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BODY: 
Pat Wotton doesn’t have the strength to have both a memorial for her husband, Rodney, 
and then a baptism for their son, who was born eight days after his father died in the 
World Trade Center attack. 
So the former Palisades Park woman chose to hold both events together in a ceremony 
Oct. 27. 
“I was looking at this as a continuation of my husband’s life,” said Wotton, who now 
lives in Middletown.  “My son is from my husband. 
He’s the last new living thing from my husband.  Even though my husband died a week 
before he was born, I look at him as an extension of his life. “ Like Wotton, many are 
finding there is no rule book for planning a memorial and no right way to remember those 
lost on Sept. 11.  In addition to the common problem of not having a body to bury, 
families are grappling with where to hold memorials and what mood they should take on. 
Many memorials have been in churches and synagogues.  But others have been held in 
very personal places—a park where the victim proposed to his girlfriend or a ski slope a 
victim once frequented. One is scheduled for a bar where rock musicians will play. 
The services are as unique as the victims.  Some are packed with well-dressed Wall 
Streeters. Some services for lawmen drew colleagues in uniform with black ribbons over 
their badges; another attracted bikers clad in leather. 
Many services are attended by people who barely knew the victim, if at all, but feel an 
emotional connection to the tragedy. 
The events of Sept. 11 have complicated the mourning process because so few bodies 
have been recovered.  Bodies have been found for only about 19 of 140 victims from 
Bergen and Passaic counties. 
The challenge was clear at Saturday’s memorial service for Alejandro Castano, an 
Englewood deliveryman, held at St. Therese of Lisieux Church in Cresskill. 
“Some members of Alex’s family accept that he died and want closure,” the Rev. Joseph 
Atcher said before the service.  “And there are still members of the family who are are 



holding out hope that he might still be alive. “ Without a body, many families are 
avoiding the issue of burial. 
“They are still coming up with remains,” said Anne Todisco, who held a memorial Mass 
on Saturday for her husband, Richard, at St. Elizabeth Church in Wyckoff. “I would love 
to have a place close to home in a cemetery so we could visit.  Right now, the thought of 
going down to the World Trade Center site and placing a teddy bear and flowers there is 
difficult.  It’s such a long way from home, and it’s the place where the tragedy occurred. 
“ The attack has, for better or worse, turned a traditionally private affair into a public 
event. 
For example, the River Dell Regional High School football team turned up in uniform at 
the funeral of Scott Rohner on Sept. 21.  They also went to the family’s house and gave 
his parents a game ball and Rohner’s retired jersey. 

“It meant an awful lot,” said his father, Ron Rohner. 
Memorial services remain a place for loved ones to share memories of the victim and say 
their goodbyes.  But in hard-hit places such as Ridgewood, Glen Rock, and Wyckoff, 
they also have helped communities share collective sadness. 
“It’s created a whole new sense of community,” said the Rev. Bob Hoatson, who led a 
“celebration of life” Mass at St. John the Baptist Church in Hillsdale for Angel Pena of 
River Vale.  “We’ve been shocked to our basic value system, so that God, church, family, 
and community really means something now. “ River Vale athletic events were canceled 
Saturday to honor Pena, who coached several sports.  Softball players attended his 
memorial Saturday in uniform, as did police from Moonachie, where Pena once was a 
municipal prosecutor. 
In Wyckoff, about 100 students from Ramapo High School and Fordham University 
attended Todisco’s memorial.  Some knew Todisco, but most knew his two children, who 
attended the high school and now attend Fordham. 
In Ridgewood, where 11 are missing or confirmed dead, Mayor Jane Reilly has joined 
Police Chief William Corcoran at many memorials.  
“It speaks volumes about the village,” Corcoran said. “Since Day One of the tragedy, you 
can hear the heart pounding of this town. . . . 

Every one of the services I’ve been to has been standing-room only. 
Tragedies usually bring out the best in people. . . .  We’re a community that doesn’t 
forget. “ Reilly said memorials helped unify the village: “One thing we’ve learned in this 
is that there is a human need to connect with other people.  I think that is a key element in 
the healing process. “ Just planning the memorials has been difficult for many families. 
It has forced them to acknowledge a loved one is dead.  It has also demanded they find 
the right mix of photos, stories, and memorabilia to reflect relationships that are deep, 
intense, and, in many cases, lasted for decades. 
What they often settle upon are symbols—photo collages or a favorite piece of clothing 
displayed at the altar—and plenty of stories. 



The memorial for Jon Vandevander, a father of three and president of the Ridgewood 
Junior Football Association, opened with Bruce Springsteen’s “Thunder Road” and 
followed with stories from a dozen people, including some of the young football players 
he coached. 
At the memorial for Christopher Wodenshek, another Ridgewood resident, two of his five 
children walked to the altar with gifts, and a third carried the former marathoner’s 
running shoes on a pillow. 
The memorial for Paul Laszczynski, a Port Authority police officer from Paramus and 
member of the Renegade (Wild) Pigs Motorcycle Club, featured roaring Harleys heading 
through Paramus to Our Lady of Visitation Church. Laszczynski’s Dyna Wide Glide 
Harley was parked in front of the church, and his leather vest was on display at the altar 
next to photos of him in police uniform and a flower arrangement in the form of an 
American flag. 
Many memorials have reflected a delicate balancing act between remembering the good 
times and lamenting the loss. 
Pena’s memorial included funny stories of his teenage fistfights and of his desperate calls 
to friends when his car broke down.  But it concluded with his two daughters, ages 8 and 
10, lighting candles on two birthday cakes on what would have been his 46th birthday. 

“This whole situation is very sad,” said Michele Pena, his wife. 
“The challenging part was to make it uplifting and remember his spirit. “ In many 
services, the Sept. 11 attack is mentioned and victims described as heroes.  But family 
and friends are careful to emphasize that their loved ones were heroes long before the 
World Trade Center was destroyed. 
Todisco’s two children talked about a father who served as their role model through hard 
work, success as a stockbroker, and commitment to his family. He canceled a vacation to 
Europe last year to attend his son’s soccer game. 
He would call his son, Greg, after a Yankee home run, and drive up to his soccer games 
in his Cadillac, smoking a cigar.  His daughter, Lisa, recalled a gentle man with a 
penchant for Old Spice who would dance to Frank Sinatra in the kitchen or lounge in his 
favorite red leather chair watching television. 
“Dad, as you are listening to me now, I just want you to know again that I love you, and I 
am blessed to be your daughter,” she said in her eulogy. “You are my guardian angel, 
sitting on my shoulder, protecting me, guiding me, helping me, and encouraging me. “ 
Families said the services brought closure.  They were thankful for the support of friends, 
neighbors, and entire communities. 

But they are realistic, knowing there will be hard days ahead. 
“It led me to greater peace.  It was truly a beautiful day,” Michele Pena said. “I turned a 
corner on Saturday, but the reality is, there is another corner waiting.  I can’t anticipate 
the corners ahead.  I just have to take it one day at time. “ Staff Writer Elizabeth Llorente 
contributed to this article. 
Staff Writer Michael Casey’s e-mail address is casey(at)northjersey.com 



 


