home to his wife, but she had not heard from their daughter. Rather than say the wrong thing, because clearly this gentleman was nervous and scared, I replied, “No problem, we will take all the help we can get.”


During our trip back to Manhattan, John and I made small talk to pass the time and distract each other from the reality of what was going on. At some point, he asked me about what it was like trying to get into the city with all the craziness.


I told him that as I headed to Brooklyn to meet with my team I was greeted with scenes of chaos and confusion. It looked like the end of the world. I crossed the Verrazano Bridge, and it was completely empty of all traffic. At the toll booths, everyone had to show identification to proceed. When my team and I left to go to Manhattan, we experienced the same protocol, but the scenes were so much worse. Cars were left abandoned on the Gowanus Parkway. As drivers entered the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel, they had to swerve in and out of traffic. People had just stopped and abandoned their vehicles. 
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