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Drake Higgons, 10, of Caledonia, (on right), looks through flags 
representing 9/11 victims with his classmates from Emmons Lake 
Elementary Monday while visiting the Healing Field at Cannonsburg Ski 
Area. Students were able to wander the hill and participate in a hand 
painting banner for a local museum. One Emmons Lake fifth grade 
teacher, Jeremy Geerdes, also played taps on his trumpet. (Emily 
Zoladz | The Grand Rapids Press)

 

For students too young to remember, Healing Field is a history 
lesson
Published: Monday, September 12, 2011, 2:40 PM     Updated: Monday, September 12, 2011, 2:46 PM

By 
Dave Murray | The Grand Rapids Press 

 

CANNON TOWNSHIP – Natalie Huls was 

only 9 months old when terrorists struck 

on Sept. 11, 2001, but her mom, Beth, 

remembers the day.

“I was expecting, and we were looking for 

a home,” she said Monday, looking out 

over the sea of 3,200 flags flapping in the 

breeze at the Cannonsburg Ski Area. “I 

had all these joyful things going on and 

then there was so much sadness.”

With about 500 other students, teachers 

and chaperones from around the area, 

they walked among the 93 rows of flags 

that make up the West Michigan 

Healing Field. With each flag 

representing a victim of the attacks, 

teachers said the event was a chance to 

put the devastation in perspective for 

children too young to remember the event.

The display attracted about 40,000 people 

since it opened on Friday, organizers said, 

with about 30,000 visiting on Sunday's 

10th anniversary of the day terrorists 

hijacked airliners and crashed them into 

Page 1 of 3For students too young to remember, Healing Field is a history lesson

9/19/2011http://blog.mlive.com/grpress/news_impact/print.html?entry=/2011/09/post_189.html



Schools Visit the Healing Field at Cannonsburg Ski Area gallery 

(10 photos)

IF YOU GO

West Michigan Healing Field

Cannonsburg Ski Area, 6800 Cannonsburg Road NE, Rockford, 

MI 49306

Flags planned to be on display until 3 p.m. Sept. 13

Flags can be purchased online, at any United Bank Branch, or 

at Cannonsburg Ski Area. All proceeds will go to local first 

responder organizations.

the World Trade Center, the Pentagon and 

a field in Pennsylvania.

“It's sad to see all the flags, but it was 

surprising, too,” said Emilee Karelse, 10, who is in the same Belmont Elementary class as Natalie. They tried 

to read many of the biographies attached to the flag poles. “All the people were so different. There was a 

child who was three, and someone who was 93.”

Most of the students visiting Monday were fifth-graders, born around the time of the attacks.

Teacher Jeremy Geerdes of Caledonia's Emmons Lake Elementary, said he spent time last week discussing 

patriotism, how the events affected the nation, and the role of the first-responders.

Geerdes gathered students among the flags to play “Taps” on his trumpet, and said the class is writing 

letters to police and firefighters.

“We talked about how these people went 

into the World Trade Center by choice, 

because they wanted to save people,” he 

said. “They certainly knew there was a 

chance that they might not make out.”

He said much of what his students know 

about Sept. 11 depends on what their 

parents have shared with them. Some 

students have mentioned it being the 

“toughest day in America,” while others 

know two towers tumbled to the ground a decade ago. He said many students have misconceptions of what 

a terrorist is, a confusion he suspects roots from video games. 

Those discussions are exactly what the organizers were hoping for, said Dawn Ellis, the event's education 

coordinator. After spending time on the hill among the flags, students dipped their hands in blue or red paint 

and pressed them on patriotic banners.

Organizers hope reading the stories gave students to chance to connect with people who died, learning that 

children their own age – and younger – where among those who perished.

“I feel so bad for the children who lost their moms and dads,” said Sophie Meadows, 10, of Rockford. “We 

found kids who where 8 and 3 who were on one of the planes that crashed.”
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Students found flags for people they knew about, such as Flight 93 passenger Todd Beamer, and people they 

could relate to, such as the passenger with the broken nose, rib and collarbone from playing rugby. 

“When you see it, it's cool that there are so many flags,” Belmont student Carson Cornwell said. “But then 

you realize why the flags are here, and that's not so cool.”

Press staff writer Ursula Zerilli contributed to this report.

E-mail Dave Murray: dmurray@grpress.com and follow him on Twitter at 

twitter.com/ReporterDMurray
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