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More Praise for

THE ONLY PLANE IN THE SKY

“A riveting step-by-step account of the day . . . The technique of letting the witnesses tell the story does a remarkable job of bringing to life the horrific day in a way that a writer’s narrative would have a hard time matching. . . . A gripping read—and a reminder of the country at its best while under attack.”

—Will Lester, Associated Press

“A harrowing account of the September 11 attacks, told through the voices of many who were personally affected. Graff weaves together the stories of airline workers, first responders, generals at the Pentagon and more to contextualize and seek to further understand the trauma, humanity and history of 9/11.”

—Time (“The 42 Most Anticipated Books of Fall 2019”)

“Much has been written over the past 18 years about 9/11, but none have told the story of that day as powerfully and intimately . . . Sure to become an essential addition to the literature of 9/11, it is the only panoramic account of the day told by the people who experienced it. . . . Graff has created an enduring portrait of a day that changed the world forever, a day that the world will never forget.”

—Joel Meador, The Messenger

“Compelling . . . The voices in The Only Plane in the Sky are so vivid. . . . There are snippets in Graff’s oral history from those who perished—messages for loved ones left by office workers stranded on the upper floors of the towers; calls from flight attendants and passengers aboard United Flight 93 that were recorded or remembered. But most of the voices in the book belong to survivors. That may explain, at least in part, why The Only Plane in the Sky manages to feel hopeful. . . . Eventually, of course, all of us who remember 9/11 will be gone, and some of our stories will be forgotten. But, thanks to Graff’s fine work, many will endure.”

—Jay Carney, Air Mail

“This book is gripping, and it is a triumph of editing and curating. . . . I think historians will owe you a debt of gratitude for this book. This will, I think, impact generations in the way they study September 11th.”

—John Berman, CNN New Day

“For one of the best reads about what happened on 9/11, read journalist Garrett Graff’s book, The Only Plane in the Sky. It’s a superb retelling of what happened that day.”

—Ari Fleischer, former White House Press Secretary (via Twitter)

“The most vivid portrait of 9/11 I’ve ever read.”

—Mike Morell, former deputy director of the CIA and host of Intelligence Matters (via podcast)

“Simply an amazing read. Buy this book. Read this book. Keep this book.”

—Joe Walsh (via Twitter)

“I started reading [Garrett Graff]’s The Only Plane in the Sky: An Oral History of 9/11 yesterday, and haven’t been able to put it down. Great journalism helps us remember.”

—Brian Stelter (via Twitter)

“Astonishing book about an astonishing, terrifying atrocity, relived in real time by those who were there. I read it in one sitting & was utterly gripped from start to finish.”

—Piers Morgan (via Twitter)

“Harrowing and powerful . . . This vivid, moving work is painful to read but honors both those who died and those who survived that awful day.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“This is history at its most immediate and moving. In The Only Plane in the Sky, Garrett Graff has crafted an enduring portrait of a deadly and consequential day, a day that has shaped all other subsequent days in America for nearly two decades. A marvelous and memorable book.”

—Jon Meacham, author of The Soul of America

“Although many years have passed since 9/11, this book, told with such immediacy, brings so vividly back to mind the shock of that day, and why it continues to shape the tragic history that has followed.”

—Lawrence Wright, author of The Looming Tower

“Raw, emotional, and intense, this jaw-dropping narrative, composed entirely of firsthand accounts, strips away the politics that have grown up around 9/11 and have clouded its brutal impact on the American psyche. Rarely is history delivered with such vivid sensory detail. Garrett Graff’s meticulous reporting transported us, with visceral clarity, back to those horrifying hours that changed us all forever.”

—Lynn Vincent and Sara Vladic, authors of Indianapolis

“Garrett Graff has deftly used oral history to take us into the one of the most horrific and consequential moments in American history, in a book that will be particularly important for those readers too young to remember September 11, 2001.”

—Michael Beschloss, author of Presidents of War

“A powerful, vivid and emotional recounting of 9/11. [Graff] seamlessly weaves together a range of voices, ensuring the history of one of America’s most powerful days is heard from all perspective. The book is a must read to capture not only the history of the day but to be reminded (or learn, for younger generations) of the emotions woven into these historic and tragic events.”

—Annie Jacobsen, New York Times bestselling author of Operation Paperclip and The Pentagon’s Brain (via Amazon review)

“9/11 is one of the hinge events of American history, and Garrett Graff adds considerably to our knowledge of the horrors and the heroism that characterized that terrible day. The Only Plane in the Sky is a deeply researched and authoritative account.”

—Peter Bergen, author of Manhunt

“A truly riveting book, at once tragic and thrilling, and a testament to the power of memory.”

—Tim Weiner, author of Legacy of Ashes
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To my daughter, Eliza,
and to all the children affected by 9/11.
I hope this book helps you understand
the world in which you live.
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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



Key Moments
(all times U.S. Eastern Time)

7:59 a.m.—American Airlines Flight 11 departs from Logan International Airport in Boston, bound for Los Angeles International Airport.

8:14 a.m.—United Airlines Flight 175 departs from Logan International Airport in Boston, bound for Los Angeles International Airport.

8:14 a.m.—Flight 11 is hijacked.

8:20 a.m.—American Airlines Flight 77 departs from Washington Dulles International Airport, for Los Angeles International Airport.

8:42 a.m.—United Airlines Flight 93 departs from Newark International Airport, bound for San Francisco International Airport.

8:42–8:46 a.m. (approx.)—Flight 175 is hijacked above northwest New Jersey.

8:46 a.m.—Flight 11 crashes into the north face of the North Tower (1 WTC) of the World Trade Center.

8:50–8:54 a.m. (approx.)—Flight 77 is hijacked above southern Ohio.

9:03 a.m.—Flight 175 crashes into the south face of the South Tower (2 WTC) of the World Trade Center.

9:08 a.m.—White House Chief of Staff Andy Card interrupts President Bush’s event at Emma Booker Elementary School in Sarasota, Florida.

9:25 a.m.—FAA orders nationwide ground stop, grounding all flights from taking off.

9:28 a.m.—Flight 93 is hijacked above northern Ohio.

9:37 a.m.—Flight 77 crashes into the Pentagon.

9:42 a.m.—The FAA issues order grounding all flights already in the air.

9:55 a.m.—Air Force One takes off from Sarasota, Florida.

9:59 a.m.—The South Tower collapses.

10:03 a.m.—Flight 93 crashes outside Shanksville, Pennsylvania.

10:29 a.m.—The North Tower collapses.

11:45 a.m. (approx.)—Air Force One lands at Barksdale Air Force Base, Shreveport, Louisiana.

12:16 p.m.—Final airliner over the continental United States lands.

1:37 p.m. (approx.)—Air Force One takes off from Barksdale Air Force Base.

2:50 p.m.—Air Force One lands at Offutt Air Force Base, outside Omaha, Nebraska.

4:33 p.m. (approx.)—Air Force One takes off for Washington, D.C.

5:20 p.m.— The 47-floor Seven World Trade Center collapses.

6:42 p.m.—President Bush deplanes from Air Force One at Andrews Air Force Base, outside Washington, D.C.

6:54 p.m.—President Bush arrives back at the White House.

7:30 p.m. (approx.)—Members of the House and Senate gather at the Capitol, sing “God Bless America.”

8:30 p.m.—President Bush addresses the nation from the Oval Office.
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Author’s Note

Nearly every American above a certain age remembers precisely where they were on September 11, 2001. What began as an ordinary day became the deadliest terrorist attack in world history and the deadliest attack on the United States since Pearl Harbor, shocking and terrifying the global community, exposing us to unimaginable tragedy and evil, while also reminding us of the strength, bravery, and power of the human spirit. Heroes quite literally emerged from the ashes, and the hours and decisions that followed defined not just a generation but our modern era.

All told, 2,606 people died at the World Trade Center in New York City and another 125 at the Pentagon; 206 people died when their planes— American Airlines Flight 77, United Airlines Flight 175, American Airlines Flight 11, flight numbers now permanently retired and part of history—were hijacked and crashed into the centers of America’s financial and military power; another 40 died in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, as brave passengers and crew wrestled control of United Flight 93 back from the hijackers. The 9/11 Memorial and Museum in New York City honors a precise tally of 2,983 casualties, including six killed in 1993, when the World Trade Center was attacked for the first time by the forerunners of the terror group that would ultimately bring these buildings down in just 102 minutes eight years later. The 9/11 victims represented not merely Americans but citizens of more than 90 nations.

The toll obviously stretched beyond the dead alone; more than 3,000 children lost a parent on 9/11, including some 100 children who were born in the subsequent months and would never meet their fathers. Upwards of 6,000 people were injured, and many more would face injuries—some physical, some psychological, some eventually fatal—stemming from the recovery work. Far beyond the official numbers, however, the attacks affected nearly every American alive that day—and hundreds of millions, if not billions, beyond our shores, as news of the attacks was broadcast the world over.

I’ve spent three years collecting the stories of those who lived through and experienced 9/11—where they were, what they remember, and how their lives changed. The book that follows is based on more than 500 oral histories, conducted by me as well as dozens of other historians and journalists over the last seventeen years. I’m deeply grateful for their work and their understanding that history would want—and need—these stories recorded.

Collectively, these narratives help make sense of a day that Americans, as a country and as a people, are still trying to process. In her oral history of the day, Eve Butler-Gee, who on 9/11 was a clerk in the U.S. House of Representatives, remarked on how fascinated Americans are by their own memories of that day: “I’ve noticed we don’t listen to each other’s stories. We need to tell our story. Someone will start saying, ‘Well, I was such-andsuch,’ and the other person will interrupt and talk over and say, ‘Well, I was so-and-so.’ The shock, in many ways, is still embedded in our memories that this thing happened on our shores, in the places where we felt the safest.” Her observation rang true to me throughout this project, as every mention of 9/11 to friends or acquaintances immediately prompted people to pour out their own stories, often with heart-wrenching intimacy. This book is an attempt to listen, to hear others’ stories, to know what it was like to experience the day firsthand, to wrestle with the confusion and the terror.

The Only Plane in the Sky is not meant to be a precise account of how and why September 11 occurred; groups like the 9/11 Commission devoted years of work and millions of dollars to provide those answers. Instead this book intends to capture how Americans lived that day, how the attacks in New York City, at the Pentagon, and in the skies over Somerset County, Pennsylvania, rippled across lives from coast to coast, from the Twin Towers to an elementary school in Sarasota, Florida, and how government and military officials on Capitol Hill, at the White House, in mountain bunkers, at air traffic control centers, and in the cockpit of fighter planes responded in an unprecedented moment to unimaginable horrors.

To construct this book, I worked for two years with Jenny Pachucki, an oral historian who has dedicated her career to stories of September 11 and who located for me about 5,000 relevant oral histories collected and archived around the country. We closely read or listened to about 2,000 of those stories to identify the voices and memories featured here. As part of that, I’ve drawn upon interviews and exhaustive work from the National September 11 Memorial & Museum and the 9/11 Tribute Museum (New York City), the Flight 93 National Memorial (near Shanksville, Pennsylvania), the September 11th Education Trust, the U.S. House of Representatives Historian’s Office, C-SPAN, the Arlington County (Virginia) Public Library, the Fire Department of the City of New York, the Historical Office of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the U.S. Air Force, the U.S. Coast Guard, the 9/11 Commission, the Museum of Chinese in America (New York City), Columbia University, Stony Brook University, and other repositories, as well as a host of snippets and transcripts culled from news articles, magazine profiles, pamphlets, videos, documentaries, collections ranging from the trial exhibits of 9/11 conspirator Zacarias Moussaoui to a compilation published by America Online of its users’ thoughts, posts, and memories of 9/11, and countless other books, including three that deserve specific mention for their usefulness: Mitchell Fink and Lois Mathias’s terrific 2002 collection of oral histories, Never Forget, as well as two works focused on the 9/11 New York maritime boatlift, Mike Magee’s All Available Boats and Jessica DuLong’s Dust to Deliverance. To supplement those existing archival primary sources, I’ve also collected several hundred interviews, personal reflections, and stories myself, about 75 of which are featured here. I’m grateful to all who shared their stories.

Among these hundreds of memories collected as early as September 2001 and as recently as the spring of 2019, the chronologies and stories don’t always line up neatly; perspectives differ, and images blur with time. Traumatic memories especially are fallible. I’ve done my best to line things up according to the facts and timelines available. All interviews have been condensed and edited for clarity. Throughout the book, all titles, occupations, locations, and ranks are accurate to that moment. Additionally, for ease of reading and historical accuracy, I’ve edited some quotations to make verb tenses consistent and made minor factual corrections—for instance, where a speaker misremembered a name or title, such as calling the speaker pro tem the “president pro tem,” or misstating what floor the sky lobbies in the Trade Center were on—and standardized some place names, code words, and other references that would otherwise be more confusing than illuminating.

While The Only Plane in the Sky is comprehensive, it is not complete. These stories capture only a single moment in time, and part of what makes 9/11 so poignant is learning how people fared in the days, weeks, months, and years thereafter. (Two key players on that day—Bernard Kerik, commissioner of the New York Police Department, and Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert—would both end up in prison, for instance.) As the nation united in solidarity after the attacks, it also descended into two wars that continue to this day and reshaped multiple corners of the world; thus 9/11 remains a daily presence in our national politics and our international geopolitics, and it fundamentally changed the way we live, travel, and interact with one another. As Rosemary Dillard, an American Airlines manager in D.C. whose husband, Eddie, was aboard one of the hijacked flights, said, “I still think that we all walk on eggshells. I don’t think that the young people who will be [reading] this will know the same freedom I knew growing up.”

Today, that new generation Dillard mentions barely remembers the day itself; 2018 marked the first year military recruits born after 9/11 were deployed to war zones in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the fall of 2019 will mark the entrance of the first college class born after the attacks. That passage of time makes remembering 9/11 all the more important. Indeed, to understand all that came after, we must first understand what it was like to live through the drama and tragedy that began under the crisp, clear blue skies of Tuesday, September 11, 2001.


Aboard the International Space Station

On August 12, 2001, NASA astronaut Frank Culbertson arrived at the International Space Station aboard the Space Shuttle Discovery. He would live and work aboard the Space Station for 125 days. On September 11, 2001, he was the only American off the planet.

Commander Frank Culbertson, astronaut, NASA: On September the 11th, 2001, I called the ground, and my flight surgeon Steve Hart came on. I said, “Hey Steve, how’s it going?” He said, “Well, Frank, we’re not having a very good day down here on Earth.” He began to describe to me what was happening in New York—the airplanes flown into the World Trade Center, another airplane flown into the Pentagon. He said, “We just lost another airplane somewhere in Pennsylvania. We don’t know where or what’s happening.”

I looked at the laptop that has our world map on it, and I saw that we were coming across southern Canada. In a minute we were going to be over New England. I raced around, found a video camera and a window facing in the right direction.

About 400 miles away from New York City, I could clearly see the city. It was a perfect weather day all over the United States, and the only activity I could see was this big black column of smoke coming out of New York City, out over Long Island, and over the Atlantic. As I zoomed in with a video camera, I saw this big gray blob basically enveloping the southern part of Manhattan. I was seeing the second tower come down. I assumed tens of thousands of people were being hurt or killed. It was horrible to see my country under attack.

We had 90 minutes to set up for the next pass across the United States. We set up every camera we could. I said, “Guys, we’re gonna take pictures of everything we can see as we come across the U.S.” An hour and a half later, we crossed Chicago. I was looking all around for any evidence of further attacks. I could see all the way to Houston. In a few minutes, we crossed Washington, D.C., directly over the Pentagon. I could look straight down and see the gash on the side of it. I could see the lights of the rescue vehicles, the smoke of the fires. Looking north, I could clearly see New York City and the column of smoke.

Every orbit, we kept trying to see more of what was happening. One of the most startling effects was that within about two orbits, all the contrails normally crisscrossing the United States had disappeared because they had grounded all the airplanes and there was nobody else flying in U.S. airspace except for one airplane that was leaving a contrail from the central U.S. toward Washington. That was Air Force One heading back to D.C. with President Bush.


“Good days and bad days”

_____

September 10th

Monday, September 10th, in New York City began with the rededication of a Bronx firehouse, home to Engine 73 and Ladder 42. Mayor Rudolph “Rudy” Giuliani, Fire Commissioner Thomas Von Essen, and Chief of Department Peter Ganci listened as Fire Department Chaplain Father Mychal Judge offered a homily for the renovated firehouse.

Father Mychal Judge, chaplain, FDNY: Good days. And bad days. Up days. Down days. Sad days. Happy days. But never a boring day on this job. You do what God has called you to do. You show up. You put one foot in front of another. You get on the rig and you go out and you do the job. Which is a mystery. And a surprise. You have no idea when you get on that rig. No matter how big the call. No matter how small. You have no idea what God is calling you to. But he needs you. He needs me. He needs all of us.

Across the country, Monday was a regular workday, the beginning of fall, the first full week after Labor Day, and for many communities the first day of school after the quiet summer doldrums of August. Reporters and news broadcasters filed back into their offices, as did government officials and business professionals, bringing cities back to life. Many anticipated a slow start to the season.

Tom Brokaw, anchor, NBC News: I’d been off most of the summer. A friend called up to ask how it was to be back. I said, “I’m doing fine, but there’s no news. It’s hard to get cranked back up.” It looked like it was not going to be a terribly stimulating autumn. Social Security reform was the hot topic. The economy was winding down.

Mary Matalin, aide to Vice President Dick Cheney: There was a sense of “Okay, now back to business.” We had economic issues at the time. We were on the front end of a recession.

Matthew Waxman, staff member, National Security Council, White House: This was an administration that was interested in Great Power politics. A great deal of effort was focused on U.S.-Russian arms control and the strategic relationship questions about how to manage a rising China. These were the central questions. Two possible regional crises that week we were worried about were Burundi and Macedonia.

Monica O’Leary, Cantor Fitzgerald, North Tower, 105th floor: On September 10th, in the afternoon—my guess is around two o’clock—I was laid off. I don’t know the exact time, but I know I thought to myself, Oh, I can be home in time for General Hospital. When I got laid off, I was on the 105th floor. I was upset. I was crying. Eventually, when I calmed down, the woman for HR gave me the choice: “Do you want to go back to the desk and get your stuff, or do you want to go home?” I said, “Oh, no, no, no. I want to go say good-bye to everybody.” I went around and started kissing everybody good-bye. They were all great. This guy, Joe Sacerdote, stood up in the back row, and he yelled, “It’s their loss, Monica!”

Lyzbeth Glick, wife of United Flight 93 passenger Jeremy Glick: I was on maternity leave from a teaching job at Berkley, a business college in New York. On that Monday morning, September 10, Jeremy helped me pack up the car—he was going to California on business and was booked on a flight that night. We live in Hewitt, New Jersey, and I was going up to my parents’ house in the Catskill Mountains while he was away. He packed me up, and then he headed down to Newark for a meeting. He called me at around five o’clock and said there had been a fire in Newark, and he didn’t feel like arriving in California at two in the morning. He decided to go home, get a good night’s sleep, and catch the first flight out Tuesday morning.

From May to October 2001, Vanessa Lawrence and Monika Bravo were supposed to be two of a total of fifteen artists in residence on the 91st and 92nd floors of the World Trade Center’s North Tower, as part of the Studio Scape program run by the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council. Both were inspired by the Towers and had begun to incorporate them into their art.

Vanessa Lawrence, artist, North Tower, 91st floor: Because I was living in a basement where I just saw people’s feet, I thought it would be amazing to paint from such a high view—seeing different weather patterns, changing skies, changing light.

Monika Bravo, artist, North Tower, 91st floor: The reason I applied was because I wanted to film. I had this image in my mind—the Twin Towers above and only clouds underneath. The thing I missed most from my native Colombia were the clouds and the mountains. We have a lot of clouds all the time, and for me, the cloud is like home.

Vanessa Lawrence: I loved that skyline. Every morning coming in, there was something special. Again at night, seeing them lit up, just the lights on them. It was a really special skyline.

Monika Bravo: I told everybody throughout the summer, “If you see something coming—a storm—let me know. I’m always going to have a camera ready.” The afternoon of September 10th, around 2:55 p.m., the storms happened.

Vanessa Lawrence: I grabbed my watercolors because I could see this storm coming. It was amazing watching it way out, looking out across Brooklyn and out on the horizon. I remember watching this dark cloud going down to the ground, and all the colors in it and everything. There’s one of my favorite paintings I did.

Monika Bravo: I started filming. The storm was coming from New Jersey south, through the Verrazzano Bridge and the Statue of Liberty. You see these clouds moving very fast—and there’s a moment that is really, really incredible in the film. You see one drop hitting the window, then in a second all these water drops hitting the window. The storm is there. It’s with you.

Vanessa Lawrence: Watching it coming, coming, coming, coming, and then—nothing. We were in this thick cloud and the rain.

Monika Bravo: The video is the witness of the last people standing, the last night before these towers cease to exist and everything and everybody that was inside. You see people in the South Tower coming in, working. You see people alive. You can see boats going. You see the city of Brooklyn lighting up. You see the movement of the bridges. It’s alive. You see the life of the city from the last night you could see it from that perspective.

I filmed for many hours, until 9:00 or 9:30 p.m. probably. The storm was very long, the whole afternoon. I filmed in different places, in time lapse, in slow motion. It was beautiful. Then, at one point, my cell phone rang. I was married then, and this person called me: “Are you going to come home?” I said, “Oh no, beautiful thunderstorm.” I said to him, “Why don’t you come over and bring me some cigarettes.” He said, “No, I’m not going to bring you anything. You come home.” So I said, “All right, all right.” I actually took the tape out of the camera. I left my computer because it was raining a lot. I was looking for a place to put it—I found an old file cabinet made out of wood. I remember thinking, Is this going to be safe? And then, This is the World Trade Center. Nothing can happen to this building.


“An easy day”

_____

Tuesday Begins

Around the world, September 11th began as any other weekday. Congress was reengaging after its summer recess. In Herndon, Virginia, at the Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) national command center, Ben Sliney prepared for his first day running the nation’s airspace. Nearby, in Langley, Virginia, Gina Haspel began her first day at the CIA’s counterterrorism center. In Washington, D.C., FBI Director Robert Mueller—who had started in his new post just one week earlier, on September 4—was scheduled to appear at 8:00 a.m. for his first briefing on the FBI’s unfolding investigation of a terror group known as al-Qaeda and its bombing of the USS Cole the previous fall. Far from America’s shores, the captain of the U.S. Navy’s aircraft carrier USS Enterprise was just finishing a long tour enforcing the no-fly zone over Iraq and looking forward to returning home.

In New York City it was primary day; New Yorkers would choose the candidates vying to replace the man who had run their city for eight years, Rudy Giuliani. Millions of residents, workers, schoolchildren, and commuters awoke and began preparing for the day, many boarding trains, ferries, subways, and buses to make their way into Lower Manhattan. The FDNY’s director of fire education safety was particularly excited that Tuesday: he was set to launch a new toy, modeled on a New York firefighter, and had chosen the day carefully. The date, after all, seemed perfect for firefighters: 9-1-1.

Lt. Joseph Torrillo, director of Fire Education Safety, FDNY: Fisher-Price had a line of children’s toys called “Rescue Heroes” that kids loved. They had a police officer called Jake Justice, a lifeguard called Wendy Waters, an ambulance attendant called Perry Medic. They wanted a New York City firefighter—they were going to call him Billy Blazes. They would give me one dollar for every Billy Blazes sold around the world, money I would use in my public education program. They wanted to do a big press conference and introduce this new Rescue Hero to the world. I was scratching my head with the executives, and I said, “9-1-1 is the emergency phone number in New York City. Why don’t we have a 9-1-1 Day in New York?” So on 9/11 at nine o’clock in the morning, every TV station in New York City was waiting for me at Rockefeller Center to introduce this new Rescue Hero.

Herb Ouida, World Trade Centers Association, North Tower, 77th floor, and father of Todd Ouida, Cantor Fitzgerald, North Tower, 105th floor: As we did every morning, my son Todd and I left our home together to travel to work, because Todd was working at the World Trade Center for Cantor Fitzgerald. When we got down to Hoboken, I said to Todd, “Why don’t you take the ferry with me, it’s a beautiful day?” He said, “No, Dad, it’s too cold.” I told him, “Have a great day, sweetheart.” Those were my last words to Todd.

Richard Eichen, consultant, Pass Consulting Group, North Tower, 90th floor: I used to take the train every day to the Trade Center. I was sitting next to a friend—we belonged to the same golf club—and we were talking about how bad the food was. That was my biggest care in the world that day.

Ted Olson, solicitor general, U.S. Department of Justice: My wife, Barbara, was supposed to travel Monday, and my birthday was Tuesday. She decided that she was not going to go Monday. She did not want to be gone on the morning of my birthday, she wanted to be there when I woke up. I left for work very early in the morning—before 6:00—and she left shortly after to go to the airport. I heard from her before she boarded. This plane was scheduled to leave at 8:10 in the morning. We always called one another a lot during the day, sometimes very briefly. She called me at 7:30 or 7:40, before she got on the plane.

Rosemary Dillard, base manager, American Airlines: My husband, Eddie, had just acquired a house in L.A. and was going out to work on the house to get it in order so he could rent or sell it. We were driving out to Dulles, because Flight 77 was nonstop to L.A., and we were laughing. I remember him getting out, and he reminded me, “Before you go to work, get gas.” He kissed me. My last words to him were, “Be home by Thursday.”

Laura Bush, first lady of the United States, White House: I’d spent most of the morning going over the briefing that I was supposed to give that day to the Senate Education Committee. I was giving a briefing on the results from a summit that I’d had earlier in the summer on early childhood education. It was about nine months into George being president, and I was really hitting my stride as first lady.

Ada Dolch, principal, High School for Leadership and Public Service (HSLPS), New York City: It was primary election day. Our school building was going to be used for the very first time as a voting site.

Fernando Ferrer, Bronx borough president and candidate for New York City mayor: Hard primary campaign. My wife and I went to vote. It was all very nice, and our tracking polls gave me reason to be in a very good mood that day.

Sunny Mindel, communications director for the mayor of the City of New York, Rudy Giuliani: On September 11th, I was facing what I thought would be an easy day.

William Jimeno, officer, Port Authority Police Department (PAPD): I remember waking up and making a decision. I’m a big bowhunter—I like to deer hunt—and the weather was going to be great. I was going to possibly take a “P-day,” which is a personal day at the Port Authority Police. I said, “No, I’m going to save it for a later time.”

The storm of September 10th that swept across the Northeast, marking the passage of a strong cold front, preceded a high-pressure system of dry Canadian air that gave rise to a unique—and memorable—meteorological phenomenon known as “severe clear,” cloudless skies that made an enduring impression on all who would witness what transpired in the hours ahead.

Ben Sliney, national operations manager, FAA Command Center, Herndon, Virginia: That was my first day on the job as national operations manager. When I got up that morning and looked at the Weather Channel and saw that the entire East Coast was going to be severe clear, I anticipated it would be a pretty good first day.

Melinda Murphy, traffic reporter, WPIX TV, New York City: We would fly for the morning show from 7:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m. I had 14 hits [TV appearances] a morning—people still remember me as the “Chopper Chick.” The sunrise that morning was incredible. We actually commented about how gorgeous the World Trade Center towers looked, reflecting this red sunrise—this crimson, gorgeous reflection like you’ve never seen ever.

Vanessa Lawrence, artist, North Tower, 91st floor: I was getting to the World Trade Center at six o’clock. The sun started coming up. I remember a beautiful sunrise. Walking in, you could see the red coming up through the windows.

Katie Couric, anchor, The Today Show: It was the perfect fall day, a little touch of autumn in the air. It was one of those back-to-school September days, full of possibilities, and, in its own way, a new beginning.

Bruno Dellinger, principal, Quint Amasis North America, North Tower, 47th floor: The sky was so pure. The air was so crisp. Everything was perfect.

Capt. Jay Jonas, Ladder 6, FDNY: It’s like the air was scrubbed clean.

Richard Paden, trooper, Aviation Unit, Pennsylvania State Police: A really nice morning, weather-wise. As pilots we say “Clear Blue and 22” when it’s blue skies and not a cloud in the sky.

Lt. Col. Tim Duffy, F-15 pilot, Otis Air Force Base, Cape Cod, Massachusetts: One of the prettiest days I’ve ever flown—literally there was not a cloud in the sky and visibility was probably better than a hundred miles. It was crystal clear.

Sen. Tom Daschle (D-South Dakota), Senate Majority Leader: One of the most beautiful days of the year.

Jeannine Ali, controller, Morgan Stanley, South Tower, 45th floor: There has never been as brilliant of a blue sky as there was that day.

Hillary Howard, weather anchor, WUSA-TV, Washington, D.C.: The sky was extraordinarily blue.

Lt. Jim Daly, Arlington County (Virginia) Police Department: A gorgeous blue.

Joyce Dunn, teacher, Shanksville-Stonycreek School District, Pennsylvania: So blue.

Brian Gunderson, chief of staff for House Majority Leader Richard Armey (R-Texas): Deep blue.

Michael Lomonaco, executive chef, Windows on the World, North Tower, 106th floor: Deep, deep blue.

Eve Butler-Gee, chief journal clerk, U.S. House of Representatives: Cobalt blue.

Katie Couric: Cerulean blue.

Mike Tuohey, ticket agent, Portland International Jetport, Maine: The bluest of blues.

Julia Rogers, page, U.S. House of Representatives: One of those days that you wish you could put in a bottle.

President George W. Bush began his morning in Sarasota, Florida, where he was set to read to elementary school students as part of his push for the No Child Left Behind legislation. His new administration was still finding its legs after a rocky transition period shortened by the bitter Bush v. Gore Florida recount and the controversial Supreme Court decision that declared him the winner of the 2000 election—a decision many still disputed in September 2001.

Gordon Johndroe, assistant press secretary, White House: The day started off very normally—the president went for a run, and I took the press pool out with the president. I remember I got stung by a bee, and I asked [White House physician] Dr. [Richard] Tubb if he had something he could give me for the swelling. He said, “Yeah, we’ll get you something when we get to the airplane.”

Sonya Ross, reporter, Associated Press: It was a garden-variety trip. It was low-ranking staff, and a lot of the top journalists didn’t come. It was a scrub trip.

Mike Morell, presidential briefer, Central Intelligence Agency: I walked into his suite for the president’s morning intelligence briefing; he was surrounded by breakfast foods and hadn’t touched any of it. The second intifada was well under way then, and the briefings at that time were very heavy on Israeli-Palestinian stuff. There was nothing in the briefing about terrorism. It was very routine.

Andy Card, White House chief of staff: The president was in a great mood. He had that George W. Bush strut that morning.

B. Alexander “Sandy” Kress, senior education adviser, White House: Those were probably the last carefree moments he had in his term.

Andy Card: I remember literally telling him, “It should be an easy day.” Those were the words. “It should be an easy day.”


“You’ll miss your plane”

_____

Checking In

As America’s day began, two men arrived for their early-morning connection to Boston at the Portland International Jetport in Portland, Maine. They checked in at 5:43 a.m. Over the course of the morning, seventeen men checked in to their flights at Boston’s Logan International, Washington’s Dulles International, and Newark International. While some were selected for extra screening or had their checked bags searched, no one gave the knives they carried onboard a second look—they were allowed under the security regulations at the time. The men made their way onto carefully selected cross-country flights, targeting four planes amid the nearly 40,000 domestic flights scheduled for that Tuesday.

Mike Tuohey, ticket agent, Portland International Jetport: Everybody was in a good mood, it was a gorgeous day, and things were going like clockwork.

Vaughn Allex, ticket agent, Washington Dulles International Airport, Virginia: These two guys came running in the front door looking around and didn’t know which way to go.

Mike Tuohey: I saw these two fellows standing there looking around. I looked at the tickets—I go, “Whoa, first-class tickets.” You don’t see $2,400 tickets anymore. There were less than 30 minutes prior to the flight [when they arrived]. The younger fellow was standing off to the right. I was asking the standard questions—has anybody given you anything to carry on board the plane, have your bags been out of your control since you packed them? He was shaking his head, smiling at me, so it’s OK.

Vaughn Allex: We just finished the morning check-in. The counter was clear. I said to the other agent, “Here are the passengers that are running late, but I think that we can get them on.”

Mike Tuohey: I said, “Mr. Atta, if you don’t go now, you will miss your plane.”


“A really happy feeling”

_____

8:00 a.m. in New York City

The World Trade Center had the two tallest buildings in New York City, iconic fixtures on the skyline for nearly 40 years. Reaching more than 1,300 feet into the sky, the 110-story twin buildings—the North Tower, known as One World Trade, and the South Tower, known as Two World Trade—anchored a 16-acre complex of seven buildings in the heart of Lower Manhattan’s financial sector. Nestled between them was Three World Trade, which held a 22-story Marriott Hotel. Four other buildings surrounded the site: Four World Trade, a nine-story building occupied primarily by Deutsche Bank; Five World Trade, also a nine-story office building; Six World Trade, an eight-story building occupied by the U.S. Customs House for New York and other government agencies; and Seven World Trade, a 47-story building that included New York’s Office of Emergency Management. Beneath the complex was a shopping mall that housed eateries and about 80 retail stores.

The World Trade Center site was owned by the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, a governmental agency created in 1921 that also oversees New York’s airports—LaGuardia, Kennedy, and Newark—the Port Authority Bus Terminal in New York City, the PATH commuter train system, as well as the tunnels and bridges between the two states. It has its own Port Authority Police Department (PAPD), which in 2001 consisted of 1,331 officers, all of whom were cross-trained in basic firefighting. In July 2001, real estate mogul Larry Silverstein purchased the lease for World Trade Center buildings One, Two, Four, and Five.

As Tuesday, September 11, 2001, began, the 50,000 people who worked across the World Trade Center complex began to arrive. Each floor of the North and South Towers represented a full acre of office space. On an average day, 70,000 visitors would pass through for meetings, shopping, a meal at the Windows on the World restaurant atop the North Tower, or to soak in views from the public observation deck atop the South Tower. For all of them, it was just another morning.

Dan Potter, firefighter, Ladder 10, FDNY: My wife worked at One World Trade Center, and she had a business engagement with other bosses on the 81st floor. I made her an asparagus omelet for breakfast. Then she went to walk to work.

Jean Potter, Bank of America, North Tower, 81st floor: I would leave the house every day and say to him the last line of this movie, The Story of Christ: “Just remember, Jesus said I am always with you.” That’s how I would leave him in the morning as I would go to work.

Dan Potter: Then I would begin my day. I was studying for the lieutenant promotion exam coming up in October. I walked across to the Trade Center—I had a pickup parked at the bottom of Two World Trade Center. We had spaces down there, provided for the firefighters assigned to Ten House [the station near the Towers that housed Ladder 10 and Engine 10].

Jared Kotz, Risk Waters Group, New York City: I was an employee of Risk Waters Group, which was holding the technology conference at Windows on the World on September 11th. My job that morning was to make sure all of our publications were unloaded and put on display racks.

William Jimeno, officer, PAPD: It was a normal routine day. We got a little coffee, went out on post, and I remember standing, looking at the entrance of the bus terminal at 42nd and Eighth Avenue—what we call “the rush.” The rush is where everybody from New Jersey, Connecticut, other parts of New York take buses into the terminal. It’s a steady flow of thousands of people coming into Midtown Manhattan.

Michael Lomonaco, executive chef, Windows on the World, North Tower, 106th floor: My usual hours were from 8:30 in the morning until 10:00, 10:30 at night. That morning my wife and I got up a little bit early because we were voting in the primaries. There was no one at the polls. It wasn’t that busy.

My reading glasses were in need of repair. When I hit the street in front of Tower Two, I thought, Wow, it’s really early. It’s not even 8:15. I bet I can get the optometrist to see me, and I can have my glasses this afternoon. I made a detour to the Trade Center Concourse level and I went straight for LensCrafters. A minute later, I was standing at the counter, asking, “I need new lenses for my glasses.”

Judith Wein, senior vice president, Aon Corporation, South Tower, 103rd floor: My husband and I, we got off the bus right when it got to Pearl and Frankfort. We would walk up the block, following the Brooklyn Bridge coming down, and at City Hall Park we would say good-bye. He would go to his place, and I would walk down to the Trade Center. The weather was so nice. You had a really happy feeling. I turned and smiled to him. He said later that stuck in his mind, because for hours he didn’t know whether I was alive or not.

Vanessa Lawrence, artist, North Tower, 91st floor: I was hesitant to go make this phone call to my friend Amelia, who was coming to see the studio. I thought, I need a break. About 8:30, I went down. You came down the elevator and then through a door to use the pay phone. I called her. I went and got a juice. Coming back, one of the security guards started chatting to me: “How are you doing?” I’m like, “Good. Good.” I was so anxious to get back up and paint. It’s like, “Got to go,” and walked on the elevator, went up.

Richard Eichen, consultant, Pass Consulting Group, North Tower, 90th floor: You got in the elevators and went up to the 78th floor, the Sky Lobby. Then you had to go to another elevator bank, and then get up to the 90th floor. The elevator going up to 78 was so fast you could actually feel it, and your ears would pop.

David Kravette, bond broker, Cantor Fitzgerald, North Tower: The offices were on the 105th floor. It took about five, ten minutes just to go upstairs— two elevator rides up. But when you got up top the views were spectacular. You could see the world.

Jared Kotz: I got up to the 106th floor and was greeted by some of my colleagues. Paul Bristow walked up to me and said, “Jared, I was here early. I saw the magazines, so I pulled them out of the boxes and set them up on a display rack. Is this what you wanted?” I said, “Yeah, this is great! Paul, thanks very much.” If Paul hadn’t been there early and set up the magazines, I probably would have still been there when the plane hit. Then I realized of all the things that had arrived, we were missing one of our titles. I offered to go back to our office and pick up some copies. I bid farewell to everyone and thought I would see them in an hour or less. I headed down the elevator. The elevator stopped at the floor below the Windows on the World. It was Cantor Fitzgerald’s office. One gentleman got on the elevator, another stood there in the hallway, discussing something with him. I’ll never forget his face.

Dan Potter: I drove over to Staten Island. I remember going into the American Legion Hall. You got your study material for the lieutenant’s exam and then you went and sat at a desk. You had an hour to do usually 50 questions.

Joe Massian, technology consultant, Port Authority, North Tower: I was working on floor 70. I remember sitting at my desk for a minute with my backpack on. After about five or ten minutes—this is probably about 8:30 a.m.—I decided to take my backpack off and lay it on my desk.

David Kravette: I had a meeting at eight o’clock. They’re running late. At 8:40, I get a call from the [ground-floor] lobby: “Your visitors are here.” One of the guys came without a wallet, no ID at all. Someone had to go down and sign for him. There was a girl who sat behind me, a desk assistant who was very helpful, but she was eight-and-a-half-months pregnant. I said to myself, I’m not going to make her go down. I went downstairs. I see my client. I go, “Which one of you knuckleheads forgot your ID?”

Joseph Lott was scheduled to speak at the Risk Waters conference at Windows on the World. He spent the night of the 10th at the Marriott Hotel between the two towers, known as Three World Trade Center.

Joseph Lott, sales representative, Compaq Computers: The shirt I was going to wear—a white shirt—was pretty wrinkled from laying in the suitcase, so I put on a green shirt. I went down to breakfast. My colleague Elaine Greenberg was there. We sat and had breakfast, and we went over some changes to the slides. She said that she had gone to a vacation home in Massachusetts, and while she was there she saw a tie and bought it for me. It was a stunning tie. I said, “This is such a nice gesture—I’m going to put this on.” She said, “Well, not with that shirt. You’re not going to put on a red and blue tie with a green shirt.” As we left the restaurant at the Marriott, I said, “I’m going to go back and change and put on that white shirt. It will look better with this tie. Go on ahead without me.”

I set up an ironing board and ironed the white shirt. I put that shirt on with my new tie. As I was waiting to go from the seventh floor back down to the lobby, I felt a sudden movement in the building.

Jared Kotz: I walked into the office and called my London colleagues to let them know that everything but one box had arrived. I could see the time was 8:46. I remember thinking, Gee, I have plenty of time to get back downtown before the event starts. I was talking to one of my colleagues in London when I heard the plane go over.


“We have some planes”

_____

The Hijackings

The drama of September 11th began not in New York but in the skies over Massachusetts. That morning, 92 people—11 crew joined by 81 passengers—boarded American Airlines Flight 11, scheduled to fly nonstop from Boston’s Logan Airport to Los Angeles International Airport. At 7:59 a.m., its pilot, Capt. John Ogonowski, accelerated down the runway and launched his Boeing 767 into the sky. Among the 81 passengers were five men set on ensuring Flight 11 never made it to its destination.

Sixteen minutes later, on another Logan runway, Capt. Victor Saracini also accelerated his plane, United Airlines Flight 175, another Boeing 767, scheduled nonstop to Los Angeles. He and First Officer Michael Horrocks were carrying a light load that day, just 65 people—9 crew and 56 passengers—including, again, five hijackers.

Over the next 32 minutes, both planes were hijacked and flown toward New York, confusing air traffic controllers.

8:09 A.M.

The final routine transmission from American Airlines Flight 11 came just 10 minutes into its flight.

AA11: Boston Center, good morning, American 11 with you passing through one-niner-zero for two-three-zero.

Boston Sector: American 11, Boston Center, roger, climb, maintain level two-eight-zero.

8:13 A.M.

Shortly after American Airlines Flight 11 made its final normal transmission, it ceased responding to air traffic control. Garbled radio messages and frantic telephone calls from passengers and crew spread word of the drama above.

Boston Sector: American 11, turn 20 degrees right.

AA11: Turning right, American 11.

Boston Sector: American 11, climb, maintain flight level three-five-zero.

Boston Sector: American 11, climb, maintain flight level three-five-zero?

Boston Sector: American 11, Boston?

Boston Sector: American one-one—the American on the frequency— how do you hear me?

Boston Sector: American 11, if you hear Boston Center, ident?

8:19 A.M.

About 20 minutes after takeoff, and just minutes after the hijacking, Betty Ong, a 45-year-old flight attendant aboard American Airlines Flight 11, used an in-seat AT&T air-phone to call the airline’s reservations line, reaching agent Winston Sadler at American’s Southeastern Reservations Office in Cary, North Carolina. The call would last 25 minutes. Ong had chosen to fly on Flight 11 that day so she could meet her sister to plan their trip to Hawaii for the following week.

Betty Ong: Um, the cockpit’s not answering. Somebody’s stabbed in business class, and, um, I think there is Mace—that we can’t breathe. I don’t know, I think we’re getting hijacked.

Winston Sadler: Which flight are you on?

Betty Ong: Flight 12.*

Winston Sadler: And what seat are you in? [Silence] Ma’am, are you there?

Betty Ong: Yes.

Winston Sadler: What seat are you in? [Silence] Ma’am, what seat are you in?

Betty Ong: We just left Boston, we’re up in the air.

Winston Sadler: I know.

Betty Ong: We’re supposed to go to L.A. and the cockpit’s not answering their phone. . . .

Winston Sadler: OK, but what seat are you sitting in? What’s the number of your seat?

Betty Ong: OK. I’m in the jump seat right now. That’s 3R. Winston Sadler: OK. Are you the flight attendant? I’m sorry, did you say you’re the flight attendant?

Betty Ong: Hello?

Winston Sadler: Hello, what is your name?

Betty Ong: Hi, you’re gonna have to speak up. I can’t hear you. Winston Sadler: What is your name?

Betty Ong: OK, my name is Betty Ong. I’m Number 3 on Flight 11. Winston Sadler: OK.

Betty Ong: The cockpit is not answering their phone and there’s somebody stabbed in business class and there’s—we can’t breathe in business class. Somebody’s got Mace or something.

Winston Sadler: Can you describe the person, that you said someone is, what, in business class?

Betty Ong: I’m sitting in the back. Somebody’s coming back from business. If you can hold on for one second, they’re coming back. [Inaudible] Anyone know who stabbed who?

Unidentified flight attendant: [Inaudible] I don’t know, but Karen and Bobby got stabbed.

Betty Ong [back to Sadler]: Our, our Number 1 [flight attendant] got stabbed. Our purser is stabbed. Ah, nobody knows who stabbed who and we can’t even get up to business class right now because nobody can breathe. Our Number 1 is, is stabbed right now. And our Number 5. Our first-class passenger that, ah first ah class galley flight attendant and our purser has been stabbed and we can’t get to the cockpit, the door won’t open. Hello?

Winston Sadler: Yeah, I’m taking it down, all the information. We’re also, you know, of course, recording this, um, at this point?

Realizing the severity of the situation, Sadler then followed protocol and patched the call from Flight 11 in to American Airlines operations agent Nydia Gonzalez, connecting the three of them together.

Nydia Gonzalez: This is operations. What flight number are we talking about?

Winston Sadler: Flight 12.

Nydia Gonzalez: Flight 12, OK.

Betty Ong: No, we’re on Flight 11 right now. This is Flight 11. Winston Sadler: This is Flight 11. I’m sorry, Nydia.

Betty Ong: Boston to Los Angeles.

Winston Sadler: Yes.

Betty Ong [to Sadler]: Our Number 1 has been stabbed, and our 5 has been stabbed. [To her fellow passengers:] Can anybody get up to the cockpit? Can anybody get up to the cockpit? [To Sadler:] We can’t even get into the cockpit. We don’t know who’s up there.

Winston Sadler: Well if they were shrewd, they would keep the door closed, and—

Betty Ong: I’m sorry?

Winston Sadler: Would they not maintain a sterile cockpit? Betty Ong: I think the guys are up there. They might have gone there—jammed their way up there, or something. Nobody can call the cockpit. We can’t even get inside.

[Silence]

Betty Ong: Is anybody still there?

Winston Sadler: Yes, we’re still here.

Betty Ong: OK. I’m staying on the line as well. Winston Sadler: OK.

8:21 A.M.

While Winston Sadler stayed on the line with Betty Ong, Nydia Gonzalez used a second line to call American Airlines’ Systems Operations Center, where she reached manager Craig Marquis and relayed word of the hijacking. The recording of this second telephone call, with Marquis, does not capture Ong’s side of the conversation, where she relayed additional information to Gonzalez.

Craig Marquis: American Airlines emergency line, please state your emergency.

Nydia Gonzalez: Hey, this is Nydia at American Airlines calling, I am monitoring a call in which Flight 11, the flight attendant, is advising our reps that the pilot, everyone’s been stabbed.

Craig Marquis: Flight 11?

Nydia Gonzalez: Yeah. They can’t get into the cockpit is what I’m hearing. . . .

Craig Marquis: OK, uh, uh, I’m assuming they’ve declared an emergency? Let me get [air traffic control] on here, stand by....

Nydia Gonzalez: OK.

Craig Marquis: Anything else from this flight attendant?

Nydia Gonzalez: Uh, so far what I’ve gotten: the Number 5 flight attendant’s been stabbed, but she seems to be breathing. The Number 1 seems to be stabbed pretty badly, she’s lying down on the floor, they don’t know if she is conscious or not. The other flight attendants are in the back. And that’s as far as I know. It seems like the passengers in coach might not be aware of what’s going on.

Craig Marquis: These two passengers were from first class? Nydia Gonzalez [back to Ong]: Hey, Betty? Do you know any information as far as the [inaudible] of the men there in the cockpit with the pilots? Were they from first class? [Back to Marquis:] They were sitting in 2A and B. They are in the cockpit with the pilots.

Craig Marquis: Who’s helping them? Is there a doctor on board? Nydia Gonzalez [to Ong]: Is there a doctor on board, Betty, that’s assisting you guys? You don’t have any doctors on board. OK. So you’ve gotten all the first-class passengers out of first class?

Craig Marquis: Have they taken everyone out of first class? Nydia Gonzalez [to Marquis]: Yeah, she’s just saying that they have. They’re in coach. What’s going on, honey? OK, the aircraft is erratic again. Flying very erratically. She did say that all the first-class passengers have been moved back to coach, so the first-class cabin is empty. What’s going on on your end, Craig?

Craig Marquis: We contacted air traffic control. They are going to handle this as a confirmed hijacking, so they’re moving all the traffic out of this aircraft’s way.

Nydia Gonzalez: OK.

Craig Marquis: He turned his transponder off, so we don’t have a definitive altitude for him. We’re just going by—they seem to think that they have him on a primary radar. They seem to think that he is descending. . . .

Nydia Gonzalez: What’s going on, Betty? Betty, talk to me. Betty, are you there? Betty? [Inaudible] Do you think we lost her? OK, so we’ll like—we’ll stay open. We—I think we might have lost her.

8:24 A.M.

Back in Boston, air traffic controllers received what appeared to be a call from Flight 11, as the cockpit microphone was keyed three times. They later realized that the hijackers apparently had tried to speak over the intercom to the passengers on board but instead used the air traffic control frequency.

Boston Sector: Is that American 11 trying to call?

Mohamed Atta, hijacker: [Indistinct noise] We have some planes. Just stay quiet and we’ll be OK. We are returning to the airport. Boston Sector: And, uh, who’s trying to call me, here? American 11, are you trying to call?

Mohamed Atta: Nobody move, everything will be OK. If you try to make any moves, you will injure yourself and the airplane. Just stay quiet.

Following the confusing radio call, air traffic controllers conferred among themselves to figure out what was transpiring. Boston air traffic control contacted other controllers who oversaw planes at higher altitudes, a post known as Athens 38, who might have had radio contact with Flight 11.

Unknown Boston air traffic controller: Hey, 38?

Athens Sector 38: Yes.

Unknown Boston air traffic controller: You guys heard anything from American?

Athens Sector 38: No.

Unknown Boston air traffic controller: OK, we think there might be somebody in the cockpit right now taking it over.

8:33 A.M.

Mohamed Atta [to passengers aboard Flight 11]: Nobody move please. We are going back to the airport. Don’t try to make any stupid moves.

8:33 A.M.

Fearing the worst, air traffic controllers asked for local fighter aircraft to intercept and escort the flight, the standard protocol at the time for hijackings.

Cape Cod, Massachusetts, air traffic control: Cape Approach. Dan Bueno, air traffic control, Boston Sector: Hey Cape, ah, Dan Bueno calling from Boston Center. Hey, we’ve got a situation with American 11, a possible hijack.

Cape Cod air traffic control: American 11?

Dan Bueno: Yes sir, departed Boston going to LAX. Right now he’s out to Albany. Like to scramble some fighters to go tail him.

Cape Cod air traffic control: Well, OK. Well, we’ll talk to Otis [Air Force Base] here.

8:34 A.M.

Nydia Gonzalez [to Craig Marquis]: They think they might have a fatality on the flight. One of our passengers, possibly in 9B, Levin or Lewis, might have been fatally stabbed.

8:37 A.M.

Still not fully understanding the situation on board American Airlines 11 but realizing it was grave, FAA Boston Center alerted a military unit known as the Northeast Air Defense Sector (NEADS), part of the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD). That morning, NORAD had scheduled its biggest annual exercise—a scenario aimed at repelling a Russian nuclear attack—that added to the confusion as military bases and commanders across the country struggled to comprehend what was real and what was part of the exercise.

Joseph Cooper, air traffic control, Boston Center: Hi, Boston Center, TMU [Traffic Management Unit], we have, ah, a problem here, we have a hijacked aircraft headed toward New—New York, and we need you guys to, we need someone to scramble some F-16s or something up there to help us out.

Sgt. Jeremy Powell, Northeast Air Defense Sector (NEADS), Rome, New York: Is this real-world or exercise?

Joseph Cooper: No. This is not an exercise, not a test.

8:38 A.M.

Air traffic control called United Flight 175, the other Boston-to-Los Angeles flight, which had taken off at 8:15 a.m. and was a few miles behind American Airlines Flight 11, to warn it about the hijacking. The flight crew responded normally.

New York Center: OK, United 175, you have him at your 12 o’clock, now five, 10 miles.

United Airlines Flight 175: Affirmative, we have him. He looks about 20, say about 29, 28 thousand [feet].

New York Center: OK, thank you. United 175 [Indistinct] turn 30 degrees to the right, I want to keep you away from this traffic.

United Airlines Flight 175: Thirty degrees to the right, United 175, heavy.

8:40 A.M.

Shortly after, NEADS called Otis Air Force Base on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, and ordered two alert pilots to scramble to intercept American Airlines Flight 11.

Sgt. Jeremy Powell, Northeast Air Defense Sector (NEADS), Rome,

New York: This is Huntress placing Panta four-five, four-six on battle stations—I repeat battle stations—time one-two-four-one [1241 Greenwich Mean Time, 8:41 a.m. ET]. Authenticate Hotel Romeo, all parties acknowledge with initials. Command Post.

8:44 A.M.

American Airlines 11 flight attendant Madeline “Amy” Sweeney, filling in for a sick colleague aboard the hijacked plane, placed a telephone call to the American Airlines Flight Services Office at Logan Airport. She spoke with services manager Michael Woodward, who was also a friend.

Madeline “Amy” Sweeney, American Airlines 11 flight attendant: The flight has been hijacked. This flight is Flight 11 from Boston to L.A. The plane is a 767. I am in the back with Betty Ong, AA flight attendant. A man in business class has had his throat slashed and is presumably dead. Number 1 flight attendant has been stabbed and Number 5 flight attendant has been stabbed. There is a bomb in the cockpit. I can’t make contact with the cockpit, can you do it? We have paged for a doctor or nurse for the flight attendants. The coach passengers don’t know what’s happening.

The hijackers are of Middle Eastern descent. One spoke good English and one didn’t.

It is a rapid descent. Something is wrong. I don’t think the captain is in control.

I see water.

I see buildings.

We’re flying low.

We’re flying very, very low. Oh my God.

We’re flying way too low.

_______

* In her panic, Ong gave the wrong flight number.
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