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MICHAEL PAUL WILLIAMS
Richmond (Va.) Times-Dispatch‌

O
n this day 20 years ago, Democrats 
and Republicans gathered in grief 
and resolve on the steps of the U.S. 
Capitol.

“When people perpetrate acts 
against this country, we as a Congress and 
as a government stand united, and we stand 
together,” said House Speaker Dennis Hastert, 
moments before the group burst into a spon-
taneous singing of “God Bless America.”

It was a show of unity for a traumatized na-
tion, desperate for solace in the aftermath of 
an unimaginable attack.

Now, we’re splintered in ways we never 
would have predicted. The terrorism we 
feared from outside our nation is being 
birthed, bred and fed from within. Our coun-
try, which withstood a multi-pronged assault 
plotted by Osama bin Laden, staggers today 
from self-inflicted wounds.

As we pause today to reflect upon the loss 
of life and our sense of impregnability, it’s 
time to re-establish our sense of collective 
purpose. 

We will never forget the nightmare of air-
planes flying into the World Trade Center, or 
those towers disintegrating before our eyes; 
the scorched Pentagon; the passenger hero-
ism on Flight 93, which crashed in Shanks-
ville, Pennsylvania, before its hijackers could 
plow the plane into the U.S. Capitol; or the 
grounding of passenger planes throughout 
the United States, even as President George 
W. Bush, en route to Washington from Flor-
ida, remained airborne on Air Force One dur-
ing the uncertain hours after the attack.

But we cannot let these harrowing memo-
ries, and the manipulation of new fears, goad 
us into furthering the terrorists’ cause of 
bringing this nation down. Unity and resolve 
must triumph over the scare tactics and lies 
that our adversaries — foreign and domestic 
— weaponize to divide us.

Shortly after Sept. 11, a classic American 
battle came to the fore, as our better angels 
grappled with our inner demons.

“In fighting against bad things, we can’t 
forget what we’re fighting for,” said Mary 
Bauer, executive director of the American 
Civil Liberties Union of Virginia. 

For Jason Mollica, a professor in the School 
of Communication at American University 
in Washington, the impact of the attack hit 
close: He lost two cousins at the World Trade 
Center. A family friend — a Port Authority 
officer — rushed into a twin tower to help 
people and never came out.

“Obviously, it brought people together,” he 
said of the attack, which took place months 
after the contentious outcome of the presi-
dential contest between Bush and Al Gore. 
“Unfortunately, I think we’re more divided 
than we were, even prior to 9/11.

“I’m not sure if we’ll ever get back to that 
point of feeling that pride in coming together 
— of making sure that as a nation we are one.”

A common refrain about the people who’d 
terrorized our nation from without was, They 
hate our freedom. And then we proceeded to 
chisel away at those freedoms from within. 

We embraced policies — such as the mass 
surveillance of U.S. citizens under the Patriot 
Act and the torture of mostly Muslim and 
Arab detainees at Guantanamo Bay — that 
are anathema to what our nation professes to 
stand for.

“We have a history as a nation of reacting to 
tragedy and bad things that happen by crack-
ing down on civil liberties in really terrible 
ways,” Bauer said. She cited the Palmer Raids 
to capture and deport suspected leftists, an-
archists and communists after World War I; 
the incarceration of people of Japanese de-
scent, including U.S. citizens, in internment 
camps during World War II; and government 
spying on U.S. citizens during the Red Scare 
of the 1950s. “And I see 9/11 in that same 
way,” she said, citing a “huge surge” in dis-
crimination against American Muslims.  

In the aftermath of the attack, we launched 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The Iraqi inva-
sion, in search of illusory weapons of mass 
destruction, destabilized the region, bolstered 
Iran and gave rise to the Islamic State. And 
Afghanistan, with the withdrawal of U.S. mili-
tary support, has again fallen under the con-
trol of the Taliban, leaving our Afghan allies 
and that nation’s women mired in uncertainty. 

The failure of those protracted wars is a de-
fining aspect of the post-9/11 era, said Angus 
Kress Gillespie, a professor in the American 
Studies Department at Rutgers University in 
New Brunswick, New Jersey.

“We got used to the idea of a forever war,” 
Gillespie said. “And as it turns out, I believe 
both were not winnable. The real victor in 
Iraq was Iran. And apparently, the real vic-
tor in Afghanistan is the Taliban. And so the 
takeaway I see is we cannot be the policeman 
of the world; that we have to give up on impe-
rialism and militarism.” 

Meanwhile, our lives changed in ways big 
and small. 

Mollica cites the acceleration of a cultural 
shift: the dominance of the 24-hour news 
cycle on television. News cameras remained 
trained on ground zero. Mollica, who lived 
in South Jersey at the time, left his TV on all 
night after the attack.  

Our nation created a huge new bureaucracy, 
the Department of Homeland Security, and 
its offshoot, the Transportation Security Ad-
ministration. Air travel would never be the 
same, with longer lines and more inconve-
nience. The heightened vigilance at airport 
checkpoints — down to the 3.4-ounce limit 
on liquid containers we are allowed to carry — 
is a constant reminder of the day those planes 
were hijacked and crashed.

Gillespie supports TSA efforts to keep 
weapons off airplanes as “common-sense 
reform.” But he laments the more negative 
impulses stemming from 9/11. 

“I think there is this hostility toward all 

Arab Muslims, and that’s not a good thing,” he 
said. “Another bad thing is there’s this crack-
down on immigration, with the suspicion that 
anybody who’s coming to the United States is 
a potential terrorist.”

Indeed, other than the victims, survivors 
and first responders of 9/11, no one has borne 
the brunt of 9/11 more heavily than American 
Muslims.

“We went through some challenging 
times,” said Imad Damaj, outreach chair for 
the Islamic Center of Virginia. But he has also 
experienced support and interfaith relation-
ship building. “So while I acknowledge it was 
a challenging 20 years — and still is to a cer-
tain extent — I’m also very hopeful that we as 
a nation are going to think of ourselves as one 
community, connected to each other.” 

Damaj, a native of Lebanon, sees this day 
as a time for the survivors to remember loved 
ones; for community and national remem-
brance; and to recapture the unity we felt 
after the attack. “We need to bring back that 
spirit, together.”

That’s no easy task in a nation that can’t 
find the capacity to unite against a deadly 
virus. 

The once all-encompassing threat of Is-
lamist terror is now overshadowed by the 
homegrown terror of white supremacists. 
Democracy is reeling from a toxic brew of 
rage, paranoia and pandemic-induced isola-
tion. On the same steps where members of 
Congress consoled a nation in shock, a violent 
mob stormed the U.S. Capitol, intent on over-
turning the results of a presidential election.

During times of adversity, we discover who 
we are. This is that moment. 

Ultimately, I believe optimism will triumph 
over cynicism, and that our nation’s eloquent 
blueprint will someday be realized. Striving 
to make America’s grandest aspirations real is 
the highest expression of patriotism.

We can’t make America great if we lack a 
consensus on what it means to be an Ameri-
can. We must rally against the enemy within 
that has turned us against each other. 

What better time for us to start than now?
On this solemn day, we honor the victims 

by teaching our children how we were at-
tacked, how we answered, and the lessons we 
should draw from our response. We recapture 
the compassion and valor in that response, 
but cast the hate and bigotry aside. We create 
a fairer, more equitable America — a nation 
whose ideals are worth protecting and per-
fecting. 

We are only as great as the least of us. And 
we stand tallest when we stand together. 

Michael Paul Williams is a 
Pulitzer Prize-winning 
columnist from Lee 
Enterprises’ Richmond 
Times-Dispatch in 
Virginia. He can be 
reached at mwilliams 
@timesdispatch.com.
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Reclaim our unity
JACQUELYN MARTIN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

A U.S. flag is draped on the side of the Pentagon, where a plane was crashed by terrorists Sept. 11, 2001. The flag is seen from the Pentagon Memorial on the anniversary 
of the attack in 2015.

Cover illustration: Matt Haney, Lee Enterprises

Hope, optimism fuel healing despite nation’s current deep divisions
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Left: Firefighters work near the destroyed 
mullions — the vertical struts that once faced the 
soaring outer walls of the World Trade Center’s 
twin towers — after a terrorist attack in New York 
on Sept. 11, 2001.
MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

BETH A. KEISER, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Rescue workers climb on piles of rubble at the 
World Trade Center in New York on Sept. 13, 2001.

Key events
7:59 a.m. American Flight 11 departs Boston for 

Los Angeles; hijacked, diverted to New York City.

8:14 a.m. United Flight 175 departs Boston for Los 
Angeles; hijacked, diverted to New York City.

8:20 a.m. American Flight 77 departs 
Washington’s Dulles Airport for Los Angeles; 
hijacked, diverted to Pentagon.

8:42 a.m. United Flight 93 departs Newark, New 
Jersey, for San Francisco; hijacked, diverted south.

8:46 a.m. American Flight 11 crashes into the 
World Trade Center’s north tower.

8:55 a.m. President George W. Bush informed in 
Sarasota, Florida.

9:03 a.m. United Flight 175 crashes into the 
World Trade Center’s south tower.

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

9:42 a.m. The Federal Aviation Administration 
stops all takeoffs, landings at U.S. airports; some 
international flights diverted to Canada.

9:45 a.m. White House evacuated.

9:57 a.m. Passenger on United Flight 93 uses 
cellphone to report hijacking.

9:59 a.m. World Trade Center south tower 
collapses.

10:03 a.m. United Flight 93 crashes in 
Pennsylvania.

10:10 a.m. Section of Pentagon collapses.

10:28 a.m. World Trade Center north tower 
collapses.

Source: National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the 
United States

NOTE: All times EDT
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DAN LOH, ASSOCIATED PRESS

The Statue of Liberty stands at dawn in front of a smoldering lower Manhattan on Sept. 15, 2001, four days after planes controlled by terrorists crashed into the twin towers of the  
World Trade Center. 

On Sept. 11, 2001, terrorists hijacked four passenger airplanes – determined to crash them into symbols of U.S. democracy and 
prosperity. They largely succeeded in shattering America’s sense of security at home, plowing into the World Trade Center’s twin 

towers in New York and the Pentagon in Washington. Passengers on the fourth plane overpowered the terrorists, driving it into 
the ground in Pennsylvania rather than hitting another presumed target in Washington. In all, nearly 3,000 people died.

HEESOON YIM, ASSOCIATED PRESS

A helicopter flies over the Pentagon in Washington on Sept. 11, 2001, after a plane crashed into the building in a 
terrorist attack.

KEITH SRAKOCIC, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Workers survey the crater created when United Airlines Flight 
93 crashed near Shanksville, Pa., on Sept. 11, 2001.

CHAO SOI CHEONG, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Smoke and flames billow from the World 
Trade Center towers Sept. 11, 2001.
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JENNIFER PELTZ
Associated Press‌

N
EW YORK — Trapped deep in the wreckage 
of the World Trade Center, Will Jimeno lived 
through the unthinkable. Twenty years later, 
he’s still living with it.

A brace and a quarter-sized divot on his 
left leg reflect the injuries that ended his police career, a 
lifetime dream. He has post-traumatic stress disorder. 
He keeps shelves of mementoes, including a cross and 
miniature twin towers fashioned from trade center steel. 
He was portrayed in a movie and wrote two books about 
enduring the ordeal.

“It never goes away, for those of us that were there that 
day,” he says.

Nearly 3,000 people were killed when hijackers in 
Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaida terror network rammed four 
commercial jets into the trade center, the Pentagon and 
a Pennsylvania field on Sept. 11, 2001. Yet an estimated 
33,000 or more people successfully evacuated the tar-
geted buildings.

They navigated mountains of smoky stairs in the World 
Trade Center’s twin towers or streamed out of a flam-
ing Pentagon. Some fled an otherworldly dust cloud at 
ground zero. Others willed their way out of pitch-dark 
rubble.

Sept. 11 survivors bear scars and the weight of unan-
swerable questions. Some grapple with their place in a 
tragedy defined by an enormous loss of life. They get told 
to “get over” 9/11. But they also say they have gained re-
silience, purpose, appreciation and resolve.

“One of the things that I learned,” Jimeno says, “is to 
never give up.”

‘It’s almost like you’re reborn’

It wasn’t Bruce Stephan’s first incredibly close call.
In 1989, his car got perilously wedged on the San 

Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge when the Loma Prieta 
earthquake hit and the upper deck collapsed while he was 
driving across.

Twelve years later, the engineer and lawyer was set-
tling into his workday on the 65th floor of the trade 
center’s north tower when one of the planes crashed 
about 30 stories above.

Only after his roughly hourlong walk down the 
crowded stairs did Stephan learn that another plane had 
hit the south tower — the building where his wife, Joan, 
also an attorney, worked on the 91st floor. Above the im-
pact zone.

Unable to reach her by cellphone, Stephan dashed to 
a payphone and called her relatives, who told him she’d 
gotten out.

Then the south tower fell, and Stephan’s fear spiked 
anew. Had Joan been caught in the collapse? Hours later, 
he learned that she was OK.

“My experience from the first disaster was that it’s a 
strangely happy moment when you know that you’ve 
survived,” Stephan says. “It’s almost like you’re reborn ... 
to know that you’re alive and that you still have a shot at 
life, and here’s your chance to do something.”

“When it happened a second time, it’s just like, ‘Oh, 
my God.’”

After the earthquake, the New York City natives resolved 
to change their workaholic lives. After 9/11, they did.

Within two months, the couple moved to Essex, a 
northern New York town of roughly 700 people. While 
telecommuting and sometimes actually commuting, they 
made time for other things — church, a book club, ama-
teur theater, gardening, zoning meetings, a local newslet-
ter. They cherished a newfound sense of community.

But a work opportunity pulled them back to San Fran-
cisco in 2009. They loved it, until the pandemic made 
them rethink their lives again.

“One of the things that that we discovered as a result of 
the disasters was that being in a community ... is maybe 
the biggest reward you can have,” Stephan, 65, says from 
their front porch in Essex. They moved back last year.

Survival was the  
‘first piece of the journey’

9/11 forever changed those who made it out 

MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Désirée Bouchat stands near the rebuilt World Trade Center complex in New York on 
Aug. 6. On Sept. 11, 2001, people initially thought the plane crash into the north tower 
was accidental, so there was no immediate evacuation order for the south tower, where 
Bouchat worked. But a colleague ushered her and others to the elevators and then 
turned back to check on more people. James Patrick Berger never made it out.

MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Désirée Bouchat, a survivor of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center, looks at photos of those who perished in a display at the 9/11 Tribute Museum on Aug. 6 in New York. While Sept. 11, 
2001, was a day of carnage, it also was a story of survival: Nearly 3,000 people were killed, but an estimated 33,000 or more people evacuated the World Trade Center and Pentagon.

‘I was a walking zombie’

Désirée Bouchat pauses by one of 
the inscribed names on the 9/11 
memorial: James Patrick Berger. 

She last saw him on the 101st floor of 
the trade center’s south tower.

“Some days, it feels like it happened 
yesterday,” she says.

At first, people figured the plane 
crash at the north tower was acciden-
tal. There was no immediate evacuation 
order for the south tower. But Berger 
ushered Bouchat and other Aon Corp. 
colleagues to the elevators, then turned 
back to check for more people.

Just as Bouchat exited the south 
tower, another plane slammed into it. 
Nearly 180 Aon workers died, including 
Berger.

For a while, Bouchat told everyone, 
including herself: “I’m fine. I’m alive.”

But “I was a walking zombie,” she 
says now.

She couldn’t multitask anymore. 
Remarks that used to bother her stirred 
no reaction. She was functioning, but 
through a fog that took more than a 
year to lift.

Bouchat eventually felt that she 
needed to talk about 9/11. The Spring-
field, New Jersey, resident has now led 
about 500 tours for the 9/11 Tribute 
Museum (it’s separate from the larger 
National September 11 Memorial & 
Museum).

Bruce Powers has traveled from 
Alexandria, Virginia, to lead Tribute 
Museum tours, too. And every Sept. 11, 
the 82-year-old repeats his seven-mile 
walk home from the Pentagon after 
the attack that killed 184 people, 10 of 

whom he knew.
The walk, the tours and hearing other 

guides’ personal stories “serve well in 
helping me deal with what happened,” 
says Powers, a now-retired Navy avia-
tion planner.

The public hasn’t fully recognized 
the losses survivors felt, says Mary 
Fetchet, a social worker who lost her 
son Brad on 9/11 and founded Voices 
Center for Resilience, a support and 
advocacy group for victims’ families, 
first responders and survivors. “Al-
though they are still living, they’re liv-
ing in a very different way.”

MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Désirée Bouchat reaches toward the 
inscribed name of James Patrick Berger 
at the National September 11 Memorial 
& Museum in New York. She last saw her 
co-worker on the 101st floor of the trade 
center’s south tower. Nearly 180 Aon 
Corp. workers perished, including Berger. 
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WONG MAYE-E, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Ken Winkler holds a broken piece 
of glass from the fallen World 
Trade Center skyscrapers that he 
keeps in his office. “Somebody 
once asked me, ‘How often do 
you think about it?’ I told him it’s 
easier to count the days when 
you don’t think about it,” says 
Winkler.

RICHARD DREW, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Will Jimeno, a former Port Authority police officer who was rescued from the rubble of the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks 
at the World Trade Center, reads from “Immigrant, American, Survivor,” a children’s book he wrote that draws on 
his experience, during an interview in his home in Chester, N.J., on Aug. 2. Injured in the attack, Jimeno wears a 
compression sock and leg brace band on his left leg. 

WONG MAYE-E, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Retired New York Police Officer Ken Winkler helped coordinate the 
department’s Emergency Service Unit response at the World Trade 
Center site on Sept. 11, 2001, ducking behind a truck to escape debris 
when the south tower collapsed. “It went from a clear day to various 
shades of gray and black … from kind of organized chaos to just chaos,” 
recalls Winkler, who now manages Manhattan’s cruise ship terminal.

‘It’s not something  
to be gotten over’

A tsunami of dust washed over emer-
gency medical technician Guy Sand-
ers, so thick that it clogged his surgical 

mask.
The 47-story building at 7 World Trade 

Center had just collapsed, about seven hours 
after the burning towers fell and debris ig-
nited fires in the smaller high-rise.

A part-time EMS supervisor for a private 
ambulance company in the city, Sanders had 
scrambled to respond from his day job at a 
Long Island collections agency. He was en 
route when the towers collapsed, killing eight 
EMA workers, including his colleague Yamel 
Merino. Sanders went to funeral after funeral 
for EMTs, firefighters and police.

Yet 9/11 only deepened his commitment 
to EMS. Though it was tricky financially, he 
soon went full time.

“I never wanted to be in a situation where 
people needed me and I couldn’t immediately 
respond,” he says.

He still doesn’t. But health problems — in-
cluding a rare cancer that the federal govern-
ment has linked to trade center dust exposure 
— forced his 2011 retirement, says Sanders, 
62, now living near Orangeburg, South Car-
olina.

“You get people telling you, ‘Well, (9/11) 
happened so long ago. Get over it.’ But it is a 
trauma,” says Sanders, who joined a first re-
sponders’ and survivors’ support group. “It’s 
not something to be gotten over. It’s some-
thing to be addressed.”

‘While I’m here, 
I’ve got to make it count’

Breathing through an oxygen mask in a 
hospital bed, Wendy Lanski told her-
self: “If Osama bin Laden didn’t kill 

me, I’m not dying of COVID.”
Nearly two decades earlier, the health in-

surance manager escaped the north tower’s 
29th floor and ran, barefoot, through the dust 
cloud from the south tower’s collapse. Eleven 
of her Empire Blue Cross Blue Shield col-
leagues died.

“The only good thing about surviving a 
tragedy or a catastrophe of any kind is: It 
definitely makes you more resilient,” says 
Lanski, who was hospitalized with the coro-
navirus — as was her husband — for two 
touch-and-go weeks in spring 2020.

But “surviving is only the first piece of the 
journey,” says Lanski, 51, of West Orange, 
New Jersey.

She has the twin towers, “9/11/01” and 
“survivor” tattooed on her ankle. But the 
attacks also left other marks, ones she didn’t 
choose.

Images and sounds of falling people and 
panes of glass are lodged in her memory. She 
was diagnosed in 2006 with sarcoidosis, she 
said; the federal government has concluded 
the inflammatory disease may be linked to 
trade center dust. And she has asked herself: 
“Why am I here and 3,000 people are not?”

Over time, she accepted not knowing.
“But while I’m here, I’ve got to make 

it count,” says Lanski, who has spoken at 
schools and traveled to conferences about 
terror victims. “I’ve got to make up for 3,000 
people who lost their voice.”

It ‘motivates me  
to live a better life’

Buried in darkness and 20 feet or more of 
rubble from both towers, Will Jimeno 
was ready to die.

The Port Authority of New York and New 
Jersey Police Department rookie was in sear-
ing pain from a fallen wall pinning his left 
side. Fellow officer Dominick Pezzulo had 
died next to him. Flaming debris had fallen 
on Jimeno’s arm and heated the cramped 
area enough that Pezzulo’s gun fired, send-
ing a flurry of bullets past Jimeno’s head. He 
had yelled for help for hours. He was terribly 
thirsty.

“If I die today,” he remembers thinking, “at 
least I died trying to help people.”

Then Jimeno, who is Catholic, had what he 
describes as a vision of a robed man walking 
toward him, a bottle of water in his hand.

We’re going to get out, he told Sgt. John 
McLoughlin, who was trapped with him.

It was hours — of pushing back pain, think-
ing of rescues in past disasters, talking to keep 
alert — before they were found and gruelingly 
extricated by former U.S. Marines, NYPD of-
ficers, a one-time paramedic and firefighters 
as blazes flared and debris shifted and fell.

“If you wanted to picture what hell looked 
like, this was probably it,” recalls then-NYPD 
Officer Ken Winkler.

Jimeno was freed around 11 p.m., 
McLoughlin the next morning. Jimeno un-
derwent surgeries and lengthy rehabilitation.

But he says his psychological recovery was 
harder. Trivial things made him lose his tem-
per — fueled, he now realizes, by anger about 
the deaths of colleagues and people rescuers 
couldn’t help. At times, he says, he thought 
of suicide. It took three years and multiple 
therapists before he mastered warding off the 
outbursts.

It has helped to tell his story in talks, in 
the 2006 Oliver Stone movie “World Trade 
Center,” and in Jimeno’s two newly released 
books — the illustrated “Immigrant, Amer-
ican, Survivor” for children, and “Sunrise 
Through the Darkness,” about coping with 
trauma.

The Colombian-born U.S. Navy veteran 
hopes that people see in his story “the re-
siliency of the human soul, the American 
spirit,” and the power of good people stepping 
up in bad times.

Sept. 11 “motivates me to live a better life,” 
says Jimeno, 53, of Chester, New Jersey. “The 
way I can honor those we lost and those that 
were injured is to live a fruitful life. To be an 
example to others that Sept. 11 did not de-
stroy us.”

‘I couldn’t figure out how  
I got out of there alive’

For a time after 9/11, New York Police 
Officer Mark DeMarco replayed the 
what-ifs in his mind. If he’d gone 

right instead of left. A bit earlier. Or later.
“I couldn’t figure out how I got out of 

there alive,” he says.
After helping evacuate the north tower, 

the Emergency Service Unit officer was 
surrounded by a maze of debris when 
parts of the skyscraper tumbled onto a 
smaller building where he’d been directed. 
Some officers with him were killed.

Barely able to see his own boots with a 
small flashlight, DeMarco inched through 

the ruins with two officers behind him.
Then he took a step and felt nothing 

underfoot. He looked below and saw utter 
darkness.

Only later — after the officers turned 
around and eventually clambered through 
shattered windows to safety — did De-
Marco realize he’d nearly tumbled into a 
crater carved by the collapse.

Now 68 and retired, DeMarco still wears 
a wristband with the names of the 14 ESU 
members killed that day. He worries that 
the public memory of the attacks is fading, 
that the passage of time has created a false 
sense of security.

“Have fun with life. Don’t be afraid,” he 
says. “But be mindful.”

WONG MAYE-E PHOTOS, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Retired New York Police Officer Mark DeMarco is seen Aug. 3 in a reflection off of a display cabinet 
where he keeps memorabilia from 9/11 at his home in Staten Island, New York. He still has the small 
flashlight he used to navigate out of the rubble of the fallen skyscrapers. DeMarco said he worries 
that public memory of the attacks is fading.

Retired New York 
Police Officer 
Mark DeMarco 
still wears a 
wristband with 
the names of the
14 members of 
his unit killed on 
Sept. 11, 2001.
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A 
car passed, the driver’s window 
rolled down and the man spat an 
epithet at two little girls wearing 
their hijabs: “Terrorist!”

It was 2001, mere weeks after 
the World Trade Center fell, and 10-year-
old Shahana Hanif and her younger sister 
were walking to the local mosque from their 
Brooklyn, New York, home.

As the 20th anniversary of the Sept. 11 ter-
ror attacks is marked, Hanif still recalls her 
confusion over how anyone could look at her, 
a child, and see a threat.

“It’s not a nice, kind word. It means vi-
olence, it means dangerous. It is meant to 
shock whoever ... is on the receiving end of 
it,” she says.

But the incident also spurred a determi-
nation to speak out for herself and others. 
She’s become a community organizer and is 
strongly favored to win a seat on the New York 
City Council in an upcoming election.

Like Hanif, other young American Mus-
lims have grown up under the shadow of 
9/11. Many have faced hostility, suspicion, 
questions about their faith, doubts over their 
Americanness. They’ve also found ways to 
fight back against bias, to organize and to 
craft nuanced personal narratives about their 
identities. In the process, they’ve challenged 
stereotypes.

After 9/11, America’s diverse Muslim com-
munities were foisted into the spotlight, says 
Youssef Chouhoud, a political scientist at 
Virginia’s Christopher Newport University.

“Your sense of who you were was becoming 
more formed, not just Muslim but American 
Muslim,” he says. “What distinguished you 
as an American Muslim? Could you be fully 
both, or did you have to choose? There was a 
lot of grappling with what that meant.”

In Hanif’s case, there was no blueprint.
“Fifth-grader me wasn’t naïve or too young 

to know Muslims are in danger,” she wrote in 
an essay about 9/11’s aftermath. “Flashing an 
American flag from our first-floor windows 
didn’t make me more American.”

A young Hanif gathered neighborhood 
friends to write a letter to then-President 
George W. Bush asking for protection. “We 
knew,” she says, “that we would become like 
warriors of this community.”

Ishaq Pathan

Ishaq Pathan, 26, recalls when a boy told 
him he seemed angry and wondered if Pa-
than was going to blow up their Connecti-

cut school.
He remembers feeling helpless when taken 

aside at a U.S. airport for additional ques-
tioning after spending a college semester in 
Morocco.

The agent looked through his belongings, 
including the laptop where he kept a private 
journal, and started reading it.

“I remember having tears in my eyes. I was 
completely and utterly powerless,” says Pa-
than.

“You go to school with other people of dif-
ferent backgrounds and you realize ... what 
the promise of the United States is,” he adds. 
“And when you see it not living up to that 
promise, then I think it instills in us a sense of 
wanting to help and fix that.”

He now works as the San Francisco Bay 
Area director for the nonprofit Islamic Net-
works Group, trying to help younger genera-
tions grow confident in their Muslim identity.

Shukri Olow

Born in Somalia, Shukri Olow fled civil 
war with her family and lived in Kenyan 
refugee camps before eventually finding 

home in a public housing complex in Kent, 
south of Seattle.

After 9/11, she recalls feeling confused 
when a teacher in America asked, “What are 
your people doing?”

Today, she’s seeking a seat on the King 
County Council.

“There are many young people who have 
multiple identities who have felt that they 
don’t belong here, that they are not welcomed 
here,” she says. “I was one of those young 
people. And so I try to do what I can to make 
sure that more of us know that this is our na-
tion, too.”

9/11 thrusts diverse 
communities into spotlight 

JESSIE WARDARSKI, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Amirah Ahmed prays at her local mosque in Fredericksburg, Va., on Aug. 15.

EMILY LESHNER, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Shahana Hanif, a community organizer favored to win a seat on the New York City Council in an upcoming municipal 
election, stands in front of her home in the Kensington neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, on Aug. 18. In 2001, just 
weeks after the twin towers at the World Trade Center fell, a car passed then-10-year-old Shahana and her younger 
sister while they were wearing their hijabs: “Terrorist!” the man shouted at them. Unsure and afraid, the girls ran.

KAREN DUCEY, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Shukri Olow, a Muslim woman who is running for King 
County Council District 5, poses for a portrait Aug. 13 in 
Kent, Wash., south of Seattle. 

American Muslims 
fighting for identity

JESSIE WARDARSKI, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Mansoor Shams, center, and other community members attend Friday prayer Aug. 13 in Rosedale, 
Md. Below: Shams looks through photos from his time in the Marines at his home in Baltimore.

Mansoor Shams

After 9/11, some American Muslims chose 
to dispel misconceptions about their faith 
through personal connections.

Mansoor Shams has traveled across the U.S. 
with a sign reading: “I’m Muslim and a U.S. Ma-
rine, ask anything.” It’s part of the 39-year-old 
veteran’s efforts to counter hate through dia-
logue.

In 2019, he spoke to students at Liberty Uni-
versity in Virginia; some still call him with ques-
tions about Islam.

“There’s this mutual love and respect,” he says.

Ahmed Ali Akbar

Shortly after 9/11, some adults in Ahmed 
Ali Akbar’s community arranged for 
an assembly at his school in Saginaw, 

Michigan, where he and other students talked 
about Islam and Muslims. But he recalls his 
confusion at some of the questions: Where is 
Osama bin Laden? What’s the reason behind 
the attacks?

That period left him feeling like trying to 
change people’s minds wasn’t always effective.

Akbar, now 33, eventually turned his focus 
toward telling stories about Muslim Amer-
icans on his podcast, “See Something Say 
Something.”

“There’s a lot of humor in the Muslim 
American experience as well,” he says. “It’s 
not all just sadness and reaction to the vio-
lence and ... racism and Islamophobia.”

Amirah Ahmed

Amirah Ahmed, 17, was born after the 
attacks and feels she was thrust into a 
struggle not of her making.

A few years ago at her Virginia school’s 9/11 
commemoration, she felt students’ stares at 
her and her hijab.

For the next anniversary, she wore her 
Americanness as a shield, donning an Amer-
ican flag headscarf to address her classmates 
from a podium.

Ahmed spoke about honoring both the lives 
of those who died in America on 9/11 and of 
Iraqis who died in the war launched in 2003. 
She says it was a “really powerful moment.”

But she hopes her future children don’t feel 
the need to prove they belong. “They should 
not have to continue fighting for their iden-
tity.”
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Rudolph Giuliani was a hero before he was a punchline. Lisa Beamer was a wife and mother before she became a symbol of 
Sept. 11 — and though her celebrity passed, her widowhood cannot. In the aftermath of the planes falling from the sky, America 
and the world were introduced to an array of personalities. Some we had known well, but came to see in different ways. Others 

were thrown into public consciousness by unhappy happenstance. Some, like former Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, who 
supported the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, are dead. So is al-Qaida founder and 9/11 mastermind Osama bin Laden, who was 
killed by Navy SEALs in a raid on his compound in 2011. Others have gone on to lead lives that are postscripts to Sept. 11, 2001. 

Here are a few of the boldface names of that tumultuous time — what they were then, and what has happened to them since.

THEN NAME SINCE

Attorney general during President George W. Bush’s first 
term. In the wake of 9/11, he was the administration’s prime 

advocate of the USA PATRIOT Act, which gave the government 
broad powers to investigate and prosecute those suspected 

of terrorism. But in 2004, while lying in an intensive care unit 
with gallstone pancreatitis, he refused the administration’s 

entreaties to overrule a Justice Department finding that 
the Bush domestic intelligence program was illegal. John Ashcroft

After leaving office in 2005, Ashcroft became a lobbyist 
and consultant. His appearances as a gospel singer (and 

songwriter — his tune “Let the Eagle Soar” was performed 
at the second Bush inauguration) have tailed off.

After 9/11, Lisa Beamer became the face of the day’s 
mourners, and a reminder of the day’s heroism. Her husband, 

Todd, a former college baseball and basketball player, is 
believed to have led other passengers in an attack on the 

hijackers of United Airlines Flight 93 that brought the plane 
down before it could crash in Washington. His exhortation 
of “Let’s roll!” became a rallying cry. His widow made 200 

public appearances in the six months after the attacks. Lisa Beamer

Beamer co-wrote a book, “Let’s Roll! Ordinary People, 
Extraordinary Courage,” and established a foundation in 
her husband’s memory. Donations dwindled, and Beamer 
receded from public view. The couple had three children, 

and all attended Wheaton College, where their parents met. 
All are athletes, like their dad: Dave, 3 years old when his 
father died, was a football quarterback; Drew, who was 
1, played soccer, as did Morgan, born four months after 

the attacks. Morgan was her father’s middle name.

The 43rd president of the United States, Bush was informed of 
the 9/11 attacks while reading to second-graders in Sarasota, 
Florida. He spoke to the nation that night and visited ground 
zero three days later, grabbing a bullhorn to declare: “I can 
hear you! The rest of the world hears you! And the people — 
and the people who knocked these buildings down will hear 
all of us soon.” His support in the polls reached 85 percent.

George W. Bush

The War on Terrorism began the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
and Bush’s demand that the Taliban “hand over the terrorists, or 
... share in their fate.” He had long retired to oil painting in Texas 
when Navy SEALs killed Osama bin Laden, and when President 

Joe Biden pulled U.S. forces from Afghanistan. In August, he 
said he was watching developments there “with deep sadness.”

While the Secret Service played “hide the president” with President 
George W. Bush on Sept. 11 — he was shuttled to military bases 

in Louisiana and Nebraska, for fear of terrorist attacks — his vice 
president hunkered down in a “secure, undisclosed location,” 
a bunker inside the White House where he helped direct the 

government’s actions. Cheney became a fierce advocate of an 
unbridled response to the attacks, using “any means at our disposal.” 

He pushed for the 2003 war in Iraq. The interrogation technique 
known as waterboarding was a proper way to get information from 

terrorists, he said — not torture, as its critics have long insisted.

Richard Cheney

After five heart attacks and a 2012 heart transplant, Cheney 
has lived to see his daughter, Liz, win his old congressional 

seat in Wyoming and become GOP persona non grata because 
of her criticism of former President Donald Trump.

Mayor of New York City, Giuliani was a hero of the moment — 
empathetic, determined, a focus of the nation’s grief and a 

constant presence at ground zero. “The number of casualties 
will be more than any of us can bear ultimately,” he said on 
Sept. 11. Oprah Winfrey pronounced him “America’s Mayor”; 

Time magazine declared him “Person of the Year.”

Rudolph Giuliani

After suggesting that his expiring term be extended due to 
the 9/11 emergency — an idea that was roundly dismissed 
— Giuliani went into private life, but not all that private. 

He launched a profitable security firm and ran abortively 
for the Republican nomination for president in 2008. 

His adventures as a supporter of and agent for former 
President Donald Trump are well documented and resulted 

in the suspension of his law license in his home state.

Interim leader and then elected president of Afghanistan 
in the wake of Sept. 11, Karzai managed the delicate 

balancing act of remaining on friendly terms with the 
United States and the West while unifying his country’s 
many factions — at least for a time. More than once, he 
called the Taliban “brothers,” and the later years of his 

presidency were marked by friction with the United States.
Hamid Karzai

Karzai has survived numerous assassination attempts, 
but when his second term expired in 2014, the passage of 
power to his successor, Ashraf Ghani, was peaceful. Ghani 

would lead the country for almost seven years, until he 
fled in the face of the Taliban’s triumphant return.

New York City’s police commissioner. Bald and stocky, he never 
left Giuliani’s side in the days after Sept. 11 — and followed the 

mayor after he left office, joining Giuliani’s security firm.

Bernard Kerik

President George W. Bush appointed Kerik as Iraq’s interim 
minister of the interior in 2003 during the Iraq war, and 

nominated him to head the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security in 2004. He withdrew from consideration when it 

was revealed that he had employed an undocumented worker 
as a nanny and housekeeper; there followed a series of legal 
troubles, including convictions for ethics violations and tax 

fraud. He was pardoned by President Donald Trump in 2020.

The chairman of the stock trading company Cantor Fitzgerald 
would have been in the company’s offices at the top of One 

World Trade Center, but he took his son Kyle to the first day of 
kindergarten. A total of 658 of the company’s employees — two-
thirds of its New York City workforce, including Lutnick’s brother 

Gary — perished. Within three days, Lutnick had established 
the Cantor-Fitzgerald Relief Fund for his company’s victims.

Howard Lutnick

The fund has disbursed more than a quarter of a billion dollars, 
including money for other victims of terrorism and disasters. 
Twenty years later, Lutnick remains the company’s chairman.

Leading propagandist of al-Qaida, labeled the “principal 
architect of the 9/11 attacks” by the 9/11 Commission. He was 
captured in 2003 by the CIA and Pakistan’s secret police, then 
spirited to CIA prisons in Poland and Afghanistan and finally 
to Guantanamo. Under duress — some called it torture — he 

confessed to involvement in nearly every major al-Qaida 
operation, including the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, 
the killing of journalist Daniel Pearl, the 2001 attacks and others. Khalid Sheikh  

Mohammed

His trial date has been postponed again and again. 
He remains at Guantanamo, indefinitely.

A former head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Powell was confirmed 
unanimously as secretary of state in 2001. He would go on to make 

a persuasive case before the United Nations for military action 
against Iraq, claiming that Saddam Hussein was building weapons 

of mass destruction. The war was waged, Saddam was toppled 
and killed, Iraq was destabilized; no such weapons were found.

Colin Powell

Powell has consistently defended his support of the Iraq 
War. But the lifelong Republican had little use for former 

President Donald Trump, endorsing Hillary Clinton in 2016 
and speaking in support of then-presidential candidate 

Joe Biden at the 2020 Democratic convention. He left the 
Republican Party after the Jan. 6 assault on the Capitol.

National security adviser to former President George W. Bush. 
In the summer of 2001, Rice met with CIA Director George 

Tenet at his request to discuss the threat of al-Qaida attacks on 
American targets. The CIA reported that “There will be significant 

terrorist attacks against the United States in the coming weeks 
or months.” Rice would later say that the information was old.

Condoleezza Rice

Rice succeeded Colin Powell as secretary of state and has 
since returned to Stanford University as provost, then as a 
faculty member. In 2012, she also became one of the first 

two women allowed to join Augusta National Golf Club.

As deputy assistant attorney general in the Justice Department’s 
Office of Legal Counsel, Yoo provided much of the legal 

underpinning for the War on Terrorism. He argued that “enemy 
combatants” captured in Afghanistan need not be given prisoner 

of war status; that the president could authorize warrantless 
wiretaps of U.S. citizens on American soil; and that the use 
of “enhanced interrogation techniques” like waterboarding 

was within the power of the president during wartime. John Yoo

Yoo is a professor at the University of California, Berkley, 
School of Law. He remains a strong supporter of presidential 

prerogatives; in 2020, his book “Defender in Chief: 
Donald Trump’s Fight for Presidential Power” argued that 

Trump’s vision of the presidency was in line with that 
of Washington, Jefferson, Madison and Hamilton.

BY JERRY SCHWARTZ  •  Associated Press‌
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Since the day terrorists attacked the United States from the skies, Americans have vowed 
to ‘never forget.’ Not the twin towers in New York. Not the Pentagon in Washington. 

And not a somber field in Pennsylvania. The need to remember it all – in ways large and 
small – may take on even greater urgency as we mark 20 years since that tragic day.

MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

The Tribute in Light rises above buildings in lower 
Manhattan during a test in 2013 in New York. 

KEITH SRAKOCIC, ASSOCIATED PRESS

John Pristas, a firefighter for the Cranberry Township Volunteer Fire Company, 
plays “Taps” on Sept. 11, 2017, at his local 9/11 memorial in Cranberry, Pa.

GENE J. PUSKAR, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Visitors to the Flight 93 National Memorial in Shanksville, 
Pa., participate in a sunset memorial service in 2018.

JUSTIN LANE, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Robert Peraza, who lost his son, Robert David Peraza, in 
the attacks at the World Trade Center, pauses at his son’s 
name at the National September 11 Memorial & Museum in 
New York in 2011.

MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

One World Trade Center towers above a grove of trees at the National September 11 Memorial & Museum in New York 
on Jan. 15, 2019.

KEITH SRAKOCIC, ASSOCIATED PRESS

The sun shines through the “Tower of Voices” at the Flight 93 National Memorial 
on May 8 in Shanksville, Pa. The tower contains 40 wind chimes to honor the 40 
people who died Sept. 11, 2001, when their plane crashed into a field.

MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

The World Trade Center site is seen from above in June 2018. The annual 9/11 
commemorations are by now familiar rituals, centered on reading the names of 
the dead.

MARY ALTAFFER, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Sophie, Countess of Wessex, pauses at Spencer Finch’s “Trying To Remember 
the Color of the Sky on That September Morning” during a visit Nov. 11, 2015, to 
the National September 11 Memorial & Museum in New York. 

PABLO MARTINEZ MONSIVAIS, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Flowers are left on a bench on the grounds of the National 
9/11 Pentagon Memorial before the start of the annual 
memorial observance in 2018.
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Venesha Orintia Richards, James C. Riches, Alan Jay Richman, John M. Rigo, Theresa Risco, Rose Mary Riso, Moises N. Rivas, Joseph Rivelli, 
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Sgroi, Jayesh S. Shah, Khalid M. Shahid, Mohammed Shajahan, Gary Shamay, Earl Richard Shanahan, Neil Shastri, Kathryn Anne Shatzoff, 
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Stuart, Jr., Benjamin Suarez, David Scott Suarez, Ramon Suarez, Yoichi Sugiyama, William Christopher Sugra, Daniel Suhr, David Marc Sullins, 
Christopher P. Sullivan, Patrick Sullivan, Thomas Sullivan, Hilario Soriano Sumaya, Jr., James Joseph Suozzo, Colleen Supinski, Robert Sutcliffe, 
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James Anthony Trentini, Mary Barbara Trentini, Pendyala Vamsikrishna, Mary Alice Wahlstrom, Kenneth Waldie, John Joseph Wenckus, 
Candace Lee Williams, Christopher Rudolph Zarba, Jr. VICTIMS ON UNITED AIRLINES FLIGHT 175 Alona Abraham, Garnet Edward Bailey, 
Mark Lawrence Bavis, Graham Andrew Berkeley, Touri Bolourchi, Klaus Bothe, Daniel Raymond Brandhorst, David Reed Gamboa Brandhorst, 
John Brett Cahill, Christoffer Mikael Carstanjen, John J. Corcoran III, Dorothy Alma de Araujo, Ana Gloria Pocasangre Debarrera, Robert John 
Fangman, Lisa Anne Frost, Ronald Gamboa, Lynn Catherine Goodchild, Peter M. Goodrich, Douglas Alan Gowell, Francis Edward Grogan, Carl 
Max Hammond, Jr., Christine Lee Hanson, Peter Burton Hanson, Susan Kim Hanson, Gerald Francis Hardacre, Eric Hartono, James Edward 
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Charles Rimmele III, James Roux, Jesus Sanchez, Victor J. Saracini, Mary Kathleen Shearer, Robert M. Shearer, Jane Louise Simpkin, Brian 
David Sweeney, Michael C. Tarrou, Alicia N. Titus, Timothy Ray Ward, William Michael Weems VICTIMS AT THE PENTAGON SPC Craig S. 
Amundson, USA, YN3 Melissa Rose Barnes, USN, MSG Max J. Beilke, Retired, IT2 Kris Romeo Bishundat, USN, Carrie R. Blagburn, COL Canfield 
D. Boone, ARNG, Donna M. Bowen, Allen P. Boyle, ET3 Christopher L. Burford, USN, ET3 Daniel M. Caballero, USN, SFC Jose O. Calderon-Olmedo, 
USA, Angelene C. Carter, Sharon A. Carver, SFC John J. Chada, USA, Retired, Rosa Maria Chapa, Julian T. Cooper, LCDR Eric A. Cranford, USN, 
Ada M. Davis, CAPT Gerald F. DeConto, USN, LTC Jerry D. Dickerson, USA, IT1 Johnnie Doctor, Jr., USN, CAPT Robert E. Dolan, Jr., USN, CDR 
William H. Donovan, USN, CDR Patrick Dunn, USN, AG1 Edward T. Earhart, USN, LCDR Robert R. Elseth, USNR, SK3 Jamie L. Fallon, USN, 
Amelia V. Fields, Gerald P. Fisher, AG2 Matthew M. Flocco, USN, Sandra N. Foster, CAPT Lawrence D. Getzfred, USN, Cortez Ghee, Brenda C. 
Gibson, COL Ronald F. Golinski, USA, Retired, Diane Hale-McKinzy, Carolyn B. Halmon, Sheila M.S. Hein, ET1 Ronald J. Hemenway, USN, MAJ 
Wallace Cole Hogan, Jr., USA, SSG Jimmie I. Holley, USA, Retired, Angela M. Houtz, Brady Kay Howell, Peggie M. Hurt, LTC Stephen N. Hyland, 
Jr., USA, Lt Col Robert J. Hymel, USAF, Retired, SGM Lacey B. Ivory, USA, LTC Dennis M. Johnson, USA, Judith L. Jones, Brenda Kegler, LT 
Michael S. Lamana, USN, David W. Laychak, Samantha L. Lightbourn-Allen, MAJ Stephen V. Long, USA, James T. Lynch, Jr., Terence M. Lynch, 
OS2 Nehamon Lyons IV, USN, Shelley A. Marshall, Teresa M. Martin, Ada L. Mason-Acker, LTC Dean E. Mattson, USA, LTG Timothy J. Maude, 
USA, Robert J. Maxwell, Molly L. McKenzie, Patricia E. Mickley, MAJ Ronald D. Milam, USA, Gerard P. Moran, Jr., Odessa V. Morris, ET1 Brian 
A. Moss, USN, Teddington H. Moy, LCDR Patrick J. Murphy, USNR, Khang Ngoc Nguyen, DM2 Michael A. Noeth, USN, Ruben S. Ornedo, Diana 
B. Padro, LT Jonas M. Panik, USNR, MAJ Clifford L. Patterson, Jr., USA, LT Darin H. Pontell, USNR, Scott Powell, CAPT Jack D. Punches, USN, 
Retired, AW1 Joseph J. Pycior, Jr., USN, Deborah A. Ramsaur, Rhonda Sue Rasmussen, IT1 Marsha D. Ratchford, USN, Martha M. Reszke, 
Cecelia E. (Lawson) Richard, Edward V. Rowenhorst, Judy Rowlett, SGM Robert E. Russell, USA, Retired, CW4 William R. Ruth, ARNG, Charles 
E. Sabin, Sr., Marjorie C. Salamone, COL David M. Scales, USA, CDR Robert A. Schlegel, USN, Janice M. Scott, LTC Michael L. Selves, USA, 
Retired, Marian H. Serva, CDR Dan F. Shanower, USN, Antionette M. Sherman, Diane M. Simmons, Cheryle D. Sincock, ITC Gregg H. Smallwood, 
USN, LTC Gary F. Smith, USA, Retired, Patricia J. Statz, Edna L. Stephens, SGM Larry L. Strickland, USA, LTC Kip P. Taylor, USA, Sandra C. 
Taylor, LTC Karl W. Teepe, USA, Retired, SGT Tamara C. Thurman, USA, LCDR Otis V. Tolbert, USN, SSG Willie Q. Troy, USA, Retired, LCDR Ronald 
J. Vauk, USNR, LTC Karen J. Wagner, USA, Meta L. (Fuller) Waller, SPC Chin Sun Pak Wells, USA, SSG Maudlyn A. White, USA, Sandra L. White, 
Ernest M. Willcher, LCDR David L. Williams, USN, MAJ Dwayne Williams, USA, RMC Marvin Roger Woods, USN, Retired, IT2 Kevin W. Yokum, 
USN, ITC Donald M. Young, USN, Edmond G. Young, Jr., Lisa L. Young VICTIMS ON AMERICAN AIRLINES FLIGHT 77 Paul W. Ambrose, 
Yeneneh Betru, Mary Jane Booth, Bernard C. Brown, II, CAPT Charles F. Burlingame III, USNR, Retired, Suzanne M. Calley, William E. Caswell, 
David M. Charlebois, Sarah M. Clark, Asia S. Cottom, James D. Debeuneure, Rodney Dickens, Eddie A. Dillard, LCDR Charles A. Droz III, USN, 
Retired, Barbara G. Edwards, Charles S. Falkenberg, Dana Falkenberg, Zoe Falkenberg, J. Joseph Ferguson, Darlene E. Flagg, RADM Wilson 
F. Flagg, USNR, Retired, 1stLt Richard P. Gabriel, USMC, Retired, Ian J. Gray, Stanley R. Hall, Michele M. Heidenberger, Bryan C. Jack, Steven 
D. Jacoby, Ann C. Judge, Chandler R. Keller, Yvonne E. Kennedy, Norma Cruz Khan, Karen Ann Kincaid, Dong Chul Lee, Jennifer Lewis, Kenneth 
E. Lewis, Renee A. May, Dora Marie Menchaca, Christopher C. Newton, Barbara K. Olson, Ruben S. Ornedo, Robert Penninger, Robert R. 
Ploger III, Zandra F. Ploger, Lisa J. Raines, Todd H. Reuben, John P. Sammartino, George W. Simmons, Donald D. Simmons, Mari-Rae Sopper, 
Robert Speisman, Norma Lang Steuerle, Hilda E. Taylor, Leonard E. Taylor, Sandra D. Teague, Leslie A. Whittington, CAPT John D. Yamnicky, 
Sr., USN, Retired, Vicki Yancey, Shuyin Yang, Yuguag Zheng VICTIMS ON UNITED AIRLINES FLIGHT 93, Christian Adams, Lorraine G. Bay, 
Todd Beamer, Alan Beaven, Mark K. Bingham, Deora Frances Bodley, Sandra W. Bradshaw, Marion Britton, Thomas E. Burnett Jr., William 
Cashman, Georgine Rose Corrigan, Patricia Cushing, Jason Dahl, Joseph Deluca, Patrick Driscoll, Edward Porter Felt, Jane C. Folger, Colleen 
Fraser, Andrew Garcia, Jeremy Glick, Lauren Grandcolas, Wanda A. Green, Donald F. Greene, Linda Gronlund, Richard Guadagno, Leroy 
Homer, Jr., Toshiya Kuge, CeeCee Lyles, Hilda Marcin, Waleska Martinez, Nicole Miller, Louis J. Nacke, II, Donald Arthur Peterson, Jean Hoadley 
Peterson, Mark Rothenberg, Christine Snyder, John Talignani, Honor Elizabeth Wainio, Deborah Ann Jacobs Welsh, Kristin Gould White.

IN TRIBUTE
 The victims of the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks

Source: Southern Illinoisan, 2015
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Masood Akhtar
MIDDLETON, WISCONSIN

T hat day, I still remember those two key-
words — “Islamic terrorists” — used by 
some of our politicians and most main-

stream media while describing the attacks. 
We, as Muslims, felt that day that this as-
sociation of terrorism with Islam would pose 
a significant threat to the lives of 3.5 million 
American Muslims, and it did. Hate crimes 
against Muslims rose substantially.

Since 9/11, more people have been killed by 
homegrown hate groups (racially or ethnically 
motivated groups who advocate for the su-
periority of the white race and those who are 
anti-government) in the U.S. than by foreign 
terrorists.

I applaud the recent recognition by the 
White House that domestic terrorism is the 
biggest national security threat to the U.S. to-
day. As a result, the Biden administration on 
June 15, 2021, released the first-ever National 
Strategy for Countering Domestic Terrorism 
to avoid another Jan. 6 attack on our Capitol 
or on U.S. soil.

But we, as citizens, also have a responsi-
bility of educating people, including the hate 
groups, about what made America excep-
tional. Let’s open our ears and hearts for each 
other; engage to fight our true enemy: fear, 
anger and hate. Recognize that diversity is 
our strength, unity is our power, and the U.S. 
constitution is our hope. Stand up for the 
freedom of others, while enjoying ours. And 
always remember that people are not born 
with hate; they are taught to hate. We can 
easily teach them how to love.

Wisconsin State Journal
Madison, Wisconsin

Drew Daniels
SOCIAL STUDIES TEACHER  
AT HICKORY (NORTH CAROLINA) HIGH SCHOOL

That semester, I was teaching American 
history and civics classes at Hickory 
High. Between first and second periods, 

my department chair came into my class-
room, almost sprint-walking. Without break-
ing stride on his way through to a neighboring 
classroom, he pointed at my computer and 
said, “Go to CNN.” I could tell it was urgent. 
I did so immediately and quickly read what 
I could before class started. Of course, I was 
stunned numb.

This was before students had smartphones 
so I broke the news to my second-period 
class. None of us knew how to react. I was 
conscious of trying to convey the magnitude 
and sadness of what was evidently happening 
while remaining collected. That was almost 
an out-of-body experience; I heard myself 
say the words. I knew we were living through 
history. There was a heavy feeling throughout 
the building that day, like at a wake.

We all had a need to see images of what had 
happened — not out of morbid fascination but 
I think otherwise we just couldn’t process it. 
It sounded impossible. I didn’t have a projec-
tor for my computer screen then, so I pulled 
up CNN’s website and turned my monitor 
toward the students. That website crashed for 
part of the afternoon. My last class got out of 
their desks and came forward to get a closer 
look. I hadn’t invited them to do that but I 
didn’t mind. They sat on the floor and we just 
stared in silence.

Hickory Daily Record
Hickory, North Carolina

Bernie Scolaro
SIOUX CITY, IOWA

On Sept. 11, 2001, I was at West High giv-
ing info and tours to the new freshman 
class. I was showing students where my 

office was located, at which time my secretary 
said for me to see her as soon as I was done as 
she had something to tell me.

She knew I was from New York so what was 
happening (unbeknownst to me) was more 
personal than most at the school. As soon as 
the period ended, I saw the horrific image on 
the TV of the buildings that went down.

I called my parents in New York to check 
on them and the rest of the day was trying to 
work and trying to digest what was happen-
ing. I remember going to a prayer service later 
that night. For me, it’s not so much where I 
was when I found out but where I needed to 
be afterward. As a Red Cross disaster services 
volunteer, I knew that when I could, I had to 
be there to help.

Approximately a month later, I headed to 
New York for three weeks to provide meals to 
workers and people affected by the attacks, 
including the firefighters at ground zero. As 
much as I would love to say that the impact 
was so profound that I instinctively now have 
a better appreciation of time and spending it 
with loved ones, everyday responsibilities and 
anxieties still get in the way.

Although I will never forget the events of 
that day and the aftermath I saw firsthand, I 
still must actively remind myself each day to 
appreciate time, life and love.

Sioux City Journal
Sioux City, Iowa

Blair Chewning
RICHMOND, VIRGINIA

I call them “where-were-you days.” Where 
were you when President Kennedy was 
assassinated? Where were you when the 

Challenger exploded? Where were you at 
9:45 a.m. on Sept. 11, 2001? Each holds a 
certain significance, but none more indelibly 
etched in my mind than 9/11.

Accompanying 110 students, 87 parents, 
and five other teachers, I was on the lead bus 
entering the gates of Mount Vernon for Col-
legiate School’s annual fourth-grade trip. 
Twenty years ago very few people owned cell-
phones, but a mother on the second bus did. 
Her husband called minutes before our arrival 
to relate the horrific events from the twin 
towers and again at 9:40, with frantic news of 
the attack on the Pentagon.

Mount Vernon staff greeted us, while stu-
dents and parents remained on the buses, all 
unaware of the situation just miles away. The 
teachers gathered on the sidewalk to develop 
a plan, keenly aware nothing in our training 
or years of experience had prepared us for 
this. A quick call to our school resulted in the 
decision to return home immediately, as there 
were rumors I-95 would close.

Seeing the Pentagon smoke in the distance 
and witnessing Quantico vehicles race up the 
interstate, mobilized for what would later 
be called the “war on terror”— these are the 
tangible takeaways of 9/11. What was said 
on each bus to help inquisitive children and 
stunned parents feel calm and reassured there 
was and is still good in this world? My memo-
ry’s less clear on that.

Richmond Times-Dispatch
Richmond, Virginia

Cheryl Young
BLOOMINGTON, ILLINOIS

I was at a long meeting in the basement 
at State Farm Corporate South. When it 
ended, I came up to my desk and the co-

worker across the aisle told me a plane had 
hit the World Trade Center. Thinking it was a 
small plane, we both speculated about what 
kind of problem could cause a small plane to 
miss seeing the building.

Then we heard there was another plane. A 
horrible sinking feeling filled my stomach. It 
was deliberate. I remember stopping and say-
ing a prayer. Soon, the cafeteria with several 
TVs was filled with employees watching the 
horror.

When I went home, it was impossible to 
stop watching. I remember staying up late in 
disbelief.

A day later, the young people from Normal 
West Marching Band decided to skip a com-
petition that weekend and play at Schnucks 
grocery store. My two daughters were among 
them. Tears poured down the faces of people 
going in and out of the store as they heard our 
national anthem and other songs played. Our 
country stood together under one flag. I think 
of that today and wish it was that way now.

The Pantagraph
Bloomington, Illinois

Carl Baker
BETHANY, ILLINOIS

I remember 9/11 like it was yesterday. I was 
in Washington, D.C., about a mile from 
the Pentagon. I was there for a business 

trip and was due to take a tour of the Penta-
gon that very day but could not rearrange my 
schedule. As I heard about the towers and 
watched the TV monitors, the meeting was 
adjourned and then we heard about the Pen-
tagon.

When I walked outside the building, it was 
utter chaos. People begging others to get in 
the car with them, saying they didn’t want to 
be alone. Fire trucks driving on the sidewalks 
to maneuver the gridlock traffic trying to re-
spond. All flights grounded and no cars being 
rented to leave town.

Yes, I remember the day well. I can close 
my eyes and still see the mental image of that 
day. It’s hard to believe it’s been 20 years. My 
daughter was just 1 year old and now she is 21.

Herald & Review
Decatur, Illinois

Becky Hollar
LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

I was in seventh grade in New York state, 
two hours north of New York City. My 
teacher came to our study hall and said, 

“The World Trade Center is down.” We 
thought he meant the stock market crashed. 
Then he said the twin towers were hit by 
planes and collapsed. I remember the fear 
everyone felt, the images on constant replay 
on the news, the moments of silence held at 
school and sporting events, rejoicing when 
people were found alive in the rubble, feeling 
sad when the death toll rose. I remember peo-
ple coming together and a renewed sense of 
patriotism. Part of me still feels some of the 
emotions from that day when I see the New 
York skyline without those two towers.

The News & Advance
Lynchburg, Virginia

From across the United States, readers recall the horror of 9/11.  
Lee Enterprises’ news organizations asked readers to submit their memories of the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.  

Here’s a sampling of their responses.

➤ Read more anniversary coverage on our website

MARK LENNIHAN, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Annabelle Banievicz and her son, Oriel Vanega, 7, attend a candlelight vigil Sept. 14, 2001, at Union Square in New York, not far from the site of the terrorist attacks that destroyed the World 
Trade Center’s twin towers.
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John Davis III
WINSTON-SALEM, NORTH CAROLINA

I was in Baltimore on business when 9/11 
occurred. I could not get back to Winston-
Salem as planes, trains, buses were all 

grounded and no rental cars available. I was 
due to deliver the convocation talk at the 
UNC School of the Arts the next day and had 
worked diligently on my message to the stu-
dents. A friend loaned me his car and it was an 
eerie drive from Baltimore to Winston-Salem. 
Virtually no cars on the road, service stations 
closed, restaurants and shopping centers 
closed. I could see the smoke rising from 
the Pentagon while driving on I-95 through 
Washington, D.C. It was while driving and 
listening to the radio that I realized that the 
speech that I had written and practiced could 
not be the speech that I needed to deliver to so 
many high school and college students at the 
School of the Arts — many away from home 
for the first time. Thus, I stayed up virtually 
all night rewriting my talk.

Upon arrival at the auditorium the next day, 
I found a packed house. Standing-room only 
— 1,100 kids, faculty and staff were present. 
And they all stayed after the program was 
concluded. Almost no one left. People were 
simply scared and did not know what to do 
as we were in new territory, and for the first 
time, the U.S. had been attacked by terror-
ists on our own soil. Thank God, I offered a 
message of optimism, hope and our ability to 
pull together as a citizenry. I still believe that 
today.

Winston-Salem Journal
Winston-Salem, North Carolina

Susan Stoya
LAKE GEORGE, NEW YORK

I was working in a school when I heard that 
a plane had hit one of the towers at the 
World Trade Center. As I walked into the 

library, where teachers had the TV on, I saw 
the first tower fall, and became sick to my 
stomach, thinking that my brother-in-law 
and my step-brother, both EMTs in Manhat-
tan, might be in those towers.

I frantically started trying to call my rel-
atives, but all of the lines were tied up and 
I could not get through. I finally heard that 
they were safe but on their way to the site as 
was my sister’s husband, an NYPD officer. My 
sister sadly told me how my brother-in-law 
came home the first few nights covered in 
soot and dust, spending hours on end doing 
the “bucket brigade” — knowing they would 
not find anyone but continuing the work  
anyway.

My son had soccer practice that afternoon 
at the Jenkinsville field. I was dismayed that 
anyone could be having fun that day. My heart 
broke watching the news, knowing my family 
members could easily have been among those 
lost. My friend was a school psychologist who 
worked to comfort the trauma for numerous 
students who lost parents that day. My step-
brother worked in the morgue set up on the 
piers. There were so many heroes that day 
and in the aftermath. I am proud of so many 
for their bravery and courage on Sept. 11 and 
every day since then.

The Post-Star
Glens Falls, New York

Beth Meenehan
DARDENNE PRAIRIE, MISSOURI

My husband was in the Pentagon on 
Sept. 11, 2001.

He couldn’t have his cellphone with 
him there for security reasons. He had no idea 
what was going on, or that the entire world 
was watching what was going on, including 
me.

I couldn’t reach him and didn’t know if he 
was dead or alive. I was able to go out of the 
building I was working in, about 5 miles away, 
and I could see the enormous black cloud that 
enveloped the Pentagon and a lot of Arling-
ton.

All of the phone lines in the entire metro 
area were jammed for hours. Both of our 
families tried to reach me. His wonderful dad 
somehow got through. He, of course, asked if 
Mike was OK. I lied to him and said Mike was 
fine. I didn’t know the truth.

Mike finally got hold of me at 4 p.m. I just 
remembered crying. Mike was coming home 
to me that night. The kids didn’t lose their 
dad, but life would never be the same again.

It was the worst day of my life ... ever. We 
prayed for those whose day was worse.

St. Louis Post-Dispatch
St. Louis

Yvonne L. Spaulding
FLAGSTAFF, ARIZONA

We were living in Flagstaff at the time. 
I was getting ready for my teaching 
position at Northern Arizona Uni-

versity in the School of Communication. It 
was a speech day for my students. I saw what 
happened on television. I was shocked, as 
most everyone else, but I drove in and headed 
for my classroom.

There were TVs stationed on both sides 
of the corridors of the classrooms so stu-
dents and staff could keep track of what was 
happening. Most everyone was in class that 
morning, with a few exceptions. My first 
speaker that morning was an international 
student from Iran, I believe. I spoke with her 
privately before she spoke and asked if she felt 
comfortable speaking. She said yes. She gave a 
powerful speech, and at the end of it, the en-
tire class gave her an enthusiastic, lengthy ap-
plause. She had tears in her eyes, and so did I.

At that time, we weren’t sure who was re-
sponsible for the attacks, or what countries 
were involved. In spite of all the raw feelings 
in that classroom, I was so proud of everyone 
who showed up for class, and especially for 
such an enthusiastic supportive gesture for 
their fellow classmate at the conclusion of her 
speech. I will always remember that day.

Arizona Daily Sun
Flagstaff, Arizona

Ruth McWilliams
CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

On Monday, Sept. 10, 2001, I started my 
ninth week of a new job at the Pentagon. 
After Tuesday, Sept. 11, I didn’t work in 

the Pentagon again because my office was lost 
to smoke and fire.

Pre-internet, the TV gave you “breaking 
news.” Colleagues told me about watching 
planes striking the World Trade Center. When 
the plane struck the Pentagon, I was on a 
phone call, and I thought it was an earthquake.

My colleagues came in, and we decided 
to evacuate. We streamed out the door, into 
the beautiful fall day. My foot kicked a piece 
of metal, curved with sprocket holes, and I 
thought how much trouble the contractors 
would have for leaving debris from the Pen-
tagon’s ongoing renovation. I didn’t know it 
was a piece of the plane.

As we rounded the corner of the build-
ing, I saw Marines running down the hill, in 
short sleeve dress uniforms, running toward 
the conflagration that burned the side of the 
building. Their selfless act was overwhelm-
ing, both in the moment and in retrospect.

We moved away from the building and 
tried to account for everyone. Having my 
purse, I gave $20 to someone who came out 
with nothing. Living one mile away, it took 
me hours to get home, waiting for trains 
and buses that weren’t running. My phone 
allowed someone to call family. My boss 
reached her husband who reached my hus-
band to share that we were safe. Colleagues 
died; I am grateful to live.

The Daily Progress
Charlottesville, Virginia

Nancy D. Becker
VALPARAISO, INDIANA

Sept. 11, 2001, I was visiting family in Ken-
nesaw, Georgia. The television pictures 
of the crumbling of the twin towers filled 

me with an emotional combination of horror 
and fear and anger. Later in the day, seeking 
a place to pray and deal with my strong feel-
ings, I went to the top of nearby Kennesaw 
Mountain, a quiet place with a lovely view of 
downtown Atlanta. It is a park memorializing 
a last-ditch battle of the Civil War.

There is a tree-lined path that I have often 
walked on my visits to Georgia. The historic 
trail passes the still-entrenched cannons 
from the brutal conflict of 140 years earlier. I 
felt a rising rage that engulfed me with a sense 
of the chaotic stupidity of it. In the suffocat-
ing aura of that September day, I was staring 
at cannons that had been placed and main-
tained with pride as if something noble had 
been accomplished by their use. I had never 
considered myself a pacifist, but on that day I 
experienced a primeval anger at the blindness 
of the human race.

The Times of Northwest Indiana
Munster, Indiana

Justin Hendrix
PITTSYLVANIA COUNTY, VIRGINIA

I grew up in Mount Hermon and Blairs and 
attended Chatham High School. After I 
graduated from the College of William 

& Mary, I moved to New York to get a job in 
publishing. In 2001, I was a junior executive 
at The Economist magazine. I was at my desk 
in midtown Manhattan on the morning of 
Sept. 11. I was listening to WNYC — the New 
York Public Radio station — when I learned 
from the broadcast that a plane had hit one of 
the World Trade Center towers.

I walked upstairs to the editorial department 
to switch on a television, and watched live as 
the second plane hit. I remember instantly the 
recognition that this was no accident.

Walking outside to stare down 6th Avenue, 
we could see the smoke billowing from lower 
Manhattan. The rest of the day was a blur. In 
the office, journalists were trying to do their 
jobs — reporting on the story as it happened. 
Some of our fellow employees were in Lower 
Manhattan, running a conference that day. We 
tried to account for them. Emotions were high.

With some fellow employees, I tried to 
donate blood, but the lines to do so were too 
long. As it would later become clear, there 
would be little need for it anyway — there 
were few survivors when the towers fell.

By the time I made it home to Brooklyn 
that evening, the air was thick with ash and 
smoke. Singed spreadsheets fell from the sky 
in the middle of my block — I remember one 
was a balance sheet from Standard Chartered 
Bank, which had offices in 7 World Trade 
Center.

The months after the attack were a fright-
ening and tumultuous period. Everyone had 
a connection to someone who had died. Can-
dles and makeshift memorials littered the 
streets. I think of Alysia Basmajian — not a 
friend of mine, but a friend of my fellow May 
2000 graduates of William & Mary. She left a 
daughter and a husband behind that day.

Every year, the city memorializes the an-
niversary of the attack with two bright lights 
that shine vertically into the sky from the site. 
Now when I see them, I don’t think simply 
of that day. I think of the long stretch of days 
since — and all the mistakes this country 
made in response to the terror attack.

I think of the Taliban flag, flying again over 
Afghanistan — and the oceans of blood spilt 
there and in Iraq. I think of torture at Bagram, 
Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo. I think of the 
two decades of terror visited on my Muslim 
and South Asian neighbors by the NYPD and 
the FBI. I think of Donald Trump — the big-
otry of his campaign and his presidency, and 
his enduring appeal to so many. I think of the 
image of a man, falling to his death from the 
burning towers, and its grim symmetry with 
the image of another man falling to his death 
from an aircraft he tried to cling to as it took 
off at the Kabul airport. I think of desperate 
people, no different from you or me.

In 2001, the stench of the smoke from the 
World Trade Center pit hung in the city’s air 
for weeks after the attack. I can still remem-
ber that smell, and when I do I taste it in my 
mouth. Every life lost that day was a tragedy. 
But so was our collective response – and the 
hundreds of thousands of lives it has cost. 
From that, the air still hasn’t cleared.

Register & Bee
Danville, Virginia

CHERYL HATCH, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Josephine Combs, 42, from Orlando, Fla., cries as she waits with her luggage at the Seattle Tacoma International 
Airport on Sept. 11, 2001. Combs was in flight to Orlando when the captain announced they were returning to Seattle 
following the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York. 

JULIE JACOBSON, ASSOCIATED PRESS

From left: Shannon Barry, Lisa Starr and Michelle Wagner, all of Hershey, Pa., comfort each other as they 
listen to a memorial service in 2002 for the victims of the Flight 93 terrorist attack near Shanksville, Pa.
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Seth Grossman
ATLANTIC CITY, NEW JERSEY

On Sept. 11, 2001, I was driving north on 
the (Garden State) Parkway for a morn-
ing court appearance in Jersey City. As 

I approached the big bridge over the Raritan, 
the radio host said he had gotten calls that a 
plane had crashed into the World Trade Cen-
ter. I looked at the twin towers in the distance. 
I saw thick black smoke pouring out of one of 
them. I could not imagine how any pilot could 
crash into any building on such a brilliantly 
clear sunny day.

When I got on Exit 14 for Jersey City, all traf-
fic was bumper to bumper in both directions 
and stopped. I was directly facing the towers. 
I then saw a large jet plane slowly approach. 
It seemed as if it were giving people on board 
a closer look of what was happening. Then it 
suddenly turned sharply into the other tower. 
Then the horrible fireball. I and everyone then 
knew somebody was using planes to kill us. I 
noticed one large jet plane after another taking 
off from Newark Airport behind me. I thought 
what perfect, helpless targets we all were in our 
cars and buses, unable to move. I was scared.

The next day, I attended a real estate closing 
in Atlantic City. The buyers were a Muslim 
couple. Nobody said a word about what hap-
pened the day before. There was no anger. 
No apologies. But there was no small talk. We 
all said just enough to get the needed papers 
signed and exchanged.

Press of Atlantic City
Pleasantville, New Jersey

Kathy Roeder
KEARNEY, NEBRASKA

On Sept. 11, 2001, I woke up in the hospi-
tal holding my new baby daughter in my 
arms. I remember looking at her with so 

much peace and excitement, but those feel-
ings quickly turned to heartache and grief for 
our nation.

I remember my husband calling me and 
telling me about the two planes hitting the 
twin towers. I was in shock, but still not re-
alizing that the nightmare was far from over. 
As the details of the attacks kept coming, all 
I could do was hold my baby and pray for all 
of those innocent people who lost their lives 
that day. I remember looking down at my 
daughter and thinking it was so ironic that as 
I celebrated her new life, so many people were 
mourning the loss of their loved ones.

As the day went on, people started to panic 
about other possible attacks, gas prices, and 
how our economy was going to be affected. 
I remember getting out of the hospital that 
evening and making my husband drive us 
straight to the gas station. There was a long 
line of cars and gas had doubled in price. Over 
the next few weeks my mom would come over 
and we would watch the news together, and 
just be thankful we had each other. Every day 
I look at my beautiful daughter I will always 
remember that unforgettable day and all of 
the innocent people who lost their lives for 
our country.

Kearney Hub
Kearney, Nebraska

Kelly Ehrlich
BOWLING GREEN, VIRGINIA

It was chaotic going north, not the regular 
(Interstate) 95 chaos, but different. Every 
radio station was talking about it. When 

we got to Quantico, black Suburbans fell in 
behind us.

We started seeing smoke plumes. It was 
white, so I thought: How bad can it be? I had 
no idea. It was unfathomable. We parked by 
a huge, beautiful tree and it was game on. 
My partner and I were detailed to the center 
of the Pentagon to help set up rehab for the 
incoming firefighters and patients. It was the 
first time I had ever seen a helicopter gunship 
with a man holding a gun flying patterns over 
our heads. We waited hours for patients who 
never came because they were all dead.

I would never look at the world the same 
way again.

I grew more as a medic, and a person than 
I thought was possible. I got awards, and 
plaques, and pins that I couldn’t keep because 
I couldn’t bear to look at them. My mom keeps 
them in case I ever want them back. I won’t.

I don’t watch the news leading up to the 
anniversaries, and now because of the fall of 
Afghanistan, I’m not sure I will ever watch 
the news again. I wonder if all of that was for 
nothing. I hate the word hero; there is nothing 
heroic about what I did that day.

The Free Lance-Star
Fredericksburg, Virginia

Gary Holm
ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA,  
FORMERLY OF BISMARCK, NORTH DAKOTA

I was in the Pentagon on 9/11. My co-worker, 
Col. Dave Scales, was killed and my of-
fice was destroyed. I had just moved from 

Bismarck the year before after having been a 
candidate for N.D. state treasurer, state labor 
commissioner and state auditor in the ’90s. As 
far as I know, I was the only North Dakotan in 
the part of the Pentagon that was hit on 9/11. 
Lt. General Jerry Sinn of Minot, who had an of-
fice down the hall from me, was away on a trip.

That day I was sitting at my desk when I 
heard a “kaboom,” felt a gust of wind and 
everything shook. Someone yelled, “We’ve 
been hit,” and people started yelling and 
screaming. In shock, I got up and headed for 
the door. My co-workers yelled at me to come 
the other way. The direction I was heading was 
toward the fire where the plane had come in. 
Some of my co-workers were trying to get an 
emergency door open so we could get out. They 
couldn’t get the door open and we thought we 
were trapped. We finally got the door open and 
made our way outside the building to see bil-
lows of thick, black smoke. We then went out 
into the parking lot and into what was a surreal 
scene as we watched the Pentagon burn.

The Bismarck Tribune
Bismarck, North Dakota

Gerry Hince
U.S. ARMY, RETIRED, BRYAN, TEXAS

I retired from the Pentagon on June 1, 2001, 
after 31 years in the Army.

My post-retirement job was as the man-
ager of an ice-skating rink in northern Vir-
ginia. The morning of Sept. 11, I had an em-
ployee come running in to say we all needed 
to be in the lobby watching the television: the 
nation was being attacked.

Our rink family sat, prayed, talked and 
prayed some more that day and that month. 
The business owners made the decision to use 
the rink as a gathering place for children and 
their families trying to find positive activities 
to keep spirits up, and it worked.

Both of my sons were at Texas A&M Univer-
sity. The older was in his fifth year en route to 
an Air Force intelligence career, and the young-
est was in the Corps of Cadets. Both were safe, 
and Aggies took care of Aggies once again.

I believe that day in September provided 
incentive for my sons to commit to careers 
serving our nation. Both have served in the 
Middle East.

Sept. 11 brought our nation together and, in 
its tragedy, patriotism came alive. It is a day 
to be remembered, and memorial ceremonies 
remind us of our losses.

Like Memorial Day, Sept. 11 is not a cele-
bration, but rather, time to be thankful for our 
great nation and to remember those who lost 
their lives.

God bless America … on Sept. 11 and every 
day!

The Eagle
Bryan-College Station, Texas

Susan Shope
EDEN, NORTH CAROLINA

It was a beautiful morning. The sky was 
clear blue. The air felt like fall. We had 
flown to New York on Monday 9/10.

It was our regular September buying trip 
for a major retailer. We were eating breakfast 
and discussing business, when one of the 
servers came to our table and quietly said, we 
just heard on the radio that something terri-
ble is happening. A plane has flown into the 
World Trade Center. We were moved down to 
a lower floor for our safety. We heard sirens, 
sirens and more sirens.

Finally at 6 p.m. everyone thought it would 
be safe to go back to the Novotel.

What was outside was apocalyptic. There 
was a thick coating of dust, debris, and paper 
blowing up Broadway. We were the only peo-
ple on the street, no cabs, no other people, 
nothing.

We locked arms moving as one up the street 
terrified.

Somehow, someway the next morning, the 
company got two buses into the city to take us 
home.

One week later I was back on a plane to 
complete my orders. Myself, the designer 
buyer and two other people were the only ones 
on the plane. We flew into an armed state at 
LaGuardia. Military guards everywhere. Guns, 
bomb sniffing dogs and riot gear.

This trip was even more heartbreaking. Peo-
ple were handing out flyers of their missing 
loved ones. They covered fences, telephone 
poles, and on T-shirts ... faces everywhere.

All those lives lost on that fateful day in 
September.

News & Record
Greensboro, North Carolina

Jim Chin
JENKS, OKLAHOMA

On 9/11, I was in my office on the 47th 
floor of the Citicorp building, which 
faced down Lexington Avenue in NYC, 

holding a meeting. The view of the World 
Trade Center was clear when the first plane 
hit. As we looked out the window, I said, 
“New York firefighters are the best in the 
world and will have that out quickly.”

Ten minutes later the other tower exploded in 
a massive fireball from the second plane. We re-
alized it was an attack and decided to evacuate 
our building, a noticeable target. As I walked 
to get my car, the first building fell. Later I was 
relieved to see two Air Force jets heading to the 
city. The air in the city stayed poor for many 
days, and my team and I returned to work the 
next day so that terrorists would not deter us 
from doing our jobs as financial advisers and 
wealth managers. We called all our clients. Un-
believable, terrible experience for all America.

Tulsa World
Tulsa, Oklahoma

Pamala Rush
CASPER, WYOMING

I was sleeping when it happened. I had 
worked the swing shift in master control at 
KFNB-TV the night before, getting off at 1. 

Now I was awakened by my mother scream-
ing down the stairs like I had never heard her 
sound before.

“The World Trade Center has been at-
tacked!”

To my sleep-filled brain, it sounded like, 
“The World is ending!”

I woke like a shot and ran up the stairs to 
find out exactly what my mom had been talk-
ing about. For all I knew, I was still dreaming 
because there on our TV screen was a night-
mare.

One plane after another crashed on that 
warm September morning. Everyone was 
assaulted with it as the special report was on 
every channel. Where most could escape the 
coverage at work, I couldn’t. Playing the cov-
erage was my work.

I had nothing to do at work. There were no 
shows to record since some had been sent via 
antennae on the north tower. There were no 
commercials with nonstop coverage of the 
attack. All I could do was watch.

In watching, I almost felt I was there. That 
day, the most important thing I could do was 
be there.

I sat at a counter in front of screens that 
played a national nightmare. I was there so 
that everyone watching could be there, too. 
We sent firefighters, food and blood. We sent 
boots for the search dogs. And we sent our 
prayers.

I have never stepped foot at the World 
Trade Center or the Pentagon, but that day, I 
was there.

Casper Star-Tribune
Casper, Wyoming

Laurie Moriarty
OMAHA, NEBRASKA

I was teaching fifth-grade science at the 
King Science Magnet Center. My open 
period had just begun and I walked across 

the hall to the media center where my team 
would have our weekly meeting. As I walked 
in I saw many teachers standing in silence 
looking at our big screen. I looked and saw the 
first tower shortly after it had been hit. Black 
smoke billowing. 

All of us were in shock and disbelief. Our 
principal asked us to not turn on our TVs but 
some did so throughout the day as each new 
group of students came to class, some had 
heard about it and some hadn’t. It was so hard 
to discuss it with 10-year-olds but I did it. 
Especially difficult as I did not know details 
and didn’t want to speculate. They already 
had lots of theories.

I got through the day. Walking to my car a 
teacher pointed out no vapor trails in the gor-
geous September sky as all flights had been 
halted.

I had stood on top of the first tower that 
was hit a few months before while on my 60th 
birthday trip with my daughters.

We must never forget. I won’t.
The World-Herald
Omaha, Nebraska

Deborah Wolf
CORVALLIS, OREGON

My husband and I lived near Washing-
ton Square in New York City. I was 
on my way to vote when I saw people 

standing looking downtown where the first 
tower had just been hit by a plane. Thinking 
it must be a horrible accident, I continued 
on. By the time I was finished, I watched as 
another plane crashed into the second tower. 
“We are at war!” I thought. “But with who?”

By then ash-covered groups of workers 
were walking uptown — a kind shop owner 
had given out free running shoes. We were 
either glued to the news or going outside and 
watching the towers slowly burn. It was ter-
rifying and unreal. No one really knew what 
happened or if they would strike again.

So many were killed that day. Posters 
sprang up with pictures of loved ones in the 
hope that they were wandering around dazed. 
Everyone wanted to help. My husband stood 
in line to donate blood but there was no one 
to receive it. The hospital later discarded the 
blood.

We were very kind to each other. Life was 
fragile. Anyone could have lost someone.

Corvallis Gazette-Times
Corvallis, Oregon

JOHN MINCHILLO, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Mourners place flowers and pictures in the name cut-out of Kyung Hee (Casey) Cho at the National September 
11 Memorial & Museum on Sept. 11, 2020, in New York. Americans commemorated 9/11 as a new national 
crisis — the coronavirus pandemic — swept the country.
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Wanda K. Hunter
CARLISLE, PENNSYLVANIA

I was employed at the Navy Supply Infor-
mation Systems at Mechanicsburg on the 
morning of 9/11. Being one of several em-

ployees attending training, we were informed 
by the instructor that we must return to our 
individual offices. The commanding officer 
then informed us that the post was under 
lockdown.

Living in Carlisle and working in Mechan-
icsburg, my thoughts went to the safety of my 
family and friends in Carlisle.

All televisions were tuned in on the attack, 
showing it repeatedly. Each showing brought 
additional anxiety and sadness along with 
questions. WHY? WHO? Those sentiments 
were felt throughout the office.

Then came the second attack — the Pen-
tagon. My son was an officer in the United 
States Army assigned to Fort Meade. There 
were occasions when his job required him to 
work at the Pentagon. When I saw the second 
attack, my heart was now in my throat.

My daughter-in-law finally answered the 
phone after many attempts. She informed 
me that he did not go to the Pentagon that 
day and was at his office at Fort Meade. I was 
thankful that he was at Fort Meade, but that 
did not lessen my anxiety or grief for all the 
families who had to deal with casualties.

This attack made me aware of how quickly 
situations can alter our lives. It gave me more 
compassion, concern and understanding of 
our first responders and the military and how 
important it is to stay connected to our fam-
ilies.

The Sentinel
Carlisle, Pennsylvania

Ana Canales
TEACHER FROM ST. HELENA, CALIFORNIA

I arrived at St. Helena Primary School in 
shock. Our principal called us together and 
advised that we give no additional infor-

mation, but just listen to kids’ questions and 
answer directly. Good advice, but it didn’t 
prepare me for the next hour.

I was scared, parents were scared, children 
were scared. Adults were crying; children, 
ages 5 through 7, were clinging; everyone 
looking for answers as they arrived in Room 
10. We sat on the rug. I realized my immediate 
task was to keep everyone calm and lessen the 
gut-wrenching fear we were all feeling. The 
horrifying tragedy was beyond anything we 
had experienced in our lifetimes.

This was deep-breath time. Some kids knew 
America had been attacked and they were so 
frightened — it was up to me to assure them 
that planes were not coming to our school to 
dive into us, that our families were not being 
attacked, that they would not be killed, that 
they were safe with their parents and at school.

We talked until the children were done. We 
sang our song, “We All Soar Like Eagles,” we 
hugged, the kids went to snack and recess. 
I realized I had just bonded with a group of 
people that I will forever hold in my heart. 
These young people are in their 20s; I hope 
that what we did that morning together — 
when we weren’t sure of the future of Amer-
ica — serves us all as we continue to face a 
world of uncertainty.

Napa Valley Register
Napa, California

Brian Daake
BEATRICE, NEBRASKA

Sept. 11, 2001, is a day, like others in his-
tory, where you remember what you 
were doing and where you were when the 

events unfolded. I was a firefighter on B Shift 
at that time and this was our duty day.

When the first tower was hit, I was doing 
my assigned house duties, which included 
cleaning the exercise room. I remember Doug 
Van Winkle came in and told me that one of 
the twin towers was hit by an airplane. While 
planes don’t normally crash into buildings, it 
does happen and I finished my task.

As I made my way out to the apparatus bay 
the rest of the on-duty crew were in front of 
the television watching the events unfold in 
New York City. Together we watched the south 
tower get struck. At that moment we knew 
that life would be forever changed.

We continued to watch in horror as the 
day’s events unfolded, while still going about 
our daily business of helping the citizens of 
Beatrice and Gage County.

As I reflect over the last 20 years, much has 
changed. In the world of public safety, we 
have not forgotten that members of the New 
York City Fire Department, Police Depart-
ment and Port Authority did everything in 
their power to save as many lives as possible 
that day. We lost 343 firefighters, 60 police 
officers and eight EMTs or paramedics. We 
honor their sacrifice and hope that when we 
are faced with our moment to do the right 
thing that we will as well.

Beatrice Daily Sun
Beatrice, Nebraska

Joanne Padley
TONAWANDA, NEW YORK

What I remember most about Sept. 11 
is the sound of silence afterward. 
I lived in a busy flight pattern area 

and the sound of planes flying overhead was a 
part of our everyday lives. The absence of that 
sound after flights were all grounded seemed 
deafening in our sleepy little hamlet called 
Lake in the Hills, located outside Chicago, 
which has one of the busiest airports in the 
country. In addition, when flights resumed 
and we were able to travel by air once again, I 
remember the uneasiness of flying, the feel-
ings of fear and suspicion of my fellow pas-
sengers, and the great relief of landing with-
out incident, all feelings never felt before in 
my life, yet still lingering today. For me, Sept. 
11 signifies the death of innocence and life as 
we all knew it.

The Buffalo News
Buffalo, New York

Makenzie Barry (Brookhouser)
LINCOLN, NEBRASKA

At 7 years old, my morning began like any 
other — rushed Pop Tarts, backpacks 
and shoes. Then, just before being ush-

ered out the door, came a sense of urgency.
The TV flicked on at home and phone calls 

were exchanged. I couldn’t comprehend the 
magnitude of what was happening or that this 
moment would change life as I knew it.

The mood at school was somber that day, 
with teachers whispering and confused looks 
from my peers as we watched the news. For 
many, their family lives went on as usual. For 
mine, the story was different.

Before we knew it, my dad was being de-
ployed as his Air National Guard unit was ac-
tivated for duty. What followed were months 
of missed birthdays and holidays, tearful 
phone calls and an empty feeling in our home. 
While our dad was away overseas, my mom 
was here on the homefront, looking after 
three young children while working a full-
time job — a familiar story for many.

Although we felt angry and sad at times, we 
knew our dad was making a sacrifice in honor of 
our country and freedoms. Greeting him at the 
airport upon his return is one of my most cher-
ished memories, a memory I am lucky to have.

Lincoln Journal Star
Lincoln, Nebraska

Bill Connor
RETIRED U.S. ARMY COLONEL, 
ORANGEBURG, SOUTH CAROLINA

I was an Infantry captain stationed at Fort 
Benning, Georgia, on Sept 11, 2001, having 
served in the Army for just over a decade 

with three deployments to the Middle East. I 
vividly remember a fellow captain telling me 
about a plane hitting the World Trade Center, 
and then watching in real time when the sec-
ond plane hit.

The world changed for America in that mo-
ment as the second plane made clear this was 
no accident. That night, after the Pentagon 
was hit, Flight 93 went down, and the trade 
center towers collapsed (with initial estimates 
of tens of thousands dead).

I will never forget Democrats and Repub-
licans in Congress holding each other and 
singing “God Bless America.” I will never for-
get the nation turning to God for protection 
and strength following Sept. 11. I had never 
seen America more united and religious. 
America was firmly behind Operation Endur-
ing Freedom to oust the Taliban and al-Qaida 
from power in Afghanistan.

I proudly volunteered to serve in Afghani-
stan a few years later. I will never regret that 
service, and all who served should be proud.

In the years after Sept. 11, 2001, I came to 
a much stronger faith in God, but I am dis-
turbed by much of America seeming to have 
turned away from God since the attacks. 
The unity and commitment to America and 
American values is so lacking. I can’t im-
agine Congress singing “God Bless America” 
together. I believe we need to regain our na-
tional unity and faith in reflecting on 9/11.

The Times and Democrat
Orangeburg, South Carolina

Matthew Cowen
SONAR TECHNICIAN (SURFACE) PETTY OFFICER  
1ST CLASS (SHIP’S WRITER), U.S. NAVY (1995-2005)
UNION SPRINGS, NEW YORK

On the morning of Sept. 11, I was onboard 
the USS The Sullivans (DDG-68) as it 
was getting underway from Naval Sta-

tion Mayport. During the sea and anchor de-
tail, I sat on the Antisubmarine Warfare Com-
bat System console located in the Combat 
Information Center. Normally this entailed 
sitting by as we made our way to sea. This day 
was quite different. I had access to the tacti-
cal chat with other ships in the area and it 
began buzzing with news. Soon after I heard 
the 1MC (general announcement system) in 
the ship call for the captain to go to CIC. It 
took a moment to understand that we went 
from a peacetime underway to combat ready 
in a matter of minutes as the launch keys 
were activated for the vertical launch system. 
We spent the next several days patrolling the 
coast ready to intercept and shoot down any 
unauthorized aircraft.

I will never forget the speed in which the 
entire ship went from a “routine” underway 
to combat ready.

I will also never forget watching what un-
folded on the ship TV system.

The Citizen
Auburn, New York

Kathleen Molinos
KELSO, WASHINGTON

What a horrific day! Living and work-
ing for a federal entity in northern 
Virginia on 9/11 caused a lot of angst 

among co-workers and myself.
At 8:45 a.m. (EDT) I stopped for gas on my 

way to work, listening to the radio, when the 
DJ said an airplane had crashed into one of the 
towers in New York City. I went on to work 
and told some of my co-workers who imme-
diately turned on the TV.

Wow, another plane had crashed into the 
other tower and yet another crashed into the 
Pentagon where one of my co-worker’s hus-
band worked. (She was frantic to find out if 
her husband was OK.)

Not knowing what would happen next, fed-
eral employees were sent home; this caused a 
backup of traffic trying to get out of Washing-
ton, D.C., that lasted for hours.

The noise was incredible, going on 24/7 for 
weeks. I couldn’t step out of my house in the 
usually quiet Virginia suburb without hear-
ing the military planes that were circling the 
Northern Virginia/D.C. area.

We later learned a couple of our co-work-
ers, who had been in meetings in New York, 
had perished in the disaster.

To this day, Sept. 11 memories bring back 
knots in my stomach thinking about the un-
known of that day and whether our building 
would be the next to be demolished. It was 
like being in a war with the unknown.

As an original Kelsonian, it’s good to be 
back home.

The Daily News
Longview, Washington

RICH PEDRONCELLI, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Rita Mariano and her daughter, Emily, 7, visit a memorial erected in honor of the 17th anniversary of the terrorist 
attacks on the United States on Sept. 11, 2018, in West Sacramento, Calif. 
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Bobby Hamil
HEADLAND, ALABAMA

I am a retired FBI agent, spending 25 years 
with the bureau. One of the most memora-
ble career events occurred on Sept. 11, 2001.

Just before 9 a.m., we were interrupted and 
told to turn on the TV — the first plane had hit 
the twin towers. While stunned and wondering 
if it was a tragic accident or not, we saw the 
second plane hit. Our day and the days ahead 
were about to take on an unprecedented focus.

Recording and running fingerprints were 
one of the FBI’s CJIS Division’s (our assign-
ment) primary responsibilities. We were 
tasked with assembling and deploying teams 
of analysts to the three disaster sites to assist 
in processing fingerprints of the victims.

En route to the Pentagon, we were notified 
that all victims were being transported to Do-
ver Air Force Base in Delaware. When we ar-
rived at Dover, the first body bags were being 
unloaded, ever so delicately.

It would have been a real emotional event, 
were everyone not so focused on the work to 
be done. Thinking back, it still causes stom-
ach pains. The work was challenging in the 
efforts to identify from even the most un-
recognizable remains.

One memorable event: while working with 
a technician, he removed a college class ring 
from a victim and asked if I had any idea of 
the victim’s age. It was a University of Texas 
class ring, dated 1975, the same year I grad-
uated college. I still shudder thinking of that 
moment.

The last act performed was to drape each 
casket with an American flag before trans-
port. The entire process was probably the 
most impressive display of national patriot-
ism I’ve ever witnessed. I’m getting teary-
eyed just typing and it happened 20 years ago.

Dothan Eagle
Dothan, Alabama

Karen Umbaugh
MISSOULA, MONTANA

On Sept. 11, my husband and I were driv-
ing to work. We were delivering our 
daughters to school and day care be-

fore starting our day as Sentinel High School 
teachers. Our oldest was 7, and our youngest 
was 3 and newly adopted from China. We 
were listening to Craig and Al on Z100 when 
they broke the news. We were shocked, in-
credulous and devastated.

My dad’s birthday is Sept. 11. I am sorry he 
has to share his birthday with this horrible 
day. I beg people to resist being divisive and 
angry because that is why we endured 9/11. 
Let’s work together for the common good. We 
have many problems to solve, and we will only 
overcome these problems if we bring out the 
best in each other.

The Missoulian
Missoula, Montana

Christie Schmitt Coombs
TUCSON, ARIZONA

For the vast majority of Tucsonans, 9/11 
was a tragic event that happened 3,000 
miles away. For my family, it was more 

than a national tragedy. As it turns out, it was 
a personal heartbreak, a living nightmare.

I grew up in Yuma and studied journalism 
at the University of Arizona where I met a tall, 
funny, kind and goofy Bostonian named Jeff 
Coombs. After he graduated in 1981 and I in 
1982, we moved to Massachusetts where the 
jobs were and got married two years later.

The morning of 9/11, Jeff boarded American 
Airlines Flight 11 bound for Los Angeles for a 
conference. It was four days before my 41st 
birthday and a week before his 43rd. Like so 
many across the world, I watched in absolute 
disbelief as my husband’s plane crashed into 
the World Trade Center. Panicked, I called my 
family, most of them in Yuma, Phoenix and 
Tucson. Then I had the most difficult task I’ve 
ever faced — telling our three children who 
were 7, 11 and 13 that “some really bad men 
crashed daddy’s plane into a building and now 
he’s not coming home.” At that moment we 
knew life would never be the same.

Kind and generous people offered con-
dolences, gifts, money for the kids’ college 
funds, food and so much support. To pay it 
forward, we created a foundation in his mem-
ory, and that has helped us heal over the last 
20 years.

Arizona Daily Star
Tucson, Arizona

Paul Ranum
WEST SALEM, WISCONSIN

Watching the morning news in Grand 
Marais, Minnesota, I could not 
imagine the devastation which was 

occurring in New York City. But I didn’t have 
to imagine it for long. The next week I was ex-
periencing ground zero first hand as a volun-
teer stress counselor with the American Red 
Cross. I received my formal training from the 
La Crosse Red Cross Chapter.

Words and pictures could not begin to de-
scribe the scene. The pollution from the ashes 
covering everything on the ground and in the 
air as well as the debris all over was indescrib-
able. Ground zero was a horrific sight! It was 
an emotional experience working with the 
exhausted firefighters, police, first respond-
ers and medical personnel. I also spent many 
hours with residents who lost their apart-
ments and possessions. The most difficult 
part of my job was listening to those survivors 
whose loved ones jumped to their deaths or 
were crushed in the collapsed buildings.

As a well-trained and experienced volun-
teer having been at more than 20 national 
disasters, I ended up supervising 40 mental 
health workers from across America. Ground 
zero was a crime scene, so all of us who 
worked on or close to the pile had to wear 
special badges and identification. It would be 
very difficult after 20 years for me to pick out 
any one of many experiences or stories.

After spending a month in lower Manhat-
tan I was ready to return home. Before I left, 
Mayor Rudy Giuliani gave me a large Ameri-
can flag which I fly often to remind me of my 
time on ground zero.

La Crosse Tribune
La Crosse, Wisconsin

Marilee Hedberg
LA CRESCENT, MINNESOTA

On Sept. 11, 2001, I was visiting staff at 
Sagebrush Corporation’s library services 
and book rebinding plant in Topeka, 

Kansas. The workday was just beginning when 
an announcement came over the speakers; we 
rushed for the breakroom television. What 
followed was an eerily quiet week and long, 
contemplative rental car drive home (no planes 
were flying). While our family suffered no di-
rect losses, the impact of that event would take 
on greater meaning later in my career.

Following the divestiture of Sagebrush’s 
various companies, I joined another educa-
tion technology company — nonprofit Schol-
arship America. Scholarship America admin-
isters the Families of Freedom Fund scholar-
ships established by Bob Dole and Bill Clinton 
in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. I led the 
search for the executive director of Families of 
Freedom in New York City — and have since 
been inspired by the impact this and so many 
other scholarships have had on the lives of 
young people around the world.

The eligible pool of applicants for this 
scholarship has grown exponentially over the 
years from 3,800 (through the arduous iden-
tification of victims’ remains at the site) to 
nearly 7,000 (as the pool expanded to include 
the families of those who were lost to, or per-
manently disabled by, a growing list of disease 
and terminal illness).

As we remember those who were lost that 
day, I invite you to join me in the effort to raise 
funds for Families of Freedom scholarships by 
participating in the virtual 9.11 Mile Memorial 
Challenge, presented by Medal Dash. The event 
closes on Sept. 30 and $10 from every registra-
tion fee goes to support Families of Freedom. 
You can learn more at 911.medaldash.com.

NEVER FORGET.
Winona Daily News
Winona, Minnesota

Deborah L. Hopla
FRANCIS MARION UNIVERSITY,  
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR,  
FLORENCE, SOUTH CAROLINA

Walking out of a patient’s room in 
Timmonsville, South Carolina, I was 
summoned to the phone. My hus-

band said, “Have you seen the news? America 
is under attack?”

Quickly the people in the clinic turned on 
the TV in the waiting room to see the towers 
falling. Shortly, the Pentagon underwent an-
other catastrophic attack.

Standing there in disbelief were the medi-
cal staff and the patients, and all were silent. 
Tears were rolling down each face as the im-
pact of what had just happened struck us all. 
The physical ailments and demands of the 
day took a backseat as we wondered when and 
where the next attack would happen.

As most people, I took freedom and peace 
in our land for granted. That night I hugged 
my family tighter as our homes filled with the 
news and the events of the day. Forever etched 
in our minds were the towers coming down, 
the people running away and toward the 
events. The president being given the news as 
he read to school-age children.

Life in America changed that day. A new 
sense of what having freedom meant and how 
quickly it could be removed. The feeling of 
“One Nation under God!” became our an-
them again. It no longer mattered your politi-
cal affiliation, color, gender or nationality. We 
were all Americans.

In remembering what happened that day, 
America is once again under attack. Not by a 
terrorist flying a plane but by a deadly virus. 
We need to remember that to truly be free 
we must come together. Together we make 
America stronger. Together we stand united. 
Together we can overcome any adversary. To-
gether we are a free America.

Florence Morning News
Florence, South Carolina

Teresa M. Nors
WEST, TEXAS

Like the song says, I was that teacher in 
a classroom full of students. I was only 
a student teacher and was assigned to 

La Vega High School. My mentor teacher, 
Coach George Kilgo, was beginning our U.S. 
History class when the English teacher ran in 
to our room and said one of the towers from 
the World Trade Center had been hit. A little 
bit later, she came back in and said the other 
tower had been hit and Coach Kilgo said, “We 
are under siege.”

After that, we spent the day listening to the 
radio with the students, watching the actual 
falling of the towers on our school TV and 
answering the students’ questions as well 
as we could. I remember one student ask-
ing what the World Trade Center really was. 
Other students thought we would be hit as 
several places around the United States had 
been hit. We calmly had to explain that Waco, 
Texas, was probably not high on a terrorists’ 
hit list but that Fort Hood was a definite pos-
sibility.

La Vega High School was particularly in-
terested in all of this as the son of the school 
librarian was employed as a chef at the World 
Trade Center and he couldn’t be reached. 
About 2:30, the principal of the school came 
on the loudspeaker and said that the son had 
called his mom and assured her he was fine 
as he happened to be off work that day. The 
whole school cheered. Later that semester, as 
we were studying yellow journalism, recruit-
ment and propaganda, students began talk-
ing about 9/11 again since it was foremost in 
their minds. I had them make patriotism re-
cruitment posters. This was some of the best 
student work I have ever seen. One student 
with a particularly creative poster noted on 
the back of his creation that he was thankful 
for the assignment as it helped him deal with 
his feelings about the whole situation. I think 
that was the general feeling of all the classes.

Now, I am teaching a generation of students 
who weren’t even born yet. I try to remind 
myself of that around 9/11. I started to de-
vote a day to video clips and discussion of the 
siege.

 Last year, after a particularly sad clip of 
final calls from victims to families, one of my 
students said out loud, “Oh wow! Now I get 
it.” I hope he always does “get it”.

Waco Tribune-Herald
Waco, Texas

JASON DECROW, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Roses and a flag left by mourners adorn the names of 9/11 victims marking the anniversary of the attacks Sept. 11, 2012, at the National September 11 Memorial & Museum at the World
Trade Center site in New York.

ROBERT F. BUKATY, ASSOCIATED PRESS

An American flag is draped over a firefighter’s 
helmet Sept. 15, 2001, just days after the terrorist 
attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City.
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SSG Steven Howell 
RET. 4249TH MP, MASON CITY, IOWA

The morning of 9/11, I was getting satel-
lite TV hooked up. I had to run to Radio 
Shack to get a part for them to complete 

the connection. En route, I heard on the radio 
of the first plane hitting one of the towers. I 
rushed home and gave the techs the part and 
told them to get it up and running right away.

That done, we saw the second jet hit the 
other tower. I cursed and immediately started 
going over the plans I had trained for over the 
last 15-years-plus for going to war. I started 
packing my gear.

About 11:30 a.m., I got my first warning or-
der to go to war, the Pentagon and Shanksville 
strikes occurred. I notified my employer, who 
told me it was just a terrorist strike; I replied 
that somebody just declared war on us and 
that they would have federal orders by the end 
of the day, and they did.

I told my wife what she needed to know in 
my absence. I had to report to my unit the 
morning of the 12th, be processed for war, not 
knowing where we were going or for how long 
or even if I would come back.

I called my two children, told them I would 
be going to war, to donate blood, and that I 
loved them. My wife was granted permission 
to say goodbye at the end of the day on the 
12th as my people would be shipping out the 
morning of the 13th. I returned two years later.

Globe Gazette
Mason City, Iowa

Judith Scott
BOTETOURT COUNTY, VIRGINIA

My office was on the 104th floor of the 
south tower. On 9/11, I had a doctor’s 
appointment in New Jersey and saw 

the north tower get hit on TV. I called my co-
workers who said they thought a small plane 
had crashed into the building. When I got to 
the doctor’s office, a man rushed in and said 
that the south tower had been hit. Knowing 
my co-workers had not left the building, I lit-
erally collapsed on the floor.

I came home and learned that 17 people had 
escaped the building. Cell service was spotty 
but I was able to contact some of them who 
had taken refuge in a church. Those who lived 
in New Jersey walked uptown to my fiance’s 
apartment, and he drove them out to my house 
where I had called their families to come and 
meet them. It was a very bittersweet moment.

Days later, those of us who survived (most 
were away on business trips or had not ar-
rived at the office as of yet) went about re-
building our firm. On the wall was a sign-up 
sheet for attendance at memorial services 
(not funerals).

Most of those we lost were young and thus 
there were 123 children (most under 5) who 
had lost a parent. Our firm started a founda-
tion and many clients and friends donated 
generously. That foundation has put every 
one of those children through college.

As I write these words I am crying. After 20 
years, the sadness remains.

The Roanoke Times
Roanoke, Virginia

Carla Graham
TWIN FALLS, IDAHO

It’s hard to believe it’s been 20 years, as I 
vividly remember the events of that day. 
I was there, right across the river from 

where it happened! My boss came in and told 
us that his dad had just seen a broadcast of 
a plane hitting the World Trade Center. My 
first thought was about the pilot in the small 
plane. Then we learned it was a huge plane 
carrying lots of people, and I was concerned 
for their families. Then my boss came in and 
said, “Carla, we are under attack.”

When the Trade Centers went down, we 
lost our telephone service. It was eerily quiet 
except for the wailing of the sirens. Usually 
in New Jersey, there is always the droning of 
planes overhead. I was the bookkeeper, and I 
still had a computer to work on, so I contin-
ued working, trying to blot out the evil that 
was going on. Then my phone rang! It was my 
daughter calling from Idaho to check on me. As 
soon as I heard her voice, I broke down crying. 
Only God could have put that call through, and 
I am eternally grateful. We closed so the em-
ployees could be home with their families, not 
knowing what the rest of the day would bring. 
For the next two weeks, every time I heard a 
siren, I was terrified it was starting again. To 
watch the drama unfold as the job of rescue 
and recovery went on, I could only pray for the 
families whose lives were torn apart.

Times-News
Twin Falls, Idaho

Lynette Tedlund
BILLINGS, MONTANA

How has 9/11 changed me? My mom and I 
traveled by plane out of state for the fu-
neral of her beloved young godson, only 

nine months after 9/11. I whisked through 
airport security in only a few moments. But 
mother, who was confined to a wheelchair due 
to her multiple sclerosis, was held aside for an 
hour and a half for thorough inspection. They 
rolled up both of her pant legs, exposing her 
catheter tube which led to her urine bag. They 
took off her coat, they rolled up her sleeves, 
and they inspected every nook and cranny of 
her electric wheelchair.

I was appalled. I was angry. My mother was 
the sweetest person who would never hurt 
anyone. Yet, in my mind they were treating 
her like a criminal. When the hour and a half 
was over, I turned to my mother and said 
something like, “How dare they spend 1½ 
hours on you, when you are the furthest thing 
from a criminal.” She just sweetly smiled and 
said, “You know, someone could have planted 
something on my chair. I don’t mind.”

What have I learned from 9/11? I’ve learned 
more patience and forbearance from my pre-
cious mother.

The Billings Gazette
Billings, Montana

Staff reports
DAVENPORT, IOWA

Davenport Mayor Mike Matson deployed 
to Qatar and Afghanistan in early 2002 
for several months to assist in advising 

joint special operations missions. He retired 
from the Army in 2003.

“(On the morning of 9/11) I was the oper-
ations sergeant major at Army Special Op-
erations Command at Fort Bragg, N.C. ... A 
few days before, a few other senior folks and 
I went down to Fort Benning, Ga. ... because 
there were units going through mobilization 
... (headed) to Bosnia and Kosovo. So I was 
there to kind of see and report on how that 
preparation for those units were.

“So that morning of 9/11, we’re in a class-
room. ... One of my friends, another sergeant 
major that was with me, came in and said, 
‘Mike! Come in here. A plane just flew into 
the World Trade Center.’ What?! So I kind of 
pause, and the training paused. In that room, 
there wasn’t a TV so we went into another 
bigger room, and there was a TV with a live 
(news) feed.

“... It showed the first tower (and) smoke 
coming out of it, because the (first) plane had 
hit. ... As we’re sitting there talking about 
what the heck we think happened … we watch 
the other plane hit the next tower.

“All of us said almost at the exact time, 
‘We’re at war with someone.’ This is not an 
accident. Two planes are not accidentally 
flying into the two towers. ... Five, 10, 15, 20 
minutes go (by) and people’s beepers start go-
ing off. And mine and others … are like, ‘Get 
back to (Fort) Bragg, now.’

“So everybody realized we’re being at-
tacked.”

Quad-City Times
Davenport, Iowa

Patricia L. Buls
HUDSON, IOWA

In a single month in August 2001 I was 
diagnosed with breast cancer, had a mas-
tectomy and the first round of chemo. 

Needless to say, I was overwhelmed and just 
trying to make it through each day at Allen 
College where I was assistant professor in the 
nursing program. On Sept. 11, at 1:30 p.m., I 
had finished the clinical with my students and 
was emotionally and physically exhausted. I 
walked into the breakroom and couldn’t be-
lieve what I saw on TV as the horror unfolded. 
It was like a terrible nightmare and I kept say-
ing, “this cannot be real.” When I could finally 
grasp some of the horror, I remember saying 
to myself, “God, please get me through this 
cancer. These people and their families are 
going to need a lot of prayers to get through 
this awfulness. I can pray for them.”

Today, 20 years later, I am alive and healthy. 
And yes, I continue to pray for all those folks 
who lost their lives that day, and their loved 
ones. Having the cancer I have learned to ap-
preciate each day and be thankful for what I 
have. Maybe that is the good we can take from 
all the ugliness of 9/11 — to appreciate our 
freedom and never forget the immense sacri-
fice these brave folks made for us. God bless 
and love them. They all are heroes in the tru-
est sense of the word.

Waterloo-Cedar Falls Courier
Waterloo, Iowa

Rev. Paul Masters
NEW HORIZON PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH,  
COUNCIL BLUFFS, IOWA

I was serving my first church, Fairfield Pres-
byterian Church in Fairfield, Washington.

I was driving back from taking the kids 
to an early morning marching band practice at 
the local high school. It was about 6:30 a.m. 
when my cellphone rang. “Paul, turn on the 
TV!” When I got home, I turned on the TV 
and saw the replay of the planes hitting both 
of the twin towers.

The images were stunning, shocking, be-
yond anyone’s wildest expectations. Between 
the (news radio) descriptions and the images 
on TV, I experienced a sense of immediacy, as 
if this were happening 30 miles away, instead 
of 3,000 miles away. I was glued to the TV for 
what seemed hours.

I soon realized that there needed to be an 
avenue for people to express their anger, fear 
and patriotism. I bought the last American 
flag from the local hardware store and hung 
it from the bell tower on the church campus. 
I organized a special midweek service to give 
people the opportunity to gather to support 
one another. Along with my ecumenical col-
leagues, I participated in a community wor-
ship service to bring people together.

As I look back, what is striking about 9/11 is 
that our communities came together for mu-
tual support. Gone were the traditional rival-
ries — we looked past divisions in order to see 
commonalities and found that those divisions 
were artificial.

Somehow, we unlearned that lesson in the 
past 20 years. It is my hope that we relearn 
that lesson.

The Daily Nonpareil
Council Bluffs, Iowa

David Solomon
COMMANDER, AMERICAN LEGION POST 10; 
MILLERSBURG, OREGON

On the morning of Sept. 11, 2001, I re-
ceived a call from the 911 dispatcher that 
a plane had hit the north tower of the 

World Trade Center and they were calling for 
an all-hands. We came in from Queens, New 
York, on our ambulance FH2 at 8:46 a.m.

While on our way through the Manhattan 
traffic at 9:03 a.m., a second plane hit the 
south tower, and we knew it was a terrorist 
attack. The rest of our crews commandeered 
a New York City bus and came in with extra 
equipment. Upon arrival there were people 
screaming and running and bloody. We went 
to the north tower and began helping and 
caring for people as the other ambulances 
arrived and a staging area was being set up. 
People were jumping from the top of the 
buildings so as not to be burned up.

At 9:59 a.m., the south tower collapsed and 
it looked like an atomic bomb hit it with smoke, 
cement, metal, bodies coming down as we 
ran for cover. The north tower fell at 10:28. It 
took what seemed like a month for all the soot 
and asbestos to settle on the ground before we 
could run back in there to help survivors.

People who were white, black, yellow were 
all one color — “gray.” My wife Linda didn’t 
know where I was for the next three days. I 
found out she was with people holding vigils 
in the parks. I lived the nightmare for the next 
three months looking for survivors so families 
could get closure.

Albany Democrat-Herald
Albany, Oregon

BEBETO MATTHEWS, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Perimeter box columns from the World Trade Center were installed in the National September 11 Memorial 
& Museum with a view toward the new 1 World Trade Center in New York. The columns, recovered from the 
World Trade Center site after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, were part of the north tower. After years of 
delays due to funding disputes, engineering challenges and a nearly disastrous flood, the museum opened to 
the public on May 21, 2014.



FOREVER CHANGED  
BY TRAGEDY

Tribute in Light is a commemorative public art installation created in 
remembrance of the terrorist attacks that destroyed the World Trade Center’s 
twin towers in New York on Sept. 11, 2001. Reaching up to four miles into the 
sky, the twin beams mimic the shape of the towers – a powerful symbol that 

memorializes those who died and recognizes the city that survives.

HIRO KOMAE, ASSOCIATED PRESS (SEPT. 11, 2016)
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