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Hurricane

“Words can’t even begin to describe the 
devastation,” said Jim VanHandel of Innovative 
Pressure Cleaning.
	“Imagine	houses	floating	together	and	

ending up in a pile. Not just a half dozen or so, 
but whole communities. Some areas are just 
totally destroyed. It’s going to take years for 
them to recover.”

 From those with a few fallen limbs to those 
who lost everything, members of the cleaning 
industry have been impacted by the worst 
hurricane the East Coast has ever seen. And 
the cleaning industry has been instrumental 
in picking up the pieces – literally – in what 
will inevitably be a long, wearisome cleanup 
process. 

Sandy’s Wrath
	Adam	Griffin,	owner	of		Island-Shine	and	

Mobile Truck Washing in Long Island, NY, 
decided to stay home the night Hurricane 
Sandy was coming, as did most of the 

neighbors around him. “We’ve had scares 
before with other hurricanes where we 
were told to evacuate – then nothing major 
happened,” he explained. “We all expected 
something to happen, but nothing big. It 
wasn’t until that evening when we knew this 
one was different. We could feel it in the air.”

 The “difference” of this storm was huge 
for	Griffin,	who	lost	two	homes,	two	cars,	his	
work truck, and all of his pressure washing 
equipment. His entire hometown of Breezy 
Point – including his parents’ home – was 
completely under water. “At my parent’s 
house,	they	had	six-foot	swells	going	under	the	
house,” he explained. “A neighbor had water 
up	to	his	second	floor.	We	had	other	neighbors	
whose houses were on one block before the 
storm, but they moved two blocks over by the 
time it had passed.”

Surviving Sandy

by Allison Hester, Editor

Hoboken, NJ, Oct. 31, 2012: Man standing on 
the flooded street is talking to someone left in the 
building, ambulance car in the background

Cleaning the 
Hurricane’s Aftermath
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 A number of homes in his area also burned, 
including the local fire station. “You’d see cars 
underwater that were on fire,” he added. “It 
was surreal.”

 Once the storm passed, Griffin and his 
neighbors tried to survey the damage. There 
was no power, no heat, no water, no cellular 
service and no gas. In the meantime, people 
were pulling everything from the basements 
and first floors out of the homes and piling it 
in their front yards. “You couldn’t even see the 
houses because there was so much debris.”

 Although his home 
suffered damage and he 
was without power for 
weeks, Griffin was one of 
the lucky ones in his area. 
His block soon became 
known as “the refugee 
block,” as people who did 
not fair so well ended up 
living with Griffin and his 

neighbors. At one point, Griffin had 16 family 
members living with them. They also regularly 
had neighbors coming by to take showers and 
get a hot meal.

 For others, such as Michael Pontillo of New 
Jersey Softwashing in Westwood, New Jersey, 
the aftermath was not as bad, but he still was 
without power for nine days. “No one was going 
to work. Schools were cancelled. Power was out 
to hundreds of thousands. A lot of businesses 
closed. It was a state of emergency.”

 Chris Lambrinides of Window Cleaning 

New Jersey: People waiting 
in line to get gas after 
Hurricane Sandy
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Resource was also without power and unable 
to help his customers for several days. “We lost 
about two weeks of work, too,” he adds. “Many 
of our staff couldn’t make it into work, but we 
didn’t have much work anyway. Everything 
was shut down. Clients were without power 
and the last thing on their mind was having 
their windows cleaned,” he explained. He 
did, however, go out and help many of his 
customers remove gutters, clean siding and so 
on. 
	A	fleet	washing	customer	who	lost	a	number	

of	their	trucks	in	the	storm	contacted	Griffin.	
“They asked if I wanted to make a few bucks by 
helping drive some trucks in from other parts 
of the country,” he explained. “I needed the 
money, but my family needed me more so I had 
to turn it down.”

The Cleanup 
 As FEMA moved in and people began 

trying to put their homes and their lives back 
together, the need for cleaning contractors 
– for any contractors, really – was huge. For 
instance, FEMA contacted VanHandel because 
they needed contractors with pickup trucks 
to haul fuel to the generators that were being 
used to run the cell towers until the power 
came back on. So for two weeks, Innovative 
Power Wash’s crew’s sole job was hauling gas 
to	the	cell	towers	and	to	the	first	responders,	
20 hours a day, for which they got paid an 
hourly rate. “It wasn’t that much, but we didn’t 
care,” he added. “We just wanted to help.”

 As seen on the news, gas was unavailable 
in the area for over two weeks. Lines backed up 
for	miles	as	cars	waited	to	fill	up	their	tanks	as	
well as gas cans for running generators. Fights 
broke out at the gas stations and police and 
military had to be brought in. Looting began to 
take place. Generators were frequently stolen 
and cars were broken into for their gas.

 Lambrinides went so far as to make one 
of his employee’s sole responsibility to drive 
two	hours	away	to	Pennsylvania	to	fill	up	his	
trucks and fuel tanks, return to New Jersey, 
then do it again.

 Ed Thompson of Thompson Roof Cleaning, 
who experienced near total loss of his vacation 
properties in the Barrier Island, Mantoloking, 

NJ (see sidebar and video), started blogging 
promos for emergency roof tarping the day 
before the storm started. “Within six hours, 
our blog post made it to Google’s front page 
and	we	received	our	first	call	at	midnight,”	he	
explained. “We dove right in.” 

 “The immediate need that we saw was 
helping people make the best out of what they 
had left,” adds Michael Pontillo of New Jersey 
Soft Washing in Westwood, NJ, who was 
without power for nine days himself. People 
came out of the woodwork seeking contractors. 
Making the living space in their house usable. 
Pumping out water. Removing damaged 
contents. Contacting insurance agents. 

New York:Debris and broken fence near flooded and 
damaged house after Hurricane Sandy on Manhattan 
Beach on November 8, 2012, Brooklyn, NY

This video was made by Ed Thompsonof 
Thompson Roof Cleaning and Pressure 
Washing shortly after Hurricane Sandy hit his 
vacation home. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gC_
HWzneN8c&feature=player_embedded

http://youtu.be/gC_HWzneN8c
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Flooded car removal. Shutting off utilities to 
prevent a problem if the power came back on. 
Helping out the neighbors or the elderly lady 
on the street.”

 Within a couple of weeks, VanHandel was 
contacted by Servpro to help with pressure 
washing projects in the badly damaged Long 
Beach Island area. “They didn’t have any power 
or water, so we had to go out and buy trailers 
and water tanks so we could haul our own 
water in,” he added. 

 Because of looting on the island, VanHandel 
and his crew had to stop at check points where 
they had to actually leave their licenses and 
registration. They got their paperwork back on 
the way out after the authorities checked their 
vehicles for any stolen goods.

 VanHandel started out by cleaning the mud 
from	the	floors	of	a	number	of	fire	departments.	
“Then we started helping the people out,” 
he added. “They would see us working and 
come ask if we could clean and sanitize their 
basements.”
	Griffin,	who	again	has	been	in	the	middle	

of the worst areas, has had to make do with a 
“Home Depot special” after losing his quality 

Hydro Tek machines in the storm. The 
problem	he	is	still	finding	with	cleaning	and	
sanitizing is that the tides roll in each day 
and the moisture issues start all over again.  

  “It’s like the movie Ground Hog’s Day,” 
he laughed. “One day just leads to the next, 
and	you	know	you’ll	have	to	just	figure	it	
out later.”

 
Seeing the Bright Side

 As much of the northeast is getting 
cleaned up and back to normal, there are 
people impacted by the storm without 
power or without homes. VanHandel said 
early on he saw colonies of people in tents, 
with	nowhere	else	to	go.	Griffin’s	father-in-
law did not get power on until December 
12. Some areas may not get power again 
for months, and many homes will never be 
restored.

 Yet despite the surrealness of the 
experience, there have been some good 
things to come out of Sandy. “You saw a 
sense of community that was unmatched,” 
explains Pontillo.
	Griffin	agreed,	saying	that	it	is	that	
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sense of community that has 
made the storm’s aftermath 
manageable. “I’ve learned that 
there are still good people in 
the world,” he adds. “There 
have been lots of groups – the 
American Red Cross, Habitat 
for Humanity, the Army and 
Marines, church groups and 
more – that have come out 
to help us, mostly from the 
goodness of their hearts.” He 
laughed, adding that he never 
imagined he’d be waiting in line 
all day for the Red Cross to give 
him a meal. “It gives you a real 
sense of what’s important.” 

 He adds, too, that once the 
power came back on and he 
was able to check his email, 
he saw that several industry 
members had sent him notes 
to let him know they were 
thinking about him. “That 
made me feel good,” he adds.

All those involved with the 
cleanup agreed that the work 
was not about the money as 
much as it was helping others. 
“Some people can pay and 
wait for insurance checks. 
Some can’t pay so you wait for 
insurance. The money is ok, 
but not like residential power 
washing wages,” said Pontillo. 
“I	find	it	very	rewarding	to	
know that we helped someone 
take a big step at getting 
back on their feet and helping 
them move on in the healing 
process.”

  New York City: In the aftermath 
of Hurricane Sandy a utility 
company work crew and truck 
seen in a water extracting 
operation from underground 
flooded electrical and 
communication spaces in the 
Lower Manhattan Financial 
District.


