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Northport’s
Lanci turns
tragedy to
triumph, p. 2 -see story, page 34

‘Tis the season

The holiday season in Northport Village was kicked off Friday, November 27 with the annual Christmas tree lighting cer-
emony in Northport Village Park and Saturday, November 28 with the annual Leg Lamp lighting ceremony at Northport 
Hardware on Main Street. Flipping the switch on the tree with Northport Mayor George Doll (left) are (from left) Sutton, 
mom Bethany, Greta and Justin Bergoff. See lamp lighting story, page  8; see tree lighting photo story, page 24.

-Jennifer Eyring photo

Legion Pearl Harbor observance Sunday
The Northport American Legion will hold its annual 

Pearl Harbor Day Observance Sunday, December 6 
in Northport Village.

The observance will begin at 1 p.m. with an 
interfaith prayer  service at St. Philip Neri Roman 
Catholic Church on Main Street. The service will 
feature the renowned Northport High School Tour 
Choir and the Northport Pipe and Drum Band. 
American Legion Commander John Cooney will offer 
opening remarks and there will be remembrances by 
the local clergy.

After the church service, there will be a processional 
from St. Philips down to the World War II Monument 
at the foot of Main Street. During the service there 

will be a remembrance of John Little, a United States 
Navy officer from Northport who was killed at Pearl 
Harbor December 7, 1941, and Frank Minnock, 
of Northport, a Marine who survived the Japanese 
bombing of Pearl Harbor.

Mort Roberts, a World War II Navy veteran and 
past commander of the Northport American Legion, 
will offer the keynote address. Mr. Roberts and 
Mr. Cooney will place a wreath at the base of the 
monument and there will be performances by the 
tour choir and the pipe and drum band.

After the ceremony the public is invited back to 
the American Legion Post on Woodside Avenue, 
Northport for a reception.

Press is on
for athletic
facility fix
Committee whittles down jobs
to $16.1 million; set to present
at December 10 board meeting

By DAVID AMBro

The 23-member Northport-East Northport 
School District Athletic Facilities Citizens Advisory 
Committee will present its findings—a $16.1 
million five-year facilities improvement plan—at the 
Thursday, December 10 Northport-East Northport 
School Board meeting.

The committee came up with the plan after an 
exhaustive six months of meetings, facility tours, 
briefings by experts and deliberations. The group 
held a final meeting prior to its presentation at 
the William Brosnan School on Laurel Avenue in 
Northport Village Tuesday, December 1 at which 
committee chairwoman Regina Pisacani, a member 
of the nine-member school board, conducted a review 
of the five-year proposal.

During her presentation Tuesday—one that will be 
done by committee member Christopher Robinson 
at the school board meeting next week—Trustee 
Pisacani outlined each of the projects listed by 
year, then went through each one individually with 
commentary and photographs. As she went through 
the list Trustee Pisacani highlighted some things 
that have been done already, some items that are 
proposed for inclusion in next year’s budget, and 
an evaluation of some of the facility conditions that 
highlight a need  for the project.

In many cases, the photographs speak for 
themselves. In other instances, Ms. Pisacani said the 
photos sell short how poor the condition really is. At 
one point in the presentation committee member Michael 

(Continued on page 30)

PUSH BACK: Northport-
East Northport School Board 
attorney Carrie-Anne Tondo 
speaks at the December 2 
Huntington Planning Board 
public hearing in opposition 
to plans to build the Del Vino 
Vineyard adjacent to Nor-
wood Avenue Elementary 
School. See story, page 3.

Tiger alum
leads team
to college
semifinals
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“When they asked me what school I 
went to I said Pulaski Road Elementary 
School. I just didn’t know. That’s how 
severe brain injury is. I was in college but I 
still thought I was in elementary school.”

-Vincent Lanci, of East Northport
about the aftermath of being hit by a car and almost killed

Back from the dead to inspire others
2009 graduate almost killed by drunk driver, shares story with Northport students

By DAVID AMBro

J
ust days before he was about to start his final 
undergraduate semester at the University 
of Tampa in Florida, Vincent Lanci, a 2009 
Northport High school graduate, went out 
Saturday, January 19, 2013 to celebrate the 
birthday of a friend.

The party went late into the night and when it was 
over, Mr. Lanci, taught never to drive drunk, walked 
home. When he arrived at his apartment he realized 
that he had forgotten his key, so he went back out, 
got a spare key and started walking home again, but 
this time he never made it.

At 3:12 a.m. Sunday, January 20, 
2013 as he passed a drunk-driving 
checkpoint set up by the Tampa Bay 
Police Department, the driver of a 2007 
Acura sedan jumped the curb to avoid 
police and slammed into Mr. Lanci, 
who was knocked 11 feet into the air 
and landed on the concrete sidewalk 
face first.

As police rushed to Mr. Lanci’s aide, 
the driver of  the car sped off and 
disappeared  into the night. Mr. Lanci 
was rushed to the hospital in a coma 
and near death. Police called his mother 
at the East Northport home where Mr. 
Lanci grew up and urged her to get to 
Tampa Bay immediately. Her son might 
not last through the night, they told her.

This however, is not a story about 
tragedy. It’s a story about triumph.

Mr. Lanci survived the crash and after 
a week in a coma he began the long 
road to recovery. It started with baby 
steps, having to learn to walk again and 
talk again and learn almost everything 
again. Then, after some soul searching, 
Mr. Lanci began to run down that road 
to recovery.

He shrugged o f f  a  doctor ’s 
recommendation to take a year off 
from school, and got back to work. He 
earned a Bachelor of Finance degree 
in 2013 and then enrolled in post 
graduate school. He overcame brain 
trauma and the lingering effects on 
his memory, doubled up his course 
load and in May earned a master of 
business administration (MBA) from 
the prestigious University of Tampa 
John H. Sykes College of Business.

So inspiring is his story that Mr. Lanci 
was the only non-valedictorian ever 
selected to deliver the commencement 
address at the Sykes College graduation 
ceremony May 7.

Standing on the stage in the Little Theater at 
Northport High School during seventh, eighth and 
ninth periods Wednesday, November 23, Mr. Lanci 
shared his story with groups of local students. With 
gripping photographs of his beaten body in the 
aftermath of the crash, and with a brutally honest 
account of the impact the accident has had on his life 
and that of his family, he delivered many messages: 
don’t drink and drive, never quit, love your family, 
and, on the eve of Thanksgiving, be thankful for what 
you have.

“Most of you have never met me but if you can just 
think about my story heading into Thanksgiving, 
how important it would be to tell your parents that 
you love them. When was the last time you guys did 
that?,” he asked. “Get your brother or sister deli when 
you’re at the deli. When was the last time you did a 
little gesture like that?”

“Thanksgiving is not about being selfish. It’s about 
letting the people around you know that they are your 
friends, ‘thank you for being a friend, thank you for 
being a good mother.’ It’s a great way to make up for 

lost time,” he said.
During the question and answer period that 

followed his presentation, a student asked Mr. Lanci if 
he has ever met the man who hit him. Seven months 
after the incident, in August 2013, Kevin Hutchinson 
was arrested by Tampa police for the hit-and-run 
accident. Mr. Lanci’s blood was found on his vehicle.

Mr. Lanci said he encountered Mr. Hutchinson 
once, in court, where there was eye contact but they 
never met. He said Mr. Hutchinson never expressed 
remorse, never apologized, never said he was sorry, 
never expressed any sympathy. “I do believe in second 
chances, but a person like that doesn’t deserve a 

second chance,” Mr. Lanci said.
He said the man left him with hundreds of 

thousands of dollars in health care debt. He said four 
years of college and the cost of his master’s are not 
a quarter of the amount of his hospital bills, which 
are between $400,000 and $500,000, a burden on 
his entire family.

“It’s a crazy amount of money to live in the 
hospital for a month and go through surgeries and 
medications and therapy appointments. It’s a lot, but 
it will all work out,” he said.

A fund has been established to help defray Mr. 
Lanci’s medical expenses at  https://www.gofundme.
com/mf9m5e6c.

At Northport High School Mr. Lanci was a year-
round student athlete, cross county, wrestling and 
baseball. He said going to college was a wonderful 
experience, he has fallen in love with Florida—
paradise he calls it—and he has made friends for a 
lifetime there.

“Things happen in life that you don’t anticipate, to 
say the least. I have a story that I am going to share 
that hopefully opens your eyes to things,” he said in 

the Little Theater last week.
Mr. Lanci shared details of events leading up to and 

including the accident.
“This gentleman was going a little over 40 miles per 

hour and ran up on the side of the road and hit me 
from behind. I went as high as a basketball hoop and 
fell on my face. I still have cement marks stuck in my 
face. I suffered a broken tib and fib, I have a metal 
titanium rod going from my knee down to my foot, I 
have two screws in my ankle and two in my knee,” 
he said. “Remember this is all because of someone I 
have never met. He made a poor decision. He knows 
drinking and driving is illegal but continued to do it 

anyway.”
“I had significant brain injuries,” Mr. 

Lanci continued. “You’re supposed to 
die you’re not supposed to live. That 
is supposed to be the end of it. You do 
not have a second chance usually with 
a brain injury.”

“I was very fortunate. It’s pretty much 
a miracle that I am here,” Mr. Lanci said.

He then held up a remote, clicked and 
displayed on the screen the gruesome 
image of himself comatose in the 
hospital, his face still bloody, cut open 
and covered in a web of life support 
tubes connected to a respirator.

“This is all unedited stuff people,” he 
said. “It’s not about what happens to 
you when you get a DUI and go to jail. 
It’s about what can happen to somebody 
else. I never met this guy who hit me, 
but he drove drunk, decided to toss a 
few too many back and this is where 
he left me.”

Mr. Lanci then displayed an image of 
himself when he got off life support, still 
cut up and bedridden. He played a video 
of himself with a physical therapist 
relearning to walk with a walker in a 
hospital hallway.

“I had to learn how to walk, talk, spell, 
shave, go to the bathroom. You lose it 
all because I got hit by a drunk driver. 
I literally didn’t know my name. When 
they asked me what school I went to I 
said Pulaski Road Elementary School. 
I just didn’t know. That’s how severe 
brain injury is. I was in college but I still 
thought I was in elementary school,” Mr. 
Lanci said.

“Nobody should have to deal with 
adversity to this extent,” he said. “I 
really don’t wish this upon my worst 
enemy but the easy thing to do here is 
to not finish my academics and curl over 
into a ball and say, ‘That’s it. Why me? 

Why did this happen to me?’ Or you can find the light 
at the end of the tunnel.”

“My situation was: senior year, 21 years old, ‘what 
do I do?’ I decided to take the situation by the throat 
and say ‘I’m going to beat this,’” Mr. Lanci said.

But making the comeback wasn’t easy.
“I went from a student who could read over a few 

things before an exam and do alright, to a student 
who had to read things six hours a day in the library 
at a minimum, six days a week, non-stop because my 
short term memory is impacted forever. My cognitive 
abilities, which is pretty much everything academic, 
my coping mechanism, stress, everything has changed 
because of what this man did to me,” he said.

“But you have to work with your injuries, or you let 
the situation win and that was not an option for me. I 
was in the library six days a week, literally breakfast, 
lunch and dinner, overcoming this injury, and I later 
went back and got my master’s. I just finished my 
master’s and went back and spoke at the graduation,” 
Mr. Lanci said. “They told me I had to take a year off 
of academics but I went back in three months because 

(Continued on page 23)
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Comeback Kid Vinny Lanci shares story with students
(Continued from page 2)

I wasn’t letting the situation beat me.”
“I talk about motivating factors. My 

mother got a call at four in the morning 
saying her son may not make it,” Mr. 
Lanci said. “She was in New York and I 
was in Florida, so the fact that she had 
to deal with that phone call—parents 
are not supposed to see their child in 
that situation—that is what keeps me 
going.”

Asked about delivering the college 
commencement address, Mr. Lanci 
said, “It was a very humbling honor 
but it was nothing short of hard work, 
and you have to dedicate yourself to 
something you want.”

“It humbles you because it would 
have been very easy just to not do what I 
did. It would have been very easy to just 
hang out by the pool and not get that 
extra degree and not do something, 
but I wanted more. I didn’t want this 
injury to ruin me or define me,” Mr. 
Lanci said. “People go from homeless 
to being able to live in a house. How 
do they do that? Hard work. They find 
the light at the end of the tunnel. It is a 
different scenario, but it is dark. These 

days are not easy.”
“Imagine living in a hospital for a 

complete month and you have two 
choices, let it define you or you define 
it. I got out of the hospital angry. Put 
yourself in those shoes. You get out of 
the hospital for reasons you did not 
inflict on yourself. It wasn’t a fight. It 
had nothing to do with me. I walked 
home on the side of the road and bad 
luck won. I got hit by a drunk driver 
and left with this situation.”

Another student asked Mr. Lanci 
if he remembers the moment when 
he decided to turn his situation from 
tragedy to triumph.

“Yeah. I got hit in January 2013 and I 
was back in my house in East Northport 
in February or March and I looked out 
my back door and there was snow all 
the way up the glass door. I had been 
living in Florida for the last four years, 
and I looked at that and said, ‘I have to 
turn it back on. I have to turn the switch 
back on and get back to doing what’s 
me.’ Florida is my groove and my norm 
and I love it down there.”

“Someone did this to me and they 
left me sitting in my bed and suffering. 

I just said, ‘what do I do to get back at 
this guy,’ and the answer was to thrive 
on it. Thrive on this mishap and make 
the most of it.”

After receiving his MBA, Mr. Lanci 
said he received several lucrative job 
offers, but instead he decided to form his 
own not-for-profit company that seeks 
to motivate people in dire situations. 
The company, Strive to Lead, is fledgling 
but he recently held a very successful 
fundraiser for the hospital where he 
underwent rehabilitation therapy.

When he introduced Mr. Lanci, 
Northport  High School  social 
studies teacher David Scott said the 
Thanksgiving week is a very special 
time at the school because former 
students are back in town and many 
of them return to the high school and 
share with their teachers what they 
have been doing. He said Mr. Lanci is 
one such alum who he was close to 
when he was a Northport High School 
student and he called him and said he 
was coming to New York for the holiday 
and wanted to come by and say hello.

“I knew that Vinny really had some 
very significant challenges in the last 

few years that he has overcome and 
that he has a really inspirational story. 
Vinny and I were talking and the idea 
came up that he come and talk to some 
of our students,” Mr. Scott said. “Vinny 
has a great story that he is going to 
share with you.”

“I hope  that when you listen to 
him that it is going to give you an 
opportunity to really think about the 
things in your life that you are thankful 
for, the people in your life that you are 
thankful for. I know in my life that I have 
had to overcome challenges. I would 
imagine that for all of you here that 
you have had challenges that you have 
had to overcome. If you haven’t had any 
you should consider yourself to be very 
fortunate. I will promise you they will 
come but it is how we address those 
challenges that we face in our lives that 
really define who we are.”

“The gentleman that we are going to 
have speak to you now, I just think is a 
real example of Northport High School’s 
very best. Somebody who has taken a 
challenge and overcome it in wonderful 
ways,” Mr. Scott said, and with that 
welcomed Mr. Lanci to the stage.

School District opposed to Norwood vineyard plan
(Continued from page 3)

on the Del Vino site is a catering 
hall. Ms. Tondo also said that there 
is no intention to fear monger and 
that none of the district concerns are 
red herrings. She repeated that the 
intention of the school board is to 
protect the 365 children and the staff 
who attend the school.

“No one is trying to scare anyone. 
The school district is scared and not 
to address these concerns would be 
deplorable,” Ms. Tondo said. 

At the core of her comments is 
the contention that the application 
is subject to compliance with the 
State Environmental Quality Review 
Act (SEQRA). During the Del Vino 
presentation Mr. Guardino said because 
the site has farmland designation 
from Suffolk County, which has been 
certified by the state, that the vineyard 
is not required to comply with SEQRA. 
Ms. Tondo disagreed.

Huntington Planning Department 
Director Anthony Aloisio said at the 
onset of the hearing that the application 
is subject to SEQRA. After the hearing 
he cited case law in litigation involving 
the Town of Jerusaleum which he 
claims establishes that SEQRA is 
required.

Ms. Tondo said at best the SEQRA 
review has been incomplete because it 
is based on two conflicting documents, 
a site plan submitted in June and an 
entirely different site plan submitted 
in October. 

Ms. Tondo also told the planning 
board that statements made by Mr. 
Guardino about meetings he had 
with school officials were not entirely 
accurate. She pointed out that the site 
plan provided to school officials two 
weeks ago is substantially larger and 
different from the plan discussed over 
the summer.

She said school district officials 
met August 30 with the applicant and 
his attorney and again a few weeks 
later and that at those meetings Mr. 
Giachetti admitted that he intended 

to hold bridal showers and wedding 
showers and events on the property.

Although she urged the planning 
board to reject the application, Ms. 
Tondo said if it does approve the plan, 
there should be a traffic study, SEQRA 
compliance, some kind of protective 
screening between the schoolyard and 
the winery, and other considerations 
made to the school.

She said that at the meetings with 
school officials, Mr. Giachetti said that 
he wants to be a good neighbor. “Asking 
for full disclosure and transparency 
should not be so difficult if you want to 
be a good neighbor,” she said.

At one of their meetings, Ms. Tondo 
said that in the spirit of being a good 
neighbor she asked Mr. Giachetti if 
he would provide ample notice to the 
school when pesticides were going to 
be sprayed in the event school officials 
wanted to keep the children in for 
recess or find something else for them 
to do. “He said no,” she said.

She also noted that Mr. Giachetti 
cleared all the trees from the property 
without the required permits. The 
Town of Huntington presently is 
prosecuting those violations in Third 
District Court in Huntington. She said 
the district was never informed of that 
work so that it could have protected 
the children from environmental 
impacts.

“The  d i s t r i c t  i s  no t  be ing 
unreasonable,” Ms. Tondo told the 
school board. “We want to make 
informed decisions and to keep the 
children out of harm’s way.”

After the two attorneys spoke, 
residents of the community were 
invited up to speak. A few, including 
Suffolk County Legislator Robert 
Trotta (R-Kings Park) spoke in favor 
of the application, but most of the 
testimony was in opposition.

First to speak, and they went to the 
podium together, were Alica Abbate, 
who lives on Norwood Road and Todd 
Gardella who lives down the block 
on Russell Court on the corner of 

Norwood Road.
“As a resident, I don’t understand 

all of the legalese but what I did hear 
is that there is no obligation to be a 
good neighbor,” Ms. Abbate said. She 
told the planning board that more than 
350 people have signed the petition 
opposed to the winery. She read it 
aloud.

She also said that the residents are 
not trying to use scare tactics, but that 
this is a catering hall, not the small 
quaint pumpkin farm it once was. She 
said  people are going to be drinking 
alcohol in close proximity to school-
children and that there are many 
children who walk to and from school 
past the vineyard property.

She also told the board that traffic is 
already a problem in the neighborhood 
and that this will make it worse. She 
said the people there bought their 
homes to live in a quiet residential 
community and that this plan will take 
that away from them.

“Maybe a winery is a good idea 
someplace else,” Ms. Abbate said. She 
called the proposal mind boggling and 
said it should be proposed somewhere 
else. “Never in a million years did I 
think I would have to come here to 
defend my property,” she said.

Nichole Mullholland, of Waterside 
Road, who has two children attending 
Norwood Avenue School told the 
board, “I am concerned. I am gravely 
concerned about their safety and 
about their health.”

She said that to know alcohol is being 
consumed right next to where she is 
sending her children is disconcerting. 
“The peace of mind that I will no longer 
have is upsetting to me,” she said.

Ms. Mullholland said too that the 
amount of money that the government 
and the community has spent to 
combat drug and alcohol abuse in 
the community has been enormous. 
“So when I hear people say that this 
establishment could be used for field 
trips is mind boggling to me,” she said 
to applause. “Our children have a 

right to be safe and you cannot ignore 
this. If you do ignore this, as your 
constituent, I don’t even know how I 
could reside under your jurisdiction 
any longer. It is so remiss.”

“I loved the idea initially of a farm, 
and I thought maybe we could go 
picking vegetables with our children 
and find some pumpkins in October. 
That’s what I though. Thank God the 
school board presented these plans 
a week ago,” she said. It gave her the 
opportunity to speak up against this, 
she said.

Another speaker, Warwick Green, 
lives on Sound Court adjacent to 
the site. He told  the board that in 
the beginning he was a supporter of 
the vineyard but that he has since 
grown concerned on several counts. 
He said his main concern is a lack of 
transparency and said there has been 
evidence of it through the course of the 
hearing. He said Del Vino Vineyards 
has not disclosed exactly what will go 
on at the site.

“Oh yes, I was aware that the house 
on the property was going to be turned 
into a tasting room. I was assured that 
there would be a 25 foot buffer of trees 
and vegetation between the property 
line and the beginning of the vineyard. 
Suffice it to say that there are virtually 
no trees and I have a very nice view of 
the stacks at this point, which I don’t 
appreciate,” Mr. Green said.

His other concern is the application 
of pesticides. He said that the board 
should find out which pesticides 
are going to be used and what their 
side effects are. “I think that is an 
important issue for us and for the 
children,” he said.

Planning Board Chairman Paul 
Mandelik disclosed that the public 
record will remain open and anyone 
interested in submitting additional 
comments about the vineyard proposal 
will have two weeks to do so. He 
said the board will then act on the 
application within 45 days of the close 
of the public comment period.


