
D'Alessandro: Newtown, Conn., junior wrestling team came to New
Jersey minus 6-year-old victim Jack Pinto

A woman kisses a rose Saturday, December 15, 2012, before laying it at a growing memorial for the victims of the

Sandy Hook Elementary School, near it's entrance. 26 people were shot and killed at the school, including 20 children

and 6 teachers. (Photo by Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)
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LITTLE FALLS — Jack Pinto was supposed to be here Sunday morning.

If gunfire did not shatter the peaceful world that was Newtown, Conn., if his young life was not lost to some nuclear

fusion of insanity and evil that we never will understand, Jack would have been on these mats covering the floor of

the Passaic Valley High School gym — wrestling other hyperactive 6-year-olds, coached by a group of adults who

were now masking their heartbreak with forced smiles.

If the thousands of people filling the gym were aware of their presence, it didn’t show — which is precisely how the

Newtown people wanted it. Christopher Bray, the team’s coach, explained that he and his 15 wrestlers and staff of
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courtesy of the Pinto family via The Hartford
Courant

Six-year-old Jack Pinto, one of 26 victims of Friday's Newtown, Conn.
school shooting, was to have wrestled at a junior tournament in Little
Falls Sunday.

three “just want to get in here, do what we came to do and go home.”

You could understand his need for breathing room. His town suffocated by despair, he seemed preoccupied and

shaken, like someone trying to provide the kind of normalcy that allows children to be children again. For a few

hours, anyway.

But of course, there is no normal anymore, not with Jack and so many others inexplicably lost to madness. Face it:

Maybe Bray didn’t want to explain why he brought kids to Little Falls, but he shouldn’t have to.

“Until 7 o’clock (Saturday) night, I wasn’t sure we were coming,” said Chris Manfredi, one of the Newtown residents

who took the 90-minute trip. “But everything is just such a mess right now, and you can’t fathom what it’s like for the

parents. So I just said, ‘Let’s get out of Dodge, take a few hours away,’ and I thought it would be good for him.”

Manfredi, a 46-year-old pulmonologist, nodded toward his 7-year-old son, Luca. Luca wrestled with Jack Pinto, and

they played baseball together last spring. So Manfredi knows Jack’s parents, perhaps only casually, but he wasn’t

making this trip without first seeing how they felt about it.

“Wonderful people,” he said. “They were pretty

clear about it: They said, ‘Go, you have to get back

to your routines.’ But trust me, there was a lot of

debate about this, because you don’t know how

much time is appropriate, and the pain is still

terrible for all of us.”

Like the other parents, the Pintos had traveled

with the Newtown Youth Wrestling Association

team. This is not your typical youth program: Its

season stretches into May, and they compete from

Maine to Pennsylvania. Jack was part of a very

dedicated organization.

“We’d all meet at a hotel on a Friday night, and the

parents take the kids out for dinner,” Manfredi

explained. “Then we wrestle on Saturday and drive

home.

“It was Jack’s first year in the program, and you

could see he loved it — very enthusiastic about

wrestling, and his parents were very enthusiastic

about the sport, too. He was a wonderful boy. He

even had an aptitude for it, so …”

The doctor dropped in an eloquent three-second
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 pause here, long enough for your mind to wander

into Jack’s world. What did wrestling mean to him?

Was it something he’d grow with, and direct his path in life?

We’ll never know now. He was hard at work formulating those wonderful 6-year-old answers to such questions, but

Jack was silenced on Friday morning, when, as they say, the hallways of heaven were suddenly overcrowded with

angels.

You cannot pretend to know the pain of his friends, young or old. The truth is, the Newtown kids looked to be

enjoying a meaningful embrace with a happy routine Sunday, which is what the tournament director wanted for

them.

“We’re obviously glad they made it down here,” said Peter Casale, who is president of the junior program at Valley.

“We asked if we could do anything, and they said, ‘Just treat us like any other team in the tournament.’ ”

The vast majority of kids came from Jersey, but judging by the brackets taped to the gym wall, the Newtown team

came the farthest.

“The appeal of wrestling is that it’s an individual sport and a team sport,” Manfredi said. “And as the Pintos were

learning, even though you’re out there by yourself, we’re a team. Listen, our town got taken down. We’re all feeling

pretty wounded right now. But we’re going to rally our base, team up, and keep it together.”

It’s not like anyone should be surprised by his spirit. Just 48 hours following the tragedy, Bray tweeted the following

message: “We are a go,” he wrote, referring to the tournament at PV. “We’ll all survive this, as hard as it is. It’s who

we are.”

When the Newtown folks returned home, they had plans to present the Pintos with Jack’s singlet in a large frame.

Others honored the boy in small but meaningful ways. Giants wide receiver Victor Cruz paid his respects personally.

At Madison Square Garden, they had a moment of silence for Jack before the college tournament Sunday morning.

If Bray was aware of this, he didn’t say.

“Let’s talk another time,” the coach said. “Call in a few weeks.”

We might make that call. It’s not as though anyone will be able to cope any better by then, nor will the holiday

change anything around Newtown. But anything that honors the memories of the lost cannot be a bad thing.

Accordingly, with 300 wrestlers in Little Falls Sunday, we choose to remember the one who didn’t make it, one whose

burgeoning athletic spirit was acknowledged from Manhattan to Atlanta. It’s the least anyone can do for Jack Pinto

today.
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