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Twenty minutes before the first plane hit, John Pensiero drove by the World Trade Center on his way to a meeting at the Brooklyn Navy Yard to scope out future work on a collapsed pier.  By the time he arrived for his appointment, the north tower of the World Trade Center was in flames.  He stood with his client on the pier and stared in disbelief.  After leaving for a moment to retrieve a camera he returned to find the south tower in flames.  Everyone stood in awe, although some of the construction workers had family members who worked in the building so they were especially distressed.  The crew was sent home. 

John had two McLaren dive crews on the job in Manhattan.  The first one was operating out of a van and setting up its gear for an underwater inspection at the Fulton Fish Market when the first tower caught fire. After hearing that a plane hit, Dan Korkosz and two partners wondered how anyone could go off course on such a clear day. To get a better view of the fire they walked westward and stood in a parking lot on Water Street.  Tiny figures with their arms flailing fell toward the ground.  A second plane hit.  Korkosz felt heat from the blast that came through the building toward him, and he thought a fireball might envelop them.   “Suddenly we were brought to a different perspective.  We were sure this was a terrorist attack,” he said.

John St. Denis and his crew were working from the McLaren boat on the edge of the Harlem River as part of an investigation into the condition of timber pilings.  John Pensiero radioed both crews to shut down and called for the boat, a 25’ Sea Hawk called Scoundrel, to rescue the Fulton Fish crew before coming to Brooklyn for him.

St. Denis sped along the East River with a 200 hp outboard to retrieve Korkosz and the others, and he was just leaving Pier 17 for the Navy Yard when the first building collapsed.  The crew saw a mass migration of people moving northward on foot and also across the Brooklyn Bridge.  

Scoundrel made its way around the tip of Manhattan toward its slip in a Weehawken, New Jersey marina owned by Arthur Imperatore.  The second tower went down.  On channel 16 the Coast Guard called for all light craft willing to lend assistance to proceed to the Battery Park side of the Hudson River. But, as Dan Korkosz said, the Coast Guard didn’t need to ask them to help.  “It’s the Law of the Sea to render assistance when any emergency arises.  You curtail commercial operations and assist wherever you can.”  But with seven in a small boat loaded with dive gear and an air compressor the men continued toward Weehawken to lighten the load to have space for evacuees.  “We always had the intention of going back.”

Their only argument that day, a small one, was about who would handle the rescue.  Everyone was trained in CPR but John Pensiero wanted the most experienced to go.  With St. Denis at the wheel and Korkosz and diver Clay Carlson aboard, Scoundrel headed back toward South Cove.  A radio report announced that people were in the water, but the McLaren crew never found them. 

Scoundrel nosed into the walkway at South Cove to pick up its first evacuees who came aboard from the bow.  An older gentleman was too shaken and frail to move aft to the cockpit so Korkosz let him stay forward even when water came over the bow.  The police handed out life vests that the divers eventually gave back after the last trip to New Jersey.  Where did the breathing masks on evacuees come from? Who had given them out?  So many abandoned baby carriages, they noticed.  Suitcases were left there on the promenade after the police prohibited them, as well.  

The McLaren crew of three had decided it could add a total of 8 passengers safely, so full up with 11, Scoundrel headed straight across the Hudson River to Liberty Landing Marina on the Morris Canal.  It was close and yet another spot where the company had worked.   Jersey City police and marina personnel told them where to dock and helped unload.   Sick people were directed to a safe area.  A few dogs and cats arrived with owners on the larger policeboats.

A constant flotilla moved back and forth between New Jersey and Lower Manhattan.  There was talk of asbestos, dust, and the imminent collapse of more buildings, but the Scoundrel crew didn’t feel danger; there was too much to do.  It took a half-hour to complete each round since the laden boat with fragile passengers traveled more slowly than its usual 25 to 30 knots.

At first the vessels at South Cove were mostly “privates” and others from agencies like police, fire and Army Corps of Engineers.  They cued to access the dock.  “It was pretty orderly considering the circumstances,” said Koskosz. “Everything clicked efficiently. There was quite a bit of cooperation.”  Remembering how colleagues from Han-Padron Associates, another marine engineering firm, made space for Scoundrel when it first arrived, Korkosz said.  “Actually, we are competitors.  But not that day.”

The McLaren boat made 3 trips.  “I was very proud of our guys and how they handled themselves,” John Pensiero said.  “We would not have done anything differently.  Once the bigger and faster ferries and tugs started to come, it was time to go.  To help was to leave.” 

Within days of the 11th, Pensiero’s divers had the tags and permits to resume work on the New York waterfront.  Responding to the immediate call for expanded ferry service the division also began engineering and driving the piles for a new floating ferry terminal that New York Waterway opened on November 5th.  Located at Pier A, it is immediately south of the Cove where the McLaren boat evacuated 25 people.
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