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PRAISE FOR DEBUNKING 9/11 MYTHS

“Debunking 9/11 Myths is a reliable and rational answer to the many fanciful conspiracy theories about 9/11. Despite the fact that the myths are fictitious, many have caught on with those who do not trust their government to tell the truth anymore. Fortunately, the government is not sufficiently competent to pull off such conspiracies and too leaky to keep them secret. What happened on 9/11 has been well established by the 9/11 Commission. What did not happen has now been clearly explained by Popular Mechanics.”

—RICHARD A. CLARKE, former national security advisor, author of Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror

“This book is a victory for common sense; 9/11 conspiracy theorists beware: Popular Mechanics has popped your paranoid bubble world, using pointed facts and razor-sharp analysis.

—AUSTIN BAY, national security columnist (Creators Syndicate), author (with James F. Dunnigan) of From Shield to Storm: High-Tech Weapons, Military Strategy and Coalition Warfare in the Persian Gulf

“Even though I study weird beliefs for a living, I never imagined that the 9/11 conspiracy theories that cropped up shortly after that tragic event would ever get cultural traction in America, but here we are with a plethora of conspiracies and no end in sight. What we need is a solid work of straightforward debunking, and now we have it in Debunking 9/11 Myths. The Popular Mechanics article upon which the book is based was one of the finest works of investigative journalism and skeptical analysis that I have ever encountered, and the book-length treatment of this codswallop will stop the conspiracy theorists in their fantasy-prone tracks. A brilliant exemplar of critical thinking.”

—MICHAEL SHERMER, publisher, Skeptic magazine; monthly columnist for Scientific American; author of Why People Believe Weird Things

“A small but vocal and opinionated segment of the population of questionable technical qualifications and obscure personal motivations is obsessed with, and actively disseminates, harebrained explanations for the “true causes” of the terrorist attack of 9/11. Popular Mechanics does an invaluable and laudable service by providing a meticulous analysis and documentation of the unfortunate events that took place five years ago. This book demonstrates convincingly the complete lack of substance of the allegations on the involvement of the U.S. government in this affair. A must-read for all those still in doubt!”

—EDUARDO KAUSEL, professor of civil and environmental engineering, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

“Based on exhaustive research, Debunking 9/11 Myths is a testament to American competence and honesty. The description of the mythmakers who spin fantasies on the Internet makes for compelling reading.”

—BING WEST, former assistant secretary of defense, author of No True Glory: A Frontline Account of the Battle for Fallujah

“All too often the scientific community is prone to ignore the nonsensical claims of the conspiracy theorists as not being worthy of a reply. However, something important is lost in taking such an idealistic position. The public, who may not be acquainted with many of the more detailed facts surrounding the events of 9/11, may not be in a position to immediately see the fallacy in what is put forward by conspiracy theorists as evidence, on Web sites and on the radio. By addressing the more popular conspiracy theories, and pointing out their many serious flaws and shortcomings, Debunking 9/11 Myths serves the public through this defense of common sense.”

—CHRISTOPHER J. EARLS, associate professor of civil and environmental engineering, Cornell University

“David Dunbar and Brad Reagan shine the cold light of reason on conspiracy theories that have been festering since the awful day of September 11. It’s a necessary antidote to toxic propaganda.”

—GLENN REYNOLDS, professor of law, University of Tennessee, Instapundit.com blogger, and author of An Army of Davids: How Markets and Technology Empower Ordinary People to Beat Big Media, Big Government, and Other Goliaths
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FOREWORD

By James B. Meigs,
Editor-in-Chief of Popular Mechanics

Popular Mechanics set out to investigate conspiracy theories about the 9/11 attacks in late 2004, just as those claims were emerging from the swamps of extremist websites and radical Islamist organizations. We had no idea how much trouble we were about to stir up. Our first magazine article on the topic, which appeared in the March 2005 issue, closely examined the major scientific, military, aeronautical, and engineering-based claims commonly cited as evidence that 9/11 was, as conspiracy theorists like to say, an inside job. Our investigation found no evidence in support of the conspiracy claims—but many cases in which facts cited by the theorists had been deliberately twisted.

The article unleashed a flood of criticisms and accusations from those supporting such theories. These attacks ranged from the preposterous (it was said our magazine had published this investigation on orders from a cabal of Masons and Illuminati) to alarming (death threats were referred to our security department). Clearly, we had touched a nerve. The article quickly became the most widely read story in the history of Popular Mechanics’ Web site, with over 7.5 million views. (A detailed account of the reaction to our article, and what that reaction says about the conspiracy movement, can be found in the original afterword to this book.)

A team of Popular Mechanics reporters and editors then started work on a far more detailed book-length version of the report. By the time the first edition of this book was published in the summer of 2006, the 9/11 conspiracy furor was reaching a tipping point. The flurry of books on the topic had grown into an avalanche, with certain writers, such as former Claremont School of Theology professor David Ray Griffin, building a thriving cottage industry around the topic. Conspiracy fans had, with Orwellian overtones, taken to calling themselves “the 9/11 Truth Movement,” or simply “truthers.” Extremist talk radio programs such as The Alex Jones Show pushed the issue nonstop. And a video pastiche of conspiracy theories, a quasi-documentary known as Loose Change, was becoming an Internet sensation. The film’s director, an aspiring filmmaker from Oneonta, NY, named Dylan Avery, would eventually produce several versions of the film with various collaborators. Avery and his colleagues showed little aptitude for fact-checking, but real talent as propagandists. The various editions of Loose Change would go on to become some of the most widely viewed films in the history of the Internet.

At that time, as today, it was my view that the facts surrounding September 11, 2001, matter. It was a momentous day, one in which nearly 3,000 civilians died, and one that would shape U.S. and world history. The political response to 9/11 brought about significant changes in U.S. law and in the structure of our federal agencies. The two wars it spawned drag on to this day. It is hard to imagine a recent historical event more important for Americans to understand accurately. If there was even the slightest truth to the allegations raised by 9/11 conspiracy theorists, those facts would be of the gravest geopolitical and historical importance.

Popular Mechanics’ 9/11 project represented one of the relatively few attempts by mainstream journalists to grapple seriously with the conspiracy theory claims. So it was telling that most conspiracy theorists—who are eager to repeat any shred of mainstream reporting they believe bolsters their claims—quickly decided that Popular Mechanics too was part of the conspiracy. In their minds, all our research could therefore be rejected a priori. We had run head on into a worldview that some experts call “conspiracism.” It is a mind-set that insists on reaching a predetermined conclusion regardless of what information is presented. Any facts that don’t fit the conspiracy paradigm need to be explained away. Since 2004, leading 9/11 theorist David Ray Griffin has written seven books and edited two others on the subject of 9/11. He devoted a chapter in his book, Debunking 9/11 Debunking: An Answer to Popular Mechanics and Other Defenders of the Official Conspiracy Theory, to explain why, in his view, the 9/11 reporting by Popular Mechanics and other mainstream journalists is invalid.

Griffin’s book devotes many pages to the idea that Popular Mechanics and our parent company, the Hearst Corporation, are somehow implicated in the vast conspiracy he sees behind 9/11. He digs up century-old controversies and finds tenuous links between the magazine’s staff and various government officials. But he never explains how a magazine—much less a major corporation—could possibly convince its employees to help cover up the most notorious mass murder in our nation’s history. Popular Mechanics has close to 30 editorial staffers and dozens of freelance contributors. Does Griffin imagine that whenever we hire new editors I bring them into a secret bunker and initiate them into an ultraclandestine society for world domination? Why wouldn’t such prospective employees run screaming from our building? In the years since we began our work on 9/11 conspiracy theories, a number of our staffers have moved on to other jobs. What would stop them from revealing a conspiracy that, if true, would be one of the biggest journalistic scoops in history? Did we swear them all to lifetime secrecy? As with so many conspiracy claims, the whole elaborate fantasy becomes laughable on close examination.

On the one hand, it’s understandable that many journalists saw these overheated theories as being too marginal to take seriously. But on the other, it is unfortunate that so few media outlets bothered to address the many clearly erroneous claims of the conspiracy set. Their reluctance to enter the fray gave conspiracy theorists access to uncontested ground. As this book documents, many conspiracy claims rely on snippets of material from mainstream media outlets. As a rule, these snippets have been quoted wildly out of context or reflect minor errors in initial reports that were later superseded by more accurate reporting. But, when the news organizations that published or broadcast these accounts failed to challenge flatly deceptive interpretations of their work, it allowed conspiracy theorists to add a veneer of credibility to their fanciful claims.

As a result, a vague sense that there might be some truth to conspiracy theorists’ claims began to seep into American popular culture. Individually, many examples of how the conspiracist mind-set infiltrates our culture are fairly minor, even silly. But they add up. In 2007, Rosie O’Donnell, then one of the hosts of ABC’s The View, endorsed the theory that pre-planted explosives were involved in the collapse of World Trade Center 7. (Attacking the mainstream account that heat from fires weakened the structure, O’Donnell showed her passion for the topic—and her limited knowledge of basic metallurgy—in saying, “I do believe that it’s the first time in history that fire has ever melted steel.”) In 2009, the FX show Rescue Me, starring Denis Leary and about a fictional group of New York City firefighters, aired an episode that focused on conspiracy talking points. The storyline centers on a character played by actor Daniel Sunjata, who strongly believes that “9/11 was an inside job.”

Other celebrities whose supportive statements have lit up con spiracy blogs in recent years include Janeane Garofalo, Roseanne Barr, Woody Harrelson, Willie Nelson, Charlie Sheen, and 2011 Academy Award nominee Mark Ruffalo, who recently told conspiracy-minded group “We Are Change,” “I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, but I also don’t think that it’s ever been given its due diligence considering that it’s the largest crime ever committed on U.S. soil.” And in February, seven-time Emmy Award winner Ed Asner put out a YouTube casting call for a new movie titled “Confessions of a 9/11 Conspirator.” The script, he says, is based on Griffin’s research and proves that, “The official accounts issued … have been proven without any doubt whatsoever to be one big lie from start to finish.” Actors like Harrelson and Sheen might not be poster boys for clear-headed thinking—but that doesn’t mean their words aren’t embraced and amplified by the conspiracy set.

Conspiracy theories also began to creep into our national politics. Cynthia McKinney, who served six terms in the U.S. House of Representatives as a Democrat, and who was nominated as the Green Party candidate for president in 2008, was an early and outspoken adherent to the conspiracist view of 9/11. In 2005, she invited Griffin to address the Congressional Black Caucus on the topic. Advocates of conspiracy theories were a prominent, if little noted, component of antiwar and other left-leaning gatherings through most of the past decade. (“I’m a 9/11 truther,” antiwar icon Cindy Sheehan recently announced.) But fondness for conspiracy theories is not a strictly partisan affair. During his 2008 presidential run, Libertarian Ron Paul also seemed to include a disproportionate share of conspiracy fans among his eclectic group of supporters. And in January, former Libertarian Party of Nevada chair Jim Duensing announced that he would seek his party’s nomination for the presidency in 2012. Duensing—who that same month held a Martin Luther King, Jr. Day rally at a shooting range—is the founder of Libertarians for Justice, which demands “justice” for “researchers and experts who have dedicated their lives to researching the government’s conspiracy theory” about 9/11.

The issue reached the White House in 2009, when it was revealed that Van Jones, the Obama administration’s special advisor for green jobs, had apparently signed a petition circulated by www.911truth.org charging that the Bush administration “may indeed have deliberately allowed 9/11 to happen.” After much controversy, Jones resigned in September of that year from the White House Council on Environmental Quality.

Conspiracy theories generally get a much more sympathetic reception overseas. Griffin and other leading theorists frequently tour Europe and Asia, where arguments that the United States engineered the deaths of its own citizens often meet with a positive response. International polls have shown that, in many countries, the evidence showing that Al Qaeda carried out the attacks fails to persuade the majority of citizens. For example, according to one poll, only 39 percent of the population of U.S. ally Turkey blames Al Qaeda for the attacks, while 36 percent believes the U.S. was responsible. In Egypt, 16 percent of the public attributes the attacks to Al Qaeda, but 43 percent believes Israel was behind the events. Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad alludes to 9/11 conspiracy theories in speeches, including ones delivered at the United Nations and in other international settings.

Given that Al Qaeda, and bin Laden himself, repeatedly took credit for the attacks, the wide support for conspiracy theories overseas is troubling. The death of bin Laden at the hands of U. S. forces in May 2011 seems unlikely to change that dynamic. Regardless of one’s view of U.S. foreign policy, the fact that such theories leave our allies confused—and enemies emboldened—cannot be good for America’s long-term interests.

In the U.S., the rising tide of 9/11 conspiracism has seemed to slow, and perhaps even abate, in recent years. Popular Mechanics’ work on the issue has been a key part of that process. Since our original article was published, some of the more far-fetched conspiracy claims have increasingly fallen out of favor with theorists themselves: for example, the notion that a missile, not an airplane, struck the Pentagon; and the idea that the aircraft that struck World Trade Center 2 had a military “pod” bulging from the fuselage. Of course, dedicated conspiracists rarely rethink their conclusions, no matter how often the facts supporting those conclusions turn out to be false. The original Popular Mechanics article addressed 16 of the most common 9/11 conspiracy claims. The first edition of this book expanded that list by four, and added much more detail. As a result, many of the more adept theorists simply moved on to new theories, or shifted their focus to issues that our team had not covered as deeply. For example, at the time we published the first edition, there was still no definitive account of why World Trade Center 7—which was not hit by planes, only damaged by debris—also collapsed. Not surprisingly, as the truther community moved away from talk about missiles and pods, it began focusing obsessively on elaborate theories concerning WTC 7. (With the benefit of much more detailed engineering analysis, this edition addresses—and debunks—those WTC 7 claims in depth.)

It is hard to argue without facts. And yet that is the position in which 9/11 conspiracists increasingly find themselves. One by one, the key factual underpinnings of their theories have been demolished. But still they argue on, their passionate conviction undiminished, until they’ve come to resemble the Black Knight in the famous scene from the film Monty Python and the Holy Grail. Overmatched in a swordfight, the knight loses one arm, then the other, then both legs to stand on. But he is undeterred, shouting, “It’s just a flesh wound!”

In the end, the truther community’s tendency toward unintentional self-parody has perhaps done as much to undermine its credibility as has the work of Popular Mechanics. Just when the conspiracy movement seemed to be making real headway toward deeply influencing American culture, a funny thing happened: it began to turn into a punch line. South Park offered a brutal parody of the conspiracist world-view in an episode called “Mystery of the Urinal Deuce.” Comedian Jon Stewart started tweaking truthers on The Daily Show, at one point holding up a sign reading “9/11 WAS AN OUTSIDE JOB.” And, in a common-sense answer to the vast legion of conspiracy-oriented websites, an assortment of sharp, and often satirical, blogs has emerged to challenge the truthers on their own turf. In particular, the blog Screw Loose Change offers devastating analysis of the truther community, and links to point-by-point rebuttals to the claims advanced in Loose Change.

Of course, conspiracy theories involving 9/11 will never fully go away. And a book like this, no matter how widely reported or carefully updated, will never convince the most dedicated conspiracists. But, on the eve of the tenth anniversary of the September 11 attacks, it is important to have a clear, objective, and thorough response to the consistently false and deeply malicious claims of the conspiracy movement. And that’s what this book aims to do. As journalists, our highest responsibility is to help the public understand the facts. Over the years that Popular Mechanics has been involved in this issue, more than two dozen researchers, reporters, and others at the magazine have helped in this enterprise. In particular, Popular Mechanics executive editor David Dunbar has led the project from its earliest days, and contributing editor Davin Coburn has supervised the vast reporting effort required to complete the job. My thanks go out to each of them, as well as to the hundreds of sources who’ve given us their time and expertise, and in the process, often exposed themselves to attacks from extremists.

Like so many others, I was in New York on September 11, 2001. I’m proud to have played a small part in ensuring that the events of that day are remembered honestly and well.

New York City
2011


INTRODUCTION

On September 29, 2009, a convoy of 25 tractor-trailers wound through the hills of western Maryland, then turned north. The trucks were decorated with American flags, along with banners that read, “Never Forget 9/11.” The National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), was returning 250 tons of steel to New York City.

Each piece of mangled metal, collected from the wreckage of the World Trade Center towers, had been meticulously cataloged and studied in Gaithersburg, Maryland, as part of the organization’s multiyear investigation into what was not only the most horrific terrorist attack in United States history, but also the nation’s worst building disaster. The agency’s reports joined a growing chorus of dissertations, engineering analyses, and journal articles describing the probable sequence of events that occurred in Lower Manhattan on the morning of September 11, 2001.

With the release of its Final Report on the Collapse of World Trade Center Building 7, NIST’s study was complete. The steel hauled north represented a literal and symbolic end to the most massive scientific investigation the agency had ever conducted. But the task of disproving the cacophony of conspiracy theories that surround 9/11 may never end.

The first conspiracy theories began to emerge while the wreckage was still smoldering. As evidence accumulated that conclusively linked the hijackings to Al Qaeda, some self-proclaimed skeptics searched for alternative explanations. Many seemed driven to find a way to blame the United States for somehow abetting, or even orchestrating, the tragedy.

In the years since the attacks, these assertions have grown progressively more lurid and pervasive. If you search the phrase “9/11 conspiracy” on the Internet, you will discover more than one million web pages. A few skeptics make a responsible effort to sift through the mountain of available information, but a vast majority ignore all but a few stray details they think support their theories. In fact, many conspiracy advocates demonstrate a double standard. They distrust the mainstream media coverage and government-sponsored investigations of 9/11, yet they cherry-pick from those same sources to promote their extreme notions: that the hijacked planes weren’t commercial jets, but military aircraft, cruise missiles, or remote-control drones; that the World Trade Center buildings were professionally demolished; that American air defenses were deliberately shut down; and more.

Popular Mechanics began studying these theories in the fall of 2004, after an advertisement ran in the New York Times for the book Painful Questions by Eric Hufschmid, demanding that the 9/11 investigation be reopened. Hufschmid’s book includes a number of tangible claims regarding 9/11. It states, for example, that because jet fuel does not burn hot enough to melt steel, the fires in the World Trade Center towers could not have caused their collapse. And it claims ample evidence exists to show that demolition-style explosives were pre-positioned in the buildings.

As editors of a magazine devoted to science and technology, we saw these claims as significant. Was there hard evidence to support them? And, if so, what would be the implications for our understanding of 9/11? At the very least, we thought, someone should look into these allegations. If there were even a hint of truth to these or similar claims, then the conspiracy theorists had a point: There should be a deeper investigation.

The magazine assembled a team of reporters and researchers and methodically began to analyze the most common factual claims made by conspiracy theorists—assertions that are at the root of the majority of 9/11 alternative scenarios. We interviewed scores of engineers, aviation experts, military officials, eyewitnesses, and members of the investigative teams—more than 300 sources in all. We pored over photography, maps, blueprints, aviation logs, and transcripts. The results of our research appeared in the March 2005 issue of Popular Mechanics. That cover story, “9/11: Debunking the Myths,” provoked a strong reaction on the Internet and in the mainstream media.

In the months after we published the investigation, many readers—both critics and supporters—wrote to suggest other evidence they thought we had overlooked or to raise new claims they believed worthy of investigation. Just before the fifth anniversary of 9/11, we reinterviewed experts and sources from our first investigation and produced a book-length version of our findings.

Over the past five years, new theories—and evidence to combat them—have surfaced. With this revision of the book, our team of reporters and researchers debunks the most common speculation about free-fall times, “nanothermite,” and other aspects of the Twin Towers’ collapses that began fermenting as the previous book was published. We have dedicated an entire chapter to the many myths surrounding the collapse of World Trade Center Building 7, which initially puzzled even the most qualified investigators. Additionally, we have included new endnotes to point readers to places where they can begin their own informed research, and incorporated new sources. Finally, we have added clarifications to some of our original reporting.

The goal of this book is not to tell the complete story of what happened on September 11, 2001. There are numerous excellent sources, including the 9-11 Commission’s report, the National Institute of Standards and Technology reports, and articles in the New York Times and other newspapers that chronicle the attacks in painful detail. Instead, this book aims only to answer the questions raised by conspiracy theorists themselves. Strip away the political content and logical leaps, and every conspiracy theory ultimately comes down to a small set of claims based on evidence that can be examined. These claims are the only points where the theorists’ elaborate conjectures make contact with the physical world. Without these foundations, the theories crumble. In every case we examined, the key claims made by conspiracy theorists turned out to be mistaken, misinterpreted, or deliberately falsified.

We understand that not all conspiracy theorists believe all conspiracy theories. Some prominent theorists even claim that certain theories they deem less plausible have been “planted” in order to make the entire movement look ridiculous. We don’t take sides in these debates. We simply check the facts.

The work of comprehending the events of 9/11 is not finished. It is vital to understand the lapses and shortcomings on the part of government agencies in the months and years leading up to 9/11. Every American wishes our government had been more alert and better prepared. And every American is entitled to ask hard questions. But there is a world of difference between believing that our government should have known what was coming and claiming that someone did know and deliberately did nothing—or, even worse, that the government actively perpetrated attacks on its own citizens. By deliberately blurring that line, conspiracy theorists exploit and misdirect the public’s legitimate anger and anguish over the events of that day.

Some argue that alternative 9/11 scenarios are valuable in that they promote skepticism of a government that has not always been as open as many would like. But a climate of poisonous suspicion will not help America adjust to the post-9/11 world. And the search for truth is not advanced by the dissemination of falsehoods.


  1  

THE PLANES

The widely accepted account that hijackers on September 11, 2001, commandeered and crashed four commercial aircraft into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the countryside of southwestern Pennsylvania is supported by reams of evidence, from forensics to passengers’ in-flight phone calls to the very basic fact that those on board never returned home. Nonetheless, conspiracy theorists seize on a handful of supposed facts to argue a very different scenario: The jets that struck New York City and Washington D.C. weren’t commercial planes, they say, but something else—perhaps refueling tankers or guided missiles. And the lack of military intervention? It clearly proves, they contend, that the U.S. government instigated the assault, or at least allowed it to occur in order to advance oil interests or a war agenda.

One particularly elaborate theory, called “Operation Pearl” (for Pearl Harbor), is found at www.physics911.net. This Web site, which is run by A. K. Dewdney, professor emeritus of computer science at the University of Waterloo in Ontario, reports that U.S. officials ordered the first three passenger jets to land at Harrisburg International Airport, in Pennsylvania, shortly after takeoff. The officials then substituted remote-control aircraft to attack the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.

In order to eliminate witnesses, the passengers were shuttled to a fourth jet, United Airlines Flight 93. According to an account that was on Dewdney’s Web site for years, “Passengers filed into the aircraft, urged on by the officials, until the aircraft was full. As it happened, Flight 93 had just enough seats to accommodate the passengers on all four flights.” However, Dewdney’s calculations are off by a considerable margin. According to Boeing, one of its 757–200ERs can carry 200 people in a standard mixed-class seating configuration. There were 232 passengers on the four doomed jets, plus 33 crew members, for a total of 265 witnesses—a third more than the capacity of the Flight 93 aircraft—all of whom needed to be murdered.

Dewdney’s account goes on to claim that Flight 93 was shot down over Shanksville, Pennsylvania, by an A-10 Thunderbolt II that had been painted white, presumably to disguise its military provenance. The three other jets, he speculates, were flown over the Atlantic Ocean and scuttled. According to Dewdney’s site, “It is probably the best available description of what probably took place on September 11, 2001.”

The theory is an advancement of the “Flight of the Bumble Planes,” a hypothesis that first appeared in March 2002 on a Web site at www.public-action.com, which also promotes revisionist histories of the Holocaust. The person who supposedly exposed the plot writes under the pseudonym Snake Plissken, the name of Kurt Russell’s character in the science-fiction films Escape from New York and Escape from L.A.

Not all the theories concerning 9/11 aircraft are as intricate as Dewdney and Plissken’s—or require such a large cast of ruthless, tight-lipped conspirators. But all rest on the same small set of factual claims or assumptions.

The Hijackers’ Flying Skills

CLAIM: A group of men with no professional flight experience could not have navigated three air planes across hundreds of miles and into building targets with any accuracy. As an unattributed January 2006 article that originally appeared on www.aljazeera.com asks, “How is it possible that Arab students who had never flown an airplane could take a simulator course and then fly jumbo jets with the skill and precision of ‘top-gun’ pilots?” The article concludes, “It is obvious that this ‘evidence’ was planted by individuals wishing to direct the blame towards Osama Bin Laden.” The Web site is not affiliated with the Al-Jazeera television network (which operates online at www.aljazeera.net), but describes itself as “an independent media organization established in 1992 in London.”

American conspiracy theorists have asked similar questions. Actor Charlie Sheen appeared on The Alex Jones Show, a radio broadcast out of Austin, Texas, in March 2006 to discuss his skepticism. “It seems to me like 19 amateurs with box cutters taking over four commercial airliners and hitting 75 percent of their targets … it raises a lot of questions,” Sheen said.

FACT: The terrorists were not highly skilled pilots, but on September 11 they did not have to perform what flight-training professionals consider to be the three most difficult aspects of flying: taking off, flying through inclement weather, and landing.

Only one hijacker per plane was trained to fly. In each takeover, based on the evidence of passengers’ in-flight phone calls, this man most likely sat quietly in his seat until the “muscle hijackers” had gained control of the cockpit. (The term comes from The 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States.) Then the hijacker pilot took over the plane’s operation. Box cutters were not used on all four flights, as Sheen asserted; most of the hijackers used knives to kill and injure passengers and crew. American Airlines Flight 77 was the only one on which box cutters were used, along with knives.

The hijacker pilots—Mohamed Atta (American Airlines Flight 11), Marwan al Shehhi (United Airlines Flight 175), Hani Hanjour (American Airlines Flight 77), and Ziad Jarrah (United Airlines Flight 93)—may not have been highly skilled, but they were not complete amateurs. According to the 9/11 Commission’s report, Hanjour earned both his private pilot’s license and commercial pilot’s license in Arizona, training from 1997 through April 1999, apparently before his involvement began with Al Qaeda. He returned home to Saudi Arabia in late April, and subsequently traveled to Afghanistan, where he trained in Al Qaeda’s Al Faruq camp. By December 2000 he was back in Arizona for refresher training on small commercial jets and for Boeing 737 simulator training. Although he was repeatedly encouraged to quit because of his subpar English and poor performance, he finished simulator training in March 2001.

The other three pilots came to the United States in 2000 and underwent at least 40 hours of private flight school to receive private pilot’s licenses, which permit flights on single-engine planes. “In order to get a pilot’s certificate,” says Alison Duquette, a spokeswoman for the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), “students need to demonstrate written aeronautical knowledge, flight proficiency in an actual through-flight, and then be type-rated” for flying a specific kind of aircraft.

Like Hanjour, the other three men had a rocky training process. Atta and Shehhi changed schools repeatedly after flunking flight exams. But they continued training and by the end of 2000 all but Jarrah had logged a minimum of 250 cumulative flight hours and earned FAA commercial pilot’s licenses. Jarrah logged at least 40 flight hours and had become a certified private pilot. The three men then enrolled in simulator training for large jets.

In the months before September 11, at least two of the pilots—Hanjour and Jarrah—requested and subsequently took training flights down the Hudson Corridor, a busy, low-altitude path along the Hudson River that passes by the World Trade Center. Hanjour also took a training flight over Washington D.C. And all four pilots flew cross-country as first-class passengers on United Airlines in the early summer of 2001, which would have given them insights into crew procedures and flight routes.

While it’s true that none of the hijacker pilots had ever flown a commercial-size airline jet and had logged far fewer than the 1,500 hours required for FAA airline pilot’s licenses, they were, in fact, certified pilots. And the equipment they encountered in the Boeing cockpits on September 11 was similar to the simulators they had trained on in the months before the attacks. So, it’s not surprising that they operated the planes with some degree of competence. “When they took over the plane, it was already in flight,” says Brian Marsh, a flight instructor at Airline Transport Professionals Flight School, which has classes in 25 cities nationwide. “All they had to do was pretty much point and go. It’s even easier than driving a car because there are no roads.”

As part of their basic flight training, the hijackers were schooled in the use of the flight management systems and autopilot features. The 9/11 Commission reports that Jarrah purchased a portable Global Positioning System (GPS) unit from a pilot shop in Miami—he tried to buy four, but the store had only one in stock. Atta reportedly purchased three more GPS units, and possibly visited the World Trade Center on September 10, 2001, for a final GPS reading. The pilots had only to punch the destination coordinates into the flight management system and steer the planes while looking at the navigation screen, which all four had done countless times in training. According to Marsh, the navigation systems on airplanes are only slightly more complex than the versions in production automobiles. “The navigation system tells you exactly where you are,” Marsh says. “They just had to look at the screen.” The flight data recorder, or black box, of Flight 77 indicated that Hanjour input autopilot instructions to Reagan National Airport, less than five miles south of the Pentagon. He steered the plane manually for only the final eight minutes of the flight. To date, no other evidence has been made public about whether Hanjour’s co-conspirators flew the planes manually or on autopilot.

While the hijackers ultimately reached three of their four targets, phone transcripts and air traffic control records show that the conspirators’ flying skills were indeed rudimentary —far from top-gun material. The planes made sharp turns of up to 330 degrees, in the case of Flight 77, and at times dropped precipitously. Conspiracy theorists describe Hanjour’s drastic turn as evidence of great flying skill on the part of whomever—certainly not Hanjour, they contend—was at the controls. They ignore that the turn actually occurred five miles southwest of the Pentagon, possibly because the subpar pilot realized he was vastly too high to hit his target.

Passengers and flight attendants on all four planes reported erratic flying. On Flight 175, passenger Peter Hanson called his father: “Passengers are throwing up and getting sick. The plane is making jerky movements.” The hijackers also indicated that they didn’t know how to work basic controls in the cockpit. On both Flight 11 and Flight 93, they inadvertently made passenger announcements over air traffic control channels instead of the public address system.

Soon after taking the controls, all four hijackers forced their planes to descend rapidly. In the clear conditions of September 11, they were able to fly by sight rather than by instrument (flying by instrument being a much more difficult skill, although three of the four had earned instrument flight rules certification). The pilots were also helped by choosing targets that were easy to identify from a distance—two towers dominating the New York City skyline and a massive, five-sided compound in suburban Washington D.C. It’s possible they could have seen these buildings from as far away as 50 miles on that bright early autumn morning. “With something that large, the target is visual,” Marsh says. “It’s not hard.”

At 8:44 a.m., flight attendant Madeline Sweeney reported further jerky, awkward flying on Flight 11. “Something is wrong. We are in a rapid descent … we are all over the place.” Her manager asked her to look out the window to see if she could determine the plane’s location. “We are flying low,” Sweeney said. “We are flying very, very low. We are flying way too low. Oh my God, we are way too low.”

Two minutes later, the flight crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center.

Where’s the Pod?

CLAIM: Photographs and video footage shot just before Flight 175 hit the South Tower of the World Trade Center (WTC 2) seem to show an object underneath the fuselage at the base of the right wing. The documentary film 911 In Plane Site and the Web site www.letsroll911.org (now www.letsrollforums.com) say that no such object is found on a stock Boeing 767–200ER. This “military pod”—possibly a bomb, a missile, or a piece of equipment from an air-refueling tanker—led www.letsroll911.org to conclude in January 2005 that the attacks were an “inside job” sanctioned by “President George Bush, who planned and engineered 9/11.”

FACT: The anomalies in the images of Flight 175 can be partially explained by physics: The plane was severely banked when it hit the South Tower. If the airplane had been flying parallel to the ground, it would have hit approximately four stories of the building. Instead, the airplane struck the 77th to 85th floors on impact, destroying nine floors. The World Trade Center Building Performance Study: Data Collection, Preliminary Observations, and Recommendations, conducted by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), states that Flight 175 hit the building with the left wing at a downward angle of approximately 38 degrees. In addition, Flight 175 approached the tower not head-on, but at a lateral angle of approximately 15 degrees clockwise of the tower’s south wall.

As a result, images taken from below or to the side of the South Tower should indeed show a distortion of the right wing in comparison to the left. The effect would be similar to taking a photograph from below of a windmill at different moments in its rotation—depending on the angle of the arms, one arm would look longer and differently proportioned than the other.

One of the clearest, most widely seen pictures of the doomed jet’s undercarriage was taken by photographer Rob Howard and published in New York magazine and elsewhere (see photo 1). Popular Mechanics sent a digital scan of the original photo to Ronald Greeley, director of the Space Photography Laboratory at Arizona State University, in Tempe. Greeley, who has served on a number of NASA committees, is an expert at analyzing images to determine the shape and features of geological formations based on shadow and light effects. After studying the high-resolution image and comparing it to photos of a Boeing 767–200ER’s undercarriage, Greeley dismissed the notion that the Howard photo reveals a “pod.” In fact, Greeley confirms the photo reveals only the Boeing’s right fairing, a pronounced bulge that contains the landing gear. “I conclude,” he writes in an e-mail to Popular Mechanics, “that it is an artifact of lighting caused by the geometry of the aircraft and the angle of the sun and camera, causing the feature to result from sun glint. Such a glint causes a blossoming (enlargement) on film, which tends to be amplified in digital versions of images—the pixels are saturated and tend to ‘spill over’ to adjacent pixels.”

Thomas R. Edwards, cofounder of TREC, a Huntsville, Alabama, company that analyzes images for law-enforcement agencies, reviewed several images of Flight 175 as presented on conspiracy Web sites and sees further problems. “The images passed around the Web are digital data,” Edwards tells Popular Mechanics. “You can copy them without loss [of resolution]. But when you take an analog image—the bottom of the barrel, as far as resolution is concerned—and start messing around with it in the digital world by enlarging it or sizing it to fit on a certain page, you have to be very careful with what you are doing.” Edwards continues: “Digital magnification by classic techniques gets highly pixilated at times two and beyond. The image just breaks up into squares of meaningless data, with bigger squares as the magnification zooms in closer. The [online] images you view suffer from classic digital magnification. You can draw whatever conclusions you want from a bad photograph.”

Edwards, who has testified in two dozen criminal cases, says his role in court is to evaluate the quality of images, not question another person’s perception of what the image conveys. But, when pressed for an opinion about whether the photos of Flight 175 show a pod, he responds: “You’ve got a similar situation here to the folks who think there are UFOs out in Nevada—they have photographs to substantiate their claims. Some of [the images] even look like flying saucers. The bulge on the belly of the plane is an even harder story to swallow. You wouldn’t want to go to court with this, I’ll tell you that.”

The discussion of glints and bulges also overlooks a key fact: Thousands of horrified onlookers saw Flight 175 hit the South Tower; many of them were standing directly under the plane’s path. Popular Mechanics has been unable to find a single eyewitness account of missiles or ordnance attached to the aircraft.

Photographs aside, military and aviation experts say it is next to impossible to retrofit a passenger plane to carry weapons. “Whoever came up with that has no idea how these things work,” says Fred E. C. Culick, professor of aeronautics at the California Institute of Technology. “You have to have the means for setting it off, releasing, and arming it. There are all kinds of little systems involved, [such as] connecting the mounting to the pilot. It would require a lot of metalwork and wiring and, I mean, it’s just harebrained. It’s not like throwing an extra suitcase in the car.”

Finally, as part of a three-year investigation into the collapse of the World Trade Center towers, the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), a nonregulatory agency within the U.S. Department of Commerce, ran computer simulations of the crashes and concluded the damages were consistent with the impacts of airplanes—not missiles or bombs.

Flight 175’s Windows

CLAIM: On September 11, soon after Flight 175 crashed into the South Tower, Fox News broadcast a live phone interview with Marc Birnbach, a free-lance videographer who was working for the network at the time. “It definitely did not look like a commercial plane,” Birnbach said on the air. “I didn’t see any windows on the sides.”

The Web site www.911inplanesite.com, which promotes the documentary of the same name, states that “Bernback” saw the plane “crash into the South Tower.” Coupled with photographs and videos of Flight 175 that lack the resolution to show windows, Birnbach’s statement has fueled one of the most widely referenced 9/11 conspiracy theories—specifically, that the South Tower was struck by a military cargo plane or a fuel tanker.

On the site, the producers of the documentary boast that they interviewed Birnbach after his on-air comments and that he stood behind his account that “the plane had no windows.”

FACT: Birnbach was at the corner of President and Smith streets in Brooklyn, more than two miles southeast of the World Trade Center, when he briefly saw a plane fly over at a considerable distance. He tells Popular Mechanics that he did not actually see the plane strike the South Tower but only heard the explosion. He confirms that he spoke to the producers of the documentary 911 In Plane Site and told them he did not see any windows. But he adds that he doesn’t believe the plane was anything other than a passenger jet, and also that he declined the producers’ offer to be interviewed on camera for the film. “I just don’t want any involvement with them,” Birnbach says. “I don’t believe their theory. I think they are completely out of line.”

It is not surprising that Birnbach did not see windows as the plane passed over. As noted previously (see “Where’s the Pod?”) the plane approached lower Manhattan from the south over the Hudson River with its wings banked sharply to the left. This means the windows on the right side of the plane—the ones facing people on the ground in Brooklyn and lower Manhattan—were tilted upward.

But the most direct refutation of the “no windows” theory comes from W. Gene Corley, a licensed structural engineer and vice president at Construction Technology Laboratories, a consulting firm based in Skokie, Illinois. While heading the FEMA probe into the collapse of the towers, Corley and his team collected and photographed aircraft debris on the roof of 5 World Trade Center, a nine-story building on the northeast corner of the site. One of the photos shows a chunk of fuselage that clearly had passenger windows (see photo 2).

“It’s … from the United Airlines plane that hit Tower 2,” Corley tells Popular Mechanics. In reviewing crash footage taken by an ABC news crew, Corley was able to track the trajectory of the fragments he studied—including a section of the landing gear and part of an engine—as they tore through the South Tower, exited from the building’s north side, and fell from the sky. How does he know the debris came from Flight 175, as opposed to some unidentified aircraft? For one thing, the fragments carried the gray and blue markings of United Airlines planes. “The fuselage fragments were from the rear section of the plane,” Corley adds. “One fragment had three windows on it, and there was a fragment that had part of the landing gear. And there was an engine fragment—most of the engine.” Some fragments also contained parts numbers that corresponded to components of the 767 used on Flight 175.

No Stand-Down Order

CLAIM: To prevent the military from interfering with deadly attacks planned by the president and his co-conspirators, theorists claim, U.S. armed forces were grounded on September 11; more specifically, no fighter jets were scrambled from any of the 28 Air Force bases within range of the four hijacked flights.

Even in the contentious world of conspiracy theorists, there is near unanimity on this issue: “On 11 September Andrews [Air Force Base] had two squadrons of fighter jets with the job of protecting the skies over Washington D.C.,” says the Web site www.emperors-clothes.com. “They failed to do their job.”

“There is only one explanation for this,” concludes Mark R. Elsis of www.standdown.net. “Our Air Force was ordered to Stand Down on 9/11.”

FACT: On September 11, only 14 fighter jets were on alert in the contiguous 48 states. Several jets were scrambled in response to the hijackings, but they were too late to affect the day’s terrible outcomes. The delay was caused by a series of communication breakdowns among government officials and an inability to quickly process and react to an unprecedented event.

At the time, no computer network or alarm system was in place to automatically alert the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) of missing civilian planes. “They [civilian Air Traffic Control, or ATC] had to pick up the phone and literally dial us,” says Major Douglas Martin, former public affairs officer for NORAD, in an interview with Popular Mechanics.

Under the protocols in place on September 11, a controller’s concerns that something was amiss had to ascend through multiple layers at the FAA and the Department of Defense before action could be taken. In the case of a hijacking, a controller would alert his or her supervisor, who contacted another supervisor, who confirmed suspicion of hijacking and informed a series of managers, all the way to the national ATC Command Center in Herndon, Virginia, which then notified FAA headquarters in Washington.

The director of the Office of Civil Aviation Security was the FAA’s hijack coordinator. If the director confirmed the incident as a hijacking, he or she would contact the Pentagon to request a military escort aircraft from the National Military Command Center (NMCC), which is located in the Joint Staff area of the Pentagon and is the logistical and communications locus for the National Command Authority (the president and the secretary of defense). The NMCC then would request approval from the office of the secretary of defense. If given, the order for a military escort would be relayed to NORAD, which would then order mission crew commanders at the appropriate air force bases in one of three continental U.S. air defense sectors (there are now two) to scramble fighters. The fighters would then scramble, receive target and vector information while aloft, and follow the hijacked airliner, monitoring its flight path and assisting in search and rescue in the case of an emergency.

According to the detailed account provided in the 9/11 Commission’s report, the first alarm was sounded at Boston Center, one of 22 FAA regional ATC facilities, after an air traffic controller received the following transmission at 8:24 a.m. from Flight 11: “We have some planes. Just stay quiet and you’ll be okay. We are returning to the airport.”

Then, seconds later, came a second transmission: “Nobody move. Everything will be okay. If you try to make any moves, you’ll endanger yourself and the airplane. Just stay quiet.” Upon hearing the second message, the controller concluded that Flight 11 had been hijacked. He consulted his supervisors; at 8:37 a.m., Boston Center bypassed the prescribed protocol and contacted NORAD’s Northeast Air Defense Sector (NEADS). Two F-15s were immediately ordered to battle stations at Otis Air National Guard Base in Falmouth, Massachusetts, 153 miles northeast of New York City. But NEADS did not know where to send the fighters; they sat at Otis for another 16 minutes while controllers struggled to unravel the events unfolding before them.

There are two primary ways controllers keep track of planes in the air: two-way radios and a transponder, which emits an electronic signal that relays the plane’s tail number, altitude, and speed. In addition, controllers use ground-based primary radar to scan the skies; the radar signal that bounces off the aircraft shows up as a blip on a radar screen. But without the additional information provided by the transponder, it is difficult for controllers to know which blip represents which particular aircraft. (The difficulty of keeping track of multiple aircraft using ground-based radar alone is one reason the military typically flies sophisticated radar aircraft, known as Airborne Warning and Control Systems, or AWACS, over battle zones.)

One of the first steps the hijackers took after seizing control of the four aircraft was to turn off the jets’ transponders. At the time of the hijackings, there were 4,500 planes in the skies over the continental United States. Without trans ponder data or radio contact, controllers were forced to search for the missing aircraft among all the identical radar blips, with each controller responsible for varying numbers of planes in his or her sector. The Indianapolis controller who first noticed Flight 77’s disappearance, for instance, had been monitoring 15 planes. In addition, on September 11, 2001, the ATC systems were woefully inadequate. The Cleveland Air Traffic Control did not even have combined transponder and radar displays: To view primary radar, controllers had to go to displays on a different floor.

At 8:46 a.m., before the F-15s from Otis Air Force Base were even airborne, Flight 11 smashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center. The fighters took off just before 8:53 a.m. on a preassigned vector, per standard operating procedure. In this case, they were sent to military airspace off Long Island, New York, to await target assignment.

Meanwhile, Flight 175 had also been hijacked, but the New York Air Traffic Control was slow to respond, in part because the controller assigned to the flight was also assigned to Flight 11 and was busy searching for that missing plane amid news reports that an aircraft had just hit the North Tower. At 9:03 a.m., at almost the exact moment Flight 175 hit the South Tower, the New York Center called NEADS directly to report that Flight 175 had been hijacked—an event some NEADS personnel were watching live on TV. The fighters awaiting target assignments off Long Island did not know that a second hijacked plane was en route to New York City. Within five minutes of the second plane’s impact, the NEADS mission crew commander asked for authorization to station the fighters over Manhattan in case there were even more hijacked planes. At 9:25 a.m., the two fighters established combat air patrol over the city.

The confusion over Flight 77 was arguably more pronounced. When the plane’s transponder was shut off and radio calls went unreturned, the FAA’s Indianapolis Center believed the aircraft had crashed; the controller there was not yet aware of the other hijacked planes. The controller tracking the plane tried in vain to find it on its scheduled flight plan to the west, unaware that it had turned back east. Flight 77 flew undetected toward Washington for 36 minutes.

At 9:09 a.m., NEADS contacted Langley Air Force Base in Hampton, Virginia, and asked for additional fighters to be placed at battle stations. This was a cautionary measure to ensure that other fighters could be scrambled quickly if the Otis-based jets ran short on fuel. At 9:30 a.m., two Langley F-16s took off, although the pilots mistakenly believed they were on the lookout for Flight 11, unaware that it had already crashed into the World Trade Center; they also did not know Flight 77 was missing.

At 9:32 a.m., controllers at Washington Dulles International Airport spotted an inbound plane and relayed the information to the Secret Service. No one notified NEADS—and the fighters headed east over the Atlantic Ocean, in part because of a generic flight plan designed to get fighters at Langley airborne and out of the crowded local airspace as quickly as possible to prevent collisions. Once controllers at Boston Center realized that an unidentified aircraft was closing in on Washington, the F-16s were ordered to return to the D.C. area at top speed. “I don’t care how many windows you break,” the commander told the pilots, authorizing them to fly at supersonic speeds, contrary to existing military procedure and NORAD and FAA regulations for civilian U.S. airspace. The fighters were still 150 miles east of the capital when Flight 77 hit the Pentagon at 9:37 a.m.

At 9:32 a.m. the FAA’s Cleveland Center received a transmission from one of the hijackers on Flight 93: “Keep remaining sitting. We have a bomb on board.” It was one of the inadvertent passenger announcements the hijackers made over air traffic control channels. Nine minutes later, the center lost the plane’s transponder signal. Indecisiveness at the ATC Command Center, in Herndon, and at FAA headquarters in Washington D.C., delayed a request for military assistance. According to the 9/11 Commission’s report, “NORAD did not even know the plane was hijacked until after it had crashed” in a field near Shanksville, in southwestern Pennsylvania.

The earliest written confirmation of President Bush’s shoot-down order for any hijacked plane headed toward the capital came at 10:20 a.m. when White House press secretary Ari Fleischer, on Air Force One, recorded that the president had issued the directive. That was a full 17 minutes after Flight 93’s demise concluded the morning’s grisly chain of events. The time from the notification of the first hijacking to the crash of Flight 93 was 104 minutes.

It seems unbelievable to many conspiracy theorists that between the FAA and NORAD, the government could not find the hijacked flights or identify them earlier as threats that needed to be addressed militarily. But, as noted, the terrorists thwarted the FAA by turning off the transponders and not responding to radio transmissions. As for NORAD’s more sophisticated radar, it ringed the continent, looking outward for threats, not inward.

“When you looked at NORAD on September 11, we had a ring of radar all around both [Canada and the United States],” Martin says. “It was like a donut. There was no coverage in the middle. That was not the threat.”

Equally unprecedented was a virtually silent hijacking, where no attempts were made, by either the airline pilots or the hijackers, to alert the authorities to the specifics of the situation. Without direct communication from either the pilots or the hijackers, the FAA, for the first time in its history, had to guess how to respond. “Controllers were forced to take action based on what we knew at the time, and there was no precedent or specific procedure for dealing with that situation,” says FAA spokeswoman Laura Brown.

“You have to realize that prior to 9/11, all of the hijackings that happened anywhere in the world never ended in what we saw on that day,” Chris Yates tells Popular Mechanics. Yates is the aviation security editor and analyst for Jane’s Defence Weekly, which covers the military industry. Under the hijacking scenarios that U.S. civilian and military officials had prepared for, Yates says, “the hijackers were making a political statement, they were making a bunch of demands, eventually the aircraft would land somewhere, and either the powers … in that jurisdiction acquiesced to the demands of the hijackers, or it resulted in a standoff for x number of days.”

Further, even if the FAA had decided within the first minutes of Flight 11’s erratic behavior and loss of communication that a hijacking had taken place and alerted the military, NORAD’s rules of engagement did not permit fighter pilots to shoot down commercial aircraft. “A hijack in the United States or Canada today would immediately be considered the act of a terrorist and an act of war,” Martin says. “On September 11 it was not; it was a criminal act.”

What about Andrews Air Force Base, which is just 10 miles southeast of the Pentagon? As the base nearest the nation’s capital, didn’t it have fighters on constant alert? The answer is no. “There was no reason to—and that’s a key point here,” Yates says. “The U.S. homeland had never been attacked previously in this way—apart from Pearl Harbor.”

According to Staff Sergeant Sean McEntee, public affairs specialist for the 113th Wing of the District of Columbia Air National Guard, the fighter jets based at Andrews are now part of the Department of Homeland Security’s Operation Noble Eagle. “The job of the F-16s is to control the airspace around the capital,” McEntee says. “They are only for national capital emergencies. The operation was set up after 9/11. It didn’t exist at the time.”

The 9/11 Commission’s report adds: “In sum, the protocols in place on 9/11 for the FAA and NORAD to respond to a hijacking presumed that the hijacked aircraft would be readily identifiable and would not attempt to disappear; there would be time to address the problem through the appropriate FAA and NORAD chains of command; and the hijacking would take the traditional form: That is, it would not be a suicide hijacking designed to convert the aircraft into a guided missile. On the morning of 9/11, the existing protocol was unsuited in every respect for what was about to happen.”

Military Intercepts

CLAIM: The military should have been able to intercept several, if not all, of the hijacked planes because military pilots regularly fly similar missions. “It has been standard operating procedures for decades to immediately intercept off-course planes that do not respond to communications from air traffic controllers,” says the Web site www.oilempire.us. “When the Air Force ‘scrambles’ a fighter plane to intercept, they usually reach the plane in question in minutes.”

In his book, The New Pearl Harbor: Disturbing Questions About the Bush Administration and 9/11, retired theology professor David Ray Griffin cites a September 15, 2001, Boston Globe article in which a NORAD spokesman was paraphrased as saying essentially the same thing: The agency’s fighters routinely intercept aircraft.

FACT: In the decade before 9/11, NORAD intercepted only one civilian plane over North America: golfer Payne Stewart’s Learjet in October 1999. Stewart and five others were flying from Orlando, Florida, to Dallas when the plane lost cabin pressure at approximately 39,000 feet. With passengers and crew unconscious from cabin decompression, the plane crashed four hours later in a field near Aberdeen, South Dakota.

Some conspiracy theorists mistakenly believe the Stewart case bolsters their argument that fighters can reach wayward passenger planes within minutes, as controllers lost contact with the plane around 9:33 a.m. and an F-16 from Eglin Air Force Base in Fort Walton Beach, Florida, intercepted it at 9:52 a.m. But they overlook an important detail in the accident report from the National Transportation Safety Board: The plane was lost at 9:33 eastern daylight time and intercepted at 9:52 central daylight time, making the total time 1 hour and 19 minutes for the fighter to reach the stricken jet.

The F-16 was already in the air on a training run and did not have to be scrambled to pursue the Learjet. It did have to refuel, however, so the actual time it took for the F-16 to chase down the Learjet was about 50 minutes. One reason it took so long: Rules in effect prior to 9/11, which have since been rescinded, prohibited supersonic flight on intercepts.

Another important point about the Stewart incident: The Learjet’s transponder was active, making identification and tracking straightforward. The fighters that were scrambled on 9/11 did not have such clear-cut targets, as the transponders on the hijacked airliners were turned off. Besides, even if one of the fighters had located a hijacked plane, what could the pilot have done? As noted previously (see “No Stand-Down Order”) the authorization to shoot down civilian airliners was not given until after the fourth plane had crashed.

But what about the Boston Globe report, in which the NORAD spokesman said that intercepts were routine? When contacted by Popular Mechanics, spokesmen for NORAD and the FAA clarified their remarks by noting that scrambles were routine, but intercepts were not—especially over the continental United States. A scramble is when pilots are rushed to their aircraft from the ground for takeoff, whereas an intercept is an actual midair approach to another plane. (Note: The numbers do not always match up, as some intercepts can be diverts, whereby a plane already in the air intercepts the target, as in the Payne Stewart incident, where there was an intercept but not a scramble.)

Many conspiracy theorists cite an August 12, 2002, Associated Press story as “proof” that NORAD mounted more frequent interceptions of domestic flights. The article paraphrased Martin: “From September 11 to June [2002], NORAD scrambled jets or diverted combat air patrols 462 times, almost seven times as often as the 67 scrambles from September 2000 to June 2001.” However, the Knight-Ridder/Tribune News Service produced a more complete account, which included an important qualification. Here’s how the Knight-Ridder story appeared in the September 28, 2002, edition of the Colorado Springs Gazette: “From June 2000 to September 2001, NORAD scrambled fighters 67 times but not over the continental United States.” (Emphasis added.) Some conspiracy theorists also ignore the following passage from the same article: “Before September 11, the only time officials recall scrambling jets over the United States was when golfer Payne Stewart’s plane veered off course and crashed in South Dakota in 1999.”

Except for that lone, tragic anomaly, all NORAD interceptions from the end of the Cold War in 1989 until 9/11 took place in offshore Air Defense Identification Zones (ADIZ), which require that planes flying through file flight plans and have transponders and two-way radios. The planes intercepted in these zones were primarily being used for drug smuggling. “Until 9/11 there was no domestic ADIZ,” says FAA spokesman Bill Schumann.

After 9/11, the FAA and NORAD increased cooperation, setting up hotlines between air traffic control centers and NORAD command centers and establishing an ADIZ zone over Washington D.C. Moreover, NORAD has increased its fighter coverage and installed additional radar to monitor airspace over the continent.

“From September 11, 2000, to October 10, 2000, we had, in all of NORAD, seven scrambles,” Martin says. “Six were training. In the same period, a year later, from September 11, 2001, to October 10, 2001, we had 86 scrambles or diversions of air patrols. So, 86 times more, because of threats.”

In the same Boston Globe article cited by Griffin, former U.S. Senator Warren Rudman (Republican from New Hampshire) gave a more accurate assessment of the military’s pre-9/11 intercept capabilities. “This country is not on a wartime footing,” said Rudman, who served as cochairman of the U.S. Commission on National Security in 2001. “We don’t have capable fighter aircraft loaded with missiles sitting on runways in this country. We just don’t do that anymore. We did back during the ’70s, the ’60s, along the coast, being concerned about Russian intrusion, but to expect American fighter aircraft to intercept commercial airliners, who knows where, is totally unrealistic and makes no sense at all.”
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