INTERVIEW WITH FERNANDO FERRER, FORMER BRONX BOROUGH PRESIDENT

Conducted by Lin-Manuel Miranda

LMM: So let's begin with September 10th.  What was your day like?

FF:  It was the day before the Democratic Primary.  I had a great rally in 

Co-op City.  We were coming back to the Bronx after the citywide campaign.  

Huge rally.  One of the auditoriums was overflowing.  I went home feeling 

good.  Feeling tired, but feeling good.  I remember I had to get up very 

early in the morning to do some radio interviews, and to vote at 7 a.m.  

Voted with my wife, September 11th.

LMM: Where?

FF:  The Francis Sherbier Apartments on Independence Avenue in the Bronx.  

Tremendous group of reporters out there, you know, they wanna see one of the 

candidates come in, just amazing.  We had just gained tremendous momentum.  

LMM: What was the political climate?

FF: We believed we were gonna win the primary outright that day.  Just the 

momentum was wonderful, the feeling was good, we did everything we needed to 

do.  At 7:15 we show up, reporters are out there, we go in to vote, my wife 

and I, and then we come out and do our interviews.  In fact, I have a picture 

on my wall from the interview session.  A reporter had, to get out of the way 

of the cameras, the TV cameras, got on his knees to hold up the microphones 

for everybody else.  And a guy from the Times took the picture, and said, 

"That's the last a reporter will ever be on his knees to you."  It was a 

funny picture.

   We went out, finished that, feeling good, went to visit some polling 

places in the Bronx, and on my way to Manhattan to visit some polling places. 

We're coming down the Bruckner Expressway at about 8:40, and we're headed to 

lower Manhattan. A few minutes later, I usually ride in the front seat of the 

car.  My assistant got a call on his cell phone from his wife.  Now my 

assistant, Calvin Yeager, good young man, would always pull my leg, was 

always joking around, so he said, "Somebody blew up the Trade Center?"  And I 

overheard that, and I said, "Oh, there goes my housing plan."  Because I had 

put together a housing plan that would be funded by the proceeds of the sale 

and the resulting property taxes that would be caught by the city for the 

Trade Center.  And then he said, "No, I'm not kidding! Somebody blew up the 

Trade Center!"  So I'm thinking back to 1993.  Then I realized he wasn't 

kidding, because as we hit the crest of the Triborough Bridge, we saw the 

smoke from Lower Manhattan.  I told my driver, "Pull off here."  And we went 

into East Harlem, we're headed toward a school.

   Now up until that time, the car radio that was on was playing the oldies 

station.  I was in such a good mood that day, there wasn't any news, we were 

just feeling fine.  Then we turned it to the news station, listening to 

what's going on,  There's people passing by the car who recognize me, shaking 

hands, it is riotous out.  

   And then the second plane hits.  And I remember, very vividly, what 

happened after that.  If you recall, the first report was that a small 

passenger plane had slammed into the Trade Center.  Wow.  How could that 

happen?  When the report came over that the second plane hit,  we were pulled 

over on this side street, listening to the report, and I said, "Let's get 

back to the office now."  And my staff in the car had heard the same report, 

and they said "No, we have a campaign schedule to keep." 

   "You don't get it.  This is no accident."

   "What do you mean?" I mean, everybody was in denial about this! People on 

the street hadn't heard it yet.  I said, "No, we've gotta get back to the 

office now."  We went back to my office and I had a pretty clear idea of what 

was gonna happen.  Look, knowing how many people were in the Trade Center, 

and not knowing exactly what happened, except that two planes had hit,  I 

started, from the car I told my staff, "Look, I wanna check on all the 

hospitals, to make sure that we're ready for wounded." You know, at that 

moment, when I heard the second plane had struck, I ceased being a candidate 

and became borough president again.  I got back to my office, meeting with my 

staff, told them what happened, so we're back into the role of what we're 

supposed to be doing.  And then watching on the television in my office, as 

I'm on the phone with hospital chief executives and everything else, to try 

to get them to, you know.  Are your blood supplies good? Do we need to have 

blood drives?  We were staging blood drives!  We were organizing them.  In 

that first hour, hour and a half, we were pretty good in responding to this 

thing.  And then, you can see on television, the buildings begin to come 

down.  And then there was talk of, what does this mean about the election?  I 

said, "Maybe you don't understand, this is OVER." And that was about an hour 

before the Board of Elections applied to the court for permission to cancel 

the election.  Extraordinary circumstances.  I knew then, this is a huge, 

monstrous occurrence.  Something unlike we've ever dealt with before.  Like 

anything.  And we were still . . . we heard the news that the election would 

be cancelled, you know, big news! Let's get on with what we're supposed to be 

doing.  And we were doing that until the police came up to our office and 

cleared us out.  After that, every governmental building was designated a 

secondary target.  A potential target.  So we had to be evacuated.

   Well, we grabbed floppy disks and whatever we could,  because we had to 

set up somewhere else we had a bank of offices in Westchester square.  We had 

computers there, and you know, compatible stuff, so as long as we had phones.

LMM: At this point, the phones are not really working.  

FF: Well, no.  The phones were working.  But then we began to detect trouble 

in some of the land lines, in some of our Nextels, the Nextels were out.  

Once the collapse happened, Nextels were gone.  Then, land lines were in and 

out.  My cell phone was in and out.  It was pretty nuts.  And now, I'm trying 

to check on my wife, is she okay? I hadn't heard from my daughter.  

LMM: Where was she?

FF: She was working at Citibank in New Jersey, but sometimes she came into 

Lower Manhattan for training.  So I was worried to death.  What's she doing, 

I tried to call her, I couldn't get through.  It was nuts.  It was probably 

the worst day I remember.  

   And then after that, that night, everybody was just  . . . I finally 

touched base with my daughter and my wife. They were, Thank God, all right.  

I went to my wife's school in the Bronx.  She's an elementary school 

principal.  I saw that she was okay.  Everybody was just reacting to this in 

a normal way.  Shock. Bewilderment.  Denial, even.  A lot of denial.  And I 

remember, I'm calling my wife as I'm going around the borough, because I had 

to be there for people.  A tragedy of this type. I mean, initial reports were 

5000, 6000 perished.  Thank God it was half that.  It's still a huge number 

of people.  I mean, that many people perish, it always touches somebody.  And 

it did.  As it turns out, a high school classmate of mine perished.  He 

worked at the Port Authority. People you know, all the time . . .

   In any event, I'm going around the precincts, in the fire stations, this 

thing goes on.  And then I organize a very quick borough prayer vigil.  I 

sort of decided that we needed to be there for each other.  And that was my 

job.  And then I called my wife, I remember, she was watching this over and 

over again on television.  If you remember the events of the day, every news 

station showed the collapse of the towers, virtually five minutes apart from 

each other.  And most people reacted the way my wife did.  Sitting in front 

of the television, expressionless, watching every five minutes, those towers 

come down.  So I called her up, and said "Look, we're doing this prayer 

vigil."

   "Yeah, I'm watching this . . ."

   I said, "No, I'm sending my car over for you, you're coming."  This was 

that night.  She said, "No, I don't really feel like it." I said, "No, I'm 

sending the car for you, get dressed. You're coming to this prayer vigil."  

It became clear to me we had to pull people away, out of their homes, out of 

this deep funk, and try to get them involved in things.  And people really 

got it.  So we did that, and in the next few days, I'm at my office,  I 

cancelled my schedule, obviously.  What was I doing? I was at fire houses, 

precincts, I went to Rescue 3 in the Bronx, the firehouse.  And I had gotten 

to know them very well.  Had dinner with them several times.  As borough 

president, I had paid for rehabilitating their kitchen.  You know, 

firefighters live in that place, and it was in ramshackle, terrible 

condition.  Seven of the guys I got to know were missing.  Or to Engine 41, 

in the South Bronx, at Mott Haven.  I had fought to keep that engine open.  

That house open.  So I got to know those guys real well.  Six guys missing.  

And I remember the next day, going to the 48th precinct.  Grown men and women 

wearing big, fat guns.  And we are all crying like children.

   So, the next few days, still hoping against hope that we would recover 

wounded. I go to Jacoby Hospital in the Bronx.  Visit the blood drive at 

Montefiore, went to Jacoby, and saw them setting up . . . The National Guard 

set up field mortuary units.  Tents. Morgues.  And then it became clear to me 

after a day or two of this.  There would be no wounded.  Blood is for the 

wounded.  And then it sort of became clear that they're not living.  They're 

gone . . .

   I remember I got a fax from Coca-Cola in Atlanta.  Our office could not 

get through to the mayor for a day and a half.  Their phones were down in 

Lower Manhattan, obviously.  And I finally got them through a police channel, 

through to the Mayor's office.  Coca-Cola couldn't get through either.  They 

sent a 10 million dollar donation notice to me.  Because I was the only one 

they could find!  Things like that were happening.  I was going to churches, 

prayer vigils, precincts, firehouses, schools.  I did that for a week.  Then 

I finally . . . look, I'd seen the body bags in the black night.  There was 

almost a ghoulish thing, I thought, on the part of some elected officials, 

"We have to get DOWN there."  Look unless you're gonna dig out rubble and 

recover bodies, you know, you're in the way.  This is not a photo 

opportunity.  You need to do what you gotta do, which is to be there for your 

workers, to try to get them through this, you gotta do what you can.  I 

remember the press calling me up, and you know, you have to give them 

information.  We were the only office giving them information in Spanish!  

How many people there who spoke only Spanish perished in there?  The guy who 

was bringing the coffee and doughnuts up that morning.  People were working 

in the restaurant, the hotel.  Calling unions to find out how many members 

they believe they lost, what it is that we could do.  It was just a 

tremendous effort trying to offer relief to people.  People want to do 

something, so we were able to arrange for convoys of trucks and water, and 

supplies, just everybody rose to the occasion.  Then I finally went down 

there with my wife a week later.  What you saw on television could not 

possibly convey what it was in person.  And what the smell was in person.  

You can't smell a television image.  It was the closest thing that we 

Americans will ever experience to the smell of a crematorium.  You smelled 

it, and you knew this was bad stuff.  Just a very horrible moment.  

LMM: So then, when does the campaign continue?

FF:  I will be honest to tell you that it almost knocked the wind out of me.  

You know? It really did.  I remember talking to a reporter: 

"What are you doing?" 

"Well, going to more funerals and memorial services than I can even count."

"How do you feel?"

"How do you THINK I feel?" You know? If you're a human being, this grabs you 

in the worst place, and children crying.  You're thinking, my God, what if it 

had been my daughter, my wife?  But other people were in that position.  You 

do the best you can.

   Now I'd suspended my campaign schedule.  But I also did not publicize my 

schedule.  I did not want to make this a publicity tour.  Virtually all of 

the work I did was quiet.  Look, I had some real responsibilities.  So I had 

to execute them.  What I did do in a public way was to try to get information 

out, not only to the Bronx media.  I remember that day around noon, I went to 

News 12 in the Bronx.  Cause I had to give some reassurance, the mayor wasn't 

available.  I had to do what I could to give people reassurance.  They had to 

see a familiar face to say, "We're in charge here.  I'm sure we'll find out 

who did this, but in the meantime, we've gotta be here for everybody.  We've 

gotta be calm, and resolute.  For those of you who are grieving right now, 

and have family members who were missing,  we're praying with you."  What 

else could we do?

LMM: You had a number of workers out on that day.

FF: Oh, yes, yes.

LMM:  Did you meet later in the day?

FF: No, as soon as I got back to my office, I met with my entire staff.  

First of all, they're family members too, they have people down there, and 

you gotta do some work directly with them.  But also to try to rally them, to 

respond to our neighbors.  I would get updates from the Red Cross and I was 

the one who translated it into Spanish, to give people information on WADO, 

Spanish Newspapers, Spanish TV.  Information that they could understand.  

Nobody was doing that from City Hall.  You try to do the best you can.  

LMM: What were the sentiments going back into the campaign?

FF: It was very hard to do that. Hard, emotionally, to do it, but you knew 

you had to do it.  I remember huge internal campaign issues.  You know, we had a campaign poster with the Twin Towers in it, as a panorama of the city.  And we ran out of posters.  So we put more posters out.  And I said, "Look. You try to put yourself in that position.  I can't see this right now. Let's take the panorama off of our poster." And then someone said, "Well, let's have an American flag, and 'We Shall Overcome."' I said, "Look, I am similarly, very, very, extremely uncomfortable with manipulating symbols for this.  I just won't do it."  You know? So we did things a little differently.  You can't play with people's emotions.

LMM: How do you feel it affected your campaign, ultimately?

FF: Maybe it affected it positively, maybe it didn't.  I remember one of my opponents put out an immediate plan to rebuild Lower Manhattan.  " Look, I'm a planner." That's stupid.  This isn't instant oatmeal.  This is a very complex issue.  And I was asked, "Why don't you put out a plan?" That's silly.  I'll put out a plan when I have something thoughtful to do.  About a week later, we came out with something thoughtful. I give it to you, to attach to the record.  And the ironic thing is, much of it is being talked about now.  But that's the way politics is sometimes.  They distort, and you try to do this for gain.  Look, there are certan things that I just simply won't do.  And maybe that's the difference between winning and losing,but I will not do certain things. I just won't.

LMM: How do you feel that Septemeber 11th has specifically affected the Bronx?

FF: Oh, in very profound ways.  I mean, we lost a lot of people in the Bronx.  We lost some very good people in the Bronx, throughout the city and the region.  People in the Bronx lost their jobs and their livelihood.  Lost businesses.  We're part of the city, and when the city loses a broken part of its economic engine, we all suffer.  We're all sacrificing now.  We're affected in so many different ways.  I mean, with so many people who perished, there isn't anybody who isn't in some way.  Affected by this.  Of course people are affected by it.  This knocks on your door. Whether it's a family member, a friend, a classmate, your employer, your employee, anybody.

LMM: Any more recollections, in terms of that week? Specific instances you'd like to share for the record?

FF: I remember a firehouse on Briggs Avenue in the Bronx that I stopped by.  I mean, impromptu things out in the street, the shrines and the candles and the flowers.  And the people milling around, supporting their police and firefighters.  And I stopped the car. I said "Let me stop," as I would do.  You stop the car, you get out, and you try to talk with people.  I remember four firefighters returning to that firehouse.  They had just gone down to look for missing firefighters.  All covered with white ash.  You could see these guys, after having worked a full tour, working another full tour down there.  And they were doing this for several days.  Exhausted, but very purposeful.  When they got out of the car, the whole neighborhood applauded.  Very moving.

LMM:  Did you see a real shift in terms of minority communities with regards to the police department and fire deartments? It seems like there was a real solidarity.

FF:  Yeah, we all pull together in times of trouble.  All of us.  It made us all put aside issues that we had.  It didn't make them disappear.  But we put them aside.  Because there are more important issues to deal with, like life and death.

LMM: do you feel that's remained? Getting behind the police department.  Prior to September 11th, the Police Department has had--

FF: Some serious issues.  Yeah, I think much of that is still here.  But people are not unaware that there are issues which are unresolved.  No.  By the same token, People are very smart, and very wise, which is more important than being smart.  Putting aside some issues that we have, that are legitimate and important, and even urgent.  And saying, what's really important now?  What do we need to do now?

