
It was a beautiful late summer 
morning, the kind of day even 
busy New Yorkers took a moment 
to appreciate. The sky was 
spectacularly clear, tinted an 
azure blue, the air stirred by a 
gentle breeze. The mood of the 

city seemed optimistic as people hurried down the 
crowded streets on their way to work. Then the world as 
people knew it changed forever . . .

The attack on the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., 
and New York City’s World Trade Center by three fuel-
laden, hijacked airplanes was the worst attack ever on 
mainland American soil. The nation watched in horror 
as the events were captured by video and live news 
coverage. The attacks temporarily brought the nation to 
a stop, both emotionally and literally—for the first time, 
all commercial flights were grounded.

Ironically, the attacks intended to undercut Amer-
ica’s way of life only served to reinforce its core values. 
And out of the carnage of that day came acts of 
unspeakable bravery, uncommon courage, and true 
heroism.
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On September 11, 2001, American lives were 
forever changed when terrorists executed a 
multicity attack on the United States.
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An Unusually Beautiful Day . . .
It was a beautiful late summer morning, the kind of day even busy New Yorkers 
took a moment to appreciate. The sky was spectacularly clear, tinted an azure 
blue, the air stirred by a gentle breeze. The mood of the city seemed optimistic 
as people hurried down the crowded streets on their way to work. Then the 
world as people knew it forever changed.

8:46 a.m. On the streets of Manhattan, two French brothers, Jules and 
Gedeon Naudet, were videotaping footage for their documentary about a rookie 
New York fireman. Gedeon was at a local firehouse. Jules was out with Fire 
Chief Joe Pfeiffer and some firefighters, checking out a suspected gas leak not 
far from the Twin Towers. As he held his camera, Jules heard a loud roar over-
head. He looked up and instinctively turned the camera toward the sound.

“I had time to see the plane going in between two buildings,” Jules said 
later. “I could even make out American Airlines on it, because it was that close.”1 
He didn’t realize until later that day that he had filmed American Airlines 
Flight 11 crashing into the World Trade Center’s North Tower between the 94th 
and 98th floors. The impact tore a jagged, gaping hole in the building, shooting 
out balls of flame and debris. The street shook as if there were an earthquake. 
The jet fuel fed an intensely hot fire that consumed the planes and any com-
bustibles inside the building. Within minutes, local news crews were rushing 
to the World Trade Center, broadcasting live footage of what most assumed was 
a terrible accident. It soon became apparent that this was no accident.

9:03 a.m. As a national audience watched live news coverage of the 
burning North Tower, United Airlines Flight 175 came into view. Traveling at 
almost 600 miles per hour and banking sharply, the plane sliced into the South 
Tower between the 78th and 85th floors. Pieces of the plane exploded out the 
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north and east sides of the tower, with some of the debris landing as far as six 
blocks away. 

It was obvious this was no accident. New York was under attack, and 
commercial flights were the weapon of choice. An FAA manager based in New 
York told the Air Traffic Control System Command Center in Herndon, Virginia: 
“We have several situations going on here. It’s escalating big, big time. We 
need to get the military involved with us. . . . We have other aircraft that may 
have a similar situation going on here.”2

9:15 a.m. NBC’s Today reported that the American Airlines flight had 
been hijacked prior to crashing into the North Tower. The Federal Aviation 
Administration, or FAA, closed all New York area airports, banning all takeoffs 
and all air traffic in the northeast United States. Minutes later, the Port Authority 
ordered the closure of all New York area bridges and tunnels. 

9:24 a.m. The FAA notified the Northeast Air Defense Sector, also 
known as NORAD, that American Airlines Flight 77 may have also been com-

Shards of metal, sheets of paper, and 
human remains rained down on the streets 
below the World Trade Center after the 
planes hit. 

The plane that 
hit the South 
Tower came in 
lower and at a 
sharper angle 
than the plane 
that struck the 
North Tower, 
causing more 
structural 
damage and 
trapping more 
people above the 
point of impact. 
The South Tower 
collapsed an 
hour later. 
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mandeered. Unsure just how many aircraft were involved, the FAA grounded 
all commercial flights, regardless of their destination. It was the first time in 
American history that air traffic over U.S. airspace had been totally banned. 

9:29 a.m. President George W. Bush, on a public appearance at an  
elementary school, made his first comments about the situation in New York. 
He acknowledged to the students and their teachers that America had suffered 
a national tragedy, then led everyone in a moment of silence. He left the school 
and boarded Air Force One but did not directly return to Washington, D.C.

9:3� a.m. Flight 77 slammed into the western side of the Pentagon. 
News footage showed a raging fire, although the damage seemed contained to 
the impact area. Several newscasts suggested that Saudi militant Osama bin 
Laden—then still a generally obscure figure—and his Al-Qaeda organization 
may have been behind the attacks. 

9:45 a.m. People on the West Coast awakened to unimaginable news 
and images from New York and Washington, D.C. Reports that a fourth airliner 

When American Airlines Flight 77 
crashed into the Pentagon, it was clear 
this was an attack of unprecedented 
proportions.

The Pentagon 
is the world’s 
largest office 
building and the 
most fortified. 
Although over 
100 people died, 
the structural 
soundness of the 
Pentagon saved 
countless lives.
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was unaccounted for prompted the evacuation of the Capitol and the White 
House. Military fighter jets began patrolling the skies along the East Coast, 
but because Flight 93’s transponders were turned off, the plane was essentially 
invisible to radar. 

10:03 a.m. United Airlines Flight 93 crashed in Somerset County, 
Pennsylvania, southeast of Pittsburgh. 

10:05 a.m. Those on the ground at the World Trade Center could feel 
a massive vibration. Television viewers watched the top of the South Tower 
shimmy then collapse, seeming to shrink floor by floor as the building pancaked 
down to the ground. On TV screens, it crumbled in eerie slow motion. 

10:24 a.m. The FAA reported that all inbound transatlantic aircraft 
flying into the United States were being diverted to Canada. 

10:28 a.m. The World Trade Center’s North Tower collapsed. Outside, 
emergency crews and evacuees scrambled to avoid being crushed beneath the 
imploding building. The force of the collapse sent a rushing, suffocating billow 

United Airlines Flight 93 crashed in rural 
Pennsylvania before it could return to 
Washington, D.C., and hit its designated 
target.

Flight 93 was 
the last plane 
to be hijacked 
because airport 
congestion 
delayed its 
departure. 
Forty minutes 
into the flight, 
the hijackers 
overpowered the 
flight crew and 
took control of 
the plane.
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of smoke and debris down the narrow downtown streets. Spectators and pass-
ersby could not outrun the thick cloud. Some were able to escape into nearby 
businesses. Those who couldn’t find shelter were engulfed.

12:04 p.m. People in Los Angeles International Airport, the original 
destination for three of the hijacked planes, were evacuated. Minutes later, 
San Francisco International Airport, the destination of United Airlines Flight 
93, was also evacuated and shut down. 

1:04 p.m. Speaking from Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana, 
President Bush said that all appropriate security measures were being taken, 
with the U.S. military on high alert worldwide. Within hours, five warships and 
two aircraft carriers would embark from U.S. Naval Station Norfolk, in Virginia, 
to protect the United States from further attack. 

2:30 p.m. The FAA announced there would be no U.S. commercial air 
traffic until Wednesday noon, at the soonest.

A half hour after the collapse of the South 
Tower, the North Tower imploded.

It wasn’t the 
impact of the 
airplanes that 
caused the 
Twin Towers to 
collapse; it was 
the intense fire 
caused by the jet 
fuel that caused 
the buildings’ 
metal structure 
to fail.
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4:00 p.m. CNN reported that unnamed U.S. officials confirmed there 
were solid indications that Osama bin Laden, who was also suspected of coor-
dinating the bombings of two U.S. embassies in 1998, was involved in the 
attacks, based on information uncovered over the course of the day. 

4:10 p.m. Building 7 of the World Trade Center complex, which was  
severely damaged when the North and South Towers fell, was reported to be 
on fire. An hour later, the forty-seven-story structure collapsed. 

�:45 p.m. The New York Police Department reported that at least 78 
officers were missing. City officials feared half of the first 400 firefighters on 
the scene were killed. 

Over the next two days, four thousand FBI agents were enlisted to work 
on what was called the most massive criminal investigation ever conducted in 
America. Not since Pearl Harbor had America’s security been so catastrophi-
cally breached. This time, however, the enemy wasn’t a country with an opposing 
political philosophy. It was an individual and his followers whose hatred of 
America was based on militant religious beliefs. Before September 11, 2001, 
few people knew of Osama bin Laden. After the attack on the World Trade Center, 
bin Laden would become a household name and public enemy number one. 

The World Trade Center complex was 
comprised of seven buildings, three of 
which collapsed the day of the attacks. 

At 5:20 p.m., 
the 47-story 
building at  
7 World Trade 
Center 
collapsed. By 
then, it was 
completely 
evacuated, so 
there were no 
casualties. It 
took three 
months before 
the fire in the 
ruins was 
completely 
extinguished. 
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