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SHANKSVILLE:  Gordon Felt knows the old mining land in Penn-
sylvania where United Airlines Flight 93 crashed on September 11,
2001, by heart. He’s been there about a hundred times since the at-
tacks. His brother Edward was on the plane that went down in
wooded hills outside Shanksville after passengers stopped hijackers
from crashing it into a target in the US capital Washington, 155 miles
(250 kilometers) away.

Felt, a teacher specializing in educating children with disabil-
ities, has become a spokesman for the families of the 40 passen-
gers and crew who died that day- “heroes” who averted an even
greater tragedy.

The 57-year-old made it his mission to ensure that their memory
was not eclipsed by the stories of the three other hijacked planes,
which struck the World Trade Center and Pentagon. Edward was a 41-
year-old engineer with two daughters when he died.

Felt sees himself as a “facilitator” and “a communicator,” while his
brother was a “problem solver” and “more of the doer” among the sib-
lings. As president of the victims’ families association, Felt was key in
building the Flight 93 memorial, a roughly 2,200-acre (890-hectare)
park that follows the plane’s final trajectory to a white marble wall with
40 engraved names.

Felt and other families first stood on the site at the end of Septem-
ber 2001, when the Federal Bureau of Investigation took them there
after barring access for two weeks while it carried out a probe. They
arrived by bus from a center set up by the Red Cross. On the journey
through the countryside, locals stood at crossroads waving American
flags in homage to them.

“That was really the first time that I think it hit a lot of us that

this is really huge. This is much bigger than just the loss of a
brother,” Felt recalls.

‘Horrific’ 
Felt visited the site with his mother, Edward’s wife and his other

brother. “We looked down on a crater with burned trees. It was
wreckage, it was raw, it was horrific for us,” he says. Like the other
families present, Gordon was asked to donate DNA samples to help
identify the human remains found. All victims were eventually iden-
tified.Before leaving, they were asked if anyone would speak to jour-
nalists waiting outside. Felt volunteered, taking on the role of
spokesperson, which he has continued to this day. On May 2, 2011,
he was awakened to react on behalf of victims to the news that
Osama bin Laden, who masterminded the attacks, had been killed
in a US raid in Pakistan.

In September that year, he prevented photographers from follow-
ing then-president Barack Obama to the precise spot where the plane
crashed during the inauguration of the memorial. It is considered “sa-
cred ground,” as only five percent of victims’ remains were found. Only
families of the dead can step on that spot.

To mark the 20th anniversary of 9/11 this year, Felt and those in
charge of the memorial are planning a week of events. Felt is also
preparing to dissolve the association. The memorial was completed in
2019 with the installation of a tower with 40 wind chimes, symbols of
the “voices” of the departed. “We have reached our goal,” says Felt,
without regret. On the contrary, he feels gratitude for his years of visits
to Pennsylvania and to elected officials in Washington as he drove for-
ward the memorial project.

“I was angry. There was a really black hole I could have fallen
into. This process has given me perspective, it’s given me hope, it has
given me purpose. “I chose not to be bitter,” he says. But the story is
far from over. Much remains unknown about what occurred on Flight
93 in the 35 minutes between the start of the hijacking and the crash
at 10:03 am. —AFP
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6 French soldiers 
detained at 
E Guinea airport 
MALABO: Six French soldiers were detained at the Bata airport
in Equatorial Guinea yesterday morning while stopping to refuel
their helicopter, according to the French military and local
media. The six, who the army said were still awaiting authorisa-
tion to take off, were detained a day after a Paris court upheld
the conviction of the central African country’s Vice President
Teodorin Obiang for accumulating luxury properties with ille-
gally obtained funds.

“They landed on Wednesday at 2:15 pm (1315 GMT) because
they were out of fuel. That is when a sequence of administrative
nuisances began,” French army spokesman Pascal Ianni told AFP,
adding that negotiations with local officials were underway.

Yesterday Equatorial Guinea’s state radio TVGE reported
that the helicopter had landed without authorisation. The re-
ports also said that the six soldiers were questioned at the cen-
tral police station in Bata.

“National authorities do not rule out that this incident could
be a spy operation and provocation on the part of Paris,” TVGE
reported. But Ianni said the landing had nothing to do with es-
pionage. “This incident is similar to ones we have dealt with be-
fore. They hold the helicopter and its crew,” Ianni said. —AFP

Nigerian cleric 
held since 2015 
regains freedom
KANO: Shiite Muslim leader Ibrahim Zakzaky and his wife de-
tained for murder since 2015 in Nigeria have on Wednesday
been discharged, lawyers said. The prominent cleric has been at
loggerheads with the secular authorities for years because of his
calls for an Iranian-style Islamic revolution in Nigeria, where
Shiites make up a small minority.

Zakzaky, his wife Zeenah Ibrahim and 200 of their followers
were arrested in a violent crackdown in the northern city of
Zaria. A court in 2016 ordered the couple be released-but the
authorities ignored the demand and filed charges against the
cleric including the murder of a soldier.

“None of the 15 prosecution witnesses proved they commit-
ted the offence,” lawyer Sadau Garba told AFP after Wednes-
day’s hearing, adding that the couple had been acquitted and
“regained their freedom today.” Lead prosecutor Dari Bayero
confirmed that the pair had been freed but said the state was
planning to appeal. “The court ruled that none of the witnesses
we presented in court gave convincing proof that the duo were
guilty,” Bayero said.

“This doesn’t mean they can’t be re-arraigned... we are cer-
tainly going to file charges against the duo at appeal.” Amnesty
international urged the Nigerian authorities to “immediately
comply” with the court order. “If the government once again de-
liberately disregards the orders of its own courts, it will demon-

strate a flagrant-and dangerous-contempt for the rule of law,”
the rights group said in a statement.

Troops launched a ferocious clampdown on Zakzaky’s group,
the Islamic Movement in Nigeria (IMN), in December 2015,
when members blocked the convoy of the army chief of staff
during a religious procession. Rights groups said at the time that
some 350 IMN members were killed during two days of clashes
and later buried in mass graves. The army initially denied the
events and said a soldier was killed by armed Shiites. Zakzaky’s
continued detention has led to street protests in the nation’s cap-
ital Abuja, sparking violent clashes with security forces that have
claimed dozens of lives. The Nigerian government officially out-
lawed the group in 2019.

Vindication 
That same year, 100 of the detained members were released

in two batches after a court acquitted them. And in February last
year another court released 87 other IMN members for lack of
evidence. After the announcement of Zakzaky’s release, his
lawyer said the cleric and his wife “now need to go home, have
some rest and attend to their urgent medical needs.”

But he added they will “seek damages against the Kaduna
state government for all the deprivations and the travails our
client suffered.” A spokesman for the IMN, Ibrahim Musa, said
the court’s decision was “a victory for truth and justice against
tyranny and impunity”.

“The false charges filed against them have finally been punc-
tured for good after almost five years of excruciating illegal de-
tention,” Musa said. “This judgement has not only vindicated
them and all members of the Islamic movement in Nigeria, but it
is certainly a victory for perseverance in the face of extreme per-
secution by the Nigerian government.” —AFP

SHANKSVILLE: ‘Families of Flight 93’ president Gordon Felt, 57, who lost his
brother Edward Felt on Flight 93 during the September 11, 2001 attacks holds
up his family visitor passes. —AFP


