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Brothers and sisters of the emergency services, family members, honorable dignitaries, ladies and gentlemen.

September 11, 2001 was a day of defining.  On that day, ordinary citizens defined character.  Our president, Mayor Giuliano, and Governor Patacki defined leadership.  Our nation defined spirit.  We defined who the enemy is.  Priority and importance in life was defined.  New York defined resolve.  And yes, on that day the word hero was very well defined.

When the jets hit the World Trade Center Towers, the emergency services were immediately faced with a daunting task.  There were 25-50,000 people at risk.  It would take rescuers 80-90 minutes to climb to the fire.  Debris and bodies were raining down upon the rescuers below.  Many of the rescuers were well on their way to the fire floors when the rumbling started.  Many more were staged at the bottom or within the shadows of these over 1000-foot tall buildings.

Then the buildings came down.  Many perished during the collapse both inside and outside the buildings.  Many others were enveloped in the cloud that resulted.  All senses and even breathing were blocked to the verge of unconsciousness.  Then everything settled and the reality sunk in.  Instantly, New York had a disaster in every connotation of that word.  Yet it didn’t stop there.  There was no communications.  There was no equipment.  Much of the leadership was dead, the chain of command fragmented.  All they had were people and a lot of heart.

Yes, the word hero was very well defined that day.  First, the men and women who rushed to assist others in New York and at the Pentagon exemplified the word hero.  Next, extraordinary passengers over the skies of Pennsylvania took destiny into their own hands against terrorism.  And then, rescuers who thought they had just died, turned around and went back into a level of destruction previously seen only in war or earthquake.

The Montgomery County Critical Incident Stress Management Team (CISM for short) is the silent service here in Montgomery County.  We function below the surface, surfacing only when called upon to help our brothers and sisters who are hurting from doing their jobs.  The stress is an occupational hazard no different than smoke, or blood, or violence.  Being all volunteers, we are made up of the best of the best.  You are all the best that our society has to offer.  From within that we have carved out a truly exceptional and diverse group to help you.  

Shortly after 9-11, our services were requested.  Six of us went to New York and New York City to do our part.  Four more also served with other organizations.  We proudly represented all of the citizens of Montgomery County, and all of you who wanted to help.  We joined our energy with all of those in New York to contribute in some way.

What we saw at Ground Hero and at the Freshkill Landfill was horrific.  There is no adequate description for what was there.  You have all seen the images of the twisted metal, crushed emergency vehicles, and gray dust.  They pale in comparison to first hand experience and evidence that a great number had died.  The sounds, shadows, taste, smells, and proximity intensify the feeling that we were standing on hallowed ground.

We also saw many hurting heroes.  We joined forces with the best of the best from around the country to reach out and let the heroes in New York know that brothers and sister from all over this land cared about how they felt and were willing to listen.  They were exhausted, emotionally bankrupt, and internally scarred.  Yet, there was a force of human spirit that was a privilege to witness and humbling to be around.

Our assistance was limited by time proximity to the event and the ongoing operational surges that prevent the New York emergency workers from recuperating and processing the experience.  Every additional event such as the anthrax in Manhattan, war in western Asia, and the plane crash in Queens keeps them on an operational and emotional roller coaster.

Our team’s assistance in New York is not finished.  This past week we sent a team of five, in a snowstorm no less, to debrief the Salvation Army disaster staff and we anticipate assisting the Port Authority next month.  A point is going to be reached, probably next summer, when the major symptoms of stress reactions will emerge all across New York and North Jersey.  When it starts, it will spread like wildfire.  We will be there then, too.  We will be there as we are here at home everyday.  We are here to help you when the job gets to you.  We will be here after that child dies, after your partner gets shot, and after the skies open up.  We are always here, silently waiting.

So please, stay safe on the job, keep your families close and informed, and tell everyone about what you do and how you feel.  God Bless you all.  Thank you for the opportunity to serve.  Now please rise and give all the heroes present a loud round of applause.
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