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WATCH: Group kicks off West Michigan Healing Field 
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Driving down the hill at the entrance of the Cannonsburg Ski Area Wednesday was a sight striking enough to take one's breath away. 
 
A 24-by-32 foot flag blew gracefully in the wind as it hung vertically in the sky, high atop two fire truck ladders in front of the 
Cannonsburg ski lodge. 
 
The Rockford and Sparta fire departments combined to raise the flag prior to the kickoff of a momentous tribute scheduled to take 
place at the ski area Sept. 11. 
 
Both fire department chiefs, Mike Reus of Rockford and Jerold Bolen of Sparta, as well as other first responders were present at 
Wednesday's press conference, which marked the official start of a fundraising and volunteer campaign to bring the nationally 
recognized healing-field memorial to West Michigan. 
 
A tentative event schedule for the tribute also was released Wednesday, including a Patriot Day Arts Festival for children. More events 
may be added to the list in the coming months. 
 
Art Johnson, chief executive officer of United Bank in Rockford and the honorary chairman of the West Michigan Healing Field, began by
VanderBaan, a Wayland man in attendance, whose daughter, Barbara Edwards, was aboard the American Airlines flight 77 that crashed i
 
"Basically every year, Sept. 11 comes and goes. A lot of people probably think about (the attacks) in their own ways but to bring the comm
visual form is what the West Michigan Healing Field is all about," Johnson said. "It's an incredible, impactful way to show the patriotism
 
VanderBaan was thrilled and honored to receive an invitation to Wednesday's event and even more honored to be asked to participate in
3,200 flags will fly at the Cannonsburg Ski Area - one for each of the 9/11 victims, including Edwards and 20 others from Michigan. 
 
"It means a lot. I am very grateful to the entire community for keeping the memory of the attacks alive and Barbara's memory alive," Van
event." 
 
The flags will be flown all five days to mark the 10th anniversary of 9/11. VanderBaan believes the tribute is even more significant and fitt
orchestrated the attacks. 
 
To demonstrate how the flag-raising ceremony will be conducted, Boy Scouts Christian Betz, Gabriel Betz and Evan Wittenbach of Rockf
to join seven more. These 10 flags gave an idea of what the field will look like. 
 
The 3,200 flags will be flown on 8-foot poles. Each 3-by-5 foot flag will be placed in perfectly aligned rows as a way to visually comprehen
day in 2001. 
 
Flags may be sponsored for $75 each and taken home at the end of the 5-day memorial. The Cannonsburg field will be open 24 hours and
 
At noon on Sept. 11, the Rockford American Legion post 102 will host a service at the field. 
 
"It will be an emotional ceremony," said post Finance Officer Steve Gerencer.  

Rockford Boy Scouts Christian Betz, Gabriel Betz and Evan Wittenbach erect flags on the Cannonsburg Ski Area field 
Wednesday to give the community a taste of what the 9/11 tribute will be like.

A 24-by-32 foot flag flew at the entrance of the ski area Wednesday. Behind the lodge — beginning Sept. 9 — 3,200 flags 
will be placed evenly up the hill in memory of 9/11 victims.
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Clergymen, military members, first responders, the public and many more are being asked 
to take part in the service. Gerencer also said the post is working to plan a flyover with 
military aircraft. 
 
"It's in the planning stages," he said. 
 
The West Michigan Healing Field is being organized with the help of a variety of local 
individuals and groups in conjunction with the Colonial Flag Foundation, a national 501 (c) 
(3) that promotes, guides and licenses events of patriotic giving, healing and awareness 
across the U.S. 
 
The Rockford Area Community Endowment (RACE) put up the initial $50,000 to license 
the West Michigan Healing Field through the Colonial Flag Foundation. RACE will be 
reimbursed and any proceeds generated from the 9/11 memorial will be donated to help 
first responders in the West Michigan area. 
 
According to Neil Blakeslee of RACE, the organization was founded in the 1960s to raise 
funds needed to construct the Rogue Valley Towers and manage the Krause endowment 
fund, which paid for the now North Rockford Middle School pool. 
 
Then, after several years of being idle, RACE redrafted its bylaws, picked up speed and in the past seven years has granted about 
$100,000 toward community projects annually, Blakeslee said. 
 
One of the organization's most recent and prominent endeavors is the Recognition Plaza at the Rockford Dam. 
 
Blakeslee said the idea behind the West Michigan Healing Field was brought to the RACE board and members thought it was a perfect 
match with the group's mission. 
 
"We are a vehicle to do things in the community when no one else can bring something to the forefront. We have the capital and the 
access to volunteers," Blakeslee said. "(The West Michigan Healing Field) is going to be a wonderful recognition and expression of 
patriotism for our community." 
 
Other groups involved in the 9/11 events are Bishop Hills Elder Care Community, the Rockford Area Chamber of Commerce, Rockford 
Construction and Wolverine World Wide. 
 

 
• Noon - The American Legion's service honoring 
all of the 9/11 victims. 
 
Sept. 12 and 13 "A Lesson Learned" 
 
• Students and field trips are welcomed to 
participate in the 2011 Patriot Day Arts Festival. 
Students may use any form of expression to pay 
tribute to those Americans whose lives were lost. 
Categories will include essays, photographs, 
visual arts and music compositions. 
 
Note: All events will take place at the 
Cannonsburg Ski Area, 6800 Cannonsburg Road, 
in Belmont. The field of flags will be open 24 
hours for the public to walk through. 
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