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It was a morning made for poets who wax lyrically about rare 
and perfect days. The sky was bright blue and cloudless, and 

the air was crisp with a hint of autumn’s nearness. New Yorkers 
hurried to work amid the early morning honk and hustle of a city 
that never sleeps. Towering high above Manhattan’s concrete 
canyons, many office workers were already at their work stations. 
They could see forever in the sun-washed clarity of a bright new 
day. Or so it seemed. Rather, it was a day that would soon become 
etched forever into the psyche of every American.

Higher yet, from a vantage point in American Airlines Flight 
11, attendant Madeline Amy Sweeney looked out at a much dif-
ferent world. At 8:44, Sweeney reported something wrong to a 
manager in the airline’s operations center. En route from Boston 
to Los Angeles, the aircraft was flying erratically and descending 
rapidly. When the manager asked what she could see out of the 
window, she replied, “I see water. I see buildings. We are flying 
low. We are flying very, very low. We are flying way too low. Oh 
my God we are flying way too low. Oh my God!”1 Those were the 
last words from Flight 11. It crashed into the North Tower of New 
York City’s World Trade Center at precisely 8:46:40.

At about the same time, hijackers commandeered United 
Airlines Flight 175 from Boston to Los Angeles. Passenger Peter 
Hanson called his father in Connecticut to inform him of the 
hijacking. He said the hijackers had taken over the cockpit, 
stabbed a flight attendant, and possibly killed someone else in the 
front of the aircraft.
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Several minutes later, Hanson called his father again: “It’s get-
ting bad, Dad. . . . The plane is making jerky movements. I don’t 
think the pilot is flying the plane. I think we’re going down. . . . 
Don’t worry, Dad. If it happens, it’ll be very fast. My God, my 
God.”2 Flight 175 slammed into the World Trade Center’s South 
Tower at 9:03:11.

American Airlines Flight 77 had taken off from Washington, 
D.C. for Los Angeles at 8:20. About an hour later, passenger 
Nancy Olson called her husband Ted Olson, the solicitor general 
of the United States. She reported that the flight had been hijacked 
by men armed with knives and box cutters, who turned the air-
plane around. At 9:32, controllers at Dulles Terminal Radar 
Approach Control “observed a primary radar target tracking 
eastbound at a high rate of speed.”3 Five minutes later, Flight 77 
smashed into the Pentagon at a speed of 530 miles an hour (mph).

United Airlines Flight 93 had departed Newark, New Jersey 
for San Francisco at 8:42. Forty-two minutes later, the pilot 
received a warning from United’s flight dispatcher: “Beware any 
cockpit intrusion—Two a/c [aircraft] hit World Trade Center.”4 

He asked the dispatcher to confirm the message. Before he 
received a reply, hijackers attacked the cockpit. Air traffic control 
in Cleveland received two messages from the plane, 35 seconds 
apart: First, “Mayday” amid sounds of a physical struggle. Then 
shouts of “Hey get out of here—get out of here—get out of here.”5

At least 12 people on board phoned family, friends, colleagues, 
or others on the ground to share information about the attack. 
Five calls reported the intent of passengers and crew members to 
revolt against the hijackers and attempt to retake the plane. One 
passenger cut her call short: “Everyone’s running up to first class. 
I’ve got to go. Bye.”6

Another passenger, later identified as Todd Beamer, yelled, 
“Let’s roll!”7 The passenger assault began at 9:57. The cockpit voice 
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recorder captured the sounds of the ensuing struggle: thumps, 
crashes, shouts, and shattered glass and plates.

Another passenger shouted: “In the cockpit. If we don’t we’ll 
die!”8 In an apparent attempt to ditch the attackers, the hijacker/
pilot pitched the plane’s nose up and down violently. Still another 
passenger yelled: “Roll it!”9 The assault continued.

Another hijacker in the cockpit asked, “Is that it? I mean, 
shall we put it down?” to which the hijacker/pilot answered, “Yes, 
put it in it, and pull it down.”10 With perhaps only seconds before 
being overwhelmed by the passengers, he wrenched the control 
wheel hard to the right. The aircraft rolled on its back and headed 
down. Amid sounds of the continuing struggle, one of the hijack-
ers started shouting “Allah is the greatest! Allah is the greatest!”11 
At 10:03:11, Flight 93 plunged into an empty field in Shanksville, 

Firefighters work to douse the flames in the southwest E-ring of the 
Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia, on September 11, 2001, after 
terrorists flew a Boeing 757-200 into the building.
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Pennsylvania, at 580 mph. Its intended target—either the White 
House or the Capitol, as determined later—lay about 20 minutes 
of flying time away.

What had begun as a near-perfect day turned into one of the 
darkest and deadliest days in American history. It was September 
11, 2001.

Ten years later, in a background report of the terrorist attacks, 
the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Response 
to Terrorism (START) issued the following casualty report: “2997 
people died as a direct result of al-Qa’ida’s [al-Qaeda’s] 9/11 
attacks: 2764 deaths at the World Trade Center and on Flights 
UA175 and AA11, 189 deaths at the Pentagon and on Flight 
AA77, and 44 deaths in Shanksville, PA on Flight UA93.”12

In a televised appearance a little over three years after the 
attacks, the Saudi Arabian leader of an Islamist terror group 
admitted for the first time that he had ordered the 9/11 attacks. 
He cautioned Americans that “there are still reasons to repeat 
what happened.”13 Two names few Americans had heard of before 
September 11, 2001, now resonated across the land: Osama bin 
Laden and al-Qaeda. Americans will never forget them.
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