
 

Years later, 9/11 widow battles in court  

 

Mother of the bride Ellen Mariani, left, and Lauren Coleman, second from left, look on during a 

kiss between the former Gina Corcoran, center, and Chris Bronley on Saturday, Sept. 15, 2001, 

in the Westwood area of Los Angeles. Mariani's husband, Louis Neil Mariani, was on United 

Flight 175, which crashed into New York's World Trade Center during the Sept. 11, 2001, 

terrorist attacks. The Marianis had taken separate flights to Los Angeles for their daughter's 

wedding. (AP Photo/Kim D. Johnson)  
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The widow calls for the truth, but never defines it. 

In a New Hampshire court file, the one for her husband’s estate, she hints at Sept. 11 secrets, 

facts being suppressed, shrouded truths to what happened on the clear morning United Flight 175 

left Boston. 

Then, in auditoriums or open letters where she speaks to others with reservations like her own, 

Ellen Mariani edges closer to defining the reality she’s desperate to expose. 

George W. Bush knew the attacks were coming, she says. The president did nothing to stop them 

so he could start a war. 

And Neil, the husband who kissed her three times at their last goodbye, might have never even 

boarded his flight. She wonders why there is no video of him waiting at the gate. She questions 

whether the attacks were planned years in advance when airports stopped letting loved ones past 

security checks. 

As others who lost family members took payments from the Victim Compensation Fund, created 

by Congress just days after the attacks, Mariani did exactly what the fund was created to avoid. 

She filed a wrongful death lawsuit against the airline. 
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Some 85 other families did, too. But as they settled, taking undisclosed payouts, Mariani refused, 

repeated her questions and demanded a jury trial – the venue where she believed the full story 

had a chance to see light. 

She says her crusade isn’t political. 

But it is. 

In the end, it’s about money, too. 

Because money – a delicate subject when it results from a death and is measured in the living’s 

grief – is what has to be divided between Mariani and her stepdaughter once the widow’s 

pursuits have run their course. Lauren Peters, Neil’s only child, has waited 11 years for her piece 

and can talk of little beyond that payout as she sits in her Milford apartment, surrounded by 

boxes from homes she’s lost, and a life that’s unraveled without it. 

There’s about $3.75 million at stake, less once the lawyers take their part. The funds are from a 

settlement reached despite Mariani’s earnest attempts to avoid one. 

It will eventually be split at Rockingham County’s probate court in Brentwood, where her 

husband’s estate case now spans 12 folders of tangential disputes – over control, mental health 

evaluations, conflicts of interest that few beyond Mariani view as valid. 

Concord attorney John Ransmeier is the focus of one of those perceived conflicts. Mariani’s 

ongoing action against him, if successful, threatens to unhinge much of the progress that came 

before it.  

Mariani, 74, lived in Derry before her husband’s death and has since moved to Colorado. She 

declined to be interviewed for this story, as did Ransmeier.  

Court documents, though, haven’t hidden each side’s frustrations or masked Mariani’s pain. 

“Yes, I’m aggravated because they won’t let me finish healing from grief,” she told a judge in 

2006, as Ransmeier argued that she should be evaluated for signs of post-traumatic stress. “It’s 

constant. It’s one thing or another . . . and I wish somebody would stop this.” 

But she, it seems, is the only one who can. 

Separate flights 

They held three garage sales to pay for the ticket.  

Money was scarce and Louis Neil Mariani, then in the early days of his retirement, wasn’t sure if 

he should travel to the California wedding of his wife’s daughter, scheduled for Sept. 15, 2001. 

But she wanted her husband there. So she coaxed him, cleaned out the attic and raised the 

money. 
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“Now, I said, now you can go. I’ve got to live with that,” she said in 2004, telling a group about 

their life, his death and the questions that consumed her in the aftermath.  

On that day in 2004, she spoke at a 9/11 skeptics convention in San Francisco. Over the years, 

she’s talked about Neil at similar gatherings across the country and Canada.  

Their story, she’s told those audiences, began with a blind date she had almost skipped, thinking 

the friend who set them up was playing a trick. They had been married 13 years when he died. 

On Sept. 11, 2001, they woke early in Derry and watched the sunrise together on the way to 

Logan Airport. 

Their flights, booked separately, were scheduled to leave two hours apart. She remembers Neil 

offering to take the earlier ticket and give her the direct route. It was too late to switch. 

At the airport, he helped her carry two boxes full of toys for their grandchildren, then kissed her 

twice at the curb. He walked away but quickly turned back, and Mariani sensed that he was 

nervous. He didn’t fly often. 

She boarded her flight. Two hours later he boarded his. They would have landed in Los Angeles 

three minutes apart. 

Of course, he never arrived. She didn’t either, hearing about the crash while on a layover in 

Chicago. Ten hours later, United Airlines confirmed that her husband had been on board. 

Some have said she was hysterical, that she screamed, fainted and was cared for by paramedics. 

But Mariani has told her story without remembering tears. She was raised to survive without 

them, she says. When she talks about that day, there is only shock and blinding confusion. 

“It was like a twilight zone for me and I kept pep-talking myself. It’s going to be, whatever it is, 

I can fix it, right?” she said at the San Francisco convention. “No, I can’t.” 

At her daughter’s wedding four days later, she wore two yellow roses and made a toast to her 

husband. 

“We don’t give in to the enemy,” Mariani, dressed in a beaded gown, told a reporter before the 

ceremony. “Neil wouldn’t want you to do that.” 

She smiled. But she was fragile. And when a helicopter passed overhead, she collapsed, shaking, 

into a friend’s arms. 

Years later, she’d describe that moment, how the helicopter hovered overhead “and wouldn’t 

leave.” 

Moving toward the fringe 



Neil’s death certificate, among the first documents in the estate files, lists blunt trauma as the 

cause. His injuries occurred at 9:03 a.m. while a passenger on Flight 175, which was 

“Intentionally Crashed into World Trade Center.” The certificate noted that no body had been 

found. 

It never was.  

At her husband’s memorial, Mariani told a reporter she was “at peace.”  

The feeling may have been genuine but fleeting. Or maybe that calm was never there. 

But within three months, she knew she would sue and shun the government fund set up to 

compensate victims’ families. Mariani called the program, which stipulated that applicants 

couldn’t sue the airlines, “hush money.” 

She filed the claim against United Airlines in December 2001, and soon others followed with 

similar lawsuits. Their cases were all funneled to the same Manhattan court. Neil died with no 

will, no life insurance and few possessions, making the case the estate’s only asset. 

At least then, Mariani’s concerns didn’t seem so unorthodox. 

Many saw the fund, taxpayer money that would be doled out based largely on lost earnings of the 

deceased, as cold and unfair. The average payout of $1.65 million was about half of settlements 

given in other terrorism and aviation suits. 

Even as Mariani began to suspect government officials were withholding information from the 

public, her anger was echoed by other grieving families calling for an independent inquiry into 

the attacks. 

“I’m not mad at the bad guys who did this, but I am mad at the government because they knew,” 

she told the New Hampshire Union Leader just before the first anniversary of 9/11. “The 

president won’t tell us what he was briefed about. Why weren’t we warned?” 

She hired a private investigator and paid him $40,000 with funds court documents show were 

given to her by the Red Cross, which had provided emergency relief money to families of the 

dead. In accounting paperwork, Mariani said the man worked as a researcher and investigative 

coordinator. Ransmeier, after he had entered the case, called the pursuits fruitless. 

One lawyer who dropped her case in 2003 – the first of many attorneys to leave at their own or 

Mariani’s request – cited “added complexities” that made it impossible for her firm to continue 

its representation. 

Later that year, Mariani moved further toward the fringe when she filed a lawsuit against Bush 

and other high-ranking officials, accusing them of putting political considerations, and their 

pursuit of a “War on Terror,” ahead of her husband’s life by intentionally failing to stop the 

attacks. National security advisers had warned the president that there were threats of planes 



being hijacked, and Bush didn’t act in part because of his decades-long ties to Osama bin Laden 

and Saddam Hussein, Mariani and her lawyer argued. 

(The suit, eventually dismissed by a judge, was filed by Philip Berg, an attorney who resurfaced 

in 2008 when he filed a lawsuit accusing President Obama of forging his birth certificate.) 

“In the days following the attacks all air traffic was grounded and Americans, including myself, 

were stranded wherever they had been when the flight ban was imposed,” Mariani said in an 

open letter to Bush written shortly after she sued him. 

“Imagine my surprise when I later found out that during this ‘no fly’ period a number of people 

were flown out of the country on a 747 with Arabic lettering on the fuselage. . . . We know for a 

fact that some of the people on the flight were members of (or related to) the royal family of 

Saudi Arabia and members of the Bin Laden family. Were these people allowed to leave because 

of the long-standing relationships that your family has with both families?”  

Losing leverage 

As Mariani’s pursuits became more political, her stepdaughter decided in 2003 to file her own 

wrongful death lawsuit. And in a move that forever changed the tone of the case, she asked a 

Rockingham County judge to name her, and remove her stepmother, as administrator of the 

estate. 

In the motion, Peters and her attorney mentioned the law firms Mariani had dropped and that 

would likely ask for payment from the estate. They cited wasteful use of funds and her political 

agenda. They called Mariani negligent. 

Concerns with Mariani’s actions were raised then but became more rigid later, as suggestions 

that she mismanaged the estate accelerated into an argument over her mental stability. It’s a cruel 

calculation, comparing money and grief. But if a doctor deemed Mariani to be suffering from 

post-traumatic stress disorder, it would likely yield a larger payout from the airlines. 

“It seems to us that Mrs. Mariani is indeed affected by this accident in a serious way,” Ransmeier 

said as he made that case to a judge in 2006. “That before the accident, from everything we have 

been able to learn about her life with Mr. Mariani, life was good. She had a good marriage. They 

had fun together, and since then, it seems to me Mrs. Mariani has become angry and conflicted 

and suspicious.” 

Mariani did at one point submit to a mental health evaluation, but the findings only confirmed 

what Ransmeier and Peters’s lawyer likely knew about her already. Her heightened anxieties, the 

report noted, were consistent with an individual who “is confident in their choices, belief systems 

and mental/emotional foundation,” who is “outspoken, bluntly honest, and who has no difficulty 

expressing assertively.” 

The doctor found no signs of delusion, disorders or dementia. 



It’s difficult, then, to rationalize the move Mariani made in 2004, as Peters tried to take control 

of the estate. 

She denied every claim her stepdaughter made. And then she signed away nearly every right she 

was fighting for. 

Under a December 2004 agreement, Mariani and Peters decided to appoint a neutral third party 

as administrator of the estate, eventually picking Ransmeier. That administrator, the agreement 

continued, would dismiss Mariani’s wrongful death lawsuit and continue solely with the one 

Peters had filed. The parties agreed, finally, to not speak to the media about the case. 

The agreement left Mariani with no wrongful death case, no stake in her stepdaughter’s suit and 

no clear avenue to vocalize her demand for a jury trial. 

Mariani would later say that the order filed in court looked nothing like the one read to her and 

that her lawyers didn’t explain that by appointing Ransmeier she was giving up her rights as a 

plaintiff in her own wrongful death case. One of those lawyers – after he registered his shock that 

her case is still going on so many years after he withdrew his representation – said that’s simply 

not true. 

“Based on what I understood, it was the right move for her to make at the time,” attorney Paul 

McEachern said, adding that most of the people involved in the agreement expected Mariani’s 

wrongful death case to be thrown out by a judge. “But it was her move. And I don’t think she 

would have relied on my advice at the time. She would have made her own independent 

decision, as she has done throughout the whole entire episode.” 

Drawing connections 

As Ransmeier began acting on the agreement, Mariani set out on what would become years of 

appeals aimed at blocking him. 

She argued that Ransmeier didn’t have the right to drop her wrongful death case because the 

agreement was unclear. When a New Hampshire judge denied that claim, she twice asked the 

judge in New York to let her intervene in her stepdaughter’s suit. Those requests, too, were 

unsuccessful. 

Her arguments, at face value, have been made on legal grounds. 

But weaved throughout are serious accusations made against a long list of people involved, even 

briefly, with her case. Many of these supposed conflicts of interest are based on her distrust of 

the Bush administration. That distrust also extends to Israel, which she believes benefited from 

9/11 and may not have been held accountable for its involvement because of the nation’s ties to 

the United States.  



Mariani stops short in court filings of placing blame for the attacks or defining the “many 

powerful interests” she believes are trying to suppress the truth. But she does detail what she sees 

as a pattern of malicious connections that have tainted her case: 

∎  One of the first law firms Lauren Peters met with had represented Bush in the 2000 election 

vote recount. Only after Peters spoke to attorneys at that firm, Mariani argues, did she file the 

motion to remove her as administrator. 

∎  Mary Schaivo, a respected aviation attorney who at one point represented Mariani, was 

formerly a federal appointee in the Bush administration. 

∎  Judge Alvin Hellerstein, who presided over all of the wrongful death cases in New York, has 

a “deep empathy for the nation of Israel,” she wrote in a court filing. His wife is part of a Zionist 

organization that runs schools in the country, she said. And Hellerstein’s son, a lawyer based in 

Tel Aviv, works for a firm that has represented affiliates of the defendants in the wrongful death 

case. (Ransmeier has accused her in court documents of having an “openly anti-Semitic bias” 

against Hellerstein.) 

∎  Rebecca Rutter, the attorney who withdrew from Mariani’s case because of “added 

complexities,” once worked under a lawyer whom Bush had named U.S. attorney for New 

Hampshire. Mariani told a judge that “the only way Rebecca Rutter could be closer to President 

Bush is if he appointed Rebecca to be the U.S. attorney.” 

Many of the lawyers who have come into contact with Mariani didn’t return requests to be 

interviewed or declined to comment. Rutter, a Derry attorney who also was surprised Mariani’s 

case is still ongoing, treaded lightly when talking about her former client because of 

confidentiality concerns. But she said she’s never been a part of any conspiracy “involving the 

Bush administration or anyone else.” 

“I am confident that I represented Ellen Mariani to the best of my ability,” she said. “And I 

would also say that I have a great deal of respect and compassion for Ellen with everything that 

she went through personally.” 

Day in court denied 

In the midst of the appeals, Ransmeier took Peters’s wrongful death suit in the one direction 

Mariani was fighting against – a settlement. In 2007 he reached a deal for $3.75 million. 

The case essentially ended there, without the jury trial Mariani had coveted. Every other 

wrongful death suit ended the same way. 

Subscribers to the 9/11 Truth movement, who don’t believe the attacks were carried out by al-

Qaida hijackers, find that fact alarming. 

“Not one of them was allowed to come to trial. And that should be disturbing,” said Vincent 

Gillespie, who runs a fund to raise money for Mariani’s appeals. “That should be disturbing to 



people. They should say, ‘Well, why don’t they want these cases to come to trial? Are they 

trying to hide something?’ ”  

Gillespie has never met Mariani, never exchanged an email with her or spoken to her on the 

phone. But from his Massachusetts home, he’s helped gather about $16,000 in donations for her 

cause, because he says it’s been one of the few remaining avenues to find out what really 

happened. 

Gillespie thinks he already knows the answer, and he’s more explicit than Mariani in giving it. 

He believes 9/11 was organized by Israel’s equivalent of the CIA. But his support for Mariani, he 

said, is not based solely on seeing his own beliefs validated. 

“I want to make sure I’m not being dishonest here,” he said. “I have strong beliefs about what 

happened. I think I know exactly what happened or very close to it. But . . . it certainly would 

make me look bad if I said I’m not going to be happy until they show that my beliefs are correct. 

All I’m looking for is an open and fair process.” 

Mariani, he said, “was fighting harder than anyone” but still didn’t get that right. He points to the 

conflicts with Hellerstein, the judge, as part of the problem. 

And then, he said, there’s Ransmeier. 

Mariani has accused Ransmeier of having other motivations for taking a settlement. 

His firm, she’s argued, has ties to the very airlines – and the companies that insure the nation’s 

airline and airport security giants – involved in her case and in other 9/11 lawsuits. While 

Ransmeier hasn’t represented United Airlines during his term as administrator of the estate, she 

worries his firm has an ongoing relationship with the company. And she believes, but hasn’t 

been able to prove, that Ransmeier was representing both the estate and the insurance companies 

at the same time. 

In 2009, she filed a motion to remove Ransmeier as administrator, arguing he isn’t the neutral 

third party she bargained for. The matter was put on hold until all of Mariani’s appeals had crept 

to conclusions, which happened in February when the U.S. Supreme Court refused to hear her 

case. 

A judge in Rockingham County will now have to sort through the matter before the settlement 

funds can be divided. 

Ransmeier has denied Mariani’s claims, saying any connections his company has to the airlines 

are innocuous. In court documents, he acknowledges that his firm, prior to his becoming 

administrator, did work on nine cases in which it represented various airlines associated with the 

wrongful death lawsuit. He said that since he was appointed administrator, another lawyer at the 

firm took on two aviation cases involving airlines connected to the case. One suit was regarding 

an injury at a baggage carousel; the second was filed by a passenger who missed a cruise due to a 

late flight. 



Ransmeier admitted he didn’t know about those two cases or the prior nine when negotiating the 

settlement because he didn’t check his firm’s database for conflicts before agreeing to handle the 

estate. 

But he argues that the “oversight, if that is what it was,” means his work as administrator 

couldn’t have been affected by cases he wasn’t aware of. 

He warned the judge that if he is removed, finding a replacement will be a daunting task given 

“the criticism that any candidate would reasonably anticipate if (they) did not . . . defer to the 

demands of Mrs. Mariani and her latest attorney.” 

Like-minded lawyer 

That attorney, Bruce Leichty, has worked on Mariani’s case since 2007. After a long cast of 

others that Mariani believes deceived her, Leichty, she has said in court documents, has her full 

trust.  

Like her, he believes that far more questions about 9/11 remain open than answered. 

This month, speaking from his office in California, Leichty said Mariani had always hoped to 

use her wrongful death case as a vehicle to see some of those issues addressed. The two believe 

that process would have had a resounding affect, serving the public, bringing closure to a 

grieving widow and likely yielding a larger payout from United Airlines.  

As Peters worried each added year would eat away more at the bottom line, Mariani has always 

argued her pursuits would do nothing but increase the value of the estate. 

Her dream of a jury trial now appears to be dead. And Leichty said Mariani’s attention has 

turned to seeing that what’s left – trying to remove Ransmeier, then dividing the money between 

herself, Peters and the lawyers – is fair. 

“She’s always had a desire to get to the underlying truth of what happened to her husband on that 

day,” Leichty said. “That’s the 9/11 truth component she believes, for the most part, the players 

in her case have been unsympathetic to.” 

Leichty sees another component, though, as completely separate from concerns of a cover-up. He 

thinks several legal questions raised in her case – like why she wasn’t allowed to intervene in her 

stepdaughter’s wrongful death suit when she believed Ransmeier wasn’t representing her 

interests – as wider probate court issues. 

“Even if people aren’t concerned necessarily with 9/11 truth, I think there are other things they 

could be concerned with and should be concerned with,” he said. “Even apart from some of the 

macro issues, this is just one widow’s quest for justice based on certain probate law arguments.” 

Many of those arguments, though not all, are unavoidably intertwined with Mariani’s wider 

cause. And as Leichty talks about those legal questions, the conversation bends toward 9/11, 



Hellerstein, the possibility that the planes were controlled not by hijackers but by remote 

manipulation.  

‘I’m not human’ 

When Peters talks about life before her father’s death, she describes money and joy, two things 

painfully lacking now.  

On a windy afternoon earlier this month, those caverns seemed especially deep as she stepped 

over boxes in her new apartment and listened to her lawyer, yet again, tell her that a matter she 

thought was settled would be delayed because of a motion filed by Mariani’s lawyer. 

This time, it was an advance she said accounted for her part of the Red Cross money Mariani 

spent, plus interest. 

“Why the hell can’t I have it?” she asked after the news had settled in. “At least the $60,000.” 

Peters, now 41, was 28 when her father died.   

Hours after hearing the news, she passed it along to a man beside her at a McDonalds, saying her 

father was on “that one right there” as she pointed to a television above the counter, then 

standing rigid as the man collapsed, sobbing at her feet. Then and still today, she doesn’t relate 

comfortably to the collective grief surrounding the attacks. Her own pain, the loss of a father, is 

so solitary. 

A few weeks after the memorial, Peters had her own breakdown.   

Now she describes the inflated sense of empowerment that sustained her for the next few years, 

as she threw herself into martial arts and her job as a corrections officer, as a classic sign of post-

traumatic stress disorder.   

Anorexia brought her down from that high.   

Other mental health issues have kept her in free fall. 

Somewhere along the way, Peters knows she dismissed herself, unconsciously shunned what she 

was before 9/11 to the point where now, when she tries to describe herself at age 28, it all comes 

out in “we.”   

Then there were her children, a husband she would divorce with little reason, the beautiful home 

they shared, the trampoline pulled up beside the pool, the peanut butter pie the weekend before 

her father left. Now there is the cramped apartment with low and angled ceilings, the five plastic 

bins filled with court documents, and a wife – though she says she isn’t gay.   

“I’m not anything that I was,” she said. “I’m not me. I’m not human.” 



She admits it may have happened this way even if her father were still alive. She’s less willing to 

say her life would be as it is now if her stepmother hadn’t fought so hard to be heard. 

Really, though, she doesn’t know that either. 

All she knows is that each delay is torture. And that she has no patience for Mariani’s theories 

and no sympathy for her situation. 

“I’m neither here nor there basically with whether or not there is a conspiracy theory,” she said. 

“I am just a person. And I just want to move on.” 

She is grieving one man, nothing more.   

(Tricia L. Nadolny can be reached at 369-3306 or tnadolny@cmonitor.com or on Twitter  

@tricia_nadolny.) 
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tillie wrote:  

04/28/2013 

I agree this is a sad story of a woman with delusions used by people to their own ends. Sadly 

now there are more people on both sides that would rather see conspiracy in every tragedy than 

just accept the truth. Sometimes it only takes a few people with evil in their hearts to cause great 

harm. 

  

  

 
sail wrote:  

04/29/2013 

calling someone delusional......hmmmmmm 
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tillie wrote:  

04/29/2013 

I am sure what you mean by that. Are you calling me delusional because I don't believe Bush 

planned 9/11 or because I don't think Obama bomed Boston or that he faked a birth certificate? 

Wake up Mr Sail and get some help because you belong in a very small group of fearful people. 

  

  

 
Van wrote:  

04/28/2013 

Mrs. Mariani, sorry for your huge loss but I can not feel for your unsupported claim. 

  

  

 
Van wrote:  

04/28/2013 

Concord Monitor Classic: Front Page, top of the fold 911 Truther Story with huge flip page 

story. Claiming that Bush know in advance in order to start a war know but providing absolutely 

zero evidence. While on the other hand there still isn't any front page story on Benghazi showing 

how incompetent Obama is, and his continued coddling of Islamic Extremists. 
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gracchus wrote:  

04/28/2013 

Back to school, Van, and pay better attention during reading comprehension class. The Monitor 

writer makes no attempt to show Bush's foreknowledge of the 9/11 attack. On the contrary, the 

story is about the claim of a sad, frustrated and probably delusional woman and a small cabal of 

similarly deluded souls, some of whom are even more sadly - like Philip Berg - only in it for 

notoriety or money. 

  

  

 
GWTW wrote:  

04/28/2013 

Israel behind the 9-11 attacks. New one on me. 
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