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This book is dedicated to the children left behind on September 11; and to my own children and grandchildren, who gave me some comfort in the face of so much sorrow.





[image: ]


Contents

Cover

Title Page

FOREWORD

PROLOGUE

PART ONE THIS IS WAR

1 CAN YOU TALK ABOUT THE LOSS?

2 IS THAT A CLOUD?

3 THESE BUILDINGS CAN COLLAPSE

4 THE WHOLE TOWER CAME DOWN

5 FROM BOX CUTTERS TO ALL THIS

6 THIS IS THE TASTE OF DEATH

7 COULD ANYONE REALLY BE ALIVE IN THERE?

8 WILL DETERMINATION BE ENOUGH?

PART TWO A FIREFIGHTER AT HEART

9 TO THE FIREHOUSE DOOR

10 THE SOURCE OF THE FIRE

11 LA CASA DEL ELEFANTE

12 THE UNION POLITICS WERE A KILLER

13 A GAMBLE PAYS OFF

14 THE CITY’S THIRTIETH FIRE COMMISSIONER

15 SAINTS AND SINNERS

16 THE ATLANTIC AVENUE FIRE

17 DON’T YOU GIVE UP

18 IT’S EITHER OUTSTANDING OR UNACCEPTABLE

19 THE FATHER’S DAY FIRE

PART THREE BE NOT AFRAID

20 SEPTEMBER 12

21 A LIFT FROM THE PRESIDENT

22 THIS ISN’T YOUR FAULT

23 AT ALL RANKS, WE ARE VULNERABLE

24 RECOVERY EFFORTS

25 EMOTIONS ARE VERY, VERY HIGH

26 DON’T SAY IT … THEY AREN’T READY …

27 YOU CAN ALWAYS BE CALLED

EPILOGUE

FROM THE PAGES OF MY NOTEBOOKS September 12-December 31, 2001

A SILENT AND SOLEMN GOOD-BYE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Acclaim for THOMAS VON ESSEN and STRONG OF HEART

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher


FOREWORD

I’ve loved the FDNY my whole life. Like a lot of young boys, I always looked up to firefighters, especially because one of my uncles was in the fire department and four were in the police department. When I was very young, one of my childhood memories was of my uncle Eddie, one of my mother’s younger brothers who was a firefighter in Brooklyn, being thrown from a ladder truck going to a fire. He was seriously injured and the doctors thought he might not be able to walk again.

My mother took me to Kings County Hospital to visit Uncle Eddie. Despite his tremendous pain, all he talked about was returning to work. And he did. He recovered and had a long career in the fire department, got injured twice more, and then retired as a captain. Even as a young boy, I understood that this was not a regular job. This was a job for heroes.

As mayor, I went to hundreds of fires and met thousands of firefighters. They remain the bravest men I know. Tom Von Essen is a firefighter’s firefighter.

Although we both attended Bishop Loughlin High School in Brooklyn at the same time, I didn’t meet Tom until I was running for mayor of New York City. I got to know him when I was elected mayor and Tom had emerged as the respected president of the Uniformed Firefighters Association, the main labor union of the New York City Fire Department.

In 1996 I chose Tom to be the city’s fire commissioner. The choice surprised a lot of people, since Tom was the head of the firefighters union and thus had been on the other side of the negotiating table. But from that vantage point, I recognized Tom’s dedication to the department and his excellent leadership skills. He never let the city down. He reformed a department that had remained largely unchanged since its inception, and his attention to detail regarding safety training and response time saved countless lives. Under Tom’s command, civilian casualties fell to record lows.

One of the department’s saddest days was the Father’s Day fire of 2001. Three firefighters were killed in the tragedy. I prayed that this would be the last time Tom and I would stand together at a firefighter’s funeral. I only wish that were the case.

The horrible events of September 11 forever changed New York City and its fire department. The FDNY lost 343 men—more in a single day than the department had lost in the last hundred years. I’ll never forget seeing Tom on that day, his face frozen in sorrow.

Tom was with Ray Downey, Pete Ganci, Father Mychal Judge, and Bill Feehan as they set up the board that the department uses to plan its emergency response. They’re all gone; he’s still here. He wanted to stay with his men, but I needed him with me to help, to advise the public, to relay information about evacuation, and to coordinate the rescue with the police commissioner and the director of Emergency Services. He was outside when the first tower collapsed, was nearly crushed and covered in debris, and walked north to find us. Tom knew that the firefighters he’d seen moments before, men he loved and respected for years, could not have fared well as they rushed in while everyone else rushed out.

For as much as America has learned about the FDNY, one story that hasn’t been told enough is that September 11, as awful as it was, involved by far the greatest rescue in American history. More than 25,000 people were safely evacuated from the towers, almost entirely due to the courage and professionalism of the best-trained fire department in the world. Tom tirelessly consoled the countless grieving families and boosted the morale of the workers trying to dig out from under.

Over the next few months I was impressed and even awed by the way Tom held his shattered department together. He was indefatigable and wonderfully compassionate, never succumbing to the unbelievable pressures put on him in the wake of the attacks. Tom Von Essen was ready to lead when the department he loves needed him most.

It is crucial to maintain a sense of humor when dealing with a catastrophic situation and the person who was best at that was perhaps the person most affected by the tragedy. Whether cracking jokes with President Bush after his Ground Zero visit or poking fun at us for finally using forks after a week of eating with our hands, Tom kept our spirits up even as his own heart was breaking. In addition to his humor, Tom’s gift for telling it like it is makes him a natural storyteller.

I’ve spoken at far too many funerals for firefighters. At the end of every eulogy, I ask everyone there to stand and applaud the departed hero, so the family can feel

the strength of the emotion. Tom deserves that same applause, the acknowledgment due to a true hero and a fine man.

—Rudolph W. Giuliani


PROLOGUE

SUNDAY, JANUARY 6, 2002

My family is in the middle of a dark church and the priest is drizzling Holy Water on the forehead of my granddaughter, Julia, and talking about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Julia wriggles happily in my daughter’s arms.

All I want to do is get out of here.

The memories hit me as soon as we walked in. The last time I was here, it was a Friday night, at the end of the longest week I can remember. The church, nearly empty today, was overflowing. People spilled into the aisles and along the back wall. On the right, pew after pew was filled with Franciscan monks in their brown robes. On the left, up front, sat Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani, hunched over and looking weary. My wife and kids sat nearby. I had barely seen them in days.

By the altar, in an open casket, lay the body of Father Mychal Judge.

The white-haired priest was one of our chaplains, a genial and soothing presence at major fires who had be come one of the most beloved figures in the New York City Fire Department.

To me, he was simply a close friend, one of the best I had. I wasn’t a devout Catholic, as I had been when I was small, but Father Judge had been that rare kind of priest who radiated goodness and made the old Bible stories relevant to the world I know, in a way that made me want to believe. As fire commissioner, I had spent many long hours with him, seeking his advice and, at times, reassurance. On my darker days over the years, he had sent me dozens of encouraging cards and notes. He had become a close friend to my whole family and had baptized Julia’s two-year-old sister, my first grandchild, Rita. He was supposed to have baptized Julia, too.

On too many nights, Father Judge and I had found ourselves sitting in a hospital emergency room, trying to find the words to tell some widow or mother that her husband or son had just died fighting a fire. In the middle of chaos and sorrow, we often exchanged knowing glances in search of strength. Usually he was the one giving it, and I was the one taking. I knew I was supposed to be a comforting presence at those times, but I was always a wreck on the verge of tears. Not Father Judge. He would stay calm and soothing as he took the hands of the families and spoke to them. He seemed able to suck the pain and worry and fear out of them and absorb it into himself, to take on the burdens of others and bring them relief.

Looking down at him in his casket, I wished I could do the same. The ruddy, robust face I knew so well had taken on a bluish hue that I recognized as the color of death. His features were twisted into a pained, unfamiliar grimace. It felt like a knife in my heart.

Thinking back to that awful night, I realize that four months have already passed. But the wound feels as fresh today as it did then.

Only the Monday before the wake, on a warm, sunny September morning that was the last purely happy day I can remember, I had seen Father Judge celebrate mass at an event that had been very emotional for me. He had come to bless a firehouse in the South Bronx, the home of Ladder Company 42 (where I had worked for nearly sixteen years) and Engine Company 73. The dilapidated building I’d known had been completely renovated, and we were at a ceremony—the fire department likes a lot of ceremony—to rededicate it.

I was there alongside the mayor and our chief of department, Pete Ganci, to cut the ribbon. Dozens of my old friends and colleagues, men I’d worked with thirty years earlier like Jimmy Ginty and Werner Van Elsing, had come back to sit alongside the younger guys who ran the house now.

“We come to this house this morning to celebrate renewal, rejuvenation, new life,” Father Judge had said, roaming a little restlessly on the makeshift altar that was set up on the floor normally reserved for the rig. “We come to thank God for the blessings of all the years that good work has been done here. We can never thank God enough for the reality of the lives we have.”

He asked us to pause and think of some small blessing in our lives.

I had many. I had my wife, my four kids, two granddaughters, and a grandson on the way. I was happily employed as commissioner of the nation’s largest fire department, overseeing 11,000 firefighters who work in 240 stations across the city, 3,000 EMTs and paramedics, and 2,000 civilians—about 16,000 in all. I’d spent more than thirty-one years in the department.

As a firefighter here, I had reveled in the camaraderie that came from being with the guys, whether we were bullshitting around the kitchen table or crawling down smoky hallways on our hands and knees. Working in the union for years, I had made friends all over the department. I knew hundreds on a first-name basis, including some of the greatest people I’ve ever met.

Being commissioner had felt a little weird at first. Tommy Von Essen, a former “can man” from the Bronx and union president, given the job of running the entire department? Nothing like that had ever happened in the department before. I almost felt embarrassed to call myself “commissioner.” I never used the tide when answering my phone, never felt comfortable working behind the commissioner’s broad desk in a spacious corner office. I preferred to use the desk in a little closet-sized office that was off to the side, where I was crammed in between stacks of files and papers as if I were the commissioner’s clerk.

But if I’d been a little uncertain in the beginning, I knew I’d done a good job over the last five and a half years. Sure, I’d had some ugly run-ins with some of my chiefs and with the union leaders. At times I’d been accused of pigheadedness, micromanaging, and vindictiveness—not completely unfairly. But I’d also worked long hours to improve safety for our guys; to make their bosses, the fire chiefs, more accountable; and to continue to improve the best department in the world. Because of my willingness to take on tough fights, and the hard work and support of my team, we’d been able to upgrade the equipment and training of our men, improve safety for both firefighters and citizens, and bring the number of fire fatalities across our entire sprawling city to a fifty-year low.

It had been the best, most rewarding job I’d ever had.

If there was any melancholy in the air that morning, it was largely because we had been through a rough few months. Three firefighters had been killed in a fire on Father’s Day, and another had died of a heart attack while on a job in August. Dealing with deaths, talking to the widows and children, handling the pain I felt in wanting to help, had always been the hardest part of the job for me.

With summer inevitably giving way to fall, moreover, the end of my job was in sight, which made me a little wistful. Mayor Giuliani’s term ended at midnight on December 31, and it was all but certain that I wouldn’t be sticking around to work for the next mayor. With the Giuliani era winding down, and the focus shifting to the upcoming election, a lot of us in the administration were spending these last days starting to plan our futures and remembering old times.

There was some solace in our imminent departure, of course. With less than four months to go, I figured that with any luck I wouldn’t have to endure any more fatalities on my watch.

The ceremony that morning stoked my nostalgic feelings. Father Judge talked to us about change, about how the current group of guys, from the mayor to the commissioner to the chaplain to all the firefighters, was only one piece in a long continuum. We would all be forgotten in a hundred years, he reminded us. It was enough that the great spirit of the department was, for now, in all our hands. We had taken it like a baton from those who came before us, and we had to hand it off to those who would follow. That kind of change, he said, was hard, but it was good and healthy and natural. The way he described our job, it was a calling.

“Good days, bad days, up days, down days, sad days, happy days, but never a boring day on this job,” Father Judge said. “You do what God has called you to do. You show up, you put one foot in front of another, you get on the rig, you go, and you do the job, which is a mystery, and a surprise.

“You have no idea when you get on that rig—no matter how big the call, no matter how small—you have no idea what God is calling you to.”

The next morning, I was driving south on the FDR Drive on the east side of Manhattan when the first hijacked plane slammed into the north tower of the World Trade Center. Along with hundreds of firefighters, on duty and off, active and retired, I raced to the scene. Not long after I got there, the second plane hit.

Like everyone else, I saw the twin towers come crashing down later that morning. Like everyone else, I was swept by waves of sadness, revulsion, confusion, and shock.

For those of us in the fire department, though, the attacks brought a special horror and grief. We lost 343 men, nearly half as many in one day as the 774 we had lost in all the years since the modern fire department was formally constituted in 1865. The disaster took top commanders—including my close friends Chief of Department Ganci and our number two executive First Deputy Commissioner Bill Feehan—veteran chiefs and officers, and brand-new probationary firefighters, or probies, with just a few weeks on the job.

In the end, more than one in ten people who died at the World Trade Center that day were firefighters, men who had not been in the buildings when the planes hit but who raced to them afterward. Survivors told us that while they had been going down the stairs, they had passed our guys going up.

In a matter of minutes, the department I loved, to which I had devoted my life, was decimated.

Among the dead and missing were over a hundred men I had worked with or known on a first-name basis. One of the first to die was Father Judge, who had been ministering in the lobby of the north tower.

Instantly, permanently, I felt a grief that was overwhelming, overpowering. So many of us, covered in dust and grime, felt as twisted and tarnished inside as the gnarled metal beams and piles of debris that covered the ground in front of us.

At the same rime, we had an immense, almost impossible job ahead of us, working through the grief to rebuild the department.

Listening to Father Judge’s words the day before, I had never imagined how prophetic they might be. It already seemed as if we now lived in a different world. Suddenly life was stranger, and sadder, than anything we had been prepared for.

I was numb much of the time during the long days and weeks afterward, often moving through meetings, funerals, and interviews like a robot. I kept reminding myself that I had a job to do, and didn’t have the time to indulge myself or my feelings when there was so much work. We had to do the best we could for the families who lost loved ones, and at the same rime rebuild the city and the department. More disasters—anthrax, a major plane crash—were ahead of us.

But every day, too, there were reminders I couldn’t avoid. I kept thinking back on Father Judge and Bill and Pete and the many others who were gone. I’d run into old friends at the Trade Center site and learn that their sons were missing, or open the mail and find a letter from a widow, and I’d feel a fresh stab of pain.

And suddenly I’d be on the verge again. I’d have to excuse myself, shut the door for a minute, sit back, put my head down, and wipe my eyes.

This book grew out of those days, and that grief.

I’ve always pushed the firefighters to review major incidents and see if there’s anything to learn from them. As the weeks passed and I found myself flooded with memories, I decided to do the same thing myself. I’d sporadically kept notebooks and journals over the years. After September 11, I found myself thinking back on my whole life in the department and jotting down as much as I could remember. I’d write in the helicopter on the way to a funeral or in the car on the way home late at night.

I started out chronicling my experiences for myself. It was a way to help my overloaded memory keep track of all that was happening. But reflecting on our great department, how much of its history I’d seen, how many great men I’d known, and how much had been lost, made me want to share the story with the public. The department would go on, without many of those men and without me, and they had left their marks and would be remembered. But it would be an utterly changed place from the one where I had worked and spent my career.

So I hope this book explains more about who I am, all that I’d been through before September 11, how I came to be in an unusual and unwelcome spotlight after the attacks, what happened behind the scenes in those days, and why we did what we did. But I hope, too, that in some small way it serves as a testament to some of the men I knew and loved; that it reveals a sense of the firefighter’s life, warts and all; and that it provides some insight into the life of our department, which I’ve been privileged to see from so many perspectives. And I hope it shows why firefighters, as a group, are the bravest, funniest, most generous people in the world, and why I love them so much, more than many of them know.

What this book can’t do is help us to make sense or find meaning in the horror of September 11. Nothing can. I have never believed that any of the deaths I saw in the fire department could be explained, and I never found anything comforting or good in any tragedy.


PART ONE
THIS IS WAR


1
CAN YOU TALK ABOUT THE LOSS?

“Commissioner Von Essen, can you talk about the loss to the fire department?”

I didn’t know. I was a wreck, twisted inside, dirty outside, my hair mussed, my tie crooked, my clothes coated with dust, my brain scrambled, my whole self, like everyone else, suddenly lost in a horrible, surreal new world.

It had been maybe twelve hours since two hijacked jetliners had slammed into the twin towers of the World Trade Center, igniting massive fires that brought them crashing to earth a short time later. Thousands of people were missing and presumed dead. Rubble was scattered across the southern rip of Manhattan. All day long, people in shock had been streaming uptown, away from the disaster, marching across the bridges from Manhattan by the thousands in an eerie mass exodus. The entire city was shut down, the whole country grieving and angry from the suddenness and brazenness of such an attack on the world’s most powerful nation.

I was standing behind Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani, my boss of five and a half years, in the auditorium of the city’s Police Academy, as he spoke to dozens of reporters packed together in front of us. Lights shone down, cameras snapped and whirred. But unlike the usual mania of a news conference, the atmosphere was subdued and sorrowful.

Until a minute before, I had been marveling at the coolness the boss was displaying under such immense pressure, though I had seen similar demonstrations many times in the past.

I had also been hoping no one would ask me to speak. I didn’t want to have to say anything.

The loss to the department? For starters, more than three hundred firefighters were missing, most of them feared dead. I always took the death of a firefighter, any firefighter, hard. In this case, the victims included dozens of men I had counted as close personal friends. All day long, people had been whispering their names into my ear, each one feeling like a punch to my gut.

Bill Feehan, seventy-one years old, our first deputy commissioner, the number two man in the department, who had first become a firefighter in 1959 and gone on to hold every rank during his career, even, briefly, mine.

Pete Ganci, fifty-four, the tough bulldog with a chest full of medals who as chief of department was our highest-ranking man in uniform, the one who oversaw all the firefighters.

Ray Downey, sixty-three, a sharp and seasoned chief who as head of our special operations had become an internationally known expert in disaster recovery and building collapse, skills we had never needed more than now.

Father Mychal Judge, sixty-eight, the Franciscan priest and chaplain who in many ways embodied the soul of all that we were.

And there was much more than just the names and numbers, as horrible as they were. Our command structure itself had been severely crippled. We had lost hundreds of years of experience, knowledge, and wisdom.

Death had reached into dozens of firehouses in the cruelest, most sudden way imaginable and left voids that might never be filled. At that very moment, hundreds of weary and anguished men were desperately clawing through the mountainous piles of rubble that were strewn across several acres, seeking any signs of life they could find. We nurtured hopes that there were survivors in the rubble, and horrible doubts that no one was alive. Thousands of other current and former firefighters, not to mention the parents, spouses, and children of our people, were reeling from psychic wounds that cut deep and would certainly last years, if not a lifetime. All were asking, “Why?” and none had an answer.

How would they all get through this? At that moment, after a long day of tears, work, worries, and just putting one foot in front of the other, I wasn’t sure if or how I would endure the hours and months to come, let alone everyone else.

The loss to the department? How could anyone begin to calculate it? In a matter of minutes, we had been devastated beyond belief, more than any training or planning had prepared us for, far beyond anything any of us could have imagined in even our worst nightmares.

“We’ve got over three hundred people that are missing, that we can’t account for,” I said, fumbling a little to get the words, any words, out—and keep the tears back. “We believe that many of—many of them are—are gone. We don’t—we’ll keep looking. We have hundreds of people over there now, trying to find as many possible locations that they might be, in—in some way, in a void or whatever and, you know, still able to breathe and—and still alive. But we believe that most of these people, I think, are—we are not going to be able to pull out, so we’ll just keep working on it.”

Then another reporter asked the inevitable follow-up question: “How does that make you feel?”

How do I feel? HOW DO I FEEL? I glared at the reporter who had asked the question, one I had known, and generally liked, for a long time. How the hell do you think I feel about it? I am the fire commissioner, and I feel as if we were talking about my own children. It’s my duty to protect every firefighter. I couldn’t. How would YOU feel?

Just then, I felt as if I wanted to rip her throat out. The mayor put his hand on my shoulder, gripping it hard, as if to restrain me from leaping forward.

“I don’t know what to say. I—we lost people that have given over forty years.

“Commissioner Feehan had held every rank in the department, probably the most valuable people—person in the department. When I got this job, the mayor and Commissioner Safir said, ‘Make sure you keep Bill Feehan.’ I haven’t regretted that one day. He’s given his whole life to this department.

“Chief Ganci, the same thing, chief of the department, thirty-three years, thirty-four years.

“Ray Downey, we just honored him with a dinner, almost forty years of service, world-renowned for situations like this, telling me how dangerous it was when we first got there, all the possibilities, everything he was trying to do to, you know, to get the people out.

“Father Judge, I don’t know if you know Father Judge, one of the nicest men you could possibly find in the whole world.

“We haven’t found other people yet, either, and I don’t even want to mention their names. Some of the best people in this department. I can’t find anybody from five rescues and seven squads, and it’s just—it’s a devastating thing.

“I—I don’t know—well, the fire department will—will recover. But I don’t know how.”


2
IS THAT A CLOUD?

It had started as a warm, clear, sunny morning, one of those last lazy-feeling days of late summer just before the first hints of cool weather start to appear. At the fire department, and elsewhere in city government, things were winding down as the Giuliani administration entered its final season.

I had slept a little late, telling my driver that day, John McLaughlin, that he didn’t need to pick me up till about eight-thirty for the ride to headquarters in downtown Brooklyn. The morning was set aside for a meeting.

I was in a great mood as we drove south along the FDR Drive, on the edge of Manhattan’s east side. My thoughts were flooded with warm memories of all the old friends I had seen the day before at the rededication of Ladder Company 42, my former firehouse in the South Bronx—guys like Werner Van Elsing, the now-retired elephant who had been one of the first guys I met there, and Tom Kelly, once a new firefighter and friend in the company, now a captain. The men there had been my first mentors, colleagues, and friends when I came on the job as a young firefighter thirty-one years before.

As we neared the Brooklyn Bridge, though, I gazed idly out the window and saw something in the sky.

“Is that a cloud?” I asked.

John took a look. “No, that’s a job,” he said.

Buildings blocked a clear line of sight. I kept peering west, trying to see where the black plume of smoke was coming from.

Suddenly the view opened up and we could see the hole, the fire shooting out into the sky.

“Holy shit! It looks like a plane crashed into the Trade Center.”

John turned up the fire department radio. There was a lot of chatter about an explosion at the north tower of the World Trade Center.

Looking at the dark smoke belching forth, I felt a chill. “We’re going to lose a thousand people,” I said, meaning the workers in the tower.

Minutes earlier, at 8:46 a.m., American Airlines Flight 11, with ninety-two people aboard, had crashed into tower one of the World Trade Center. It was the northernmost of the two 110-story towers that had graced the city’s skyline for most of my adult life. The Boeing 767 had been hijacked soon after takeoff from Boston’s Logan Airport, en route to Los Angeles.

John flipped on the siren, turned off the FDR Drive, and careened through the crowded, narrow streets of downtown. My pulse began to race, just as it had at every emergency scene I’d headed to for thirty-one years.

Through the window, I could see hordes of people already on the sidewalks, some looking up in the direction of the towers, many more walking away from them. Most of my attention, though, was focused on the radio, which was going crazy, with all kinds of voices screaming out different alarms and directions. Units were pouring to the scene from everywhere.

At the least, I knew we had a big bad fire to put out and a major rescue to mount. I wondered if some pilot had suffered a heart attack and crashed his plane.

The dispatcher on the radio said that the command post was in the lobby of the tower, which fronted the West Side Highway. That was where I was headed. John pulled up to the curb, right by the Marriott Hotel. I grabbed my coat and white commissioner’s helmet from the back and hopped out while he drove off to park the car. I knew that rescue vehicles would be coming this way in a minute and didn’t want to block their access.

Pete Ganci had pulled up just in front of us. Before we could exchange a greeting, though, he turned away from the building and strode rapidly across the street. He planned to establish a staging area there, where firefighters and ambulances could gather and be directed. Seeing Pete was another indicator to me of how serious the job before us was. At his level, in a job that required more administrative duties than active firefighting, Pete only came to run the biggest emergency scenes.

I walked in the other direction, toward the building.

Overhead, I saw, a long plume of black and gray smoke shot out from the tower’s upper reaches. All around me, people trapped up there by the fire were already jumping, or falling, to the pavement. Bodies and body parts and pools of blood and shards of glass lay all over the sidewalk. Screams and sirens whirled all around.

Gruesome as it all was, I tried not to dwell on it. I kept my eyes on the door ahead of me. Like all firefighters, I’d learned over many years to look directly at the most horrible things and keep them at arm’s length. If you don’t do that, you can’t get your job done.

At that moment, all I was thinking was, We’ve got a big problem and we’re going to have heavy losses of civilians. I wasn’t thinking that this was terrorism, I wasn’t thinking that this was a fire we couldn’t beat, I wasn’t thinking that the building was going to fall down.

But some of our fire chiefs, I later learned, already suspected those things. As they’d ridden over from headquarters together, Daniel Nigro, our chief of operations, had looked up in the sky and told Pete Ganci, “We are not going to put that fire out.”

I walked through the glass revolving door and entered the lobby. Inside, more glass and chunks of marble and tiles from the wall littered the floor. People were running everywhere, especially one level up, on the balcony, where security guards and cops were steering people toward the exits. Down in the lobby, where the firefighters were gathering, it was relatively calm, the usual mix of control and chaos that is typical of a fire scene.

Already, around the building, firefighters were making their way up the narrow stairwells toward the fire, while the businesspeople and government workers inside streamed down. Most were being sent in response to distress calls from the upper floors, from people trapped in elevators, people burned in different parts of the building, and people needing wheelchairs. In the lobby, men continued to charge in, wearing their black turnout coats and helmets, and they gathered in small groups in the corner.

By 9 a.m., some two hundred firefighters had already reached the World Trade Center.

The emergency command post was a large, marble-topped desk in the corner. A number of department chiefs were there, along with various aides and assistants, as well as staff from the Port Authority, barking out commands and orders and trying to get a handle on the situation.

When I joined them, they included Joe Pfeifer, the thin, mustachioed chief of Battalion 1, who had been the first chief to arrive and call in the 10-60, the signal for a major disaster; Peter Hayden, who as chief of the first division was Pfeifer’s immediate supervisor; and Joseph Callan, who as citywide tour commander was the highest-ranking field chief on duty that morning. He took charge of the scene.

Everyone knew that the scope of the problem was larger than almost anything we had encountered before, but in those first minutes, it was a relatively normal and businesslike discussion of strategies and tactics. Adrenaline was running high, but things were under control, not panicky. The mind-set was that there was a lot to do, it was a huge problem, but it would get done. The chiefs and firefighters who were gathering there included some of the most experienced men in the world, who had been to thousands of fire scenes in the past and knew how to take control of a crisis and make critical life-and-death decisions quickly and with only limited information.

But all of us in that lobby knew less about what was happening than the people watching the fire on TV around the world. Anyone watching at home or work could see how deep the gash in the side of the building was, and could see the thick column of black smoke that poured out as if from a chimney. Those of us underneath it didn’t have that perspective.

Indeed, the chiefs and their aides were desperate for information, frantically working their phones behind the command desk and their own radios in search of someone upstairs who could tell us how bad things were. Port Authority operations managers and fire safety directors were calling tenants on the upper floors and dialing the elevator phones, but they weren’t having much luck getting a response.

I stuck close to the chiefs, but as commissioner, I was for the most part an observer rather than a participant. Though I had been a firefighter myself and had answered thousands of emergency calls in the course of my career, a commissioner has no technical decision-making role at a disaster scene. It’s a civilian post, normally held by men with little or no background in the field. Because I knew so much about the department and had deep fire-fighting experience, I was often able to offer assistance and insight to the uniformed chiefs in charge. But I had long ago learned that the authority at scenes was vested in them and that I needed to stand back and let them do their job as quickly and efficiently as possible, while making myself available to help if they asked. This was a battlefield, where chain of command was critical.

My primary role at a scene was to gather information for the mayor and the media and act as a liaison to the other city agencies to help with resources or other needs our chiefs might have. I had gone to scenes regularly as commissioner, both to observe our guys and to make sure I had a detailed understanding of every major situation.

My normal practice had been to quickly get as close to the action as I could. But in the lobby that morning, as wave after wave of firefighters rushed in and headed for the staircases, I found myself wondering, How the hell am I going to get up there? I can’t walk up seventy-eight floors. It had been a long time since I’d been in the prime physical shape I’d been in as a firefighter. Even if I could have done it, it takes a long time to walk up so many floors.

Just after 9 a.m., the chiefs formed a huddle for a briefing, and I stuck my head in. Many of the upper floors were wiped out. Our focus was on clearing the buildings out and answering distress calls. “We’re not even attempting to put this thing out,” Chief Hayden told me. “This is strictly search and rescue.”

All of a sudden we heard a high-pitched whine followed by an overpoweringly loud thud. It sounded like a bomb or maybe an elevator falling.

I heard someone say, “Another plane just hit.” It was 9:03 a.m., and another hijacked jet, United Airlines Flight 175, with fifty-six passengers and crew aboard, had just slammed into floors 78 to 87 of tower two next door, spilling jet parts and debris and people all over Liberty Street. The Boeing 767 had left Logan bound for Los Angeles at 7:58 a.m.

Then someone near me said, “This is war, this is terrorism. It’s certainly not an accident.”


3
THESE BUILDINGS CAN COLLAPSE

Now the situation was beginning to escalate out of control, and all of us could feel it happening.

With the second attack, even more units were flooding the scene, many going up, some getting confused over which was tower one and which was tower two, some heading inside without checking in at the command posts. Off-duty firefighters, who had been looking out their windows or watching TV at home, began to arrive to help, and some of them went up, too.

Where I was, in the north tower, the telephone system was completely out. Chief Hayden would later report that the only communications available to the firefighters were their handie-talkie radios, which can have problems in high-rise buildings.

More chiefs and supervisors were crowding into the lobby. Among them was a contingent of my aides. When the first plane hit, my assistant, Captain Ray Goldbach, was already at his desk in downtown Brooklyn and could look out his window and see the smoke pouring forth. He had summoned First Deputy Commissioner Bill Feehan and Tommy Fitzpatrick, the gregarious and scholarly deputy commissioner for administration, and together they had headed toward the Trade Center in Bill’s car.

I passed another deputy commissioner, Lynn Tierney, who headed intergovernmental affairs and was one of my closest confidantes. She was dressed in a business suit, and I remembered that she had told me the day before that she had a job interview with the Port Authority scheduled for later that morning on the 67th floor of the tower. Like all of us, Lynn had started thinking about her post-Giuliani future in recent weeks.

“Well, there goes the interview,” I said with a weak smile, looking as always for the joke that could lighten things up just a little.

She just said, “Can you believe this?”

Across a crowd of firefighters I caught the eye of Father Judge, and we exchanged a look of disbelief. He seemed unusually anxious. I could see he was moving his lips, probably muttering quiet prayers. It was too crazy for me to go over and talk to him, though.

I also passed Ray Downey, who was utterly calm and under control as always. He turned to me and matter-of-factly said, “You know, these buildings can collapse.”

That was one of many terrifying sentences I heard in the lobby. As more people arrived, the whole vast space was filled with a rising, nervous buzz generated by the babble of dozens of anxious conversations bouncing off the high ceiling and melding together. Every once in a while a sentence would detach itself from some discussion and float through the air into my ear: “The Pentagon has been hit.” “They hit the Mall of America in Minnesota.” “There are two more planes up there.” “The Sears Tower in Chicago got hit.”

The problem, as always, was that I wasn’t sure what to believe. We commonly receive inaccurate information at an unfolding disaster scene. But it was growing clear that the magnitude of this thing was far beyond anything we’d ever been through.

From outside, meanwhile, came the regular, piercing sound of crashing glass, like gunshots. It was made by bodies falling through a glass canopy over the drive on West Street.

Eventually the chiefs decided to evacuate the lobby and started talking about the need for a new command post farther away. This one seemed too exposed. The building could be hit again, and indeed, at one point someone in a uniform ran through the lobby screaming that he had confirmation a third plane was coming in. Beyond that, there was concern that jet fuel would leak down the elevator shafts and the fire would spread downstairs and explode into the lobby.

I corralled Bill, Fitz, and Lynn and told them, “We have to help these guys.” We started kicking around possible locations for a new command post.

As we conferred, I found myself looking at Bill affectionately and thinking, This is no place for a seventy-one-year-old man. He shouldn’t be here. Bill was being active and helpful, as always. No one in our department had more experience than he did, and he had once been chief of department. But he now held an administrative and advisory post, not a field one. I didn’t want anything to happen to him.

I noticed that Fitz wasn’t wearing his helmet. He told me he had left it in the car. So I asked Bill to hand his helmet to Fitz and to head over to the city’s Emergency Operations Center at 7 World Trade Center, across the plaza. We would need to move there to coordinate the rescue operation soon, and I figured that would be a clever way to get Bill out of harm’s way.

Of course Bill, as I should have known, was not the sort of guy who was ever going to give up his helmet and retreat from a scene. Instead he brushed the suggestion off and went with Fitz and Lynn to find a location for a new command post. He wasn’t going to leave this scene unless he had to.

The three of them crossed the pedestrian bridge that connected the tower with the World Financial Center across West Street and entered the Winter Garden. Fitz saw that wide open space, directly across the street from the towers, as a possible command post, but a security guard told him it would take a while to set up communications. “Oh well,” Bill told Lynn, “probably not a good idea to stand under all this glass anyway.”

Then they went out to West Street, to the staging area set up by Pete, to take a look at the scene. The staging area was at the top of a driveway that led down to two underground garages, right across the street from the burning north tower.

I hadn’t gone with them. Just as they headed off across the bridge, my driver, John McLaughlin, came in from the staging area and told me that the mayor had been there looking for me. Giuliani wanted a full report.

Goddamnit, I thought, what a pain in the neck.

All during my tenure as commissioner, the mayor had made a habit of racing to disaster scenes, and it had become standard procedure that I drop everything to brief him. It was my job—one I normally didn’t mind doing—but I didn’t want to leave the lobby when so many firefighters were heading into an inferno.

With John and my other aide Ray Goldbach following, I made for the exit, walking through a wide window opening at the front that had lost all its glass.

As a firefighter, I had been trained to check above me whenever I was outside a high-rise fire. In the lobby, bosses had been warning firefighters left and right to be careful and look up when they went outside.

Yet I was so preoccupied that I didn’t even think about it.

I had taken only a few steps when suddenly, and frighteningly, a jumper whooshed by me, the body a blur that splattered on the cement maybe fifteen feet away, just on the other side of a planter. It made a sickening thud, a sound I’ll never forget, like a melon or a sack of wet flour being thrown on the sidewalk. I was jolted, my heart racing. That was too close, I thought, and dangerous. How could the fire commissioner be so damn stupid as to not even look up?

It was agonizing to see people jump and be unable to do anything about it. I couldn’t stop, though, to think of the horror of what those people faced that day—certain death by fire or by jumping. Later I would be haunted by some of the images and thoughts of what they went through. At the time, I had to keep moving. I needed to do my job.

As I crossed the street, John briefed me on what had occurred. He had been at the staging area with Pete and Ray Downey when the second plane hit. They hadn’t been able to see what happened because of their angle of vision, but Ray had thought it was a bomb. So Pete sent John around the corner to find out what was going on. He had seen airplane-engine parts and what looked like a hundred bodies scattered all over Liberty Street. The plane had swooped right over that area and cut a wide swath into the building, creating an enormous fireball.

We reached the staging area across the street, and again I saw Bill, Lynn, and Fitz. Pete was there, too. “Where’s the mayor?” I asked, and someone said he had already taken off. Great. Not wanting to chase him down, I decided to wait there until I got another directive on his location.

While there, the mayor had talked to Pete about the situation, and Pete had told him, “I think we can save everybody below the fire.” As the mayor left, he grabbed Pete’s hand and told him, “Good luck. God bless you.”

From outside, I got a chance to take in the whole scene, and everything seemed much scarier. Eerie sirens wailed from every direction. Rigs and ambulances and cars zoomed by in an unending parade. There were people everywhere, many of them panicky, running up and down West Street. There was a strong sense of desperation in the air. Platoons of firefighters were lined up, looking up with trepidation at the top of the buildings. I followed their eyes and saw, for the first time, how big the hole in the north tower was, the bright-orange flames, the bodies and debris falling.

It all made me feel helpless. We had two insane, roaring fires going in two of the tallest buildings in the world. How the hell are we going to handle this? I kept wondering.

After about ten minutes I saw the deputy director of the Office of Emergency Management, John Odematt, walking toward me. I knew why he was coming, but I couldn’t escape.

“The mayor wants you,” he said. “He’s at Park Place and Broadway. They’re going to do a press briefing. He wants to get on the air as soon as possible.”

“I don’t want to do press. I need to be here.” The mayor was blocks away, while my guys were busy right in front of me.

“He wants to be briefed now,” Odematt said.

Annoyed, I started following him north, with my aides Ray and John in tow.

By the time we reached Park Place, though, the mayor had moved on again. We were growing frustrated. Someone suggested he might be at the Office of Emergency Management’s operations center inside 7 World Trade Center, so we turned back to try there. But as soon as we entered the building, a guard in the lobby ordered us back out.

“This building has been evacuated,” he said.

“Even the command center?” I asked. “We’re looking for the mayor. Isn’t he up there?”

“OEM, the mayor, they’re all gone.”

How ridiculous, I thought. We’ve got a thirteen-million-dollar command center and we can’t even use it. The decision to evacuate the building turned out to be smart, but at the moment it just seemed silly to be walking around in circles looking for the mayor while two blocks away hundreds of firemen were running into these colossal buildings in the biggest disaster of my lifetime. I wanted to be with my guys.

“What, are we gonna walk around all day?” I blurted out in frustration.

We had just decided to go up toward City Hall and see if he was there when we heard a massive crack, followed by a vibrating rumble. Within seconds it grew louder and louder and louder until it seemed to swallow every other sound.

Then we saw a black cloud rolling toward us like a heavy blanket.


4
THE WHOLE TOWER CAME DOWN

I didn’t know that the 110-story south tower of the mighty World Trade Center had folded in on itself and plummeted to earth. I wasn’t even capable of imagining such a thing.

All I knew at that instant was that an enormous ball of dust and grit and blackness was heading right for us. It was 9:59 A.M., little more than an hour since the first plane hit.

Instinctively I ran through a doorway on my left and found myself in the lobby of an unfamiliar office building. Ray and John had run to the right, into a building across the street.

Through the revolving doors, I saw the cloud move down the street like a living thing that had no regard for what it encountered. It engulfed the building, hitting with an all-encompassing whoosh that enveloped us like a sandstorm. Whirling chunks of debris flew by, reminding me of the heavy volcanic dust I had once seen pouring off Mount Saint Helens on the news. It was as black as night out there.

I brushed myself off and found I was among a group of strangers who were looking in horror at the doorway I’d come through. The cloud just kept coming and coming, stuff just billowing by the door.

I felt lost. In this lobby, blocks from the scene, with no colleagues around, I knew in an instant that whatever had happened, we had just lost a lot of firefighters, and probably hundreds of civilians, too. But I couldn’t guess how many. All I knew for certain was that the situation was now wildly out of control, like nothing I’d ever known or seen before, and that suddenly there were no limits to how bad this could get.

Even at the worst fires or disasters, firefighters are accustomed to taking control of a scene, sometimes after a fierce battle, to be sure, but setting its boundaries, containing the damages and injuries, finding a way to corner our enemy. This one, though, was mutating and multiplying and outrunning us. A heavy, sickly feeling welled up in my chest, the same one I had experienced before whenever we had lost men.

Then someone said, “The whole tower came down.”

I didn’t, or couldn’t, quite believe it. Maybe I couldn’t get my mind around the possibility that one of those enormous, powerful, giant icons punctuating the sky could be destroyed just like that. Maybe I just didn’t want to accept that our losses could be so high.

Whatever the reason, I didn’t have time to dwell on it. As soon as the cloud seemed to have passed, I forced myself back outside, and through the murky darkness heard Ray and John calling for me. “I’m over here,” I shouted, and like children playing blind man’s bluff we kept calling until we found each other.

Both men were as dust-covered and filthy as I was. John looked especially shell-shocked. I
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