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BY MARY DIDUCH
STAFF WRITER | THE RECORD

CRESSKILL — Youngrok Lee’s room is like those of many young teenage boys, with a bookshelf lined with animated books, a Washington
Redskins cap hanging from a shelf and photos of him as a child.

But now the bright, pale blue room has several new, unsettling additions, such as a cardboard box filled with memorial posters and letters
to Youngrok, and a plastic bag filled with the items he last wore, including his favorite black Casio G-Shock watch.

Youngrok, also known as Ricky, was killed early Wednesday morning when he was struck by
a tractor-trailer at the intersection of Grant and Jefferson avenues as he was biking to
Cresskill Middle School. He was wearing a helmet but suffered serious head injuries and died
at the scene, police said.

Related:  Cresskill boy, 13, killed after bike is struck by tractor-trailer; school community
stunned

Youngrok’s mother, Jina Yang, on Friday put her hands over a long white banner hanging
over her son’s door. In bold, black letters, it says, “Look forward and go higher.” Youngrok’s
father, who lives in South Korea but came to New Jersey on Thursday when he learned of his
son’s death, painted it for him.

David Yoon, a family friend who translated for the parents, said it is wrenching for them to be in Youngrok’s room, but being there also
allows them to reflect on their son’s life.

“They’re sad, at the same time, they’re really happy to be here because they keep thinking of Ricky,” Yoon said.
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Jina Yang in her son’s bedroom. Youngrok Lee, 13, was riding his bicycle to school on Wednesday when he hit a truck. He
was wearing a helmet but was injured fatally.

Jina Yang, mother of Young Rok Lee, looks at cards left
at a makeshift memorial at the spot he died.
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Related:  Cresskill students pay tribute to classmate killed by tractor-trailer

Yang and Youngrok moved to Closter from Seoul in August 2013 so Youngrok could attend
school in the United States and learn English. He and his mother moved to Cresskill several
months later. Youngrok wanted to be a scientist and invent things. He frequently helped his
mother whenever a computer or some other electronic device wasn’t working. His family and
friends described him as a bright, talkative and happy boy who liked to play drums and
practice Taekwondo. His mother could never stay mad at him for very long, Yoon said.

Now that her boy is gone, Yang will return to Korea with her husband, who works in real
estate. The couple also have a 23-year-old son, a college student in China who Yoon said was
very close to Youngrok, despite the age difference.

The couple at first thought of selling the Cresskill home. But after the community made a large makeshift memorial for their son — rows
of candles, cards, stuffed animals and his favorite snacks line the curb where he died — Yang was moved and gracious. Yang said through
a translator — Edward Kim, who tutored Youngrok in math — that she wants to rent out the house and donate the income to her son’s
middle school in his name.

“She was so happy and thankful to her son, Ricky, for being her son,” Kim said.

The family and community are still in shock and devastated by what happened Wednesday, as they wait for more information about the
incident to trickle in, Kim said.

Youngrok began biking to school only a few weeks ago, said Yoon, translating for Yang. He was about to leave next week to spend the
summer in South Korea with his father, and he wanted to get back in shape. Before that, Yang drove him every day. But even when he
biked, he was never late for school, Kim said.

Through Kim, Yang said her son wore his helmet and the bike was safe. He said she was struggling to understand what could have
happened.

“She wanted to die with him,” Kim said, translating for Yang.

The family also does not understand why a large tractor-trailer was at that intersection, which is in a residential area near a school zone.

Youngrok “didn’t expect that kind of huge truck to be there at that time,” Kim said, translating for Yang.

Neither Grant Avenue nor Jefferson Avenue is a truck route, said Detective Jason Lanzilotti of the Cresskill police. The driver was re-
routed that way by his GPS, Lanzilotti said.

Police were still investigating whether there is a weight limit on those streets, he said.

“Trucks usually don’t go there,” Lanzilotti said.

Noting that many children bike in the neighborhood, Youngrok’s family wants to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.

“We’ve got to do something to protect our kids,” Kim said.

Staff Writer Deena Yellin contributed to this article. Email: diduch@northjersey.com
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Jina Yang, mother of Young Rok Lee, in her son's
bedroom.
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