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Community honors Avielle’s memory
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — People gathered outside Belmar Elementary last
Friday to pay tribute to and celebrate the life of one
six-year-old girl who had a lifetime ahead of her — all to be
taken away by a lone gunman last December.

First-grader Avielle Richman was one of 26 people from Sandy
Hook Elementary School, in Newtown, Conn., who was killed
by gunman Adam Lanza on Dec. 14, 2012.

The tragedy would eventually be forever linked to the Jersey
Shore when an idea crafted by Bill Lavin, former president of
the New Jersey Firefighters’ Mutual Benevolent Association
[FMBA], came to fruition.

The idea — The Sandy Ground Project: Where Angels Play —
has the goal of creating 26 playgrounds in New York, New
Jersey and Connecticut to honor the 26 deceased students and
faculty members of Sandy Hook Elementary School. 

The playgrounds, in return, also serve as a way to restore the
East Coast after it was left devastated by Hurricane Sandy last
October.

Each playground honors one of the 26 victims and incorporates
the personality and interests of the person the playground is
dedicated to.

Belmar Elementary’s playground is dedicated to Avielle, and is
complete with a piano and her artwork to honor her love of

music and art.

Belmar became the 12th location for one of these playgrounds.

THE CEREMONY

To dedicate the playground, the FMBA held a ribbon cutting ceremony on Nov. 1.

Over 100 people, including Avielle’s parents, Jeremy Richman and Jennifer Hensel,
were in attendance.

During the ceremony, Belmar Mayor Matt Doherty and Lake Como Mayor Mike Ryan
spoke briefly.

Mayor Doherty reflected on the one-year anniversary of Hurricane Sandy, which was on Oct. 29, saying that the
town could learn a lot from Avielle’s parents’ strength and spirit.

“Whatever we suffered as a town pales in comparison,” the mayor said.

This playground is a gift, not only for Belmar but for Lake Como as well, the mayor said, as Belmar Elementary
is the place where residents of both towns come together daily to socialize and drop off their children.
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Children enjoyed playing on the new Belmar
Elementary School playground for the first time
this past Friday. The playground is in honor of
first-grader Avielle Richman, 6, who was one of
26 people killed by a lone gunman on Dec. 14,
2012 in Newtown, Conn. The playground is part
of the state Firefighters’ Mutual Benevolent
Association’s Sandy Ground Project. The project
has a goal of building 26 playgrounds, one in
honor of each person killed. Photo by SUEANNE
GOSS, STAR NEWS GROUP
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The mayor then looked to the those in attendance — the parents and children who are “not unlike” those who
experienced the tragedy in Connecticut.

“As parents, we’re blessed to have you. We’re very lucky to have you and we hope you have a great time on
this playground,” he said.

Mayor Ryan said the project Mr. Lavin started is an opportunity to not only recognize the tragedy that occurred
in Newtown, Conn., but also inspire others to understand that “with tragedy comes hope, comes love, comes
joy and comes happiness.”

With those feelings, he said, family and friends come together to “celebrate a life and to remember a young
woman who never had an opportunity to experience the things that our children will have.”

Belmar Elementary School Superintendent David Hallman also spoke during the ceremony last Friday.

He took the time to speak about the assembly the school held in late October to thank the volunteers who built
the playground. He also thanked the Department of Public Works for the work they did at the playground.

Students throughout the ceremony held up signs of inspiration such as “laughter,” “fun” and “inspire,”— words
that Avielle’s parents wanted to emphasis to the students— and Mr. Hallman acknowledged those signs by saying
“Jeremy and Jennifer, I just want to tell you, you inspire us.”

Marie Blistan, New Jersey Education Association [NJEA] vice president, also said a few words on Friday.

The NJEA will provide $10,000 to every New Jersey site for the playground project, according to MaryKate
Lavin, FMBA secretary.

This playground pays “perfect tribute to what Avielle was all about, who she was,” Ms. Blistan said, noting
Avielle looked at life through “the lens of possibility” and taught others to do the same.

Project chair Jackie Adase, a Brielle Elementary School teacher, spoke about the type of child Avielle was. Ms.
Adase is Mr. Lavin’s niece. Brielle Elementary helped raise funds for Belmar’s playground.

According to Ms. Adase, Ms. Hensel, Avielle’s mother, told her that Avielle was the type of child who asked
others to play.

So, Ms. Adase said the message is clear: play it forward and ask others to play.

“This playground is a gift from Avielle to the community” and will be special as Avielle will be watching over all
the children who play here, she said.

Following Ms. Adase’s speech, her second-grade class and the Belmar Elementary School chorus sang “Fireflies”
by Owl City to honor Avielle’s love of fireflies.

All the children in the audience also wore yellow glow necklaces in honor of her love of fireflies.

In addition to the speeches, the ceremony was filled with what has become traditions of the playground ribbon
cuttings.

These traditions include raising the Newtown flag to symbolize the connection between the town and
Newtown, Conn., and a song performed by Dennis Bourke, of Beachwood, called “Rainbow Connection.”

AVIELLE'S PARENTS SAY THANK YOU

Prior to the ribbon cutting, Mr. Lavin made a few comments, saying that although Avielle’s life was cut short at
the age of 6, she accomplished a lot.

“The truth is you could live to be 100 years old and not do what Avielle” has and is going to do, he said. “She
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will lift this community on her shoulders as she has. Children will play in her name. She is going to change the
world and already has.”

Mr. Lavin then presented Avielle’s family with a bell, which has an inscription on it that says, in part, “Every
time a bell rings, an angel gets its wings.”

To conclude the ceremony, Avielle’s parents spoke briefly to those in attendance, thanking them for honoring
their daughter with the playground.

“We experienced tremendous grief and what ended up happening tied us to your community, to Brielle’s
community,” Ms. Hensel said. “We pushed out a wave of grief and a wave of love came back to us and we
pushed back out a wave of hope and you pushed back inspiration.”

Ms. Hensel said though some may say Avielle did not do much in her life, Ms. Hensel believes she did.

But Avielle will do much more now, Ms. Hensel said, because everyone is going to take away a piece of her and
wherever they go, Avielle will be there, too.
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