MICHAEL PENA AND WILL JIMENO INTERVIEW

1)  MICHAEL, HOW DID YOU GO ABOUT RESEARCHING YOUR ROLE AS WILL JIMENO FOR THE FILM? 
MP
At first I shacked up with him and his family for like a week and then came to visit every, like, three more weekends after that, all within a month’s time. And just wanted to hear all the stories that he had to say, past, present with, you know, the guys and how he was that day. And he was fun, it was great, he was just very open with all the information that I definitely used. But at the end of the day the story is about him and John McLoughlin and so, yeah, but I, you know, they’re my research.

2) WILL, WERE YOU CONCERNED ABOUT BRINGING UP TERRIBLE MEMORIES WITH THE MAKING OF THE FILM? 
WJ
You know, I look at it as an honour that I survived and I’m able to tell the story of my teammates and my rescuers, I look at it that way. It’s tough to see, for me, but I look at the positive things and if there’s a reason for me being able to be alive today is to share the story and the bravery and the courage of those that gave the ultimate sacrifice and those that put their lives on line to come in and get us. And also our wives and how the strength that your family gives you and the support they give you. So that, I look at it that way, I don’t look at it as, wow, you’ve got to relive the tragedy, no, I want to relive the positive things. And I think if we don’t take the positive out of a tragedy then it would have just been a tragedy.

3) IT MUST HAVE BEEN TOUGH TO WATCH THE FILM. IS IT OFTEN YOU LOOK BACK AND RELIVE YOUR EXPERIENCES? 
WJ
Many times, many times because even though I’ve talked about the story numerous times, done numerous interviews, it doesn’t get any easier, you relive it. But again I walked out of there and I gave Oliver Stone a big hug and kiss because he kept his word to me that, again, it’s a true story of courage and survival. We’ll take the survival part, me and John because we did survive, but the courage, that’s what the story’s really about. It’s the story of how people were so courageous that day as human beings to come and put their lives on line to help their fellow human being.

4) DID YOU FEEL ANY PRESSURE PLAYING SUCH AN IMPORTANT ROLE OF SOMEONE WHO IS STILL ALIVE? 
MP
It was, I mean it was a big sense of responsibility and the thing that I kept trying to tell myself it’s, you know, it’s really about them and to do them a service. And sometimes as an actor you think of yourself and it’s so funny in the grand scheme of things, you know what I mean. I do what I do and I love what I do and I think it has some purpose, but then it really gives you a perspective of what these guys do and that’s the sense of duty. I really wanted to get it right and Oliver Stone wanted to get it right and do these guys justice and tell their story as best as I could. But that was motivation enough to do any movie.

5) DID YOU HAVE ANY RESERVATIONS ABOUT ADDRESSING THE EVENTS OF 9/11 IN A LARGE BUDGET MOVIE? 
MP
No, I didn’t have any doubts because when I read the script I thought, I thought, wow, this is a story that should be told. ‘Cos first of all it’s a story that we don’t know too much about and it revisits and it focuses on, like, how everybody came together and how him and John came together and trying to recreate something like that gives you fulfilment. And it’s not in vain, it’s something that I think is really worthwhile.

6) WILL, HAVING SUCH A LIFE ALTERING EVENT HAPPENING TO YOU, HAS IT BEEN A LONG ROAD TO RECOVERY? 
WJ
Oh, definitely it was a long time, at least, I’d probably say we felt back to some normalcy an easy two years, you know, I mean the… you still wake up today and you have your pains but you look out at your… We have a saying on the Port Authority Police Department, you’re walking and talking. And you’ve got to look around you, there’s always other things that are worse and you’ve got to make the best of what you have. And there’s tough days but you know what, I’m walking and talking, things are good.

7) DID YOU ENCOUNTER MANY PROBLEMS DURING THE MAKING OF THE FILM, WITH THE CONDITIONS YOU WERE PUT UNDER? 
MP
It was an interesting thing but then again I always go back to him and it’s like, this is the story of Will Jimeno and John McGloughlin and the people that they tried to help out on that day. And no matter what I was going through it didn’t ever measure up to like what actually really happened, you know what I mean. If I had an inkling of what actually happened that would help me to tell their story better, and yeah, it was uncomfortable at times but you know what, when I came home and I was exhausted and I was tired emotionally and physically, you know, there was a sense of that I was doing something for the right reasons.

8) WAS IT EASY TO SIMPLY WALK AWAY FROM A SCENE AT THE END OF A DAY’S FILMING? 
MP
It was, you know, because I did like a lot of research, in all honesty I remember, like hearing stories and hearing his stories and John’s stories and the ringing in your head and doing more research than the average person, you know, and filling it all up and having this sense of duty, so you’re always rehearsing and you’re always doing. I remember at night, like, still being in there, you know, mentally and rehearsing the scenes that I had to do before the following day or the next week or whatever, while I was dreaming. And it was, I had some light sleep but I think it was all worth it though.

9) HAS YOUR SLEEP BEEN AFFECTED IN A LARGE WAY SINCE THE EVENTS OF 9/11? 
WJ
It’s unique because I don’t, I didn’t suffer too many nightmares. The ones I did were back at home, just waking up thinking I was buried. And I think that happened maybe two or three times. I think that talking about it a lot helped me. You know Chief Morris, the Chief of our Department at the time asked me to speak when I was able enough and I said, of course, I would talk about it. And I was at home I’d talk about our guys, we lost thirty-seven that day, the most in US Law Enforcement history in one day and I think that was therapeutic. I mean I still had to further undergo more post traumatic stress disorder therapy and that took a while for me to realise I needed to go there but today I got to tell you, I sleep well and things are good.

10) HOLLYWOOD AND THE MEDIA TEND TO DISTORT THE TRUTH IN THE SEARCH FOR A GOOD STORY. HOW CLOSE TO THE TRUTH IS THIS FILM IN YOUR OPINION? 
WJ
It’s very close, you know, that was my main concern, not so much with Oliver, Oliver gave me his word, I had no doubts about that, it’s the transition from the truth to film. And I got to tell you with, I’d have to say 95%, I keep saying that based on a true story this is as close as you come to, in my opinion, after seeing various films in the past, because people have to understand, film making’s kind of difficult if you don’t know, I had no idea, I learned a lot from Michael and Oliver. The dialogue, I can’t remember exact words in the locker room, we do remember what happened in the hole and some of the jargon is made up but the major points in this film are dead on, they’re very accurate. And I really love Oliver and everybody for portraying that and having the courage to say, you know what, we’re going to tell the truth no matter what the audience thinks. Because I think some audience members are going to say wow, this is not true, this is not true, I’m here to tell you and John and everybody else, that’s a regular, that’s what happened that day. We’re regular people and that’s what happened.

11) IS IT TRUE YOU WERE ALMOST HIT BY A FIREBALL IN THE MAKING OF THE FILM? 
MP
Well, I was almost a lot of things. To be honest with you that set was wow, it was, I remember having dust in my eyes and you had to, and all the time in my mouth and, you know, and… but there was, there was a scene where I didn’t know if there was a fireball coming so I don’t know why but I peeked. And then as soon as I peeked I’m like, whoosh - it came by. But I don’t know, you know, that’s something that he actually had to deal with…

12) YOU SAID EARLIER THAT YOU FOUND THE MAKING OF THIS FILM A KIND OF THERAPY? CAN YOU UNDERSTAND OTHER PEOPLE’S RESERVATIONS – SUCH AS DOMINICK’S WIDOW? 
WJ
Oh, without a doubt, I respect her feelings very much. Her and I had a relationship beforehand as well with the other widows. My last conversation with her was simple and she told me from the get go she didn’t approve of it, she… it was going to be factual which we had done very, ah, many, many times before in print and in interviews, ah, she said I’m going to be fine while it’s the facts. And I think that’s where the problem lies, people have a misinterpretation of what this film’s going to show, they think we’re going to deal into something it’s not. If you go back to every single interview I did since 2001, the thing I’m proud of, and the biggest critics for me were the cops, they saw the film, they came out and said, you know Will, what you told us in intensive care is exactly what’s on this film. This does not deal with anybody’s personal life, with the exception of our personal lives with our wives, as far as a cop’s concerned what you see there is what we as police officers, Port Authority Police Officers did that day. And me, I believe in this very much, when you put on this shield, when you put on a uniform you become part of a bigger family and your family becomes part of the family whether they know that or whether they don’t. And unfortunately as police officers we’re going to honour our comrades first. And that’s what we’re doing in this film.

13) WOULD YOU SAY THAT DOMINICK FITS THE DEFINITION OF A HERO? 
WJ
He is a hero. You know, people like to call me and John heroes, we’re not heroes. You want the heroes, right there, Dominick. And I think it’s important for people to see Dominick for who he was. This man died and if Oliver didn’t show the audience that, I think we’re in a society today that we watch wars on TV, bombs hitting things and you think it’s a video game. This man was real, this man was courageous, this man gave his life doing the right thing. And people have to walk out of there saying you know what, these are the kind of people that don’t allow evil to conquer and they need to see this.

14) HOW DID YOU FEEL WHEN OLIVER STONE ASKED YOU TO PLAY SUCH A PROMINENT ROLE IN THIS FILM? 
MP
At first I thought it was a joke. To be honest with you I didn’t, you know, when somebody, imagine, like in Crash I had like four scenes, you know and then somebody tells you well Oliver Stone wants to meet you for the lead role of this movie titled World Trade Centre. I was like, okay, all right. And then I read the script and I couldn’t believe it, you know. And I do feel I would be lying if I said that I didn’t feel fortunate that this fell on my lap and they actually wanted me and that he approved me and his wife approved me and that, you know, I was able to tell this story, you know. And this story’s much bigger than me and it’s, you know, and it transcends and it, I think it, you know, it gives a, it’s an amazing message. I’m just fortunate that it fell on my lap to be honest with you.

 
