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NEVER FORGOTTEN,
ALWAYS REMEMBERED
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WE  
REMEMBER!

We remember 9/11 in images 
& experiences. Where we 
were, what we saw, what 
we will never forget.
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Let us never forget
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Alexandria Echo Press

Judy Backhaus was standing in the front entrance of 
Lincoln Elementary School in Alexandria on that dreadful 
day in September, 20 years ago.  

At that time, she was the school’s principal and was 
greeting students as they came in as well as visiting with 
staff members in the hallway. 

She remembers there was a TV mounted 
right by the entrance.

“One of our paraprofessionals came up 
to me and pointed to the screen,” she said. 
“It showed one of the towers on fire and 
was replaying a plane crashing into it.”

Thinking it was just a serious plane crash 
and thinking the students didn’t really need 
to be watching, they turned the channel to 

the school’s internal system of “student announcements.” 
Soon after that, she had several staff members tell 

her “something serious” was going on as they were 
getting emails from family and friends. And then, district 
administrators started calling all the principals to tell 
them to stay inside the building until they tried to figure 
out what was going on. They were supposed to have their 
weekly Tuesday meeting, but that didn’t happen until later 
in the day. 

Backhaus had her secretary make an announcement to 
all staff members that they would be getting an email that 
they needed to read right away. 

“It basically said to leave all TVs off in the building 
and to proceed with classes as normal,” she remembered. 
“Administrators were trying to gather information and 
would keep staff updated as they learned more. They 
wanted school to proceed as a ‘normal day.’ ”

Throughout the day as she received more information, 
factual information from the district office, Backhaus 
would update her staff. 

She remembers how some parents came to the school, 
asking to take their children home, which she said they 
certainly honored. 

At some point, she remembers having the teachers talk 
to the students about some “terrible things” that were 
happening, that they – the students – and the rest of the 
people in the school were safe, and that their parents would 
probably explain more to them when they got home from 
school that day. 

“I am thankful social media was not as pervasive back in 
2001, so that we could control some of the conversations 
we were having with students,” said Backhaus. 

She also said that administration met, formed some talking 
points and also recognized that there may be some students 
that would not be in attendance the next few days as parents 
wanted to keep them home. She said the district honored 
parents’ wishes for keeping their children out of school. 

Administration also reviewed its own safety plans and 
put some additional precautions in place because of the 
“rumors” of more attacks. And she said the district had 
talking points for teachers so that everyone was on the same 
page while communicating with students in the coming days 
and weeks. The school also made counselors available.

“We also had to recognize that across our community 
we had people that knew people that worked in the Twin 
Towers, or downtown New York, or in the Pentagon, 
etc., so students also had those connections,” she said. “I 
remember it being difficult to get all the information. It was 
one plane crashing, then another and then others.”

She said it took some time to realize all of the connections, 
but that she specifically remembers the announcement on 
the TV that all airplanes were being grounded across the 
U.S. and flights from other countries were being rerouted. 
It was then, she said, that it hit her how serious of a 
situation it really was across the entire country. 

“For me personally, it was hard to believe that this could 
happen on our own soil. As a parent, I was scared for my 
own kids, as this was one more thing that we needed to 
protect our kids from and educate them about,” Backhaus 
said. “I was also thankful that I was surrounded by a great, 
caring staff that I knew would be there for every child in 
our school.”  
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‘SOMETHING 
SERIOUS’

Former Alex principal 
remembers trying to proceed 

with normal school day

Backhaus

BY CELESTE EDENLOFF
Alexandria Echo Press

On the morning of Sept. 11, 
2001, Pastor Greg Billberg had just 
dropped his son off at school. The 
Billbergs at that time were living in 
Wausau, Wisconsin. 

He remembers turning on the 
radio to listen to the news as he drove 
to work. 

“The first thing I heard was that the 
World Trade Center had been hit by a 
plane,” said Billberg, who is now the 
lead pastor at First Lutheran Church 
in Alexandria. 

At the time, there weren’t many 
details, but he remembers sitting, 
stunned, in the parking lot of his 
son’s elementary school. Eventually, 
he drove to work and like everyone 
else that morning, he and other staff 
members were glued to the radio and 

TV listening and watching as more 
information became available. 

“As I try to remember back to that 
day, most things that could be, were 
put on hold,” said Billberg. “We, as 
a staff, were both shocked and dis-
turbed as we watched those awful 
images and tried to make sense of 
what had just happened and what 
might happen next? There were so 
many questions and concerns.”

Later that evening, after he and the 
rest of his family were at home, they 
watched TV coverage of the day’s 
events. He remembers asking his son 
and daughter if they had any questions. 
He said the whole family had so many 
emotions – sadness for the families 
that had lost loved ones, fear, anger and 
worry for what the future would be. 

He remembers telling the kids that 
what they were feeling was normal 
and that he and his wife were feeling 
the same things, too. 

“We also talked about how we aren’t 
alone at such times. We reminded 
them that we have each other and that 
God is always in it with us,” he said. “I 
remember we also took time to pray 
and just be there for each other.”

Billberg said that everyone was 
affected by the tragedy of 9/11 and 
that because of that, there was a 
shared sense of vulnerability. 

The same week that the terror-
ist attacks happened, Billberg said 
there was an outdoor, city-wide 
remembrance in Wausau that his 
family attended. He said it was an 
important opportunity for everyone 
to come together in spite of people’s 
differences and that it was a remind-
er that “we were one community and 
one country.” 

He also said that his congregation 
at the time addressed the sense of loss 
and confusion in their worship and 
included prayers for healing, as well 
as opportunities for members of the 
congregation to get together and talk. 

Billberg also remembers that soon 
after the attacks on Sept. 11, 2001, 
country music star Alan Jackson 
came out with a song, “Where Were 
You When the World Stopped?” 

“It was a powerful song that 
focused on bringing people together 
and reminding us of our core values,” 
he said. “Many of us felt helpless at 
the time and so we decided to include 
it in worship as a way to focus our 
energy and be reminded that while 
there was much we could not do or 
control, we as Christians still had the 
gifts of faith, hope and love to hang 
on to and to guide us.”
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One community, one country
Alex pastor remembers people coming together after 9/11

I remember we also took time 
to pray and just 
be there for each 
other.
PASTOR GREG 
BILLBERG

The front of the Echo Press from Sept. 14, the first paper to come out after the Sept. 11 attacks, was filled with 
stories related to the terrorist attacks.
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