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			Foreword 

			

			by Governor Tom Ridge

			Honorary Co-Chair, Flight 93 National Memorial Campaign

			First Secretary, US Department of Homeland Security

			43rd Governor of Pennsylvania

			 

			The Founders of the United States of America affirmed by their own words and deeds that preservation of liberty is more than an ideal but a way of life. They hoped that way of life would see the country and the greater world through inevitable challenges and the passage of time. 

			How proud they would be to know that the stand for liberty and freedom has long had a home in the American experience—as a group of forty courageous people demonstrated on September 11, 2001. 

			Every September 11 that has passed since that year, people have gathered to honor the nearly three thousand souls—citizens of the world from more than eighty nations—who lost their lives on that tragic day. 

			We miss them, but we also have worked hard to celebrate the contributions they made while they were here. 

			Among those contributions is the accounting we have of the last hard moments of “the fourth plane”—the plane that began to veer from course and speed toward the US Capitol, the plane that didn’t reach that intended target, the plane that held the brave passengers and crew of United Flight 93.

			The sweeping and inspiring story of Flight 93, of bravery that had no bounds, spoke volumes of people, brought together by chance, but bound together by courage. 

			Having learned of the fate of the other three planes and the terrorists’ intentions for theirs, the men and women of Flight 93 rose up and fought back—collectively and intrepidly and at all costs. 

			Because of their sacrifice on that day, lives were saved, and thus heroes were made over the skies of Shanksville. 

			These extraordinary men and women have our respect, our admiration, our gratitude, and, with it all, our promise that future generations will know their names as well as their selfless and moving valedictory. 

			Through the devotion and hard work of the Families of Flight 93, the National Park Service, countless volunteers, and generous contributors, the Flight 93 National Memorial is now a beautiful and peaceful resting place for these forty precious souls. Visitors can come to this hallowed ground and learn of the people who fought the first battle against those who attacked our nation. 

			In this book, Tom McMillan wraps it all together—the moments and the memorial. But more than that, Tom shines a soft light on the lives of the passengers and crew. He takes off the generic label and, with the help of their family and friends, allows us to see the individual lives that the “40 Heroes” connected to while on earth, the depth of their goodness, the reach of their ambitions, and the many reasons that help us understand where their strength and bravery originated. 

			This book tells the story of people whose courage mattered, whose lives had great meaning, and who remain deeply missed. It’s a story that will long be told, respectfully and gratefully, just as we find on the pages that follow.

			—Governor Tom Ridge

			
		


		
			
			Author’s Note

			

			We can never know every detail of what happened aboard Flight 93 when the passengers and crew staged their heroic revolt on September 11, 2001. But a number of sources, including the cockpit voice recorder, the flight data recorder, and reports of phone calls from the plane, provide valuable information about their activities—and the response of the hijackers. 

			As a result, it now is possible to piece together a reasonable step-by-step reconstruction of those final desperate minutes of their lives. I have attempted to do so in chapters 8 and 9, using the best information available thirteen years after the attack. 

			The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) created an animation of the Flight 93 flight path, based on the flight data recorder recovered at the scene. It enables us to know the altitude and direction of the plane throughout the flight. It also recorded the various turns made by the professional pilot and the hijacker pilot—including the “rocking of the wings” in the final five minutes.

			Phone calls made from passengers and crew from Airfones on the United Boeing 757 offer a window into their thoughts and actions. Three of those on board left voice messages for loved ones, and there are direct transcripts of their words. Twelve other calls that got through to family members or coworkers on the ground have been recounted in various forms. The wives of two passengers involved in the counterattack, Deena Burnett and Lyz Glick, wrote books that included details of their phone conversations—as did Lisa Jefferson, the GTE/Verizon operator who took a call from passenger Todd Beamer.

			Most of passengers and crew, however, did not make phone calls from the air that day. It is impossible to know their stories—and, therefore, the complete story. Were they part of the planning? Did they participate in the counterattack in any way? Would they have provided different perspective? It is an everlasting mystery.

			The FBI released a detailed transcript of the cockpit voice recorder that gives us a specific chronology of the voices and sounds in the cockpit during the last thirty-one minutes of Flight 93. As of 2014, the audio recording has not been made available to the general public. Only family members, investigators, and those involved in related court cases had listened to its content and the various pitches and inflections. Still, the transcript provides significant insight as to what was said and heard in the cockpit that day.

			The individual hijackers who were doing the speaking are never identified by name. However, because there were four microphones at strategic locations in the cockpit—including one described as “left seat cockpit” and another as “right seat cockpit,” where the pilot and copilot would have been sitting on a normal flight—we can draw conclusions as to which hijackers were speaking.

			Ziad Jarrah was the only member of the Flight 93 hijacking crew who was trained to fly an airplane. He attended flight school in Venice, Florida, in the summer and fall of 2000 and earned his private pilot’s license. Al-Qaeda member Ramzi Binalshibh, the coordinator of the September 11 attacks, later confirmed that Jarrah was the pilot of Flight 93.

			According to the transcript, the microphone located at the “left seat cockpit” is the one that picked up two messages from a hijacker attempting to communicate with the passengers shortly after the takeover. The first message began, “Ladies and gentlemen: Here the captain.” In the second message, he also identified himself as “the captain.” We can easily conclude that this is Jarrah. In addition to being the pilot, he was the leader of the hijacking team and would have been the one to handle communications and issue directives. 

			I have attributed the statements coming from that seat and that microphone for the rest of the flight to Jarrah. 

			Another microphone was located at the “right seat cockpit.” Al-Qaeda never identified which of the muscle hijackers would join Jarrah in the cockpit, but Jarrah specifically addressed someone named “Saeed” on two occasions during the flight, referring to fellow hijacker Saeed al Ghamdi. Accordingly, I have attributed statements coming from the “right seat cockpit” microphone to Ghamdi.

			There are several moments later in the flight when the transcript is unclear about the origination of a particular voice or statement. This is probably when sounds are jumbled from the chaos in the cockpit. The statements during those times have been attributed generically in the narrative to “one of the hijackers.”

			The transcript does make helpful distinctions for “Arabic-speaking male,” “native English-speaking male,” and “native English-speaking female.” It also identifies “Translated Arabic text,” “English text,” “Unintelligible text,” and “Shouting.”

			Telephone records and other data made available during the trial of al-Qaeda member Zacarias Moussaoui also have contributed greatly to our understanding of the entire September 11 operation, including the final moments of Flight 93.

			I have done my best to create a fair and comprehensive depiction of the actions during the hijacking and the passenger uprising. Readers may draw their own conclusions.

			—Tom McMillan

			Pittsburgh, PA

			March 2014

			
		


		
			
			Preface

			

			By any measure, September 11, 2001, was a strategic, symbolic, and humanitarian disaster for the United States of America.

			Nineteen Islamic terrorists had infiltrated the country during a period of twenty months, successfully passing through immigration checks even though they’d all attended al-Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan. Four trained extensively as pilots at American flight schools. At the specially selected “Zero Hour,” they proceeded through airport security and boarded four cross-country flights for the West Coast, armed only with small knives and a deep-seated hatred for American values. The 9/11 Commission later described their achievement in cold, terrifying terms: “By 8 a.m. on the morning of September 11, 2001, they had defeated all the security layers that America’s civil aviation system then had in place to prevent a hijacking.”

			The horrific events that morning had been in the works for quite some time. Osama bin Laden, the Saudi exile who commanded the al-Qaeda terror network, had issued a religious fatwa in 1998 declaring war on the United States: “The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies—civilians and military—is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible.” But no one outside a small core of the US intelligence community seemed to take the threat seriously. Operating mostly in the shadows, bin Laden’s group mounted successful bombing attacks on US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998 and on the USS Cole in the port of Aden (Yemen) in 2000, but the scope of those events, though tragic, was only a hint of what al-Qaeda envisioned. Something else was in the works. Something that would leave no doubt who al-Qaeda was—and what it was intent on doing.

			The terrorist teams succeeded in hijacking all four flights on September 11, violently assaulting the flight attendants and airline pilots in the cockpits and putting their own pilots in charge. Transforming large commercial airliners into missiles, they crashed the first two planes into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center (WTC) and a third into the US military nerve center of the Pentagon, wreaking physical destruction and psychological chaos up and down the East Coast.

			It must have stunned al-Qaeda, then, that a fourth plane never reached its target.

			[image: ]

			The passengers and crew members of United Flight 93 could not have known that the terrorists in the cockpit were intent on slamming their Boeing 757 into one of the iconic symbols of US democracy—either the Capitol or the White House (the precise target has never been determined with 100 percent certainty, although with its prominent dome, it was likely the Capitol). But they knew the hijackers were on a suicide mission. Given the benefit of extra time—their flight had been delayed in departing from Newark International Airport—the people on board made Airfone calls to family members and learned of fiery crashes into three landmark buildings. That was all they needed. They were determined to have a say in their own fate.

			They huddled, shared information, and hastily assembled a plot to reclaim control of the plane. As the planning reached a crescendo, they even paused for that most American of traditions—they took a vote.

			Shortly before 10:00 a.m., a group of patriots as brave as any who had fought at Yorktown or Gettysburg or Normandy charged the hijackers and battered their way to the cockpit.

			They didn’t quite succeed in seizing control of the aircraft, but in many ways they won the battle in the skies over western Pennsylvania that morning. The ferocity of the counterattack so unnerved the hijacker pilot that he either lost control of the plane or purposely crashed it, plunging upside-down into a field in rural Somerset County. Citizen-soldiers from the United States had fought back, the Capitol still stood, and countless lives on the ground were saved.

			In the days and weeks that followed, much of the narrative of the September 11 attacks focused on the tragedies in New York City and Washington, DC, which caused almost three thousand deaths, destroyed both towers of the World Trade Center, and demolished part of the outer rings of the Pentagon. Television networks were reporting live from the scene when the second plane hit the South Tower, capturing the impact in real time—the haunting approach of the aircraft, the stupendous fireball, the incomprehensible gust of smoke and dust and shattered concrete that engulfed entire blocks of the city. Video images were burned forever in the national memory.

			By contrast, not as much was made of the smoking crater near little Shanksville, Pennsylvania, where forty heroes from all walks of life bonded together and defied the forces of terrorism. The plane crashed into an open field on the site of a reclaimed strip mine, and most of it had plowed deep into the earth. Famous buildings had not been struck. Innocent citizens working in their offices had not been slaughtered. The media coverage, at least in the immediate aftermath, was not as easily packaged with video or photo highlights for the daily news cycle. There was not much to see at all. Certainly this was part of the reason that the coverage was more muted—television needs the visuals to tell the story. But the story of Flight 93 lies buried in the earth.

			In time, important parts of the story were pieced together and tugged at the nation’s heartstrings. Jere Longman, a reporter for the New York Times, wrote an outstanding book the first year after Flight 93’s crash. Several movies, including one major studio production, United 93,released in 2006, told and polished the legend of the passengers and crew. They made valuable contributions to our understanding of the event. But as a student of history, and as one who had visited the Flight 93 crash site on numerous occasions from my home in Pittsburgh, I still wanted more. 

			I discovered there was more.

			In the thirteen years that have passed since September 11, reporters, professional investigators, and amateur historians gradually have uncovered many more elements of the story, piece by piece. The researchers at the Flight 93 National Memorial have interviewed hundreds of people directly involved in the day and its aftermath—family members, first responders, investigators, local residents, volunteers—and created an invaluable archive of oral histories. The 9/11 Commission published its groundbreaking report. The National Transportation Safety Board used information obtained from the flight data recorder to produce an animation of the entire Flight 93 flight path. Wives of some of the heroes wrote books and spoke to reporters. The trial of Zacarias Moussaoui, an al-Qaeda operative who was on the fringes of the plot, resulted in reams of documents and other evidence being made available to the public.

			The goal of this book is to draw on many such sources of information and perspective—some fresh, some published but rarely seen—while building on the established storyline in an attempt to create a more comprehensive account of the story of Flight 93. 

			The full story cannot be told without an examination of the origin of the plot and the plotters. Flight 93 was a unique event in American history, but it did not take place in a vacuum. The roots go back at least as far as a terrorist’s first attempt to bomb the World Trade Center in 1993. A concept that called for planes crashing into buildings was first proposed to bin Laden in 1996. The trail that led the hijacker pilots from their homes in the Middle East to the morning of September 11 is, in itself, a fascinating journey of historic happenstance. 

			It also cannot not be told without a closer look at the investigation and its aftermath, drawing on the contributions of regular folks from Somerset County who had their lives transformed forever by this national tragedy. Foremost among these is Wallace E. “Wally” Miller, the Somerset County coroner, who became such an integral part of the recovery effort and a de facto spokesman for the families. But there are many others.

			Most of all, though, it cannot be told without attempting to achieve a more complete understanding of the passengers and crew and what happened on board in those heart-pounding minutes after the hijackers took control. We never will know everything. As with every hallowed battlefield, many of the facts are buried with the heroes. But in this book, I have tried to collect and weave together as much of the pertinent information as possible—long-established facts and recent revelations—to create an updated sequence of the events that took place against a backdrop of such unthinkable terror.

			“We’re going to do something,” passenger Tom Burnett told his wife that morning—the last words she ever heard him speak.

			They did.

			And this is their story.

			
			
		


		
			
			CHAPTER ONE

			Morning

			Flight 93 was late.

			Almost forty minutes after its scheduled departure time of 8:00 a.m., with the spectacular late-summer sky above New York City already teeming with air traffic, the United Airlines Boeing 757 crawled along the snarled runway at New Jersey’s Newark International Airport, waiting its turn.

			For veteran business travelers such as Tom Burnett, seated in 4B, and Todd Beamer, a few rows back in 10D, it was an almost expected annoyance; the staggering volume of traffic at New York’s three metropolitan airports meant that delays were part of the routine, even on a Tuesday morning, one of the lightest travel periods of the business week. We can’t know whether this deviation from the schedule created sudden angst for the four Middle Eastern men scattered among the six rows of first class—the ones who hadn’t bought tickets for a return flight.

			The night before, they’d each read a four-page document, handwritten in Arabic, instructing them to tune out all distractions, to steel themselves for battle, to renew their oath to die, and to prepare themselves for eternal bliss. And to pray. Above all, to pray.

			 

			Be busy with the constant remembrance of God. God said: “Oh, ye faithful, when you find the enemy, be steadfast and remember God constantly so that you may be successful.” When the (airplane) moves, even slightly, toward (unknown reference) say the supplication of travel. Because you are traveling to Almighty God, so be attentive on this trip.

			 

			Still, as the plane sat on the runway, and the minutes ticked away, it had to be disconcerting. For all their meticulous preparation, the al-Qaeda terrorists apparently never factored in a lengthy ground delay. Their plan had been proposed for the first time in the mountains of Afghanistan in 1996 and refined repeatedly in the intervening years. But it was dependent on precise timing for maximum shock effect.

			Four transcontinental flights selected for hijacking were scheduled to take off within a tight time frame of twenty-five minutes, between 7:45 and 8:10 that morning. The hijackings were to start about fifteen minutes after each flight was in the air. If everything went according to plan, the four planes would be crashed into their targets in such rapid succession that US political and military leaders (not to mention the passengers and crew on the planes) would have no time to react. And the physical damage to the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the Capitol—devastating as it was sure to be—would be dwarfed by the massive psychological damage to the American spirit.

			The clock ticked.

			 

			Do not seem confused or show signs of nervous tension. Be happy, optimistic, calm, because you are heading for a deed that God loves and will accept. It will be the day, God willing, you will spend with the women of paradise.

			 

			The four men assigned by al-Qaeda to the mission on Flight 93 could not have imagined what effect the delay in departure would have on their plan to seize control of the plane and steer it toward Washington, DC. Their target in all probability was the Capitol, whose giant dome was easily spotted from the air—and where a full session of Congress was scheduled. But if Ziad Jarrah squirmed in his seat in 1B, just outside the cockpit, or if Ahmed al Haznawi dabbed sweat from his forehead in 6B, directly behind Jarrah and in the last row of first class, it is unlikely that the thirty-three regular passengers or seven crew members would have noticed. 

			No ordinary traveler on a US flight in 2001 worried about the threat of hijacking, and certainly no one on board ever had conceived of Islamic terrorists commandeering airplanes in midair and turning them into missiles. This would be an ordinary weekday flight. The pilots and crew went about their normal preflight preparations; the passengers, such as Mark Bingham, a public relations executive who’d hustled to barely make the last boarding call before settling into seat 4D, sipped orange juice and waited for the six-hour trip to San Francisco.

			 

			Remind your soul to listen and obey (all divine orders) and remember that you will face decisive situations that may prevent you from 100 percent obedience, so tame your soul, purify it, convince it, make it understand, and incite it. God said, “Obey God and His Messenger, and do not fight among yourselves or you will fail. And be patient, for God is with the patient.”

			 

			It was precisely 8:41:49 a.m., according to the records of the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), when an air traffic controller in the tower at Newark’s airport told Captain Jason Dahl and First Officer LeRoy Homer: “United ninety three wind three three zero at seven, runway four left cleared for takeoff.”

			At 8:41:53 a.m., as the pilots prepared to send their Boeing 757-200 hurtling down the runway, the response came from the cockpit: “cleared for takeoff four left United ninety three.”

			At 8:42:41 a.m., from the control tower: “United ninety three contact departure.”

			Two seconds later, from the cockpit: “going to departure, United ninety three good day.”

			Passengers that morning were scattered through the first twenty-one rows of the plane, which had thirty-four rows in all. Kristin White Gould, seated in 21C, was a freelance medical journalist with deep, even historical, American roots. Kristin was a descendant of William Brewster, a passenger on the Mayflower in 1620 and the senior church elder at Plymouth colony. She was heading to California to visit friends. Colleen Fraser (seat 13A), a nationally known advocate for the disabled, was traveling to Nevada for a conference on grant writing. Just four-foot-six, Colleen carried a tiny copy of the Constitution with her to encourage the disabled to become their own advocates.

			Retirees Donald Peterson and Jean Hoadley Peterson, the only married couple on board, seated in 14A and 14C, were leaving on the first leg of a trip to meet other family members at Yosemite National Park. Christine Snyder (seat 17A) was returning from her first-ever trip to the East Coast, heading home to Honolulu after attending a forestry conference in Washington, DC. Retirees Patricia Cushing (seat 19C) and Jane Folger (seat 19B), sisters-in-law from Bayonne, New Jersey, had been looking forward for weeks to vacationing in San Francisco, where Patricia would finally see the Golden Gate Bridge and ride her first cable car.

			Up in first class, four men with something else entirely on their minds—Jarrah, Haznawi, Ahmed al Nami (seat 3C), and Saeed al Ghamdi (seat 3D)—said their quiet prayers and dreamed of paradise.

			 

			Then it takes off . . . Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels . . . Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet.

			 

			It was Tuesday, September 11, 2001.

			Flight 93 was finally in the air.

			[image: ]

			“Wally, get in here. Now!”

			Shortly before nine o’clock that morning, Wallace E. “Wally” Miller, the coroner of rural Somerset County, Pennsylvania—eighty miles east of Pittsburgh—had reported for his day job as director of the Miller Funeral Home on Tayman Avenue in the borough of Somerset. The place was a family business started by his father, Wilbur, in 1953, four years before Wally was born. Wilbur went to college on the GI Bill, worked seven years as an assistant in a funeral home in nearby Indian Head, then struck out on his own—and, having boldly started a new business in a small town, promptly waited ten months for his first funeral. But eventually the enterprise began to thrive. Wilbur’s personal touch with grieving families and others in the community earned him such a reputation that in 1973 he decided to run for coroner—and won.

			Being the coroner in Somerset County didn’t come with all the accommodations that larger counties offered; there was no secretary, not even an office. Wilbur ran the operation out of his own funeral home and handled things so efficiently that the farmers and coal miners of Hooversville and Confluence and Fairhope Township kept re-electing him for twenty-four years. Wally eventually took over the business and ran to succeed his dad as coroner, winning his first election after Wilbur retired in 1997 to make it a legitimate family dynasty. His down-home nature was a huge selling point in these parts; Wally, who still answers his own phone at work, likes to tell people that “when you call the Miller Funeral Home, you get Miller.”

			Despite retirement, though, Wilbur retained territorial rights to the place on Tayman Avenue. He and his wife, Wilma, still lived in the apartment above the funeral home—Wally and his two siblings grew up there—and even now, in the mornings, before the business opened for the day, Wilbur, age seventy-four, would find his way to the smoking lounge on the first floor to have a cigarette and watch television.

			He rarely called out for Wally, but, when he did, Wally came running, especially when the old man said, “Now!”

			“A plane hit the World Trade Center!” Wilbur shouted, in a voice so bold he seemed to be announcing it to the whole county. He was mesmerized, never taking his eyes off the screen.

			“We’re thinking the pilot must have had a heart attack or something,” Wally recalled later. They were coroners after all. They dealt with death on a daily basis and in some ways thought they had seen it all. Wally’s mind immediately went to a recent auto accident on a stretch of the Pennsylvania Turnpike that winds its way through Somerset. “We had a crash where the guy had a heart attack, ran off the road and died, but he didn’t die of the crash—he died of the heart attack.” They thought this might have been the same thing.

			As the TV reports continued and 9:00 a.m. approached, Wally, age forty-four, ambled back to his office on the first floor to conduct the daily business of Somerset County. Though this was clearly national news, New York City was five hours by car and a million miles by pace and style from the world he inhabited. Wally was a native of Somerset, had been on the basketball and track teams at Somerset Area High, and, other than four undergraduate years at Washington & Jefferson College in nearby Washington, Pennsylvania, and one year at the Pittsburgh Institute of Mortuary Science in the big city just more than an hour to the west, he had spent his whole life in the county. He understood the slow tempo of life here, the rural nature of the people; in fact, he lived it. He knew most of his patrons—and all the firefighters and police officers—by their first names.

			Sprawled across a mountainous region along the Pennsylvania border with Maryland, both rugged and picturesque, Somerset County had a population of just more than eighty thousand residents in 2001. The most common occupations were farming and coal mining—both deep mining and surface (strip) mining—but the area probably was best known to outsiders for the Seven Springs Mountain Resort. It was the kind of place where each little dot on the map had its own volunteer fire company, and the fire companies still handled the ambulance service—in many ways, a window back to a simpler time.

			“Look! It happened again!”

			The current coroner of Somerset County dutifully went back into the lounge where the former coroner kept watching the television coverage—and this time his jaw simply hung there. The footage showed an airplane, apparently a large commercial jet, plowing into a tower of the World Trade Center and sending a searing fireball spewing out of the other side. But this wasn’t a replay of a plane striking the first tower, as some viewers originally thought—as some would naturally assume, considering the shocking rarity of the image. No, this was a second plane hitting a second tower.

			“Holy crap,” Wally said, as they stood there transfixed. These were men who knew death and were rarely rattled. “Is there a war going on or something?”

			His mind raced. He thought of tragedies he’d handled in Somerset—a motorcycle crackup on the turnpike at high speed; a skier who’d slammed into a tree in the dusk; a domestic dispute gone horribly wrong—but he knew this was something so much larger, so much more destructive, almost beyond his comprehension.

			Even before the towers crumbled, when authorities were dealing with billowing smoke and raging fires in two hundred-story buildings, the death toll was feared to reach the thousands. Wally felt especially safe to be in remote little Somerset County on this day of all days. What happened in New York was the type of large-scale trauma that could never take place in Elk Lick, Stoystown, Upper Turkeyfoot Township, or two other anonymous hamlets within his jurisdiction: Stonycreek Township and Shanksville. Or so it seemed

			“Hey,” Wally said to his dad, still watching in disbelief as the unthinkable scenes unfolded on his television, “how’d you like to be the coroner in New York City today?”
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			Ed Ballinger was supposed to have the day off. After forty-three years in airline operations with United Airlines and nineteen years as a full-time flight dispatcher, he’d certainly earned the right to take it.

			But Ballinger, age sixty-two, was an old military man with a soldier’s sense of duty. He’d served in the Air National Guard and Air Force Reserve, been a loadmaster on a C-119 cargo plane, and worked paratrooper school at Fort Benning. He knew he “owed” the airline a day from a previous scheduling period. 

			“So on my day off,” he said, “I went in to repay the company the day I owed them.”

			It was just before 8:00 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time on September 11 when Ballinger checked in at United’s headquarters near Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. He’d been assigned sixteen cross-country flights originating in the New York area, Boston, and Philadelphia, all heading for the West Coast. Included on that list was Flight 93 out of Newark. A flight dispatcher monitors the progress of each flight; provides information to each pilot regarding weather, wind speed, congestion, turbulence, and other factors that may affect the safety of the flight; and must understand navigation and various airport operations and procedures. One of the first things he checks is the weather. “Everything was clear,” Ballinger said. “It was a beautiful, clear day the whole way across.” 

			The first sign of trouble he encountered wasn’t really “trouble” at all. There was the typical congestion in the New York area, and some flights from its three airports (JFK, LaGuardia, and Newark) were going to be delayed. Ballinger dutifully notified his flights on the ground that their departure times might be pushed back. Each message was typed on a keyboard and sent to the cockpits using ACARS (Aircraft Communications Addressing and Reporting System). Once it was delivered, a chime would ring in the cockpit, and the message would appear on a screen on the console between the pilot and first officer.

			As the first hour of Ballinger’s shift progressed and planes began to take off amid the heavy traffic, the dispatcher exchanged routine messages with his pilots. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary until shortly before 9:00 a.m., when the dispatch manager advised him that one of his sixteen flights, United 175 out of Boston, was acting erratically. “My dispatch manager came over to me and says, ‘Ed, one of your flights appears to be not operating correctly,’ ” he recalled. “ ‘It might be hijacked.’ ”

			Hijacked?

			Not knowing who was in command of the aircraft, Ballinger, at 9:03 a.m., decided to send a discreet message: “HOW IS THE RIDE? ANYTHING DISPATCH CAN DO FOR YOU?” 

			There was no reply.

			[image: ]

			At 8:46 a.m., American Airlines Flight 11 plowed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center at nearly five hundred mph. It exploded and left a gaping hole with a haunting outline of its wings from the 93rd to the 99th floor. Fire crews rushed to the scene, and initial media speculation was that the building had been struck by a small plane. But it was not until United 175 smashed into the South Tower at 9:03 a.m. that bewildered aviation officials began to realize that New York City—and America itself—was under attack. One plane hitting one tower could have been an aberration, a horrible case of pilot error. Two planes hitting two towers in less than twenty minutes was a coordinated assault on the US homeland.

			In retrospect, it is mystifying that Ballinger and other flight dispatchers did not receive immediate orders from the airlines to notify other aircraft of the danger at hand. The only possibly explanation is that no one in the history of American air travel ever had imagined multiple hijackings of large commercial airliners on the same day at the same time, and there was no specific procedure on how to respond. The raw confusion that resulted from these unprecedented attacks created temporary paralysis across the system. Al-Qaeda, as intended, had caught America completely off-guard.

			Three years later, the 9/11 Commission reported, “We found no evidence . . . that American Airlines sent any cockpit warnings to its aircraft on 9/11. United’s first decisive action did not come until 9:19, when a United flight dispatcher, Ed Ballinger, took the initiative to begin transmitting warnings to his 16 transcontinental flights.”

			Ballinger had become one of the first citizen-soldiers of September 11 and had acted heroically in an attempt to save lives. A supervisor later commended him for performing “expertly” under the circumstances. At 9:19 a.m., he began sending an alarming message to each of the flights under his jurisdiction: “BEWARE ANY COCKPIT INTROUSION [sic] . . . TWO AIRCRAFT IN NY, HIT TRADE CENTER BUILDS.”

			The veteran of four-plus decades with United Airlines did not believe he could send a message simultaneously to all sixteen aircraft, so he began transmitting a few at a time. Because there was no way of knowing which of the planes might be most vulnerable to attack, he did it chronologically according to departure time and en-route progress. The ACARS text about being on alert for cockpit intrusions was sent to Flight 93 at 9:23 a.m.Records show it was received in the cockpit at 9:24 a.m.

			At 9:26 a.m., Captain Dahl sent a reply to Ballinger on ACARS: “ED, CONFIRM LATEST MSSG PLX—JASON.”

			Two minutes later, at 9:28 a.m., there was a commotion at the cockpit door.

			
		


		
			
			CHAPTER TWO

			Mastermind

			The idea to hijack US commercial airliners and crash them into landmark buildings didn’t originate with Osama bin Laden. It was a freelance terrorist named Khalid Sheikh Mohammed who first made the wildly ambitious proposal to the al-Qaeda leader during a meeting at Tora Bora in the mountains of eastern Afghanistan. This was in 1996. 

			The man American authorities would come to know as “KSM” already had impressive credentials. The common Western stereotype of a terrorist at the time may have been of a zealous, uneducated drifter, but KSM represented a new breed: educated, worldly, and fiercely resourceful. He’d lived for parts of four years in the United States and earned a degree at North Carolina A&T before committing himself to the Afghan resistance against the invading Soviets—and fighting alongside bin Laden in the Battle of Jaji in 1987. A convenient family connection also helped to fuel his rise in the jihadi world. It was KSM’s nephew, Ramzi Yousef, who first tried to bring down the World Trade Center with a bomb in 1993.

			Yousef’s bold expedition into the heart of US economic power did not achieve his intended goal of destroying both towers, crumbling one onto the other, but, unbeknownst to the average American, it had enormous influence on a budding generation of young terrorists. Above all else, it gave them a sense that attacking the United States on its own soil wasn’t as far-fetched as some of their elders believed. Using connections and knowledge gained at the training camps in Afghanistan, Yousef slipped into the country on a phony passport and built a bomb for three thousand dollars. He recruited a team of accomplices, drove a rental van into a garage under the North Tower of the World Trade Center, lit the fuse, and jumped into a getaway car. Six people died and many more were injured in the explosion. The physical damage wasn’t anything close to what Yousef envisioned, but he’d struck a bloody blow on the streets of America’s largest city, confounded US authorities, and effectively ushered in a new era of international terrorism. Then he bolted the country on a flight to Pakistan.

			KSM played a seemingly minor role in the plot, serving as an advisor and wiring $660 on at least one occasion to help with funding, but the ease with which his nephew had entered and operated in the United States made a deep and lasting impression. Yousef even scored an impressive PR coup on his way back home, sending letters to several US newspapers to take credit for the attack in the name of the fictitious “fifth battalion in the Liberation Army.” He demanded that the Americans stop supporting Israel and stay out of Middle East internal affairs. “If our demands are not met,” he brazenly declared in a letter received by the New York Times, “all of our functional groups in the army will continue to execute our missions against the military and civilian targets in and out of the United States.”

			Yousef, of course, did not command any group called the fifth battalion and had no way of backing up his ambitious threats, but he’d helped lay the groundwork for the next phase of international terror. As Lawrence Wright noted in his book, The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda and the Road to 9/11, Yousef was “the first Islamic terrorist to attack the American homeland.” Many others of his ilk took notice, including Khalid Sheikh Mohammed.

			It is reasonable to conclude that the journey leading KSM to bin Laden and Tora Bora in 1996—and eventually to the 9/11 attacks—began when Yousef parked his van under the Twin Towers and simply walked away.
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			Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was born in Kuwait on April 14, 1965. His father, a local imam, was a native of Pakistan, although he drew his ancestral lineage from the independent region of Baluchistan, which overlaps Iran, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. The family lived in Fahaheel, south of Kuwait City, and traveled on Pakistani passports. As US authorities who trailed him for years were soon to find out, KSM was a man from both everywhere and nowhere.

			He and Yousef grew up together and displayed a penchant for bold missions even at an early age. Terry McDermott and Josh Meyer, in their book The Hunt for KSM, tell of an act of youthful defiance in elementary school where the two boys climbed a flagpole and ripped down the Kuwaiti flag. KSM, three years older than Yousef, joined a prominent Islamist group, the Muslim Brotherhood, at the age of sixteen, attended Brotherhood youth camps, and began to advocate for violent jihad. Terrorism was in his blood.

			But there was another interest vying for KSM’s attention, and this is where his story takes a unique twist. After completing his secondary schooling in Kuwait in 1983, KSM promptly left the country to further his education in the United States. He was the only September 11 plotter to do so.

			KSM first enrolled at tiny Chowan College in the remote outpost of Murfreesboro, North Carolina. The selection of a little-known, two-year Baptist school in the rural South might seem bizarre for the son of an imam from the Middle East, but Chowan was an effective collegiate stepping-stone for foreign students because of one important factor: The school didn’t require an English proficiency test. Many such students spent a semester or two at Chowan to improve their language skills and then moved on to another university. To these men, the tiny school was almost a secret pathway to the United States.

			KSM’s next stop was North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University, a historically African-American school located in the larger city of Greensboro. Established in 1891 when Congress mandated “a separate college for the colored race,” North Carolina A&T had developed a strong educational legacy. Its list of distinguished graduates included the Rev. Jesse Jackson, NASA astronaut Ronald McNair, Brigadier General Clara Adams Ender, and Pro Football Hall of Famer Elvin Bethea. In one of the historic and memorable snapshots of the Civil Rights era, a group of North Carolina A&T students staged a sit-in at a lunch counter at Woolworth’s—sparking an iconic moment, photograph, and conflict of the 1960s. 

			By the time Khalid Sheikh Mohammed arrived at the school in the spring of 1984, there also was a small but growing contingent of Middle Eastern students enrolled in classes. KSM was part of a religiously oriented group nicknamed the “mullahs.” He applied himself to his studies, worked on improving his broken English, did his best to avoid the cultural temptations inherent in a US college campus, and earned a mechanical engineering degree in less than three years. He graduated in December 1986. 

			The extent to which KSM’s exposure to life in America in the mid-1980s influenced his views about future terrorist activities cannot be known for certain. He is our only source on the matter, and he has told conflicting stories. The 9/11 Commission Report says, “By his own account, KSM’s animus toward the United States stemmed not from his experiences there as a student, but rather from his violent disagreement with US foreign policy favoring Israel.” However, a 2004 report by the CIA’s inspector general that was released by the Justice Department says, “KSM’s limited and negative experience in the United States—which included a brief jail stay because of unpaid bills—almost certainly helped propel him on his path to become a terrorist. He stated that his contact with Americans, while minimal, confirmed his views that the United States was a debauched and racist country.”

			KSM returned to the Middle East after graduation and in 1987 made his way to Peshawar, Pakistan, close to the Afghanistan border. That is where his brother, Zahid, already a committed jihadi, introduced him to the Afghan warlord Abdul Rasaf Sayyaf. The holy war against the Soviets was reaching its apex, and the powerful Sayyaf became an influential figure in KSM’s life, sending him at first to the Sada camp in eastern Afghanistan for military training and then helping him land several jobs that supported the resistance. He worked in a media office, taught engineering at Sayyaf’s university, and later joined the mujahideen in Bosnia. During this time, KSM also worked under Abdullah Azzam, the mentor of Osama bin Laden. He was making important connections that would serve him well in future terrorist endeavors. 

			It was sometime in 1991 or 1992 that KSM learned of Ramzi Yousef’s plan to attack inside the United States. Yousef had received instruction in explosives at the terrorist camps in Afghanistan and developed such an aptitude that fellow trainees nicknamed him “The Chemist.” He was determined to put that knowledge to work and send a message exploding across the Western world. Arriving in New York in September 1992, Yousef tempted fate by presenting a bogus passport and no entry visa. Questioned by authorities, he requested political asylum and was released on his own recognizance, pending a hearing. Then he vanished into a land of 250 million people. Investigators would learn that Yousef soon sought out and came under the influence of a radical Egyptian cleric named Omar Abdel Rahman, aka the “Blind Sheikh,” who introduced him to some of the men who became his accomplices (and who later was arrested in connection with foiled plots to bomb other New York landmarks, including the Holland and Lincoln tunnels).

			Yousef telephoned KSM often in late 1992 to consult on evolving plans for the attack. Devoted to the cause of Palestine and enraged by US support of Israel, he chose the World Trade Center as his target, convinced that thousands of Jews worked in the Twin Towers. There was just one major flaw in his scheme: a lack of funding. KSM wired $660 at one point and may have tried to tap other sources, but in the end Yousef had to abandon plans for a more elaborate explosive device and resigned himself to building a large but basic fertilizer bomb.

			The resulting explosion ripped through the garage under the North Tower shortly after noon on February 26, 1993. Yousef was disappointed in the results, but his makeshift attack with a rental van still killed six people, injured more than one thousand, and, according to the FBI, “carved out a nearly 100-foot crater several stories deep.” Smoke and flames filled the building, and the bomb caused property damage of three hundred million dollars. On the television news that night—and for weeks and months and years afterwards—the images of thousands of innocent workers scurrying from the building in chaos were seared into the American consciousness. Beyond the deaths and the damage was the statement Yousef had made with his brash incursion. The United States can be attacked. Not overseas. Not at an embassy. But right here at home.
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			The 9/11 Commission drew yet another conclusion from Yousef’s attack on the World Trade Center in 1993. It determined that “Yousef’s instant notoriety as the mastermind of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing inspired KSM to become involved in planning attacks against the United States.” Up to that point, KSM had built a strong resume of his own—earning a college degree in America, devoting himself to jihad in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and providing valuable support in the WTC assault—but now he wanted to create a more prominent role for himself as a purveyor of international terrorism. He wanted to at least share center stage. Together, he and his nephew could be a potent tandem—Yousef’s skills, cunning, and growing reputation combined with KSM’s worldly view, ceaseless ambition, and creativity. The idea of forming a sort of “Terrorist, Inc.” among the two family members had genuine and reciprocal appeal.

			And so it was that in 1994, Khalid Sheik Mohammed and Ramzi Yousef traveled to the Philippines to set up shop. The list of potential plots they developed was truly dizzying. They discussed various methods to assassinate both President Bill Clinton and Pope John Paul II on their upcoming trips to Manila. They considered ways to bomb US-bound cargo ships by smuggling explosives on board. Those plans eventually were discarded as impractical because Philippine authorities had heightened their defenses at a time of major international visits. Eventually, they settled on another idea, known as “Bojinka.”

			The Bojinka plot called for the virtually simultaneous bombing of twelve US commercial jets over the Pacific, using operatives to plant the explosives. Had the two men succeeded, they would have created unmitigated horror in the international skies and likely crippled the American airline industry for years to come. No doubt the extreme nature of the explosions would have prevented millions of Americans from trusting air travel for a very long time. The economic ramifications could have been staggering.

			KSM helped Yousef acquire materials to build the bombs and timers, and they began to study airline schedules and case specific flights. But the project itself came crashing down on January 6, 1995, when a fire broke out in the kitchen sink of a Manila apartment where Yousef “The Chemist” was building his bombs; it was just days before Pope John Paul’s expected arrival in the country for World Youth Day. The men fled, but Philippine authorities showed up and found the bomb-making materials as well as a laptop full of names, addresses, and operational details of the assorted deadly plans they conceived. It was a huge discovery.

			International investigators were astonished by the size and scope of the Bojinka
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