AMERICA REBUILDS II: 
RETURN TO GROUND ZERO
– Sequel to Ground Zero Recovery Documentary Airs on Fifth Anniversary of September 11 Terrorist Attack; Emmy-Winner Mariska Hargitay of “Law & Order: SVU” Narrates –
Emotion, money and memory dominate AMERICA REBUILDS II: RETURN TO GROUND ZERO airing on PBS Monday, September 11, 2006, 9:00-10:00 pm ET. It is the definitive record of the efforts to rebuild Ground Zero after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack that destroyed New York’s World Trade Center. Great Projects Film Company, creator of AMERICA REBUILDS, the “official” video record of the post-attack recovery and cleanup seen on PBS September 10, 2002, is producing the sequel together with Ironbound Films. The broadcast is part of a planned trilogy documenting the rescue and recovery, rebuilding and reopening of the World Trade Center site.

 

Mariska Hargitay, winner of the 2006 Emmy for Lead Actress in a Drama Series for her portrayal of Detective Olivia Benson on NBC’s “Law & Order: SVU,” narrates AMERICA REBUILDS II: RETURN TO GROUND ZERO.
 

In AMERICA REBUILDS, which began shooting on October 31, 2001, and finished in May 2002 with the ceremonial completion to the recovery, Emmy-winning filmmakers Ken Mandel and Dan Polin (executive producers) and Seth Kramer and Daniel A. Miller (producers) recorded the overwhelming, improvisational engineering undertaking required to find the dead and clear the Trade Center site. Also featured in the program, which benefited from a grant of complete access to the site and its workers by then-New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, were the beginnings of the political maneuvering that would mark the efforts to rebuild the site and the beginnings of the healing process for the families of the dead, much of which continue today. The sequel enjoys similar access.

 

“AMERICA REBUILDS, Part II picks up where Part I left off, at the ceremony marking the end of the recovery process in May 2002,” says Great Projects’ Mandel. “We follow up with many of the people we covered in the original broadcast, including families of the dead, the firemen and construction workers who cleared the site and the engineers and civil servants who managed the process. In the sequel, we focus also on the politics of rebuilding and the ongoing healing process.”

 

The process is the program’s star. Sorrow dominates the opening moments, as engineers recall the search for traces of the 2,749 murdered in the two terrorist attacks. Determination takes over as engineers commit to rebuilding the World Trade Center PATH commuter train station, which had been used by 67,000 people daily. To do so, they first had to find the old station beneath one million tons of debris.

 

Key players in the rebuilding, featured in RETURN TO GROUND ZERO, include Larry Silverstein of Silverstein Properties, architect David Childs of Skidmore Owings Merrill, Lower Manhattan Development Corporation president Stefan Pryor, Port Authority of New York and New Jersey chief engineer Frank Lombardi and engineer Peter Rinaldi, and retired New York City firefighter Lee Ielpi, whose son, New York City firefighter Jonathan Ielpi, died trying to save others at the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. To date, only 7 World Trade Center, a property owned outright by Silverstein, has been rebuilt. Silverstein’s pride in the rebuilt structure is apparent. Among the improvements he cites is the reopening of Manhattan’s Greenwich Street, which had been closed by the first 7 World Trade Center erected in 1984. Fittingly, the new building’s first tenant is the New York Academy of Sciences, which will vacate a century-old Upper East Side Manhattan mansion that it has outgrown. Silverstein Properties, Larry Silverstein’s real estate development company, holds the lease on the two World Trade Center towers destroyed in the terrorist attack. David Childs is his chief architect.  

 

Ielpi and Lombardi express memories. The latter recalls his first day working for the Port Authority, June 14, 1971, during the construction of the twin towers more than 30 years before the attack that killed 84 of his colleagues. 

 

“On 9/11, 2001, I was in my office on the 72nd Floor when all of a sudden a tremendous jerking of the building took place.” Lombardi recalls. “It did not dawn on me that an aircraft had hit the building.”

 

Lee Ielpi now leads educational tours of Ground Zero in memory of his late son and others who died there. He trains the volunteer tour guides at Ground Zero, in addition to leading tours himself. Notable among his guests are a busload of high school juniors and seniors from Phillipsburg, Kansas, visiting New York for the first time.

 

“My son Jonathan, New York City firefighter, was working. The plane hit doing 590 and pieces came out the other side along with souls that came out the other side. And he was probably hit by something that was flying through the air. I have to stop every now and then because you can tell I … And he called me that morning to let me know about the site. I said, ‘Be careful.’ He said, ‘OK Dad, I will.’ That’s the last time I spoke to my son,” Ielpi says.  
 
“They may forget my name, maybe my son’s name. But they won’t forget the guy that spoke to them about that horrible day.”
“It was sad, because … so many people died. But most people in Phillipsburg didn’t really understand like the full effect of all of it,” says Phillipsburg, Kansas, high school student Rebecca Zillinger. Zillinger’s father is an American Air Lines pilot.
“I could kind of visualize all the people running around, just the mass chaos that was there. Earlier I had said that I probably wouldn’t feel much. But just visualizing that, it was really, really touching,” says Phillipsburg’s Ross Bugbee, who was in the 7th grade on 9/11.
 
“By telling facts, not sugar-coating anything, it’s a way of conveying the message of what intolerance and ignorance did,” Ielpi explains.
 
The public fight over the site’s memorial mars, perhaps, New York’s recovery from the terrorist attacks. An officially approved design involving two huge reflecting pools where the twin towers stood has drawn the ire of certain survivor groups. Huge cost overruns have dogged the effort. American Express, which funded a memorial to its staffers killed in the attack, built an 11-sided pool, on the walls of which are inscribed the names of its 11 dead. This permanent monument appears to have drawn no ire.

 

“We’ve grown a thick skin. And we’ve learned that you can accommodate public opinion up to a given point ... and at some point you need to decide to build,” says Lower Manhattan Development Corporation’s Stefan Pryor.
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