AchieveGlobal Pre-conference Ordeal

New York, September 11, 2001

At 7:15 AM, the National Accounts group meets for coffee at the Amish Café, between the Marriott Financial Center, 85 West Street, and the World Trade Center. Peg and Kathy happened to be there at a separate event. 

At 8:00 AM, the meeting started in the Marriott Financial Center’s Treasury room on the second floor of the hotel overlooking 85 Street. This is just a block from World Trade Center.  In attendance: Karin, Jaryl, Tony, Lisa, Janice, Michael, K.C., John, and Keather.  Mark began the meeting by giving us an overview of our partner’s (New Haven) capabilities, and specifically their offerings on workplace violence training.
At 8:45 AM, a thunderous explosion sounded that sent shockwaves throughout the room followed by the impact of falling debris.  Some felt it was as if a city bus has collided with the building, causing a grating sound and sensation that lasted 6 or 7 seconds.  It felt as if the bus grated across the front of the hotel.  After a few seconds of shock we ran to the window overlooking the street and looked out upon a horrendous sight that many of us are still trying to comprehend. Someone asked if that was a man’s arm laying in the road, bare and severed at the shoulder but still wearing its gold watch.  It was. We then noticed that the street and buildings were covered in blood, human remains and debris. At first many of us supposed it was a construction accident, as the hotel was under massive renovation.  But the extent of the damage was far too great for such a simple explanation.  Directly in front of the window, a woman of Asian descent and her male associate were getting out of their dark blue sedan.  She had somewhat of a smile on her face and in shock not fully realizing that the back half of her car was flattened by a large piece of metal that looked like part of an engine. We now saw that many pedestrians were walking aimlessly and wounded, some hobbling towards shelter, some with handkerchiefs placed over wounds trying to stem the bleeding. Anyone who was in the vicinity was hit by the fallout. We tried to understand the grizzly scene before us as the airplane remains littered the cityscape.  Comments like “is that human remains” echoed across the room as cars drove through the debris unaware.  It rained other pieces of debris: glass, metal and paper.  We were stunned and speechless, helpless to move and unable to explain or put logic to what we had witnessed.

It was recommended that we take a break.  The hallways were loud with chaos.  John was on his cell phone immediately phoning his wife for news and to communicate our situation. Several of us felt week in the knees and sick as shock set in, as a result of what we had observed.  Looking over the balcony into the lobby we saw, pedestrians that came in from the street, bleeding.  The hotel staff was aiding a man in a suite who was holding a handkerchief to wounds on his head and face, shaking uncontrollably.  The lobby was in a panic state.  The hotel concierge was telling people not to go outside and trying to stop them from leaving the building and viewing the carnage or getting hit by flying debris.  We better understood when we later viewed the remains and damage outside the hotel front door. Within a matter of minutes we heard several stories, “someone had fallen off the scaffolding, the façade had fallen from the hotel, there had been a multiple car crash, a plane had hit a building, the World trade Center was on fire...” In actuality, a terrorist attack was underway.  Boeing 767, American Airlines flight 11 out of Boston had been flown into WTC 1.

As we looked out the hotel windows, faces in the crowd outside stared at the flames curling skyward from the upper floors of Tower One.  Thick black smoke billowed from the building, causing a low-hanging, eerily ominous cloud to cover the Financial District.  Debris continued to sprinkle from the sky coming to rest on the blank stares of the shocked faces still unable to grasp the danger of their individual circumstances.  The NYPD began arriving on the scene and immediately began closing down the destruction zone spanning several city blocks surrounding the WTC.   Vehicles traveling North on 35th, toward Tower One, needed no direction from the police to get out of the impact area.  Drivers reacted swiftly, driving through whatever debris was in front of them.  One woman stood in the middle of the intersection directly below our vantagepoint and screamed upon recognizing what she was walking through.  Looking toward the building on the south side of the hotel, carnage was spewed across the balconies and walls while people gazed out their windows in shock.

The group agreed to get more information by meeting in Lisa’s room, 601, and watch the latest breaking news via CNN.  Lisa, Tony, John, Keather and Michael watched the account of the details leading to the WTC inferno, scarcely believing what we were seeing and even in more disbelief that these events were happening next door.  We were watching the news when suddenly coverage showed a second plane about to impact the second tower, WTC2. One of us saw the shadow of a plane then, suddenly, there was an explosion directly above our heads, the building shook and other explosions began outside.  Sounds again of raining debris engulfed us as plane and building remains shot into the hotel.  Feelings of safety dissolved with the realization that what was happening 100 stories above were suddenly upon us and that our building was in peril.  There were no alarms, sirens, warnings or directions that were yet given.  Each one of us look at each other and immediately decided to take the stairs to the ground floor.  Others joined us as we made our way down the stairs.  Sounds of panic and horror echoed as the realization set in that we were under attack and unsafe.  Jaryl, Janice and Karin had gone to their rooms before joining the group and watched the second plane impact the WTC, live on CNN.  Individually we concluded that it was time to run with the clothes on our back and hurried to congregate in the lobby.

We all finally convened in the hotel lobby, feeling reassured to be in each other’s presence and to have all accounted for.  The Marriott hotel staff was impressive as they took charge of the grave situation and provided care and assistance.  They brought out trays of juice; they offered first aid and empathy to all that needed it while efficiently gaining control over the fearful crowd.  Safety and security were clearly the priorities while they worked to calm and direct the people.  For awhile we were restricted to the building as hotel staff explained that they were preparing the ballroom to hold us while determining what to do next.  An anxious crowd surrounded us.  Some bleeding victims from the street, tourists sharing their story about how they were just minutes from entering the WTC, A mother with her wide-eyed children in a stroller was wondering what all the excitement was about.  Meanwhile we huddled close together and vowed to stick together no matter what.  Tony decided to go back up to his room to get his bags and use a land line to quickly call his son, share the scene and communicate that “Dad was OK.”  At this time KC was on his phone and we gave family contact phone numbers to have the information of our current safety disseminated out to our loved ones. This was difficult because the cell phones were not working well.  An obvious decision was made to cancel the meetings for the week, although we had no means to communicate this to other participants as many were on their way to New York.  Michael and John were clear about their mission to move out, and Tony rejoined the group.

Moments later a hotel staff member announced that a plan for evacuation was being given. We were calmly yet firmly directed to exit the side of the hotel and follow 85 Street down to Battery Park.  We departed quickly and bravely.  Few had their full luggage and belongings while the rest of our group had only those items they had with them at the meeting earlier.  One person however did not have anything, no form of ID, cash, phone or any personal items.

We began our exodus winding through the curtained area of the hotel under renovation.  Exiting we noticed a variety of items spread out all over the ground, including springs, wheels, bearings, cogs, shoes, pieces of luggage, carnage (some covered in white sheets), papers and loose debris. It was impossible to walk without stepping into the carnage and fallout. What looked like a part of a landing gear impaled the sidewalk in the space between the two tall buildings, with the metal support stuck in the ground and the wheel at the top. What appeared to be a stewardess’ serving cart lay on its side.  Public servants were all around directing us to quickly get to Battery Park.  There were undercover, plain clothed and uniformed police directing the crowd.  Meanwhile many individuals were screaming, crying for their loved ones and running toward to WTC unaware of the danger.  The WTC was an inferno with flames burning as high as 20+ stories and black smoke was billowing out.  What we thought was debris fell from the buildings when we realized it was people.  As a group we pressed on, focused on finding the short-term destination of Battery Park.  Some on lookers stood paralyzed watching the catastrophe while others stood in line at pay phones desperate to place a call.  The public servants worked diligently to evacuate the population and control the crime scene.  

The walk to Battery Park was surreal.  Walking over glass, personal items, mechanical parts, parts of human remains, trying to maintain composure and strength, we maintained a single focus, to get as far away from the burning building as possible.  Once at the park we had a few moments to reflect.  We regrouped and made sure we were all OK.  We purchased as much water as we could carry.  We were notified by cell phone reports that the Pentagon had also been hit and that several other airlines had been highjacked and were at large over the US skies.  We found a safe haven behind the old Battery Fort, which ironically offered an excellent view of the Statue of Liberty.  We were all well aware that it was the very freedom that SHE represents that was under attack and taking lives. Our eyes were constantly drawn back to the view of the burning WTC Towers that we watched as if at a Movie Theater.  Fortunately we reconnected with Mark and were relieved to know that he was OK and calm.  One train of thought was to get off of Manhattan and find a way to get to safer ground and eventually home.  Some considered going back to the hotel to get their personal belongings while others argued that staying put was the best idea.  Suddenly, all conversations were interrupted by the sound of high tension supports shearing, exploding. We looked up to see the implosion/collapse of WTC Tower II. 
Panic surged through all as a second round of explosions occurred, sounding like a gross of firecrackers.  Pedestrians froze and watched in horror as the building collapsed.  It resembled a dirty waterfall cascading down with glistening fragments reflecting in the bright sun.  The park was full of all types of shocked people: police, students, tourists, stock traders, business men and women, waiters, families vacationing, old and young.  Our group scrambled to the stone fort where we quickly decided to move in another direction to get out of the wake of the surging crowd and debris cloud moving rapidly toward us like the gas cloud of a volcanic eruption.  Many of the public servants that worked so hard to lead us to safety lost their lives in the moments following the implosion.  Screaming, pushing, crying, begging, jumping, and running the massive crowd was trying to escape the impending disaster.  We navigated to an awning-covered restaurant and gathered as close as possible under the light shelter of the awnings.  The crowd became riotous wanting to enter the locked establishment.  The ash began to pour down from the sky and it was as though we were in a blizzard.  The ash fell so heavily that at times we could only see about 10-20 feet. It settled on our shoulders and contained hair, building material and other unknown elements. It was a course cloud of debris that made it difficult to breathe. We breathed into our shirts or a piece of clothing to avoid as much dust as we could. As the raining ash intensified so did the panic of the crowd.  We pulled our people away from the entrance to the restaurant as the crowd pushed in and began to demand the doors be unlocked.  Yelling and banging on the glass doors approached violence as a chair was thrown through the door.  Thanks to the voice of leadership in our group, the temperament of the crowd was reduced by reporting that everything would be OK, this would pass, blue skies could be glimpsed and to calm down.  At this time everything from Kleenex to t-shirts were being given to the crowd as filters to breathe.  The cloud of ash dissipated. 

 The thunder of fighter jets sounded over head as many ducked and covered thinking that another crash was eminent.  We soon realized that it was our airforce clearing the area and for the first time some of us began to feel like the threat of falling airplanes was over.  Slowly people realized they were OK for now and people began to assist others who were having trouble breathing, seeing and coping as many looked like ghosts (due to being covered in the dusty powder) or as if they were very old.  Vendors began passing water through out the crowd and many that were ill went into the America Plaza Restaurant for relief.

We made our way to the edge of the railing next to the river to get as far as possible from the cloud.  Even at this distance debris was still raining down, papers, bits of glass, ash, hair and who knows what other gases from the burning building.  At this point we knew we needed to get off the island.  We discussed the options of ferries, bridges, buses, subways etc.  The safest and fastest route appeared to be by boat.  Our prayers were answered when we noticed that a ferry was detouring from the regular route, trying to make its way to us. At first he tried to dock sideways but the tide threatened to dash the ship. Just as people were preparing to jump it pulled off again and relocated with the front of the boat into the side of the bay wall, miraculously right in front of our group.  The captain kept its engines in gear to hold the vessel at the wall.  The crowd was again pushing forward in desperation but the steward and the captain were screaming for the hoard to maintain their composure.  

The AG group had positioned its self well as we could see where the ferry would eventually rest.  Holding some of the crowd back we mentioned not to push and that every one would find a place.  After the initial boarding frenzy, the boarding seemed to become more orderly. Although all had not gotten aboard (about 100 boarded) the ferry began to pull away from the wall because we heard the collapse of the second tower and saw the ash once again barreling towards those on shore; in addition, waves of people began running to the boat, wanting to board. The captain told them he would be back and to be calm. Many of those on board were frightened and feared sinking, which set off a panic where most people were looking for a life vest.  A steward shouted for calm and asked every one to settle down to avoid problems and we were soon moving toward Hoboken, New Jersey.  As we arrived, the engines reversed and startled some of the group who thought another plane was coming cried out in alarm.  The steward said nonchalantly “Approaching Hoboken New Jersey, prepare to disembark,” as if it was a regular run.  Once off, onlookers looked at us in disbelief that something so horrific had really just occurred across the river.  We looked so out of place like refugees, covered in soot, disheveled, disoriented.

Once we were off, we seemed to get through on our cell phones more often.  We were able to have some one outside of New York call and reserve a rental car in Somerset New Jersey, an hour and a half away.  As we were trying to find transportation out of town we came across a truck that would take us to a place we could find transportation.  As we were preparing to get in another person jumped in and wouldn’t get out.  Since we could not all get into the truck we moved on towards the Mall, where the emergency post was set up for all the influx of evacuees.   We realized that we had a camera and took a few shots while others of us saw a bus driver taking pictures from his transit bus.  We pooled our cash and soon we had negotiated a one way trip out of town on our own-charted bus. On the way out of town, all that we had heard earlier had been confirmed.  The city had been shut down with no transportation going in or out.  Traffic was at a standstill. Bridges and tunnels were closed, the ferry lines were halted and all rail lines were suspended, it was gridlock on Manhattan Island.  Later we heard that the ferries were being used to evacuate the injured first and then transported 1500 people from Battery Park.  As we migrated south toward Somerset we remained stunned as we looked back at New York City and watched the suffocating cloud of smoke continue to billow where the twin towers of the WTC had been standing tall just an hour before.   Lines of ambulances and fire fighting vehicles passed us in the oncoming lanes streaming towards the city.  Grateful to be alive and together, we lifted our thanks for our safety and our prayers for the victims and families of all affected in this disastrous terrorist act.

We were soon able to get messages to AG and others to contact families, coworkers and loved ones to let them know we were OK. Once in Somerset, we picked up what we found were the last available rental cars in the city.  At this location we were all shocked to see footage of what we had been through for the first time.  Taking two cars we carpooled to Lexington, Virginia and spilt with a group going south and a group going west, to their respective home locations.  This was the result of all the airlines having been shut down, stranding thousands of people worldwide.  U.S. transportation was suspended for the reminder of the day.  Airlines, rail and car rentals were halted nationwide.  Had it not been for the quick thinking and rapid action of several family members from Tampa we felt certain that we would have been caught in the transportation lock down.  We wondered what had become of the many businessmen and businesswomen who were in route to our executive advisory board meeting that was to have been held the next day.  Many were coming from international locations on large airplanes.  We learned later that many of them had been ordered to Newfoundland were they were searched for terrorists and confined until the travel ban lifted. Within hours of the ban, 39 jets landed with over 6,500 passengers at an airport just large enough to receive the planes. Some had to stay in the planes for days until means were found for them to exit. The citizens of Gander were praised for the aid they rendered to the stranded air travelers.
As we travel across our great country (now through 8 states) each place that we have stopped and shared a portion of our story people have embraced us, literally with hugs at times. Our flight from the city was so swift that many could not comprehend that we had been there.  In St. Lois, at a restaurant that gave us a free meal as a way to offer some relief from our situation, several police officers their found it difficult to believe that by Wednesday evening we had made as far as we had, until we showed them a room key from the Marriott. It is a comfort to know that although we have experienced a huge loss, the spirit of the American people is not soured.  We are a strong nation of caring, committed people that stand and deliver the best of humanity, especially in tough times.  We are so proud to be American citizens. We have all witnessed a catastrophic event.  Those of us that survived this infamous act are saddened and angry like the rest of the U.S. citizens, we are also very thankful to be alive.  Life will be forever marked by the events of 9-11.  

