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If you never met Bill Harris, who died Sunday night, think about that television commercial where a fire department officer presides over a legislative body made up of firemen and has a no-nonsense approach to getting the job done.

"How about the budget?" the officer bellows from the podium. "Balance it," the legislators in turnout gear respond.

"How about taxes?" he asks, and there's another roar. "One page or less."

"Anyone want better roads?" Again a roar. "We do."

Then, flipping through a document, "A lot of pages to tell us we need clean water. Need clean water, guys?" In unison, the voices call out "Aye."

"OK, this is the easiest job I ever had. We're outta here."

In business and in life, that's how Bill Harris went about things.  He was every bit a man's man.  He made his living digging big holes in the ground, laying huge sections of pipe and sculpting the earth with heavy equipment.  In his spare time, he fought fires, protecting the lives and property of the hamlet he loved, Pearl River.

He was gruff at times and couldn't abide seeing time wasted.  When a coalition of emergency service groups in Orangetown wanted to renovate homes on the Rockland Psychiatric Center property as affordable housing for young volunteers, it made him nuts that lawyers were slowing the process.  It just didn't fit the thinking of emergency personnel, he told me. "The whistle blows, and we go running."

But as frustrating as the delays were, he worked through them and remained an advocate for similar projects aimed at helping recruit and retain new young volunteers by making it possible for them to live and serve in the communities where they grew up.  He knew the economic reality that Rockland could never afford to replace volunteers with paid firefighters, but there was also an understanding that there was a value in a community not letting its young talent move away.

Somehow, Bill Harris knew that he couldn't live in a community, raise his children there and make his living there without being part of its essence. When he created his company in Pearl River and called it W. Harris and Son, he told me a few years ago, he admitted that in 1977 adding "son" was just wishful thinking. But over time, his wife and children, his brother Tim and brother-in-law Paul Friedman have all worked in the family business just off Route 304. Billy Harris, now home from the Marine Corps, has followed his dad into the Pearl River Fire Department.

But business wasn't enough. There was work to do with Little League, the Soap Box Derby and others. The Boy Scouts honored him a few years back with their Distinguished Citizen Award.

And it meant listening for the fire signals and leaving his family or his business at a moment's notice when there was an emergency. And when the biggest emergency of all hit that Sept. 11 morning, he didn't need anyone to tell him or ask him. He just went. He and all the volunteers he could muster from his crews. That afternoon, when 58 trucks and pieces of heavy equipment bearing the W. Harris and Son markings crossed the George Washington Bridge, he said, it was strange realizing they were the only ones on the span.

He and his company stayed at Ground Zero for nine months, first as search-and-rescue volunteers and, later, under contract to haul debris. Harris became a key member of the team there, working on the pile day after day, overseeing the work.

It was not without a price. After months of inhaling smoke, dust and assorted toxins, Harris and his brother took part in one of the medical testing programs and learned he had elevated mercury levels. He got treatment and urged others to get tested.  His family believes his death was the result of a heart attack and unrelated to the months he spent in lower Manhattan, but it couldn't have helped.

But Harris helped. While at the World Trade Center site, he had the foresight to haul some steel back to Rockland, because, he would say later, he knew communities here would be building memorials.  When they wanted to have a memorial at the Franklin Avenue Elementary School in Pearl River, he provided a girder. When families planned a tribute to alumni who had perished, Harris picked the T-shaped steel cross that stands outside Albertus Magnus High School.

In all, he made steel from Ground Zero available for dozens of memorials here - in New City and Stony Point, at Nyack High School and Pearl River High School - and as far away as England.

Harris also provided the twisted steel for the Rockland County memorial near the Hudson River in Haverstraw Bay County Park, which was designed by West Nyack engineer Mal McLaren.

Robert and Lucy Roberto, who lost their son Joseph in the terrorist attacks, were watching from their car when Harris delivered the girder on a flatbed truck as the memorial came together in 2003.  Roberto, devastated by the loss of his son, had hardly left home in two years.

"I've never gone to the site where the buildings were," he told me yesterday, adding that he planned not to go to the county memorial's construction site until Harris intervened. "He told my wife that if I didn't get out of the house, he'd send his guys to drag me out."

When Harris pulled up his rig that day, he noticed Roberto.

"He asked me to get in the truck with him," Roberto recalls, admitting that he was puzzled at first. "Then he told me, 'You're going to help me bring the beam home,' " Roberto recalls. 

Later, Harris gave the Robertos a small cross he cut from a piece of WTC steel. When Christmas came that year, he stopped by their home with another cross of steel for the Robertos' daughter.  Since that ride with Harris and playing a small role in the memorial, Roberto has found some comfort there.

On the seventh anniversary of their son's death, the Robertos attended the morning ceremony at Haverstraw Bay and saw Harris.  "He gave my wife and I a big bear hug," Roberto says, adding, "We're all destroyed over here because he was so good to us."

They are not the only ones to know Harris' compassion.  Diane Kayser of Pearl River remembers how Harris came to her door on April 2, 2003, to tell her that her son Billy, who was 16, had been seriously injured in a crash when he and four other Pearl River High School juniors left school for lunch.  

It was about two hours after the accident, she says, explaining that, until then, no one had contacted her. "He was the only one who made sure we knew," she says. "He made sure people were with me - that I wasn't alone - and he got the police to take me to the hospital."  She's thankful he extended that gesture. "It's not the kind of news anyone wants to get, and nobody wanted to take that job on, but Bill stepped up."  Sadly, her son, who was the most seriously injured in the crash just off Route 304, died the next afternoon.

"Bill stood by us then," Diane Kayser says, "and he stood by us ever since."

It was what Bill Harris did. It wasn't just lifting boulders and steel girders that made him an icon. It was lifting hopes and hearts.

