Remembering LGBTQ+ Heroes and Survivors of 9/11
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As the 25th anniversary of 9/11 approaches, the stories of LGBTQ+ victims, first responders and surviving partners are coming into sharper focus. Their courage helped save lives, while the unequal treatment of bereaved partners exposed a legal gap that changed American history.
Essential Takeaways
At least 27 LGBTQ+ people died: They included firefighters, pilots, passengers, office workers and families.
Mark Bingham fought back: The gay rugby player helped lead the attempt to retake United Airlines Flight 93.
Father Mychal Judge ran towards danger: The openly gay Franciscan priest supported firefighters at Ground Zero.
Partners faced extra barriers: Same-sex partners were often asked to prove relationships that opposite-sex spouses could take for granted.
Their legacy still grows: Memorials, sporting events and equality campaigns continue to honour their lives.
Courage took many forms that morning
The clearest image is one of movement: passengers rushing towards a cockpit, firefighters heading into smoke, and a chaplain stepping into a collapsing building. For LGBTQ+ people remembered from 9/11, heroism wasn't a single dramatic gesture. It was also the ordinary courage of showing up for work, caring for family and standing by a community.
Mark Bingham was a public relations executive and former rugby player who joined other passengers in confronting the hijackers aboard Flight 93. Their action brought the aircraft down in Pennsylvania rather than allowing it to reach its intended target, according to accounts collected by The Advocate and LGBTQ+ News.
Father Mychal Judge, meanwhile, went to the World Trade Center to comfort rescue workers and pray over the dead. The openly gay Franciscan priest, who served as New York City's fire department chaplain, died when debris struck him as the South Tower collapsed. The 9/11 Memorial's witness and survivor accounts help place that moment within the wider chaos faced by first responders.
Mychal Judge and Mark Bingham were more than symbols
It's tempting to reduce people remembered after a disaster to their final moments. Friends and colleagues offer a fuller picture. Judge was remembered as warm, funny and musically inclined, while also supporting LGBTQ+ Catholics, AIDS causes and inclusive community events, The Advocate reported.
Bingham was similarly known for his energy and mischief. Friends recalled his competitive streak, his appetite for fun and his ambition to write a novel featuring a gay main character. That detail feels especially poignant now: he wanted young people to see LGBTQ+ lives as a normal part of the world around them.
Their stories mattered because they resisted the idea that LGBTQ+ people belonged at the margins. As the San Francisco Bay Times noted, Judge was loved both by queer communities and by New York firefighters, while Bingham's life linked gay identity, athleticism and leadership in a way that challenged familiar stereotypes.
The victims came from every corner of the attacks
The wider roll call included David Charlebois, an openly gay co-pilot aboard American Airlines Flight 77. He was also involved with the National Gay Pilots Association and was remembered by colleagues and his long-term partner, Tom Hay, according to The Advocate.
On Flight 175, Daniel Brandhorst and Ronald Gamboa were travelling home with their adopted young son, David. The deaths of all three showed how the attacks destroyed entire families, not just individual lives.
These accounts are part of a much larger human record. The 9/11 Memorial's archive of witnesses and survivors demonstrates how varied the experiences were, from people trapped in the towers to those escaping nearby streets and those waiting for news at home. Against that vast backdrop, LGBTQ+ histories shouldn't be treated as a footnote. They are part of the central story.
Surviving partners had to prove their grief
In 2001, same-sex couples had no nationwide marriage recognition, and that legal reality became painfully practical after the attacks. Some surviving partners were asked to produce documents, return to collect evidence or explain relationships that would have been accepted without question for married heterosexual couples.
The consequences went beyond hurt feelings. Families needed emergency support, compensation and access to belongings, yet administrative systems often treated same-sex partners as outsiders. Reporting discussed by LGBTQ+ News and The Advocate shows how activists and local officials challenged those decisions almost immediately.
New York introduced measures to extend state benefits to surviving same-sex partners, while community groups created direct funds for people excluded from formal relief. Some federal compensation claims eventually succeeded, but the uneven process made the injustice impossible to ignore.
A painful legacy that helped change the law
The post-9/11 fight over recognition helped expose how much legal protection depended on being part of a traditionally recognised family. It also gave fresh urgency to the campaign for marriage equality, which ultimately culminated in nationwide recognition in 2015.
Bingham's memory has taken a particularly lively route through sport. The Bingham Cup began as a rugby tribute and grew into a major international tournament, celebrating competition while pushing back against the homophobia many gay athletes still encounter. The San Francisco Bay Times has highlighted how that legacy keeps his name connected to teamwork rather than tragedy alone.
Twenty-five years on, remembrance needs both elements: the bravery of those who acted and the unfairness faced by those left behind. As CBS News' reporting on survivors makes clear, the effects of 9/11 did not end when the smoke cleared. For LGBTQ+ families, the recovery also meant demanding to be seen.
It's a legacy of courage, love and hard-won recognition.
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