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Construction at Ground Zero in June 2010. 

“During the recovery, we spent a good year, like, 

removing debris. It was, you were tearing things 

down all the time, tearing pieces down, putting 

them on trucks and getting them out of here. 

Finally we came to the phase where now we‟re 

gonna be building things.” 

The rebuilding process offers Brian Lyons a 

source of joy and purpose. However, rebuilding 

Ground Zero stirred difficult emotions, leading 

Brian to later be diagnosed with Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder. As can be seen in this lesson, the 

reconstruction of Ground Zero has created 

strong feelings in many areas of American 

society. 

The Terrorist Attacks of September 
11, 2001 

Rebuilding for the Future 

 
The pivotal nature of September 11 

and its significance for American 

society and politics meant that its 

effects would resonate far into the 

future. Individuals and communities 

continue to struggle with the social, 

financial, and emotional impact of the 

attacks. Over the decade since the 

attacks, numerous people and 

organizations have made efforts to 

rebuild the site of the World Trade 

Center and to repair relations between 

communities and religious groups set at odds by the attacks. Still, the recovery process 

has been anything but straightforward. Different interpretations of the attacks and how to 

properly respond have gained and lost influence over time, and domestic and 

international events have constantly supplied new angles for the way people view 9/11, 

Muslims, and the faith tradition of Islam. Nowhere have the different interpretations of 

9/11 been so apparent as at the site of the attack itself in Lower Manhattan – “Ground 

Zero.” Some aspects of the physical rebuilding process in Lower Manhattan have become 

controversial, and relations with Muslims, particularly the American Muslim community, 

have been dynamic and sometimes divisive. Meanwhile, developers have sought to 

resolve questions surrounding how to rebuild the site and memorialize the dead while 

trying to satisfy a variety of groups with competing ideas. The various issues arising from 

these struggles have illustrated the cultural importance of Ground Zero and the 

complicated grieving process both for individuals and for the American nation as a 

whole. 
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Computer rendering of 

proposed Park51 building. 

 
Muslims worship at the current site of Park51, 

an old Burlington Coat Factory building. 

 

 

Park51: A Muslim community center near Ground Zero 

 
During the summer of 2010, controversy erupted over the planned construction of a 

Muslim community center called Park51 two blocks from the 

site of the World Trade Center that would replace a building 

that had been hit by debris from one of the hijacked airplanes 

on 9/11. The story made headlines across the country, and the 

ensuing debate over the community center became a global 

news topic. While most people agreed that the US 

Constitution grants Muslims the right to construct the 

building, majorities in national polls consider the project 

inappropriate and believe it should not be built because of its 

close proximity to the most iconic site of the September 11 

attacks, Ground Zero, where Islamist radicals destroyed the 

Twin Towers of the World Trade Center. Some opponents of 

the project believe having a mosque so close to Ground Zero 

is insensitive to the memory of the attacks’ victims and their 

survivors, while others allege that the Islamic center would 

represent a “victory monument” for Islam. 

 

Oddly, Park51 was not considered controversial and did not 

become a major news story when the plan for its construction 

was first made public in December 2009 in an article in The New York Times. The 

project, at the time called the Cordoba Initiative, had the support of city officials, Jewish 

leaders, the mother of a victim of the September 11 attacks, and conservative media 

pundit Laura Ingraham, among others. The site 

was already being used as a Muslim worship 

space, acting as an overflow space for a nearby 

mosque led by one of the leading figures 

behind the Park51 project, Imam Feisal Abdul 

Rauf. Rauf and his partners imagined 

transforming the property, which had been 

damaged by the debris of one of the planes that 

hit the Twin Towers on September 11, into a 

community center along the lines of the nearby 

YMCA and Jewish Community Center, 

complete with fitness center, swimming pool, performing arts center, food court, and 

other facilities open to anyone in the community, as well as a mosque for Muslim prayer. 

Rauf, a progressive Sufi Muslim with a long track record of interreligious dialogue, 

found the site’s location ideal for sending the message that mainstream Muslims 

condemn terrorism and are open to people of other faiths. “We want to push back against 

the extremists,” Rauf told the Times. 
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The Park51 controversy dominated the news in 

August 2010, according to the Pew Research Center’s 

Project for Excellence in Journalism. 

Mixed feelings on Park51 

The Park51 debate exposed tension 

between Americans’ opposition to 

building a Muslim center near 

Ground Zero and their support of 

Muslims’ constitutional right to do 

so. In an August 2010 poll by the 

Pew Research Center, 51% of 

Americans opposed the project, 

while 62% agreed that “Muslims 

should have the same rights as 

other groups to build houses of 

worship in local communities.” 

The narrative surrounding Park51 

changed dramatically in May 2010. After 

a New York City community board 

financial committee unanimously 

approved the project, news of the building 

of a prominent Islamic center adjacent to 

the World Trade Center site swept 

through American media, only this time 

framed in a more attention-grabbing 

manner that highlighted previously rare 

objections to the project. The media 

quickly dubbed it the “Ground Zero 

mosque.” Whereas no opposition to the 

project from either the community board 

committee or the public was voiced 

during the committee’s session in early 

May, media coverage escalated, exposing 

the story to a larger audience and generating strong feelings across the country. By the 

time the full community board met later that month to discuss the project, its members 

had received a huge sum of messages, largely in opposition to the project and originating 

from outside New York City. The meeting of the full community board featured 

outspoken opponents of Park51 from the public, as well as some supporters. Nevertheless 

the board approved of the plans in a 29-1 vote, with 10 abstentions. Another attempt to 

stop the Park51 development was a push to get the Landmarks Preservation Commission 

of New York City to grant 45-47 Park Place – the building that had been hit by airplane 

debris on 9/11 and that is slated to be demolished for Park51 construction – protected 

landmark status as a historical building. The Commission unanimously rejected the 

proposal on August 3, 2010. 

 

The undercurrent of opposition toward Park51 

that developed between the project’s first news 

appearance in December 2009 and the 

community board hearings in May 2010 was 

motivated in large part by Pamela Geller, a very 

conservative, anti-Muslim blogger. Geller and 

her organization, “Stop Islamization Of 

America,” actively promote a view of Islam as a 

dangerous and violent cult, and espouse 

conspiracy theories that are verifiably false, such 

as theories that Nazi Germany was motivated by 

Islam, that Muslims played a significant role in 

perpetrating the Holocaust, and that President 

Obama is a Muslim secretly plotting a jihad against the U.S. While news sources across 

the political spectrum have discredited many of her claims, a large number of like-

minded people have shown their support for her message by spreading her views and 

attending her rallies against Park51. Geller has been widely credited with establishing the 
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Politicians for and against the construction of Park51. 

 
Tim Brown, from Rebirth, filed a lawsuit 

with the New York State Supreme Court 

against the Landmarks Preservation 

Commission of New York City’s 

rejection of protected landmark status for 

45-47 Park Place. Brown has lobbied for 

the same status for other buildings 

damaged on 9/11 but his interest in 45-47 

Park Place has been accused of being 

motivated by opposition to Park51. 

Brown denied this, but also called 

Park51’s developers “un-American.” 

After viewing Rebirth, do you find 

Brown’s actions understandable or 

expected? What do you think his 

motivations are on this issue? 

base of opposition to Park51 that pushed the controversy into the national and global 

spotlight.   

 

The Park51 project soon 

became a hot button issue in 

American culture and 

politics. Large numbers of 

Americans with far more 

mainstream views than 

Geller began expressing 

their opposition. Numerous 

polls taken over the summer 

of 2010 consistently showed 

that a majority of Americans 

opposed the project as 

insensitive, even if its 

organizers have a 

constitutional right to build 

it. One notable exception to 

these statistics is Manhattan, where 

Park51 is to be developed; a Quinnipiac 

University poll showed that more 

Manhattanites support the project than 

oppose it. 

 

Politicians also began taking sides on the 

issue. Numerous Republican senators, 

members of Congress, governors, and 

candidates came out in opposition to the 

project, as did a few prominent 

Democrats. Former Republican Speaker 

of the House of Representatives Newt 

Gingrich blasted Park51’s original name, 

Cordoba House, on the grounds that 

Cordoba was a Spanish city that Muslim 

armies conquered from Christians; Imam 

Rauf maintained his preexisting 

explanation for the name, saying that 

Jews, Christians, and Muslims lived 

together in harmony during Cordoba’s 

golden age. It was around this point that 

the developers started emphasizing the 

name Park51 to refer to the full 

community center, though Cordoba 

House remains the name for the planned 

mosque within it. Conversely, some 
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Interreligious Conflict Mediation 

Amidst the uproar over Park51, Roman 

Catholic Archbishop of New York 

Timothy Dolan contacted local Muslims 

and Jewish clerics and laypeople to 

establish a series of regular meetings to 

work out tensions and misunderstandings 

between faith groups in New York City 

on Park51 and other issues that may arise 

in the future. 

 
“The bottom of the pit is a spiritual 

place. It's like really weird. So when we 

start building the Freedom Tower, you 

know, I'll be at the bottom. And it, it'll 

give you, give me strength or energy.” 

Brian Lyons’ view of Ground Zero as a 

sacred space is shared by many 

Americans, and this view creates strong 

feelings about the site and how it should 

be used. Many debates arise from the fact 

that different people want to honor the 

sacred in different ways but often think 

only their way is the right one. 

Democrats and a small number of prominent Republicans have voiced their support. 

President Obama lent his support to Park51 on the grounds of staying true to the 

American ideal of religious freedom, while also noting that emotional reactions to the 

project are understandable. However, as Park51 became a political issue, the project’s 

political opponents were far more outspoken than its political supporters since many of 

the politicians who endorsed the project did not want to alienate the nationwide majority 

of voters who opposed it. 

 

American religious leaders, on the other 

hand, were somewhat more vocal about 

support than opposition. Mainstream 

religious leaders were generally more 

subdued in their criticism than their political 

counterparts, and the most coordinated 

religious responses were calls for support, or 

at least civility. The Anti-Defamation 

League, a leading Jewish organization, was 

among the most vocal institutional opponents 

of the project. Other Jewish leaders and 

organizations voiced their support for it, such as the Union for Reform Judaism and 

Rabbi David Saperstein of the Religious Action Center. A group of 35 prominent 

Christian, Jewish, and Muslim leaders met in early September 2010 at the National Press 

Club in Washington, DC to issue “Beyond 

Park51,” a statement calling for an end to 

rising anti-Muslim sentiment and for a 

rededication to the principle of religious 

liberty, stating, in part, “As Jews, Christians, 

and Muslims, we are grateful to live in this 

democracy whose Constitution guarantees 

religious liberty for all… In recent weeks, we 

have become alarmed by the anti-Muslim 

frenzy that has been generated over the plans 

to build an Islamic community center and 

mosque at the Park51 site near Ground Zero 

in New York City.” 

 

The ninth anniversary of the September 11 

attacks was uncharacteristically contentious 

for the occasion thanks to Park51. After the 

traditional morning ceremony at Ground Zero 

in which the names of all the victims are read 

aloud, competing demonstrations for and 

against the proposed Islamic community 

center took place around Ground Zero, 

marking a major shift from the usual somber, 

subdued tone of the day in previous years. 
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Pro-Park51 signs in front of Park51 site (left) and 

Pro-Park51 rally (right). 

 
After 9/11, Nick Chirls expressed anger toward 

Muslims. Five years later, he said this of the 

man who masterminded the attacks: “I was 

really angry at Osama bin Laden, but now that 

just seems so absurd to me… Like, he was 

responsible for the terrible thing that, like, 

completely changed my life. But… I guess I 

don‟t really hate him. I did. But that just seems 

absurd. He‟s living in some cave in 

Afghanistan. Like, I don‟t really hate the guy, 

you know? I guess that‟s really when… you 

can start coming to terms with something like 

that. You know, when you start letting go of the 

anger and the, you know, terror… of that day.” 

Do you believe that Americans who hate or 

distrust Islam may be able to move past these 

feelings? What steps do you think this would 

take to achieve? 

Pamela Geller hosted one of the largest 

rallies of the day, continuing her campaign 

against Islam and Park51. Conservative 

Christians organized another anti-Park51 

rally, where a pastor delivered an address 

stating, “God is using Muslims as a rod to 

punish us for our iniquities,” citing 

conservative issues such as abortion as 

examples of American sinfulness. There 

were also several demonstrations in support 

of Park51 and religious freedom, but their 

numbers were significantly less than those in 

opposition to the project. Pro- and anti-

Park51 demonstrators engaged in widespread 

shouting matches and other shows of 

antagonism throughout the day. 

 

One alarming aspect of the Park51 controversy is the rise in recruiting levels for militant 

Islamist organizations that it has 

reportedly inspired. According to 

Matthew Alexander, a former U.S. 

military interrogator in Iraq, and 

others, attempts to prevent Muslims 

from building a mosque in the U.S. 

along with offensive statements 

against Islam and Muslims from 

Park51’s most radical opponents have 

apparently driven a number of 

previously moderate or non-militant 

Muslims to join terrorist groups. 

Message boards on jihadist websites 

have displayed anti-American anger 

over the perceived unwillingness of 

Americans to allow Muslims to build 

a mosque. Terrorists have also 

expressed pleasure at the Park51 

controversy, recognizing that it can be 

used as a recruiting tool to turn people 

against the U.S. In Afghanistan, 

Taliban insurgents have identified 

Americans’ efforts to prevent the 

construction of the mosque as a major 

boon to Taliban recruitment, 

donations, and public support, as the 

controversy has been used to convince 
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A historical parallel to Park51 

In 1785, the Roman Catholic community 

met stiff resistance from Protestant 

Americans when they announced their 

plans to construct the first Catholic 

church in New York City. Anti-Catholic 

demonstrators expressed concern that 

Catholicism was not compatible with 

democracy and that funding for 

construction would come from a foreign 

monarch, King Charles III of Spain. 

Political officials pressured Catholics 

into moving the church’s location outside 

of what were then the city limits. St. 

Peter’s Catholic Church, built through a 

large donation from King Charles, now 

stands in Lower Manhattan near Ground 

Zero as the oldest Catholic church in 

New York state. Fr. Kevin V. Madigan of 

St. Peter’s publicized this story in 

October 2010 in support of Park51. 

Afghans that Americans are opposed to Islam. 

 

In one of several initiatives to curb the growing resentment against Park51 and Islam in 

general, the Islamic Leadership Council of New York, which represents Islamic 

organizations and mosques throughout the city, coordinated a “week of dialogue” in mid-

October 2010. During this week, New York City mosques opened their doors to non-

Muslims to attend prayers and question-and-answer sessions aimed at building 

understanding of Islam and Muslims. Some of the week’s events were interreligious in 

nature, involving attendance at a mosque, a church, and a synagogue, while others, like 

an anti-bias task force, focused on preventing and responding to attacks against Muslims. 

 

Despite efforts to promote better understanding 

of Islam and the American Muslim community 

across the country, the majority of the 

American public has remained firmly against 

the development of Park51 so close to Ground 

Zero. While most of the opposition has come 

from the claim that its proximity to the 

deadliest site of the September 11 attacks is 

insensitive, a significant issue has also been 

made of who will be funding the project out of 

concern that people or organizations with links 

to terrorist groups could get involved. 

Demands that the identities of all financial 

backers of Park51 be publicly disclosed exhibit 

the significant public skepticism about the 

intentions of the developers as well as the 

trustworthiness of anything Islamic. Rauf and 

Park51 owner and developer Sharif El-Gamal 

have stated that all funding sources will be 

disclosed and that they will refuse money from 

groups with un-American interests and values. 

However, many Muslims and Park51 

supporters view this demand of funding 

disclosures as discriminatory since the same demands are not made for religious 

buildings of other faiths. 

 

Though media coverage of Park51 has diminished from the summer of 2010, the 

controversy behind it remains as heated as ever. Still, despite the opposition of most 

Americans, constitutional rights and legal protections have allowed the project to 

continue moving forward, and the developers remain set on its construction. Protests will 

undoubtedly continue throughout the development of the property, but what occurs once 

it has been completed will be a telling sign of whether public sentiment and intercultural 

relations can shift over time or whether the two sides of the debate will remain 

entrenched in their views. The community of Lower Manhattan may embrace Park51, 

making it a shared space for people of different faiths and cultures to mingle as its 
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St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church 

shortly before the collapse of the Twin 

Towers demolished the tiny building. 

developers envisioned, or the divisiveness of the debate over the project may lead 

Muslims to effectively appropriate Park51 as a safe space for their community away from 

the perceived anti-Muslim sentiment of the rest of American society. How Park51 fits in 

locally may also affect popular views of the center nationwide, perhaps diminishing or 

perhaps augmenting the controversy surrounding it. Only time will tell. 

 

 

St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church 
 

While controversy has raged over the development of 

the Park51 Muslim community center near Ground 

Zero, the reconstruction effort is facing another, less 

publicized controversy over the rebuilding of St. 

Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church, the only religious 

building destroyed in the September 11 attacks. The 

small building was constructed in 1832 and became 

the seat of an Orthodox congregation for Greek 

immigrants in 1916, which maintained a faithful 

following at the church until its destruction. The 

church consistently refused lucrative offers to 

purchase its building and would open its doors to the 

public, including non-Orthodox, every Wednesday as 

a space for prayer and reflection that catered to World 

Trade Center workers. On September 11, 2001, the 

Did you know? 

The mosque within the planned Park51 

community center would not be the only 

mosque in the area. Two other mosques are 

already located near Ground Zero. Masjid 

Manhattan, a small conservative mosque, has 

been around for over four decades, making it 

older than the World Trade Center, which lies 

just four blocks away. Masjid al-Farah, a 

progressive mosque, was founded in 1985 

twelve blocks from the World Trade Center 

by Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf, one of the main 

figures behind Park51. However, these two 

mosques are small and nondescript, whereas 

Park51 is set to be a large building that stands 

out from the surrounding architecture. One of 

the developers’ reasons for including a 

mosque in Park51 is that the other area 

mosques are not large enough to serve the 

needs of the community’s Muslim population. 
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Reflecting on her grieving process, 

Tanya Tepper stated, “I think it's, it is a 

lifelong thing, I think prior to living this 

experience, I think it would probably be 

easy for, for me to imagine that, you 

know, when people move on, they move 

on, you know. But the truth is you, you 

don't move on. I mean, it's something 

that's, that's always there, you know, 

just kind of like, it's there.” 

This sentiment is common among people 

mourning a loss. Lower Manhattan’s 

Greek Orthodox community continues to 

miss the church that was an integral part 

of their identity. Have you ever lost 

someone or something important to you? 

Did you wish you could get them back? 

collapse of the South Tower of the World Trade Center, which stood just across the street 

from the little church, demolished the building and buried its remains under tons of 

rubble. 

 

Fortunately, no one was in the church when the South Tower collapsed, but the 

congregation did lose several important icons and holy relics of Saints Nicholas, 

Catherine, and Sava that had been donated to the church by Czar Nicholas II of Russia 

around the time of its founding. Orthodox officials and volunteers attempted to recover 

the holy objects but were unable to do so as they had likely all been completely 

destroyed. Archbishop Demetrios of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America and 

then-New York Governor George Pataki vowed to rebuild the church as a symbol of 

resilience and faith after the attacks. 

 

When the archdiocese initiated plans to rebuild 

St. Nicholas, things seemed promising. The 

Port Authority of New York and New Jersey – 

the governmental agency that owns and 

oversees the site of the World Trade Center 

and surrounding area – offered the archdiocese 

a larger plot of land a hundred yards away 

from the church’s original site and pledged up 

to $60 million in public funds to subsidize 

construction. Local Orthodox congregations 

raised tens of thousands of dollars toward 

rebuilding St. Nicholas, and Orthodox and 

non-Orthodox Christians from around the 

world sent monetary contributions as well. One 

major contribution was a $500,000 donation 

from the largely Catholic city of Bari, Italy, 

whose patron saint is Saint Nicholas and 

whose famous Basilica of Saint Nicholas is the 

repository of most of the saint’s relics. 

 

In 2008, the Port Authority reached a deal with 

the archdiocese to acquire the land on which 

the church had sat for $20 million and a larger 

plot of land just a hundred yards away on 

which to build a new church. The Port 

Authority also offered $40 million to construct 

a blast-proof platform and foundation for the 

church since a bomb-screening area for vans 

and buses is planned for the garage that will sit 

below the property. Orthodox leaders began developing plans for a somewhat larger St. 

Nicholas Church that would include a nondenominational center for people visiting 

Ground Zero. This deal was initially welcomed by the Port Authority, who had cited the 
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status of the Orthodox property as one of the significant holdups to the reconstruction of 

the World Trade Center. 

 

As talks continued between the archdiocese and the Port Authority, problems mounted. 

The Port Authority slightly reduced the size of the church’s new plot of land and 

prohibited the church’s dome from being built any taller than the World Trade Center 

memorial. The archdiocese requested the right to review the Port Authority’s 

development plans for the areas surrounding and below the property, which the Port 

Authority refused. In March 2009, the Port Authority withdrew from its previous 

agreement with the archdiocese and ended negotiations, citing the archdiocese’s allegedly 

increasingly costly demands. The archdiocese expressed surprise at the sudden end of 

discussions and hope that they can be rekindled, saying that it has complied with all of 

the Port Authority’s requests. Since the deal fell through, ownership of the original 

church land reverted to the archdiocese, which retains the right to build on it but no 

longer has the benefit of public funding through the Port Authority to subsidize 

construction costs. However, the archdiocese is committed to acquiring the larger plot of 

land since the original church, which was only 22 feet wide and 56 feet long, was hardly 

large enough for its congregation at the time, let alone the greater numbers that would 

want to attend or visit the rebuilt church because of its symbolic nature. 

 

The status of St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church gained increased awareness during the 

uproar over the Park51 Muslim community center. Several political and media 

commentators opposed to Park51 used St. Nicholas to pit public sentiment against 

Park51, contrasting the bureaucratic stalling and perceived lack of political will behind 

St. Nicholas to the perceived governmental fast-tracking of Park51. The comparison 

between the two projects is generally couched in terms that implicitly or explicitly play 

on people’s suspicions or hostility toward Islam, bemoaning the lack of government 

support for the rebuilding of a Christian church that was destroyed in the September 11 

attacks compared with the approval that various political bodies have granted the Muslim 

mosque and community center. George Demos, a Greek Orthodox candidate for the 

Republican nomination for one of New York’s congressional seats during the summer of 

2010, was the first to make a major issue of the perceived disparity between the Christian 

and Muslim construction efforts in July 2010. The next month, he and former New York 

Governor George Pataki co-hosted a rally with Greek Orthodox officials in support of the 

reconstruction of St. Nicholas. Demos expressed suspicion that Park51’s funding would 

come from Islamic fundamentalists, and held up Greek Orthodox Christians as being a 

less worrisome and more trustworthy group than Muslims. 

 

The August rally with Demos and Pataki highlighted the fine line that the Greek 

Orthodox archdiocese has walked in relation to Park51. Orthodox officials have largely 

remained neutral toward Park51, saying only that the Church respects freedom of 

religion. At the same time, they have utilized popular perceptions that a mosque is being 

politically favored over a church to build support for St. Nicholas. Orthodox clergy stood 

beside Demos and Pataki as they rallied against Park51, but the church officials 

themselves spoke only of supporting St. Nicholas. Even Park51 supporter Father Mark 

Arey – the Greek Orthodox director of Inter-Orthodox, Ecumenical, and Interfaith 
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“…some of [the guys I work with at 

Ground Zero] started, were complaining 

about cleaning up, and I said, „Listen, 

do you know where you're working? 

Like 2800 people died here, okay? And 

on Tuesday, all their family members 

are gonna come here. This is the only 

place that they have to go. 'Cos they 

didn't find them. So you got your crap 

laying all over the place, so you might 

as well clean it up for them, all right? … 

So, you know, remember where you are 

once in a while.‟” 

Brian Lyons pointed out the importance 

of making sure the World Trade Center 

site is kept dignified for those who 

haven’t recovered the remains of their 

loved ones. 

relations – has sought to use the controversy to rally support for the reconstruction of St. 

Nicholas, saying, “As for people who are distressed about the mosque, I can sympathize 

or empathize. Having the church there will be a great comfort.” Arey also stated his 

belief that St. Nicholas has faced difficulties because Orthodox Christianity is an often 

overlooked minority in the American religious landscape: “I dare say this, if this were a 

Roman Catholic church or a Baptist church or even a synagogue, we would not have had 

this problem. I’m not sure we haven’t been a little bit bullied because we’re tiny.” 

 

The Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America continued to push for the renewal of 

discussions with the Port Authority but, after more delays, the archdiocese filed a lawsuit 

against the Port Authority in February 2011 for the Authority’s failure to ensure a timely 

reconstruction of St. Nicholas. For now, it is likely that some version of the church will 

eventually be built but it remains unclear how big it will be and where it will be located. 

 

 

Unidentified human remains at 

Ground Zero 
 

Of the 2,753 people who died at the World 

Trade Center on September 11, the New York 

City Office of the Chief Medical Examiner has 

only been able to forensically identify 1,588 of 

the victims from physical remains found at the 

site. 41% of the victims remain forensically 

unidentified – and unidentifiable given current 

DNA technology – leaving 1,123 families 

without any physical remains of their loved 

ones who perished in the attacks. The Office of 

the Chief Medical Examiner has over 9,000 

pieces of human remains that cannot be 

identified with current DNA technology, and 

some controversy has developed over where 

and how to inter and memorialize these 

unknown remains. Despite the $250 million 

spent on recovering and identifying human 

remains from Ground Zero, and the exhaustive 

efforts of the Chief Medical Examiner, some 

families still believe that enough has not been 

done to identify the remains of victims. 

 

The importance placed on the recovery and 

identification of human remains is rooted in 

values that span time, cultures, and religions. 

All people who lose a loved one seek to maintain some sort of connection with the 

departed or to at least gain a sense of finality and closure over the loss. Jews, Muslims, 

and most Christians and non-religious people bury the bodies of the dead. Viewing the 
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Top: Computer rendering of 

National September 11 Memorial & 

Museum; Bottom: Memorial & 

Museum under constuction. 

body during the funerary rites and burying the body in the earth is meant to offer a sense 

of finality that the death has occurred, and a sense of closure as mourners start to cope 

with their grief and continue on with the rest of their lives. The grave of the deceased 

then remains a place that loved ones can continue to visit 

to feel connected to the person. Hindus and Buddhists 

typically cremate the dead, as do some Christians and 

many non-religious people. Giving the body up to fire in 

cremation has essentially the same function as giving the 

body up to earth in burial – finality and closure. Loved 

ones may keep the ashes of the deceased in an urn to 

maintain a feeling of connection, or they may scatter the 

ashes in a significant place that they can come back to 

visit to feel the desired connection. 

 

The universal appeal of these funerary rites becomes a 

source of frustration for people who are unable to find or 

identify any remains of their deceased loved ones. The 

strong desire to have a body, or at least some remains, to 

bury or cremate is the basis for all of the time, money, 

and effort the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner has 

put in to finding and identifying human remains at 

Ground Zero. It is also the basis for the strong emotions of those families who have not 

yet received any remains of their loved ones who died in the attacks. 

 

The National September 11 Memorial & Museum, located at the site of the World Trade 

Center, worked for years with organizations of 9/11 survivors and families to determine 

how best to memorialize all the victims of the attacks, including those represented by the 

large quantity of unidentified remains. In collaboration with the Coalition of 9/11 

Families, which is comprised of some of the largest advocacy groups for 9/11 victims, the 

Memorial & Museum decided to house the unidentified remains below ground at the 

bedrock level of Ground Zero. They are interred in a repository located on the bottom 

level of the museum but controlled by the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner and 

open only to 9/11 family members, off limits to the public and to museum personnel. The 

private area includes a room for contemplation as well as an on-site office for the Chief 

Medical Examiner to perform continued DNA testing on the remains. On the exterior 

wall of the repository in the public area of the museum, a quotation from Virgil’s Aeneid 

– “No day shall erase you from the memory of time” – is forged out of steel salvaged 

from the World Trade Center. 

 

The Memorial & Museum Foundation first announced the plans for this arrangement in 

2004, developed based on advice and requests from 9/11 family groups. The underground 

repository was just one aspect of the larger proposal, the centerpiece of which was the 

pair of square inward-facing waterfalls in the footprints of the Twin Towers now on 

display at the Memorial & Museum. As could be expected with a project designed to 

memorialize an event of deep emotional significance to the nation and that left tens of 

thousands of direct family members of survivors, diverse viewpoints generated several 
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Tim Brown described the importance 

of knowing where his best friend Terry 

died: “I know Terry was trapped up on 

83, with his guys. You know, they had 

an interior collapse, and they were 

trapped in the tower before, you know, 

before the big collapse… The bravery 

that they demonstrated by being up 

that high, by getting there, by being… 

right at the heart of the carnage, I‟m 

extremely proud of them.” 

What do you think is the best way to 

list the victims’ names at the 

memorial? What considerations ought 

to have been taken into account? 

difficulties. The first bout of controversy with the plan dealt with whether the waterfalls 

and reflecting pools would be the same size as the Twin Tower footprints or whether they 

would have to be scaled down slightly due to preexisting underground infrastructure. A 

possible size decrease of 10-20% bothered many people who were concerned that the 

smaller area would neither adequately nor truthfully represent the scope of the tragedy. 

 

Controversy over the location of the 

unidentified human remains made headlines in 

early April 2011, in the run-up to the opening 

of the Memorial & Museum, which coincided 

with the tenth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks. 

A group of victims’ family members protested 

the underground placement of the remains 

within the Memorial & Museum complex as 

“disrespectful” and “dishonorable,” believing 

they should be above ground and not 

“ghoulishly displayed” in the “basement of a 

museum.” They also objected to the fact that 

they would have to enter the Museum & 

Memorial to reach the private space reserved 

for them, likening the placement of the 

repository adjacent to a main exhibition hall to 

“a freak show.” Many of the objectors stated 

that they were unaware that these plans had 

been public for years. 

 

The Board of the Memorial & Museum, which 

includes some 9/11 family members, pointed 

out that it was actually the advice of the many 

9/11 family groups with whom they had 

consulted that led the Memorial & Museum to 

decide on housing the repository at bedrock, 

seven stories below ground level. The Board 

also reiterated that the remains would not be on display; that the area reserved for 

families would be completely private; that the bedrock level is not a “basement” but a 

meaningful space; that the complex is not just a museum but also a memorial; that an 

above-ground repository would be in the middle of a busy city area and could not be 

secured from demonstrations by protestors and conspiracy theorists; and that an above-

ground location would make it difficult for the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner to 

carry out DNA testing to identify further remains. 

 

Some controversy also arose around the manner in which the names of the victims were 

to be displayed in the memorial, which includes the names off all 9/11 victims in the 

World Trade Center, the Pentagon, Pennsylvania, and the hijacked airplanes, as well as 

the six victims of the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center. Instead of listing the 

names alphabetically, planners chose to display the names based on their personal 
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Computer rendering of Freedom 

Tower, set to be as tall as the Twin 

Towers with a spire reaching 1,776 

feet in honor of the year of the 

Declaration of Independence. 

connections both in life and during the attacks. For example, Port Authority Police officer 

Donald James McIntyre is listed next to his cousin John Anthony Sherry, whom McIntyre 

was trying to reach by attempting to climb up to the 84
th

 floor of the South Tower where 

Sherry worked; another example is that of Victor Wald and Harry Ramos, who did not 

know each other until September 11, 2001, but whose names are displayed next to one 

another after they died while trying to flee down a World Trade Center stairwell together. 

 

Though many support this alignment of names, others 

feel that civilian names should be followed by their 

affiliation, such as what company they worked for, just 

as military victims will be listed with their respective 

branches. Another objection has been that the age of 

each victim should be shown, as this could help 

humanize each name to people visiting the memorial and 

bring home the weight of the tragedy. 

 

In the wake of any disaster, the question of how to 

memorialize the event and those who perished in it can 

be a divisive issue with many conflicting but equally 

valid points of view. Indeed, discussion of how to 

remember 9/11 and what to do with the World Trade 

Center site began on the very day of the attacks. 

President George W. Bush and Mayor Rudy Giuliani 

vowed to rebuild the World Trade Center as a sign that 

the terrorist attacks did not succeed in harming the 

United States. Some wanted the Twin Towers rebuilt 

exactly as they were before. Others wanted the ruins of 

the site to be left alone. And still others thought that the 

site could be rebuilt in such a way as to remind people of 

the international nature of the World Trade Center and 

promoting intercultural harmony in defiance of the 

civilizational conflict the terrorists intended to sow. 

 

 

In the end, the city decided on a traditional memorial – the waterfalls in the towers’ 

footprints along with other features, including a list of the names of all 9/11 victims – that 

would exist alongside a museum to educate people about the attacks and their aftermath. 

Flanking the Memorial & Museum are office buildings, fulfilling the vision of rebuilding 

the World Trade Center while also remembering what happened there. 

  

 
“That‟s all healed up. I don‟t think about [the pain of my 

loss] anymore. It‟s more about just the memory of 

everybody down there. You want to give everybody that 

dignity that they, that they deserve, that lost their lives 

there. You want to get the memorial done so there‟s a place 

for family members to go. And then rebuild the 

infrastructure so it‟s an acting city again.” 

 


