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  About the Book


  When disaster struck at the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, Dennis Smith was among the first to arrive on the scene. Report from Ground Zero is his insider’s account of the heroic efforts of the firefighters, police and emergency workers who rushed to downtown New York to face the greatest challenge of their lives.


  In all, 343 firefighters gave their lives. Entire companies were lost. Among the dead were a father and son; the department’s beloved chaplain; commanders and rookies. Smith, author of the classic bestseller Report from Engine Company 82 and once described as ‘the Poet Laureate of firefighters’ by the New York Post, tells their stories and those of their families, the camaraderie in their companies and the massive recovery efforts following the catastrophe.


  As the world tries to come to terms with the horror of what happened, the firefighters’ courage and fortitude in the face of enormous personal danger and bereavement offers a beacon of hope and redemption. Report from Ground Zero is a tribute to those heroes for our troubled times.
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  Author’s Note


  The New York Fire Department, sometimes referred to as FDNY, is divided into a command system by divisions, two in each of the city’s boroughs, except for Staten Island, where there is one. Each division is divided into battalions. There are twelve battalions in Manhattan, nine battalions in the Bronx, sixteen battalions in Brooklyn, nine battalions in Queens, and three battalions in Staten Island. Each division has four deputy chiefs, and each battalion has four battalion chiefs, who work around the clock.


  There are three or four engine companies and three ladder companies in each battalion, but in the larger boroughs of Brooklyn and Queens a battalion might have five or six engine companies and four or five ladder companies.


  Every engine company has a captain, three lieutenants, and twenty to twenty-five firefighters. Each ladder company also has a captain, three lieutenants, and an average of twenty-five firefighters.


  The engine company is responsible for hose work  extinguishing the fire. Each working tour consists of an officer and four or five firefighters.


  The ladder company (the men on the bigger truck, sometimes called the hook and ladder) is responsible for forcible entry, rescue, ventilation, and overhaul (deconstructing a fire area sufficiently to ensure there is no heat or fire in the walls). Each working tour consists of an officer and five firefighters.


  The fire department also has specialized companies, like the rescue companies, one in each borough, that require special training for specialized tools and techniques for extraordinary emergency operations. There are seven squad companies designed to provide specially trained manpower at fires and hazardous materials situations, three fire boats, a hazardous materials company, a field communications unit, and others.


  Prologue


  September 11, 2001, 8:48 A.M.


  
    


    For decades to come people will ask of each other, where were you …?


    I am sitting with Arnold Burns, the chairman of the Boys & Girls Clubs of America, talking about the needs of youth. I have known this former deputy attorney general of the United States for twenty-five years, and because I am on the board of a Boys & Girls Club in the South Bronx, I am also a member of his board of advisers. We happened to run into each other the way New Yorkers often meet, in unlikely places  in our case, sitting in a laboratory anteroom, waiting to have our blood drawn for annual exams. Suddenly, a nurse enters and exclaims that a plane has crashed into the north tower of the World Trade Center.


    I look at my watch.


    It is 8:48 A.M.


    In Manhattan most people arrive at their offices ten or fifteen minutes early. Many have carried little white bags from local coffee shops, and are just now taking seats at their desks, anticipating the day’s work. How many people are already in the World Trade Center? It must be thousands and thousands. What a terrible accident this threatens to be.


    I picture the firefighters now responding to the alarm. I know what they are thinking. They are thinking of conditions. For every fire, however, the conditions can never be truly imagined until you arrive on the scene. I remember that from all the alarms I have responded to in my own life. Thousands. Each time there is the anticipation. I never knew what would meet us at the alarm location, never knew what had to be done, just as these firefighters now do not know. A report of a plane’s going into a building is just the first part of the story.


    I am a retired New York City firefighter, and an honorary assistant chief of department. Engine Co. 82 and Ladder 31 in the South Bronx, where I worked from 1967 through 1973, were then among the busiest fire companies in the city. I am on the board of directors of several fire-related not-for-profits, and I am chairman of a foundation that seeks to improve the health and safety of firefighters. I have never lost contact with my friends in the fire service since my retirement in 1981, and I feel still very much a part of ‘the brotherhood.’ Indeed, once a member of its ranks, I don’t believe one ever leaves them. Friends call me ‘brother’ all the time.


    At 9:03 I arrive home to find my wife, Katina, staring in shock at the television. Another plane has just gone into the south tower.


    The second crash leaves no doubt that we have been attacked, so many thoughts begin to flow through my mind. This is no accident. As every American must be doing at this moment, I wonder: Who would do this? Who could pull off something this horrendous? This is not as simple an act as parking a truck loaded with 7000 pounds of fertilizing chemicals in front of a federal building in Oklahoma City. No, this could only have been the result of the carefully plotted efforts of a group, and it would have to have been supported by a government or some organization with very big money. And people would have to have been willing to effect their own deaths. Like the kamikazes. But where were the kamikazes today? Just one place that I know of. Only the terrorists of the Middle East would do this. They had tried before, in February 1993, and now they have come back to try again.


    ‘I will give it a little time,’ I say, ‘and then I have to go down there.’


    I know the drill, for I have been to similar emergencies. I can picture what the scene will be like at the crash site. It is a major disaster, and will be crowded with professionals  firefighters, cops, emergency medical technicians, nurses, and doctors. During the first hour of operations fire department personnel will be rushing from place to place. To an outsider it might seem like pandemonium, but it will be controlled and orchestrated by people who know fully what they are doing.


    Pumpers will be connecting to hydrants; ladder trucks will be positioning their aerial platforms; roof men, can men, irons men, and engine men will all be helping, lifting, carrying people out of the buildings. Chiefs of every rank will respond. There will be battalion chiefs who wear golden oak leafs, division chiefs who wear golden eagles, division commanders who wear one gold star, deputy assistant chiefs who wear two gold stars, and assistant chiefs who wear three gold stars. Each will have a specific job, each will direct personnel to pre-assigned duties in evacuation, rescue, or firefighting. The chief in charge, probably Pete Ganci, the chief of department, a circle of five gold stars on his collar, will be setting up his command post in accordance with pre-fire plans at the fire control panels in the lobby of the first building hit. He will begin to divide the emergency into grid sectors, and assign areas of responsibility. His aide chiefs will be generating blueprints, computer images of specific floor plans and elevator banks, prefire evacuation plans, and personnel assignments on each alarm transmitted. There will be lists of each of the three engine companies and two ladder companies that will respond to each alarm as it is transmitted. How many alarms will there be? I ask myself. Five alarms is normally as big as it gets. But this is not ‘normally.’ A situation requiring more than five alarms used to be transmitted during my years on active duty as a ‘borough call.’ But now the department’s Starfire computer system not only makes the first five alarm assignments, but also tracks and moves the nearest ninety engine companies and forty ladder companies to the fire  a force equivalent to twenty-two alarms. Whatever it is called, it will be like a borough call, I think, and companies will come from the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island.


    I wonder about the conditions. What is the heat like below the fire, going up to it? Heat rises, but there is also radiated heat to consider. How hot is it above? Will the men be able to do a search above the fire? What is the integrity of the stairwells? Can people get down from the floors above? What is the strength of the ceilings and floors?


    There are thousands of people working in those buildings. Will the evacuation be orderly? Is there enough room to carry equipment like stretchers, hose, Stokes baskets, generators, ropes, and ladders up the stairwells while hordes are coming down? These are all questions that must be going through the mind of the chief of department, if he is there, or the chief in charge, in addition to assessments of firefighting tactics. Is the standpipe system in working order? Is there electricity? Are there fail-safe generators? Are any of the elevators operable to at least get the hose and heavy equipment up? How will the wind affect the burning? Do we go in from the north side of the building or the south? What is the possibility of an inverted burn, in which fire travels downward in high-rise buildings? At which floors do I place my command stations? How many chiefs do I have? Where will I put the staging areas?


    The irony of ‘twin’ towers does not escape me, for they present two major incidents to the fire department, one in each of the buildings. I know that rescue will be the paramount concern. Will this prove to be the most serious rescue operation in our history?


    Helicopters are certain to be dispatched to pick people off the roofs, but I wonder about the thermal columns. Can a helicopter get close enough to drop a rope and a man? If the fire is too great, they can’t place the people on the street at risk if the chopper falls.


    I can see now on the television just how much fire is coming out of the buildings. Entire floors are involved. I’ve been in the World Trade Center many times, and I know precisely what is involved. There are many large areas with no interior columns, lots of open space for a fire to burn freely. This would be a five alarm call even if only one building were involved. Besides the helicopters, all the special equipment companies will respond  the hazmat team, the squad companies, the rescue companies, the mask service unit, the high-rise unit, the field communications units, the foam unit, and the fire boats. There will be no need of volunteers like me. This is a fire and rescue operation, and New York has twelve thousand firefighters. Within an hour, I am estimating, the operations will have been planned, the defenses put in place, and the rescues and evacuations will be under way. Thereafter, there might be a need for assistance both in caring for the injured and cleaning up.


    I am attached to the television as if every friend I ever had is about to cross the screen. The helicopter shots are mesmerizing. In my mind’s eye I try to visualize what is happening in the towers as I see the flames shooting from their sides. How many have been killed by the impact of the planes, and how many have been burned by the fires? How many will be living, and how many will be dead? How many will be trapped on the fire floor, above the fire, and below the fire in collapsed areas? And the firefighters? How many flights of stairs will they have to run up, and how many minutes will it take them to reach the fire floors? How many firefighters are at this very minute racing into the buildings to get to those who need help?


    How many will be caught above the fires? It looks like there are ten stories above the fire in the north tower that haven’t been hit directly by the plane, and maybe twenty-five stories above the fire in the south tower. Oh, my God, I cry to myself. How many people are on each floor? An acre each floor. Maybe two hundred or more? Thousands. And what will they do? Did the planes take out the fire stairs? The fire will go right up the wells, like a chimney. No one will be able to get to the roof. Maybe the only way they can be saved is by extinguishing the fire and bringing ladders in. That will take hours, maybe days. It is so hot above a fire. I have been there many times in the tenements of the Bronx, hot and dangerous. And if the stairs are out, the situation will be untenable. How many are trapped at this very moment, trying to come to grips with their own end?


    How many? It is a natural reaction to contemplate the numbers. But I know that I must think only of the individuals affected. Even one person is too many to be in the presence of such mortal danger, yet I know that fundamental to this terrible incident will be the numbers.


    The heat must be extraordinary, generated by airplanes with fuel-filled wings. I remember a question on the lieutenant’s test of many years ago: What is the expansion factor of a one-hundred-foot steel beam as it reaches the inherent heat level of 1200 degrees Fahrenheit? The answer is nine and a half inches, and I try to gauge how hot this fire before me is burning. Is it intense enough to bring the steel to 1200 degrees? The smoke is first very black, indicating the burning fuel, and then white as it rises, indicating great heat. It is not a good sign. If the steel stretches, the floor will collapse, and that will only make the rescue effort more difficult.


    We are at the beginning of a war, I think as I begin to change my clothes. No one could send two planes into our largest buildings without a grander plan, and I fear there will be more to follow this disaster.


    I find an old Engine Co. 82 T-shirt, an FDNY sweatshirt, jeans, and heavy black hiking shoes. This is just about the same kind of uniform I wore when I used to work on Engine 82 in the days before bunker gear, neck protectors, sixty-minute air tanks, and personal alert devices. I make certain to bring my badge with the department’s picture identification card, certain there will be tight security everywhere I go today.


    At 9:45 a third plane goes into the Pentagon, and I begin to make my way to a firehouse.


    The notion of an enemy’s attacking us in the innocence of our early morning is repellent. The Pentagon  the very heart of our military strength. How could they have stolen these planes? The question vibrates within me. How could they have gotten onto our planes with guns or weapons? Why didn’t someone notice what they were doing, or suspect them? But it is not like us, we Americans, to be suspicious. It is our optimism that prevents us from attributing evil intentions to others; it is our need to protect the rights of everyone that leads us to think the best of people. And that is our strength, actually; this basic freedom to walk around freely without suspicion makes America what it is. But it is that very attitude that also leaves us so vulnerable. One might argue that the price we pay to protect our freedoms is to be tolerant of strangers. All any American needs to do is to look around his community to recognize that we are indeed a nation of strangers. Our cultural diversity is so great that even our good friends and professional colleagues have cultural traits and assumptions that we do not share, or even understand. That is the way it should be in an open society. But how do I explain to myself, and to my children, that our freedoms have led to this horrible event?


    It angers me; I want to know whom to blame. I am certain, deep in my heart, that this attack is connected to the first attempt on the World Trade Center back in 1993. Ramzi Yousef, who planned that bombing, and his cohort, the blind sheikh Omar Abdul Rahman, are today in federal prison. The sheikh has been in Springfield, Missouri, since 1995, serving several life sentences. Yousef was sentenced to 240 years in a maximum security prison in Florence, Colorado. I remember how defiant and remorseless they were, and that memory only serves to anger me even more.


    I can shake that feeling only by picturing the firefighters climbing up those stairs in the highest buildings in New York. It is a tough climb in any circumstance, but they will have mask tanks on their backs and hose and tools in their hands, equipment that will make them about sixty pounds heavier. It takes a person with exceptional commitment to do this, and I know it will not be easy for them. I am thinking about this as I go down the elevator in my building. How easy it is for some of us, and how difficult for others. On Lexington Avenue the streets are packed with people. The trains have stopped, the buses are not stopping at the bus stops. I must find some way to get down to the World Trade Center.


    A killing storm of terrorism has transformed our lives. We have been swept from a peaceful Tuesday into a calendar of war. New York, Washington, D.C., and a quiet green meadow in Pennsylvania have been attacked, and our fields are now strewn with the remains of heroes. All of us in the Western world are shocked, awestruck, puzzled, and furious.


    There is no center to this day, no middle or end. All its remaining minutes and hours will be collapsed into that single instant at 8:48 A.M. when September 11, 2001, became the saddest day of our history.

  


  Testimony


  Retired Firefighter Jimmy Boyle


  Former President, Uniformed Firefighters Association


  JIMMY BOYLE IS, without a doubt, the most beloved man within the New York Fire Department family. He is the kind of man who looks you in the eye, and when he does you know he is interested in you. How are you? How is your family? How are the kids, and do they need help finding a job, or the right doctor, or with admission into a college, or with a transfer from one firehouse to another or one precinct to another? Jimmy found early on in his career that he had a gift for getting things done, and for only one reason: People trusted him and would do anything for him. He never had to tell a fabricated story or stretch the truth. His honesty and reliability got him elected to the presidency of the firefighters’ union, the Uniformed Firefighters Association, in the early nineties, and he served his men tirelessly, going to every one of their company dances, company picnics, weddings, baptisms, twenty-year parties, retirement rackets, hospital beds, rest homes, and funerals in the five boroughs and surrounding counties.


  Jimmy retired as president in 1994 and then worked for the fire science program of the John Jay College of Criminal Justice until, just a few months ago, he was offered a job with the Brooklyn district attorney. This morning he is sitting in his corner office in the D.A.’s operations center, and he notices smoke rising from one of the twin towers. He can see them across the East River perfectly from his chair, and they are as much a part of his office environment as the photographs of his grandchildren.


  There had been an 8:35 A.M. message on his phone from his son Michael, a firefighter with Engine 33, saying that he was going out to Queens to work on his cousin Matty Farrell’s campaign for City Council. It was election day, and Farrell was running in a tight race, with Michael as his campaign manager.


  ‘As soon as I saw the fire, though,’ Jimmy says, ‘I knew Michael would get on the rig. I knew he would be there even though it was election day. A plane crash in the World Trade Center? What firefighter would miss that job if he wasn’t off in Europe somewhere? They will all be there. It will be a tough job, all that fire so high up in the building, but the firefighters would measure their energy and get it under control, no matter how long it took.’


  Then Jimmy sees the second plane coming in, and he hears a thud, followed by a huge burst of fire from the south tower. The telephone rings, and a friend explains that there is a big job in the World Trade Center. Jimmy knows he has to get down there. He meets a few firefighters in an engine and a truck coming up Jay Street, and ponders for a moment flagging them down. But, no, he will walk across the Brooklyn Bridge and into downtown Manhattan, not wanting to stop them for even a moment.


  There is no doubt in his mind who is responsible for the crashes. He remembers that, after the bombing at the World Trade Center in 1993, the terrorists who masterminded it went to the second-floor window of the nearby J&R Music store to watch the rescue workers try to deal with damage they had inflicted. Jimmy decides to make his way to the store to see if there are again any suspicious-looking people lurking about, but the streets are packed with thousands of men and women hurrying north, rushing to get out harm’s way. He instead heads to Broadway and begins walking south until he hears the inconceivable rumble of the collapsing south tower. He runs for cover into the lobby of the closest building, 250 Broadway, where a crowd that has gathered is frightened and apprehensive. Jimmy reassures them, ‘It will be all right, you are safe here.’


  When the cloud lifts a little, Jimmy walks to the corner of Barclay and West Streets when, suddenly, a great, growling roar is upon him. It is the second collapse, and the cloud of black air in its wake rushes at him and knocks him off his feet. He struggles to get up, and he thinks to run, but he cannot see an inch in front of him. He reaches the edge of the sidewalk and the wall of a building and begins to feel his way east. He knows that District Council 37 has an office just up the street here, and he keeps moving carefully along the wall until he comes to a side entrance on Murray Street, where he seeks shelter with other firefighters who have run there for cover.


  After a few minutes he heads out into the now dissipating cloud of dust, and returns to West Street. ‘I see all the burning cars, and the buried fire trucks. Everything is quiet. I get a gut feeling that Michael is dead. No one is around. I go to Vesey Street, and I see Chief Hayden. He is standing on a truck directing a bunch of firefighters. I search for the rig of Engine 33, and I find it. I look on Lieutenant Pfeifer’s riding list, but I don’t see Michael’s name. Maybe he wasn’t on the pumper when it left Great Jones Street? Maybe he got out to Queens to help on the election? But then I meet the company chauffeur, and he tells me, yes, Michael made the rig and was inside the building. But I keep searching because there is always that possibility, and I go down West and up Vesey.’


  I meet Jimmy, here at the corner, where he is searching for his son. There we also run into Kevin Gallagher, the president of the Uniformed Firefighters Association, who is also searching for his son, Kevin, who is with Ladder 49.


  Both young men responded to the alarm, and I think of how very hard it must be for these fathers to look for their sons, to remember everything about them, to fear that they might be dead, while at the same time desperate for any sign that might indicate they are still alive.


  Captain Dennis Tardio


  Engine 7


  ENGINE 7 AND Ladder 1 are housed in one of the largest firehouses in the city. The Duane Street quarters in downtown Manhattan are famous within the fire department because it is here that its museum collection was housed for many years until the Spring Street firehouse, just a few blocks away, was converted into a modern exhibition building called the New York City Fire Museum. For many decades, firefighters brought their children and their schoolmates to the old museum to view its many antique steam pumpers, ancient hand-pulled hose carts, and its musty exhibits. Every child and adult who walked through this museum, I’m sure, will remember how crowded with artifacts were its rooms, and how creaky and splintered were its nineteenth-century wooden floors.


  Dennis Tardio, the captain of Engine 7, has been fighting fires for twenty-two years. He is an intense, serious man, though good-natured, and runs his company with a benevolent efficiency. He is the kind of captain the line firefighters love to work with, for he is entirely ‘into the job.’ Today he is on the apparatus floor of the firehouse, looking over the pumper, much as a pilot examines an airplane before a flight.


  It is a wide apparatus floor, maybe the widest in all of the firehouses, and he begins to walk over to the housewatch area at the center of the space when the telephone rings. The firefighter on housewatch duty answers and listens as the dispatcher reports a possible gas leak in the area of Church and Lispenard Streets. Engine 7 is being sent to investigate, and Battalion 1 is to respond as well. The housewatchman hangs up the phone and hits the loudspeaker. ‘Engine goes, truck goes,’ he says, then adds, ‘battalion goes.’


  This is a common run for engine companies in New York, and Captain Tardio thinks little of it as he climbs into his pumper. Someone has reported smelling gas, and it is probably a faulty Con Edison connection or an accumulation of sewer gas. This sort of call is typically not much of a problem, though occasionally it can be a very big one.


  The intersection of Church and Lispenard is just seven blocks north of the firehouse. It is also just fourteen short blocks directly north of tower 1, the north tower of the World Trade Center.


  Captain Tardio checks that the men on his riding list are on board the fire engine, and as they are pulling out of quarters he notes that Battalion Chief Joe Pfeifer of Battalion 1 will be responding directly behind him. It is all SOP. Cup of tea, as they say.


  It is 8:43.


  [image: entity] We get out of the pumper at Lispenard, and walk across the street to Church to investigate the report of a gas leak. I notice that Chief Pfeifer has a television crew with him, who are making a documentary about a year in the life of a firefighter. Then there is a big noise, and the shadow of a low-flying jet crosses over us. I can see that, since it’s so low, that it must be in trouble or something. It is going right into the north tower of the World Trade Center.


  We don’t make a determination of a gas leak. My three firefighters and I, with the chauffeur, head downtown immediately, siren and air horn. I see everything all the way. There is a lot of fire on the floors up near the top of the building.


  In two minutes we are in the front of the building, and the chief orders us to begin a firefighting operation. Each of my men grabs a rolled-up hose, and I decide to take a fourth one, just in case. We have masks on, and air cylinders on our backs.


  People are jumping. Crowds are coming out of the building as we enter.


  How proud I am of the men. At no time does anyone turn around and say, ‘I ain’t going up there.’ And if anyone says it, I would have no problem with it. They just keep going on and on. Nobody ever says we shouldn’t go up after what we see in the lobby. Three people are burning, their clothes are burning. I know people are caught up there in that incredible heat. We start up the stairs. There are people coming down the stairs burned. Not on fire, burned. We have no idea what floor we were going to encounter the fire on, so we were asking, ‘Does anybody have any floors that have fire on them?’ And people were coming down from the sixtieth floor and they said no. So we know we have to go past the sixtieth floor. It is tough making all those stairs. We get to the thirtieth floor. I see Chief Picciotto from the 11th Battalion. He tells me that he just got an order to evacuate forthwith, and so we drop the hose and go down. I’m thinking, What if I hadn’t seen Chief Picciotto; what if we had been faster up the stairs and missed him altogether? Carrying the hose slowed me up.


  We make our way down, we hit the lobby. I actually  I actually joke about it. You know our famous command board that we have  our command post  that opens up, with those magnets that they put up for the building? It is just standing there abandoned.


  I say, ‘This is not a good sign. They abandoned the command post.’


  I am totally unaware of what has happened. I just walk out, make a right, instead of a left or going straight. Just make a right turn up to Vesey. I hit that corner and I hear an explosion and I look up. It is as if the building is being imploded, from the top floor down, one after another, boom, boom, boom. I stand in amazement. I can’t believe what I am seeing. This building is coming down. I start to run west. I get half a block, and turn around. I don’t see anybody behind me. Keep running, I tell myself. I make another half a block, turn around, and I realize, I can’t outrun this. You know, the big clouds 


  I can’t outrun this, so I just dive in the street and cover up. I think about going behind a car, but I am afraid something will hit the gas tank and it will explode. So I just lay in the middle of the street and just cover up. I think for sure my chauffeur is dead, because he was under the building looking up. And then I think again, if I didn’t run into Chief Picciotto, who was on another radio band, I wouldn’t have known that they had ordered the evacuation of all firefighters. And I would say that, one more floor higher, another thirty seconds in that building, I don’t think I would be here.


  It’s amazing I’m here. The first thing I do now, naturally, after I made it out of the cloud of dust, is to try to find my men. I am concerned for my men, and it takes me a while to find them. But finally I find them in the crowd. We need some medical attention now; our eyes need to be washed out.


  After an hour, we go back to the site. Do what we can. Dig where we can. We keep going. My men are great. We stay most of the night. Then we go back to the firehouse, but I don’t sleep for three days. [image: entity]


  Dan Nigro


  Chief of Operations, FDNY


  ‘YOU NAME IT, he’s been in charge of it.’ This is what many firefighters will say about Chief Nigro, for in his more than three decades with the department he has headed the personnel division, medical division, the department of purchasing, the emergency medical services division, and the operations division (which had formerly been known as division of fire). He is as well rounded a fire chief as exists in the entire country, and he carries his expertise in a quiet, even manner. He is known for taking the time to understand both sides of any problem that is placed before him.


  [image: entity] I am in my office on the seventh floor of department headquarters in downtown Brooklyn. It is around a quarter to nine, I hear a thud, and I think it might be somebody upstairs dropping a file cabinet. Just a loud thud and a little bit of a shake to the building.


  I hear Pete Ganci, the chief of department, yell, ‘Dan, look out your window; a plane just hit the World Trade Center!’ I look out, and the north tower is clearly visible. I see gray smoke, quite a bit of it. So we instantly know this is bad. There is a group of us here in headquarters, as is always the case in the firehouse with a change of tours. Donald Burns is still here, who had worked the previous twenty-four hours. We have Joe Callan, who is just starting his tour as tour commander; Sal Cassano; and Jerry Volger  which means there are four system chiefs in the building, plus Pete Ganci and myself. We respond. Because I want to talk to Pete about the operation, I send my aide to take my own car over, and I ride along with Pete. Steve, his exec, is driving.


  On the way there, from the Brooklyn Bridge, we can see the building, see the amount of smoke and fire. We realize we will have to wait until we get there to determine a course of action, but I said to Pete, ‘This is going to be the worst day of our lives!’


  Just judging from the number of floors that appeared to have been involved in this building, I can’t think of a more serious fire that I have ever been to in thirty-two years. We arrive in just a few minutes and set up a command post, close to Vesey Street, on the west side of West Street, on a ramp  a ramp that leads to a parking garage under the World Financial Center. While we are setting up at that site, we hear the roar of a plane, which causes me to look overhead. I don’t see the plane, only a blur, and then the impact comes. I know now this isn’t an accident, that we are under attack. I turn around and see the mayor and a group of people, [Police Commissioner] Bernard Kerik and some other familiar faces from City Hall, who join us at this position.


  We have the second fifth alarm transmitted, a fifth now for each building; Joe Callan takes charge of the north tower and Chief Barbara and Donald Burns take the south tower.


  Ray Downey [chief of rescue operations] arrives and takes most of the companies that have joined us there at that post into the south tower to assist in evacuating the stairs. The order of the day is, ‘Let’s get the people out as fast as we can!’ Ray leads a lot of units across the street, carefully, because there is the constant sound of people jumping from the north tower, and hitting the plaza below. I think if the day ended right there, it would be the worst day I have ever experienced in all my years of firefighting. I don’t think anyone is prepared to have to witness this, such a large number of people choosing to jump from that north tower. It’s not an easy thing to experience.


  Once we feel we have the radio frequencies and the commands in place in each tower, I tell Pete Ganci I want to quickly circle the buildings in order to see what kind of damage we have. We are looking up at the west side of the north tower, and this is probably the side of the building that shows us the least.


  The first plane hit straight from the north and did most of its damage on the north side; the second plane, which hit from the south, also did a lot of damage to the east side of the building, which was not clearly visible from our position.


  I walk around the north tower, and from its north side I see the damage is more than we sense. I get around to Church Street, and I’m proceeding south, and again I see a lot of damage. I intend to go to Liberty, make a right, and get back to the command post, but someone stops me. Ordinarily, I would have said, ‘I really don’t have time to talk to you.’ But he was a man I knew who used to work in our headquarters building  a young guy, Gabe. He says to me, ‘Chief, could you tell me what’s going on? My wife works on,’ I think he said, ‘the ninety-second floor of the south tower.’ I felt pretty bad for Gabe, and I said, ‘Well, you know, maybe, there was some amount of time between the first and second strikes, maybe she walked down, I don’t know …’


  I’m trying to get the people out of the building, and I spend a minute or two just talking to him because it is such a personal sense of risk that he has in this. I remember when he left working for us, his wife had just had a baby. So, he is a new father and is so concerned. It is this conversation that keeps me from getting closer to the south tower. This is just the way life is …


  I am a little past Dey Street, on Church, when suddenly the south tower comes down. I am just able to grab my aide, who is also my nephew, by the arm, and we find a doorway. It is a Starbuck’s. We press ourselves to the doorway, and though things hit all around us, we come out unscathed. After the building falls, there is the dust cloud. I remember things I have seen on TV, like a volcano in which people perish from the dust, and I think this might be our fate. For some amount of time, fifteen or twenty seconds, I keep filling up with this huge quantity of dust, and I am unable to breathe.


  I tell my nephew, who is getting a little agitated, ‘Try to breathe as slow, and as easily as you can.’ And, then, it stopped. We survived it as well.


  Once everything settled a little, I still couldn’t see anything at all, like I couldn’t tell if the whole building was down or not. I looked up and I saw it coming down on us, so I knew what was happening, but I didn’t know if the other buildings around it were damaged, or what else was going to fall down.


  So I say to my nephew, ‘We are going to walk a little east and a little south, and we’ll make our way back around in a little bit of a loop. And we’ll find our way back to the West Street command post.’ As we proceed to do this, there is that sound again as the other building falls, and another dust cloud, pushing us, pushing us forcefully down the street.


  We found a building with a lot of people in it, and just stood there for a few minutes. Once the cloud lifted a little, I said, ‘Okay, let’s get back out there.’ My nephew didn’t even have his coat and helmet. In the first collapse I just got him under me, to protect him. He just had a short-sleeve shirt and pants.


  Witnessing this in lower Manhattan is horrendous. So many people, dust-covered people, asking us what to do, so we just tell them, ‘Keep walking, walk north and east towards the Brooklyn Bridge.’ And then we proceed to find our way down to West Street.


  Radio traffic is very spotty, and I don’t know who has survived in the command post. At West and the Battery we meet Doctors Kelly and Prezant, who were both chased down West Street and were injured, and two firefighters, and the four of them look like the last survivors on earth. These were the first people we saw from the department after the collapses. And two members of the communications unit. So I ask them, ‘Where’s the command post? Who’s manning the radios?’ They answer, ‘A command post was established just south of City Hall Park, on Broadway.’ This gives me a place to head to. Chief Harring is now in charge, and he hadn’t even been there when I left the first command post. This information gave me this terrible feeling that everyone I knew had been killed. I just thought, Where’s Bill Feehan, where’s Pete Ganci; where are all the other staff chiefs?


  Once we get to the new position, we learn the command post was moved north, to Chambers and West. That’s where they are running the now multiple fires, and the rescue attempts. I get up there and assume command. I am told that Pete is missing. I learn that Commissioner Feehan, Chief Burns, and Chief Barbara are missing. Chief Cruthers had gotten there from home; Chief Fellini and he are running various parts of the job. We move on from there. Harry Meyers comes in, Butler, other chiefs.


  I am not sure how many survivors we might find. I am taken immediately by the height of the rubble that we have, for it isn’t as high as I think it should be. This does not give me a comfortable feeling about our ability to find people. I have seen enough buildings collapse to know what should be left of a six story building, and what is left of a seven story or four story. It certainly appears to me that if buildings reaching into the sky collapse then it should leave a larger pile. We know about all of the levels beneath. Perhaps people were at the concourse levels, and perhaps we will find a few there, unless we are unable to get down there.


  So we have some amount of hope going into the night to find people, but this is certainly nothing like any collapse any of us had ever seen and, privately at least, it was hard to be optimistic that people could have survived such horror. Publicly, everybody wanted to believe that we would find some of our friends, but looking at what was left …


  At some point in the night I feel I have to … well, I have so much dust in me, and on me … I think I’d like to just go home, try to get as much of this off of me as I can, and get changed, because I know we are going to have a very busy week. I want to actually show my family that I’m … let them touch me, know that I am alive. And I do that. My car got crushed, and so I take Harry Meyers’s car. I say hello to my family. I sit with them for an hour. Then I take a shower, and take another shower, and get as much dust off me as I can. I get changed into some sturdy clothes.


  I then pick up Al Turi at his house, which is right near mine. He had gone with Steve Mosiello, Pete’s exec, to tell Kathy [Ganci] that Pete wasn’t coming home.


  I pick Al up, maybe it’s eleven or so, and we go back to work. We go to headquarters and organize a few things, and then sometime in the middle of the night, I go back over to the site.


  Everybody did his duty that day. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who felt like joining the general populace, and walking over the Brooklyn Bridge, thinking, I’ve had enough of this. But, you come back just like the other firefighters did, and you do your job.


  That night or the next day the commissioner mentioned that he would want me to be chief of department. I said of course I would. At any other time this would be the culmination of my career, being the number one man in the number one department in the world  what an achievement. But now, it felt like just a responsibility.


  I feel that this department is so strong, and had the building also fallen on me, it would be just as strong today as it was. There is just a wealth of people here that are great and will move up. We lost a tremendous amount of experience and talent, but we are able to recruit such good young people. I don’t want to say it’s like wartime, but if you look at the record of people in the Second World War, and at their ages, you will say, wow, look at what that person accomplished, how young he was. Because they had to.


  This disaster has, of course, dominated me. I wake up thinking about September 11. I go to sleep thinking about it. And, if I happen to wake up in the middle of the night, that’s what I am thinking about. It is that way, but not a terribly morbid way. I have moments of terrible depression over losing these people. I consider myself very fortunate  very lucky, for some reason, to have survived. And I wouldn’t begin to imagine why. I don’t know if there is a way, but I can’t even think of speculating on why I happened to survive and someone else didn’t. [image: entity]


  Dispatcher John Lightsey


  JOHN LIGHTSEY HAS been a volunteer firefighter for twenty-five years in Hampton Bays, a small town on Long Island. He has also been a dispatcher for the last five years for the New York Fire Department, and the morning of September 11 is his turn to be up on the radio. He is working in the Manhattan dispatcher’s office, which is located in a landmark building on the 79th Street transverse of Central Park. Dispatchers are assigned various types of duty at the start of each working tour. Today, as every day, some are working the phones with the 911 system, others the voice alarm system with the firehouses, and still others the DD desk, which is where the dispatching decisions are made  which fire company will be sent to investigate a complaint, for example, or which will respond to a report of a water leak, or a gas leak, or some other emergency that does not require a full first alarm assignment.


  A call comes in reporting a smell of gas in the downtown district, and the 1st Battalion is called, as is Engine 7, and they are sent to investigate.


  Not much happens in the early morning, at least not before nine. John knows that soon after that, many companies will be leaving quarters to go to company medical exams, training appointments, or regularly scheduled building inspections. They might also be attending a recently started program at the Brooklyn Headquarters Building where companies get outfitted with the newly mandated fire protective outerwear called bunker gear. For whatever reason they leave the firehouse, though, they must go on the air and inform the dispatcher when and why they are leaving quarters. The dispatcher will give them the necessary approval and note the time of departure for the records.


  [image: entity] Suddenly, [at about twelve minutes before 9:00] Ladder 10, or it could be Engine 10, calls. Ladder 10 and Engine 10 are in the same firehouse, just across the street from the south tower of the World Trade Center. The officer does not wait for an acknowledgment: ‘A plane hit tower 1 of the World Trade Center. Transmit the box.’


  Just then a department voice alarm comes on. It is [also] someone from 10&10, saying, ‘A plane just went into tower 1.’


  I transmitted Box 8087, the building box for the north tower.


  All of a sudden every phone in the dispatching center began to ring.


  Not long after I transmitted the box, Battalion 1, on his way over there, came on and said, ‘Transmit a third alarm for this box.’


  Just after that, a battalion, I think Battalion 1, said ‘Transmit a fifth alarm.’


  And then, when the second plane came in, we got the order to transmit a second fifth-alarm assignment. We had at least twenty-five engines and sixteen trucks, maybe five or six battalions. Here in Manhattan we dispatched everybody, every company, from 125th Street on down. We sent them right on down to the World Trade Center  everybody on the west side, we sent them to #1 World Trade Center, and everybody on the east side we sent to Box 9999, at 2 World Trade Center. There was a lot of chaos. There was so much going on I couldn’t tell you exactly what the names were, or who was transmitting what. At the time, we sent everybody out there instructions that they were to bring every piece of equipment they had in their quarters.


  People caught in the towers were calling in, from above the fire floors. From what they were telling me, these people were very excited. You could see what they were dealing with on the TV. Normally we would call the division chief on the air, and give him the floor numbers. We realized that no one was going to get to those people above the fire. So we had to decide, do we transmit this on the air, or just put the information on the side and transmit everything going on below the fire floors?


  I knew I had the biggest event in my life when those towers came down. No one would ever, ever even dream about something like that. Marine 6 was transmitting over the air, and everyone started yelling, Urgent! over the radio  tower 2 had just come down.


  The worst thing was when everything got to dead silence after the collapse. For at least fifteen or twenty minutes there was dead air. We tried to raise anyone at the location. We tried to raise Division 1. We tried raising field com. Some of the companies. But nothing. We kept trying and trying. We had turned the TV off because we all had a lot of good friends in there, and it got to be too much. A few of us still can’t come to terms with this. Just the thought of it all, trying to accept it.


  All during the day we gave each other little hugs, and supported each other. My tour had started at 7:00 A.M., and I stayed until eightv or nine that night at the radio. I stayed there for three days straight. We just spun out on the floor and got some rest.


  I get teary eyed because of the people I knew who we sent down there. Just thinking about them being down there. Or feeling guilt about assigning all those companies at the same time. We didn’t follow the rules; we went above the rules. We went ahead and assigned more than was necessary because of the instinct. A chief, Joe DeBernardo, told me, ‘You have to look at it this way. You are not going to stop a firefighter from going in,’ and he said, ‘what you guys did down there in sending as much manpower as you did, you ended up saving a lot more lives than what they lost.’


  Hardly anyone here talks about it. We go to the wakes and the memorial services, but we don’t talk about it much. A few of us leave the room when we do the four-fives [the traditional fire alarm signal for a death in the line of duty]. They get upset. Everyone is still pretty stunned. [image: entity]


  About the Author


  DENNIS SMITH is a former New York City firefighter, the author of ten bestselling books including REPORT FROM ENGINE CO. 82 (1972), and the founding editor of Firehouse Magazine. He lives in New York City.
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