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For the families of the 2,974 lost on 9/11, 
those men and women and children who endured the suffering 
of that time and who have found whatever it took to integrate 
that day into each following day of the last decade

 

 

And for Lee Ielpi, Rescue Co. 2, FDNY (ret.), 
whose words and actions are invariably inspiring




. . . we will not fear, though the earth should change, and though the mountains slip into the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains quake at its swelling pride. Listen.... the God of Jacob is our stronghold. Listen.

—Psalm 46:1-3, 7

 

 

 

I am leaving you with a gift—peace of mind and heart. And the peace I give is a gift the world cannot give. So don’t be troubled or afraid.

—John 14:27
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Introduction

Never before in American history had our peace and well-being been so suddenly, fully, and unalterably changed as they were on the morning of September 11, 2001. On that Tuesday morning all Americans suffered, and many around the world suffered with us. The suffering grew more intense as the days turned into weeks and the weeks into months, as the powerful images of search and recovery, funerals, and honors were presented to us. Now, as those months have grown into the accumulated years of a decade, most of us are still very much haunted by the horror of that day, and we continue to feel the pain within that memory.

But for thousands of Americans—the spouses, children, parents, siblings, and loved ones of the 2,974 men, women, and children killed in the World Trade Center, in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, and in the Pentagon—memory can be a cruel master.

How have they gotten through this time, these people who directly experienced the loss of someone vitally loved? How have they dealt with such a public and historically important loss, a loss that they were reminded of each day in newspapers and magazines and on television? How have they faced the absence of a family member at every milestone celebration—birthdays, graduations, engagements, marriages?

How have they rebuilt their lives? How have they found the inner resilience to transcend the grief of their loss—and the pain of wondering what might have been for the individuals lost that day? I wondered if the suffering of 9/11 became an obstacle for every thought that was meant to be hopeful, every plan to build for tomorrow. Was every thought framed within the shadows of terrible loss? Was peace possible for these families, or was there a continuing maelstrom of sadness?

 

 

I have spent a life working in the emergency services, from a time of great social unrest in the South Bronx to that field of absolute destruction at the World Trade Center on 9/11. I arrived at Ground Zero immediately following the fall of the North Tower, and I stayed for fifty-six days. I attended dozens of funerals through those early months of September, October, and November of 2001, so along with the thousands who lined up outside those churches and temples I came to share as much as was possible the depth of family grief.

What I sought to discover in the interviews in this book is how these individuals found the courage and the hopefulness to move forward in their lives, to ensure the containment of their families, to grieve and to honor, and to understand the consequence of this very visible tragedy on their future. And, for many, to see how they were able to transform their grief into productive ends.

Faith, compassion, and charity are required to attain the greatest of virtues—hope. We need to believe that the world of tomorrow will be a good world, populated by moral and well-meaning people. It is why we have eulogies—to celebrate the good of a life, for we rely on the memory of that good to serve us in molding a life of decency as we step into our future.

It is easy to say that we must believe in the goodness of our future, and that our collective future can be better than our past. But it is not easy to live with the memory of loss even when building a better tomorrow. At the heart of it all, it takes moral character and goodness to go on.




Dan Nigro

Dan Nigro was the chief of operations when he drove with Chief of Department Peter Ganci over the Brooklyn Bridge from the Fire Department’s Brooklyn headquarters. “This is going to be the worst day of our lives,” Chief Nigro uttered as they watched the smoke rising from the North Tower. Not long after, Chief Ganci asked him to walk the perimeter of the buildings to do an additional evaluation. The South Building came down when he reached the Church Street side of the complex, and he ran for his life. He never saw Chief Ganci again.

 

 

 

Before the collapse I was on Church Street. I was heading to the lobby of the South Tower, which was a shortcut back to the command post on West Street. If you went through the South Tower, then through the Marriott Hotel, you could stay fully in the interior as you walked. All I saw on Church Street were pieces of the building and pieces of the plane. I thought that the South Tower would be a safer route back.

But then a guy came out of the crowd. If this had happened in a movie you would think it was an integral part of the film, because he literally stopped me. I wanted to say “I’m really in a hurry,” but this guy was shouting, “My wife is in the North Tower!” I knew the guy, and knew that his wife had had a baby three months before. These things triggered in me the sense that I couldn’t run away from him, and so I told him, “Nobody’s cell phone works. She’s fine, I’m sure.... Don’t worry, don’t worry.” I didn’t really believe it, not with what I saw all around me. But no sooner did we turn around and begin to walk fifty feet toward the South Tower than the building came down.

When the South Tower fell, we ran to a big, substantial place, a Starbucks, figuring it would be easy to get into. I grabbed the door handle; it was locked. That was the second time that I felt I was destined to get hit with the building. Once again we were outside, and I thought we were too  close to the falling tower to find safety. But we were on Dey Street, midway between the North and South towers, and because of the way that the buildings were laid out, I guess we were far enough inside the doorway to feel that we would be safe. My aide that day was Adam, who is my nephew. He had on only a short-sleeved FDNY shirt and no helmet, typical of the way our aides work. He did not expect to be put into a firefighting position. So we got into a corner, and I got on top of him, and we waited to see what would happen. The sound was a huge, screeching roar. The only thing that landed on us was that thick dust and light debris. There was enough of it, though, to make me feel very worried: When is it ever going to stop? I asked myself, and When will we be able to breathe again?

The black cloud just enveloped us, and the dust got everywhere—in the nose, the ears, the eyes, every crevice. And then it suddenly stopped. After that extremely loud noise came those unbelievable minutes of quiet—a forbidding silence. We picked ourselves up, and I couldn’t see more than twenty feet. I could see a car parked at the curb, ten or fifteen feet from us, that was half crushed by something. In a moment of dark irony, I was happy that it had hit the car and not us. I didn’t see anyone in our area who needed help. I don’t know what our mental state was at the time, but I would say that we were extremely confused.

You could say that this guy who stopped me in concern about his wife was a random thing. He came out of the crowd and prevented me from being either in the building or directly under the building, which is where we would have been. People who believe that things are for a purpose would say that there was some other reason for it. Some would say this is how random our life is.

I do remember clearly that I wanted to get back to the command post. The most direct route there would have been to turn right and try to go through the plaza there that separated the towers, but all that was there now was a mountain of collapse. It dawned on me to go down Broadway and then turn and head over to West Street. A couple of building maintenance guys pulled us into a building—I guess we looked like ghosts—and we were able to wash some of the stuff out of our eyes and ears in their washroom.

So we continued downtown to try to head west. But suddenly there was that terrible sound again. We weren’t really in a position to see the building coming down, but this huge cloud came and covered us again. Later I saw  in some of the pictures how the cloud mostly blew to the south and east, and followed us to where we were.

When the North Tower fell, it was, at least for us, not as bad as the first time. But it was still frightening to everyone, as it added to the sense of calamity. We waited a short time for the cloud to disperse again, and could see the Fire Department communications van to the south of us. We ran down to it, thinking they had to know what was going on. We saw Dr. [David] Prezant [FDNY chief medical officer; see page 28] standing there with a few firefighters. I said, “What’s going on? You can’t tell from the radio who’s in charge. Where is the command post? Who’s running this operation?” I was really surprised when the guy said that Chief [Thomas] Haring, a deputy chief in the Bronx, was in charge of the command post, which was now on Broadway just south of City Hall.

I was stunned. Had everyone been killed? Where was Chief Ganci? Commissioner [William] Feehan? Chief [Donald] Burns? The command post, originally west of the buildings was now east, not even on the same side of the buildings. So all of us walked back: Dr. [Kerry] Kelly [FDNY chief of health services], Dr. Prezant, myself, my aide, and a few firefighters who I think were assigned to Engine 10 and Ladder 10.

We got up to the post where Chief Haring was and learned that it was just an operations post, for there were so many fires burning and people hurt, and that the real command post was still at West Street. So we left the doctors there, because they were dealing with some injured people. They had set up a triage center in a drugstore, I think.

Someone I knew from Ladder 111, Vince Conway, was there, and said to me, “Pete is missing.” I think that’s the first news I got about Chief Ganci. I saw that this then placed me in charge, and I continued to make my way to the command post. On West Street, a few blocks north of the Trade Center, we formed somewhat of a command post setup. Chief [Frank] Cruthers and some of the other staff chiefs were there. They confirmed that Chief Ganci and Commissioner Feehan had been together and were now missing. As we learned later, almost everyone, with the exception of Jay Jonas and those miracle guys in the stairway of the North Tower, was missing, gone, never to be seen alive again. Which was the case with Pete Ganci and Bill Feehan and Donald Burns and all of them. I was the highest-ranking person now operating.

Thinking about it now, part of what was in my head was disbelief: How  could this have happened? The first thought that entered my mind when the building was coming down was disbelief that I was going to be killed by the collapse of the World Trade Center. It just didn’t make any sense to me. Afterward, knowing that both of the towers were gone, I came to accept that it had happened, though it wasn’t really registering in the reality part of my head. It was hard, maybe impossible, to put everything together. Days later I read a lot of the official department interviews, and many people had the events out of sync. They might have remembered they were in a certain location, but we know that they couldn’t have been at that place at that time. The day happened in such a once-in-a-lifetime fashion.

We have always fought fires in a certain way: You’ve seen this happen before; you’ve seen that happen before. We usually know what to expect. Small things sometimes do occur at a fire or an emergency that are unexpected, but for everyone in the Fire Department, this was completely off the page. So taking charge at that point, I tried to fall back on things that I knew, like sectoring the disaster area, for instance. There was so much going on that I realized that I had to assign my ranking people in charge of each area so we would have some semblance of being organized. The area that came to be called Ground Zero was sectioned into quarters, each led by a single chief. It was organized in our typical fashion: Captains, battalion chiefs, deputy chiefs, and other people worked together as trained companies, as teams, even if they had never met one another [before]. They hooked up with one another, and in some way, maybe common cause, followed the directions of the higher-ranking people, and it worked. Even the chief who was in that North Tower stairwell tried to continue to be a chief. Under the worst possible circumstances, we did form an organization that worked.

We learned that morning about the Pentagon and about another plane that went down. There were many rumors that this was certainly bigger than just two planes. The first few times that warplanes flew overhead, hearing that sound of jet planes again certainly shook everybody up on the ground. For days I think people believed that we were going to be attacked again. Everyone was on edge.

I sensed that our loss was almost incomprehensible. When we got back to the command post the information was incomplete. People weren’t really transmitting on the radio. I wasn’t hearing enough to know the full extent. Of course I knew we lost hundreds but had no idea how many. Did we lose  everybody who was earlier seen? Almost everybody? Did we lose a thousand people? The numbers were just numbing, beyond what you could say, think, or anticipate.

High-rise buildings on fire have never fallen down. How did this happen ? History shows there had been localized collapses in high-rises, and I think some of us expected that. But even the worst fires, at the end of the day there was still a building standing. This was the first time. In fact, as we found subsequently, even in controlled demolitions, no building had ever collapsed into itself as the Twin Towers did.

Back at the command post I could actually see that some people, like Chief [Peter] Hayden and Chief [Joseph] Pfeifer, whom I knew had been in the building, were now safe, and that was a pocket of good news among the bad. People from the West Street command post had gone into the basement of the Financial Center and had come back out. Some of them had realized what was going on. But we were having a hard time and were only learning what had happened as we interacted at the command post and walked around the scene. But throughout that day I still had no idea how many people were missing, except that it was an incredibly high number. None of us knew.

We were all familiar with the fact that people can survive in pockets after collapses for days and days and, in a few rare cases, as long as thirteen days. We did think there would be more people alive, injured, especially since there were many underground levels. As it turned out, there were very, very few.

I thought that the people whose transmissions on the radio came through from that North Tower stairwell were confused, and that they were actually in a different building. I didn’t believe anyone could be alive in that pile of rubble—not there, in that position. If they had said we were on Promenade B or one of those levels downstairs, it would have sounded more rational but for thirteen of them to survive in that stairwell, it’s still a miracle.

As we made our way around the building again and started to do our searches, however, it was becoming quickly apparent that there weren’t going to be survivors here. We called it a rescue operation for a few weeks, but after the first few days it was getting harder to believe that. We never lost consideration for the hope within families, however. Some of them wanted to believe that, like in earthquakes, we’d pull someone out ten days  later, so we certainly acted as though we were going to pull people out, and we worked as hard and as fast as we could to find people to pull out. But it was becoming more and more apparent that it just wasn’t going to happen. And it didn’t.

We were assured through our mutual aid agreements that various fire departments would assist us in covering many other parts of the city. They came in from all over Long Island and Westchester County and staffed some of our firehouses that day and that night. At the scene we had adequate people. At major fires, Pete Ganci used to say, “We have 210 engines, so keep sending me engines until I tell you to stop.” We had an enormous resource of fire companies here in New York that was unavailable to anyone else in the country. So despite our terrible losses, we still had a huge number of people to do this task downtown. While I never felt that we didn’t have adequate staffing there, it was difficult to stabilize the situation, because the whole perimeter was on fire, and so much damage had been done to the water mains: 90 West Street, a huge building, was on fire on the south side; on the north we had 7 World Trade Center completely in flames. Either of these would have been the fire of the year for us, but we were also trying to stabilize many, many smaller fires.

We had no chance of committing enough people to put out the fires burning uncontrollably at 7 World Trade Center, so we decided that we would stop operating there because of the danger of the collapse of that building. We pulled everyone to a safe distance, which proved to be a good move, because all forty-seven stories of the building came down around five o’clock. The fact that everyone was out of the way, and no one else was hurt, was a small consolation at the end of the day.

We knew that 7 World Trade Center had a large diesel-fuel tank. It had been a controversy to allow diesel fuel in that building, which was meant to be used for the city’s Office of Emergency Management and to power emergency generators for the stock-trading operations that went on in that building. So we knew that there was fuel in there to add to the problem, and once that building came down we could recommit everyone to what we were doing.

At some point late that afternoon the fire commissioner, Tom Von Essen, came back to the scene, and he said, “You’re now the chief of department.” Officially I was promoted on Sunday morning, and following that we had a big promotion ceremony to replace all the officers we had lost. So  there were promotions in every rank that day. It was held outside of headquarters on Sunday morning.

 

The fires continued to burn for months in that pile, intensely. I’m not sure when and at what point they were declared under control. We would get daily aerial infrared photos from the [federal] government showing where fires were still burning under the pile, so we could see what was getting better and what was changing.

At times I thought it was beyond our capabilities as a fire department to rebuild ourselves and accomplish our work at the Trade Center. Who does something like this? How could we? Maybe we needed the army to come in. But we have a lot of talent in the Fire Department, and a lot of people put together a system that worked. And we did it rather rapidly and on the run. Technically, it was a Fire Department–managed operation, but a lot of agencies were involved. We did use the federal resources, and logistical-support people who were used to running massive forest fires helped. FEMA [Federal Emergency Management Agency] teams came in from all over the country. The design and construction bureau, the city department that supervises construction, had a big role also, as did the Police Department, and the Port Authority, which owned and ran the property. But the Fire Department maintained control of the situation throughout. Some people didn’t want to believe that we were in charge—some, I think, were quite offended by that—but it was a Fire Department operation until June of 2002, when it was handed over to the Port Authority.

 

Certainly one of the lessons of this entire experience was my own inadequacies. You do the best you can, but if you think you’re up to the task of something like 9/11 and the aftermath, you’re fooling yourself. You think you can brush aside the pain of the death of these people by gallows humor, or by saying, We’re firefighters, we’re gonna be tough. And that doesn’t work. I was not up to the task of everything that challenged us. There were times when I was terrible at home. We all had frustration, and whom do you take your frustration out on? Usually the people closest to you, because, in your mind, they don’t understand what you’re doing. They don’t appreciate what’s going on, so you shout at them and get angry with them. Looking back, there were certainly incidents like that that I’m not proud of.

Maybe it took me some time to realize the proper sequence of the events  of importance to prioritize what we were doing. Supporting the firefighters who survived and were still around needed to be attended to. We were all worried about the next attack, as we weren’t all convinced that this particular operation was over. Maybe something else was coming? Other buildings? The Empire State Building? Transportation hubs? We thought about these things every day, at least until the end of 2001. And the families of those who died . . . Everyone had different needs. Everyone had different expectations of what we would or could do for them. What we should do for them. Mayor [Rudy] Giuliani, I thought, was great with us, with the families. I think eventually we did a good job with them.

Thankfully there were so many people within the department who were talented, and who made up for my own inadequacies, because I couldn’t be at the WTC site every minute of every day. I couldn’t be at every one of the 343 funerals. I couldn’t be at every interagency meeting that was held. There was a limit to what I could physically do, mentally do. Members of our department helped out, with funerals, especially. People did a great job making me look like I did a good job, I think. I owe a lot to them. The further it gets from those days, the more I realize that if I hadn’t had a lot of people to lean on in this department, I would have been completely shot day one. I would just have had to walk away from it. Crawl up, roll up into a ball, and be totally useless, because it was an overwhelming task for anyone to do without that caliber of help. But I had it.

I never got used to the funerals; I don’t think anyone did. There were 343—it was one, and then one more, and one more. It wasn’t just a big number: These were individuals with families, relatives, friends. Invariably these firefighters were the nicest people in their neighborhoods. They were the coaches of the Little League teams. They worked at soup kitchens. They were good and solid individuals. They took care of their families. You heard this every day for months. You saw the kids who lost their fathers, mothers who lost their sons, and I always tried to feel that I was a sponge that would absorb everyone’s grief. I was never good at watching sad movies; I’d always be the one crying. So I’d go to these funerals, and I’d come out and feel weak just witnessing this profound grief. What happened to so many families was overwhelming. At times I’d speak, and the effort of writing a speech and delivering it in some presentable manner made it possible for me to get through that particular day. I’d have to put on a strong face.

The firefighters did a good job with that too. They didn’t break down at  the funerals, and they were strong for the families. People were assigned to each family to take care of them. The bagpipe band figured a way to cover every funeral, to give that special Fire Department dignity that is so meaningful to the family. We didn’t think it possible, but they did it. We have a Ceremonial Unit, which got very good at making every funeral move forward like clockwork. I was pretty sad that we had to get good at managing funerals, but as a department we did, though it took its toll on everybody.

I can think of only one or two funerals of members who were not buried from a church. I can’t believe that all of these people were churchgoing folk, but I think everyone’s spirituality grew during this period. Maybe the highlight for me was when I went to Rome in November. The Italian government asked me to send a few firefighters, including a group of family members of those who had died, and they asked me to come as well. At first I said, “I can’t go. There’s too much here.” They said it was only for two days, and that the group was going to have an audience with the pope at the Vatican. To see the pope seemed to be time well spent for me and for the department and, certainly, going to St. Peter’s for a mass dedicated to the FDNY members lost on 9/11 conducted by the pope was historic. I was almost speechless when it came time to go up and say something to him. It was overwhelming, and I felt very uplifted by it for months after that.

The terrorism of 9/11 was a worldwide event and reached that extraordinary level where we had the pope praying for us. Not only for the people who had died and for their families, but for all the people who were continuing the work down in Ground Zero, and those protecting everyone else in the city. I’d never been across the Atlantic before, and I came back with an outlook that was certainly stronger from that visit, stronger from just being near Pope John Paul II, who will soon be a saint. I did feel just being in his presence that he had an aura.

To this day I ask myself what I could have done differently. I was the chief of operations, a big responsibility. What would have resulted in less of a loss of life? Did I do my job adequately? Or would somebody else have done a better job? Chief Ganci was in charge, but I also had a lot of high-ranking experience. I was the second in command and had as much responsibility in that incident as anyone. And I still wish there was something I could have done differently.

There have been times when people asked me, “How could you send my husband into the building like that? How could you do that?” And that’s a  good question. I understand someone’s asking that, and it hurts to hear it. But I also understand it hurts me less than it does her. It’s not an off-base question—not everyone patted us on the back to say, Don’t feel bad, I don’t blame you. People were angry with the department for what happened. Some people, not many. Most families were unbelievably gracious in dealing with their loss, and not getting on us, but it was a day-to-day struggle just trying to find some sort of balance. Even the firefighters wanted to know, What are you going to do different next time? I mean, if we get called to the Empire State Building now, what are you going to do differently? You’re in charge. How are you going to keep us safe? And the wives would ask, How are you going to keep my husband safe? Do you know?

And I didn’t know. I could not give them a guarantee to keep our people safe. No one could, and you can’t guarantee it today. But we’ve had a decade to look back and change our policies. Maybe we can keep a higher percentage of the members safe, but we cannot say unequivocally that this will not happen again. We all know this is firefighting, and there is much stress involved with that. And danger.

That’s why I’m a believer in the randomness of things rather than the purposefulness of them. It wasn’t that the good or the kind were spared above others, or that one life was more valuable than another. I was spared, and some other person’s life was taken. I’m sure many of those lives were more valuable than mine, and their families may have needed them more than mine needed me. I don’t know. Certainly many, many of them were better people than I, as I learned at the funerals, hearing the eulogies.

St. Paul says that you see through a cloudy glass, and someday you’ll see it clear. Someday there will be a clearness to this, and then all of us might go, Aha, that was it. But no, this is not understandable. I’ve tried to tell myself that maybe I should be out there doing more good in the world, because there was a reason that I was saved, and the reason was that I was going to do something great with my life. I’ve had ten years, and I’ve done okay during that time, but I certainly haven’t made an impact on the world in the past decade, unless there’s something coming up that I don’t know of.

My father is a retired firefighter and has always given me good advice—an old firefighter’s advice. Some months after 9/11 he told me to go to every firehouse that had lost people. There were about ninety such firehouses, so each night I’d go out and stop at a few on the way home. I would talk to the members, and say, “I’m sorry about your loss.” Sometimes it was a short  visit, and everybody was like, Okay, fine, nice to see you, Chief. In other places it was very spirited—a lot of anger, a lot of fear—and I spent hours getting roughed up in the kitchen. But I took the blows, as they say, and I think it was very good advice from my father. It showed them that I was out there listening to the guys, thinking about them, caring about what they said, caring about what they felt. I might not be able to change everything that they wanted me to, but I listened.

My retirement was a sudden thing, really. In September of 2002 I did not get a tenured appointment from City Hall, so I put my retirement papers in. It shouldn’t have been, but I just let it be; I was now going to be without a job within thirty days, so I decided to visit every battalion, got every fire company together. So again at night I would stop at a few battalions, and companies would come over with the rigs, and I spoke to each one of them, thanking them for what they had done, which made me look good. I got a lot of honors, including the [Cavalier] of the Republic of Italy, and the [National Order of the] Legion of Honor, Chevalier of France. I might be one of the few people in this country to have been awarded both of those, and the only reason that I was was because of the firefighters in New York City.

It was a good way to go out, and the last day on the job I went back to Ladder 123. I had always had a lot of respect for that company, and although I never worked there, I had a son-in-law there, and a nephew. I took the irons [an ax and a Halligan tool] that night, and I was on the back step [a term for being on the fire truck]. It was my last tour of duty in the FDNY.

I was still a firefighter, even after all those thirty-three years, having risen through the ranks: lieutenant, captain, battalion chief, deputy chief, assistant chief, chief of operations, chief of department. I don’t know if I was still on full duty, or even legal, but I was going out the way I came in. I found that what I missed when I got promoted through the ranks is what I liked about the job in the first place: the actual firefighting with people I trusted. So it was kind of like going full circle for me, and I left the job in a pair of jeans, a pair of work boots, and a T-shirt. Fortunately, there were no memorable fires that night, and I thank the people of Brooklyn for that. I was an older version of the guy who came on the job in 1969, and rode the back steps of many different fire trucks. It was a lot of fun with the firefighters in the kitchen, and so it was a nice way, a good way, to end my career.

It did not come the way I wanted it at the time, as I had planned to stay in the job practically until they threw me out. But again, things don’t always happen the way you think they are going to happen, so you make the best of how it goes. It was quite a year, and I have trouble remembering other parts of my life in the Fire Department because of that last year. I was once asked in an interview if, other than the World Trade Center, I could name some other fires I had been at that were memorable. And I couldn’t. Because once those buildings collapsed, it was like the hard drive in my mind took up all the memory, and there was no room for other recorded events. Sometimes they come back to me now, but at the time I couldn’t even think of things that hadn’t occurred in that twelve-month period, from September 11, 2001, to September 9, 2002, when I retired.

 

If you were a survivor of Pearl Harbor, I think that would always be the defining event of your life, no matter what else happened to you. Certainly because I am a survivor of September 11, and was chief during that time, my life subsequent to that has become centered around 9/11. That’s all I think about. But it had such an impact on my life that I think I’m a better person now. I’m more apt to think about people’s feelings. I’ve become more in touch with the importance of everything that I do every day, and how nice it is to have these days. To have a life, even the parts of it that aren’t so much fun, is still something to experience. If I get delayed at an airport—the kind of minor inconvenience that used to drive me crazy—it doesn’t seem to matter anymore. Such things have much less impact now, because all of us who were there were impacted by something so big that all else seems pretty small in comparison. Some people, unfortunately, have never gotten over it enough to function. Some, maybe many, lost the way they used to be, the way they enjoyed their life, because it hurt them so badly. They weren’t able to get to the point where they could compartmentalize that hurt, and live with it. Not everyone can simply say, You know, it’s time to move on. That’s unrealistic—you don’t move on to a place where this is no longer a part of you. It’s always a part of you. I’m lucky enough to have been able to have a life after 9/11 that’s been wonderful. It doesn’t mean that I don’t have pain, but I can still see beauty, and enjoy each day.

 

I think some of us knew that the World Trade Center was built outside of the building code in New York. I can’t speak for people there that day who  were knowledgeable about the details. I knew about it because it was Port Authority, and the authority is exempt from local building codes. I don’t know if any of our department leadership was on the job when it was being built, but maybe we were just at the beginning of our careers. Were any of us aware that those trusses might have rendered the building less strong than others that we’d been in? Probably not. We were probably not as aware of the skeletal structure as we should have been. And that speaks to some ofof the inadequacies I felt afterward. Here I was, in a very high position in the department, and I didn’t know this. We all should have known more, maybe. But I can only speak for myself. I have always considered myself to be knowledgeable, but I wasn’t as knowledgeable as I thought I was.

I’ve seen one of the chief structural engineers of the Trade Center [Leslie Robertson] on TV since, and he doesn’t feel that way, but I’ll let him deal with whatever demons are in his head. And I’m sure they’re there, each and every day. I have enough of them in my own head to deal with. Here we had the biggest buildings in New York, and I don’t remember ever seeing a fire-load analysis of those structures. We probably were just creatures of experience. In the New York City Fire Department most everything we do is based on our experiences. Overseas a lot of the chiefs have to have degrees in engineering to reach the highest levels in their departments. In New York we’ve always had a guy who has been to five thousand fires leading us. It did work, for the most part, but it didn’t work very well that day.

 

So we have the firefighting issues, the construction issues, and the issues of the attackers. I’m always shocked by how casual people remain in this country about the whole issue of Islam, that they are willing to believe that these nineteen people who hijacked the planes were an aberration, that everyone else in the Muslim world is just peace and love. There’s no way we have to be nice, that we have to be kind, that we must consider it could be our fault that this happened. Because we’re not nice to others around the world, it’s our fault? I’m not willing to buy that; I think it’s crap. I think people who want us to believe in the “it’s a few radicals” idea have some nerve. They want to sacrifice another few thousand people, another 343 firefighters, with this stupidity.

We’re a country built on individual rights; I hear this all the time. How far do we extend that? How far? Should we stop searching people going onto planes? Why do we have to ask politely when we want to question these  criminals about their behavior? Let’s not worry about our society, some politicians seem to be saying, but let’s worry about them. Let’s not worry about the people they are going to kill. Let’s worry about the well-being of the killers. And it’s going to happen again. The firefighters still think about it every day. Their families think about it. My two daughters think about it, with their firefighter husbands, that firefighters are out there and could be sacrificed again.

We should, must, remain vigilant against people who want to harm us. I don’t know how we can solve their problems. I don’t know what they want. What is it that they want? What is it that sent these people out to kill us? What is their goal? If the goal is the destruction of our culture, then the only answer for us can be to defend ourselves and our families to whatever extent we have to.

I think our intelligence community was persistent, for instance, in staying after bin Laden, and that persistence paid off. I was in no way gleeful when I received word of his death, but considering the life he chose, the life of a mass-murdering criminal, he certainly got what he deserved.

I don’t think the forces that brought us to 9/11 have disappeared or dissipated. We might have pushed some Taliban out of Afghanistan, but they’re still there, a force in that world that sees whatever we’re doing over here as evil. I’m offended when people think that anyone who took a stance against building a mosque near Ground Zero is a racist or a Muslim hater. Look at it this way: Muslims killed many of my friends, killed family members of some of the people who said I don’t like the idea of a mosque down by Ground Zero, and so I am sensitive to the subject. We have to be sensitive to those 9/11 families who think this. We owe it to them. They’re not saying that they believe there shouldn’t be Muslims in America or that Muslims don’t have a right to exist. The idea of building a mosque has now grown to that of building a great Muslim cultural center, and it is just too close to a place that’s considered sacred to many people. Why would one think these family members should get over it?

No one is saying that every Muslim in the world is to blame for 9/11, but it is undeniable that a battle exists between some segment of people who believe in the Muslim faith and what we would call the West. I think everyone can agree to that. It’s not just a few guys, and once we get rid of those guys who are locked up somewhere in a cave, it will all end. I don’t  think anyone believes that. The world continues to be very dangerous, and I am afraid that the next attack could be even more heinous than 9/11.

I’m talking about a nuclear or radiological event that will affect many thousands of people for many years. I don’t have a security clearance, so I don’t know what intelligence we’re gathering around the world, but just the knowledge that there are people out there who are willing to put a bomb in their shoe or their underwear—that disturbs me. People danced in the streets after 9/11, and I know there would be people who would dance in the streets if a nuclear device were to be detonated in Times Square.

Can they be successful? I’m not so afraid of it that I’m living out in a cabin in Montana. My family and everyone else I know lives here in New York. We are still the biggest target. We are not running away from it, but certainly we know that it’s possible. In one way we in New York are very fortunate, because we have good leadership in our Police and Fire departments. We all benefit from that. For now, anyway.




Ray Kelly
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I was the youngest of five—three brothers and one sister—and my parents were loving, hardworking people. I always remember my mother working—she had a part-time job as a checker at Macy’s. My father was basically a milkman for a significant period of time, until there was a change in the law, brought about by [Mayor Fiorello] LaGuardia. LaGuardia was not a hero in our household. To the best of my knowledge, the milk regulations were changed so that you could now buy it in supermarkets, and so the price was lowered. As a result, the route deliverers basically went out of business. My father then worked on the docks, and then in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. When the war was over, he was out of work. I remember him shaping up in the New York Times, and then he got a great job as a clerk in the Treasury Department in the IRS. In his fifties he would go to work wearing a suit and tie, something I had never seen previously.

When I was born we lived at Ninety-first Street and Columbus Avenue, in a five-story tenement that has since been torn down. I went to St. Gregory’s School, which is still on Ninetieth between Amsterdam and Columbus, and when the neighborhood became bad we moved to Queens, where I attended eighth grade at St. Theresa’s in Sunnyside. I then went to St. Ann’s Academy in Manhattan, which was moved to Queens and, though it had existed for over one hundred years, its name was changed to Archbishop Molloy. It’s still a good school today.

In college I majored in economics, within the School of Business at Manhattan College. In those days you had to have 144 credits to graduate, and so I took many diverse courses—Spanish and history, accounting, psychology—and found them to be interesting and insightful. But it was the School of Business, so statistics and those sorts of courses were in the core of the curriculum. And I also had a big dose of theology.

I was also working in Macy’s part time. My mother had gotten me a job as a stock boy, but I saw an advertisement looking for college students to do part-time work in a path to become a police officer. Adam Walinsky in the Lindsay administration helped create the police cadet program, which was the first effort on the part of municipal police agencies to bring college graduates into police departments. I had no relatives in the police department, but this advertisement seemed to be a window into this mysterious organization—and I didn’t particularly want to continue as a stock boy. I was in the first class of police cadets, and we were looked at somewhat strangely by the uniformed members of the department, because we were all so young. We went to work in a variety of administrative units. I worked in the lost property section, and then in the communication division, where I would man the switchboard. And I worked alongside other college students doing that. And that’s how I took the test to be a police officer. You had to take the test, and pass it, to remain in the cadet program.

About a month after I graduated with a commission as a second lieutenant, I went on active duty in the marines. I had three older brothers, all of them in the Corps, so I sort of felt compelled to go into the marines as well. They would bring home Marine Corps paraphernalia and that sort of thing when I was young, so I was fascinated by it. While family environment was very important to me, and obviously, Catholic school provided a sound educational foundation, I think it’s fair to say that my experiences in the marines have also been important. Marine Corps values mean a lot to me, because those core values—honesty, determination, fairness, and  courage—stay with you your whole life. You don’t realize it, and don’t consciously think about it every day, but they really do impact on how you approach life, approach problems, deal with people.

When I left the Marine Corps in late 1966–early 1967 I came back to the NYPD training school. Now I had just come from Vietnam, so chaotic situations were not unusual for me, but we were taken to the range, fired fifty rounds of ammunition, given blue uniforms and guns, and within three days put right out on the street on patrol with a more experienced uniformed officer. This was a highly unusual occurrence, and we would never do it today. I went to Brooklyn, where there were disturbances in East New York and Bedford-Stuyvesant—garbage cans being thrown off the roof and that sort of thing. So we were in the thick of it before we really had any training.

The sixties were very tumultuous. Most people today don’t remember, or they aren’t old enough to remember, that there was a lot of street disorder. The sixties and early seventies were fraught with civil unrest.

I started going to St. John’s law school at night, got promoted to sergeant, [and] began working in East Harlem, where I worked a lot of midnight tours on patrol. It was a very busy time, and a violent time. When we look at crime statistics today, they pale in comparison to those days. The job was a lot more dangerous back then, and a lot more uncertain in terms of what we might encounter. In 1971 or ’72, twelve police officers were killed. It was definitely dangerous work, but it was exciting too, and I loved it.

At the same time, we had police corruption, which was exposed by the Knapp Commission. Its findings were a major surprise to the average police officer—and might come as a surprise to many people today—as they were not aware of corruption in specialized units, like narcotics. The idea that police would be taking money from drug dealers was something that was considered by members of the department to be total anathema. It was a very hostile environment.

I became first deputy police commissioner under Commissioner Lee P. Brown in February of 1990. Because he was the president of the IACP [International Association of Chiefs of Police], he often had to speak at events in other parts of the country, so as acting commissioner, I gained much experience.

At that period of time we weren’t prepared for the development of organized terrorism. Should we have been? Hindsight is twenty-twenty, but  the answer is yes. To the extent that there was some hum or buzz about terrorism, it was thought to be a federal problem, and the federal government was addressing that. We were not aware on a municipal level, where we were taking care of the traditional things that police agencies are supposed to. In those days we had a significant amount of crime, and obviously our focus was on suppressing it.

On February 26, 1993, we had the first World Trade Center attack. I remember going there and seeing the magnitude of the event. Of course, what happened on September 11 dwarfs what took place then, but at the time it was a major, major incident. We were involved in rescue and recovery efforts, and then we had specialized units like the bomb squad assist in the investigation. But the assumption was that the federal government would be actively engaged, and we did not see ourselves in those days as having a kind of equal partnership with the FBI. It should have been a wake-up call for the city, and it also should have been a call for us to look behind the federal curtain and see what was going on. When you look back you see that relatively little was going on.

To a certain extent, one of the problems that emerged as a result of the first World Trade Center attack is that it supposedly was solved very quickly, and the individuals were seen as being somewhat inept. A detective in our auto crime division found the differential of the truck that was used and brought it to our police lab. It had a hidden VIN [vehicle identification number], which was traced very quickly to a rental facility in New Jersey. A few days after the attack the bombers came back to get their deposit, claiming that the truck had been stolen. The bombing took place on a Friday, and the following Thursday the arrests were made. When you think about it, the fact that they came back for their deposit wasn’t all that illogical, if they were taking the position that they didn’t know what happened to the truck, since it had been stolen, but instead they were painted as buffoons. As a result of that I think the attention of the investigative agencies was lowered, or shifted. And as far as the public was concerned, these people were in jail.

But not too long afterward there was another plot in which Jim Fox, who ran the New York office of the FBI, learned from an informant of plans to blow up 26 Federal Plaza, the UN, the Holland Tunnel, and other familiar sights throughout New York City. Suspects were arrested and were again considered to be some sort of buffoons, because they were so sloppy. So  while there was a sense that there was a threat out there, it wasn’t well organized. Sheikh Rahman was discovered to be in the middle of it, and was ultimately taken into custody, and that was that. Life went on. I left city government then at the end of ninety-three, early ninety-four, and the police department didn’t particularly focus on the issue of terrorism.

At that point I went to NYU [New York University] for a short time on the teaching faculty, and then joined a consulting company, for which I went to Haiti for six months to take charge of the international responders. So I was out of municipal police business and doing work for the federal government, now in a totally different sphere. I, too, certainly wasn’t focused at all on the terrorist threat.

I do remember, though, sitting in the lobby of the World Trade Center on February 26 with an engineer who had been trapped in the elevator, and who had just cut himself out to safety. He said that they could never take those buildings down. The bomb crater went from the B1 to the B5 level, but they were supported by huge beams. There was some consideration that their plan may have been to take this tower down, perhaps even with the aim of one building falling into the other. But the engineer’s insistence that they could never take the building down struck me.

In 1996 I was working for a litigation support company when Bob Rubin, who was then the secretary of the treasury, called and asked for some advice, and then asked if I would be interested in going to the federal government as undersecretary of the Department of the Treasury in enforcement. At that time about 40 percent of all federal law enforcement was in the Treasury Department, including the Secret Service, the ATF [the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives], and U.S. Customs, and was responsible for all federal law enforcement training, with the exceptions of the FBI and the DEA [Drug Enforcement Agency]. So he asked me to go and become undersecretary for treasury, and I did, in 1996. I was sworn in and had U.S. Customs reporting to me. The customs commissioner left, and I interviewed a lot of people and made some recommendations to Secretary Rubin, who was not happy with them. Finally, I said, what about me for that job? To demote oneself is a fairly un-Washington thing to do, but in 1998 I became the customs commissioner and remained in that position until the end of the Clinton administration. Then, in early 2001, I went to Bear Stearns as head of global security.

So, on September 11, 2001, I was physically in the Bear Stearns building  at 345 Park Avenue when the first plane struck. Initially it was said to be a small plane, but then, fifteen minutes later, the second plane hit, and of course it was obviously an intentional act involving terrorism of some sort. We were in the process of building the new Bear Stearns headquarters a block and a half away, and I was told there was panic there. I went to the building and tried to calm people down.

My wife, Veronica, was out of the country, but I was concerned about my son Gregory, who was a reporter for New York 1. I didn’t know where he was, and I couldn’t contact him. Nor could I contact my other son, James, who was downtown as well. I was also concerned about my home, and I knew, by all indications, that I couldn’t get back there, because I lived literally one block away from the World Trade Center, in Battery Park. I didn’t know what the vulnerability of my apartment building was. There was a fair amount of—I wouldn’t say chaos, but people were very uncertain and didn’t know what to do. Some wanted to go home; others wanted to stay. There were problems with transportation. The most memorable thing that day was to witness the first building fall, because you could see part of the South Tower from our building. I thought back to that conversation I had had in the lobby of that very tower on February 26, 1993, about its never coming down. But the building went down. Like so many other people, I was just dumbstruck.

Ultimately the feeling that kicked in was a desire to help in some way, to bring my experience to bear on the issue of arresting and bringing into custody whoever had done this—and preventing something like it from ever happening again. It was a common belief for the next months that another attack was imminent: Something else was going to happen; it was just a matter of time.

The magnitude of the event so far exceeded anything that we had ever experienced. I had been around and had known police officers who were killed in the line of duty, but when I saw the breadth and scope of the impact of losing twenty-three police officers in one hour—that was horrific. Most of the twenty-three police officers killed that day were from the ESU [Emergency Service Unit], which I had served with. I knew Sergeant Michael Curtin, who was also in the Marine Corps Reserve, and who was killed that day.

And then the impact on the Fire Department, losing of 343 men—that was very hard to believe, to internalize. If it had happened in the Police  Department it would have been, percentagewise, the equivalent of twelve hundred officers. Initially the estimates of the overall death toll were much higher than three thousand; some people were predicting as many as ten thousand. The true number was just unknown, and it took days to sort that out.

I was asked by Secretary of Transportation Norman Minetta to come to Washington to join a committee that had been formed to get planes back in the air, as all commercial flying schedules in the Northeast had been greatly impacted by the events. I met with people at the FAA [Federal Aviation Administration] and was involved for a few days, eager to help. There were other conferences, and it was interesting to both the power of the airline industry and the federal regulatory agencies.

Shortly after the attack, in October, I was asked and agreed to endorse Michael Bloomberg for mayor, who was seen as a tremendous long shot after September 11. The day after he was elected he called me. I had my own thoughts about what the city should do in the wake of this attack, but I was not really preparing to come back to the job of New York City police commissioner.

When I took the position my primary thought was that business had to be done differently in terms of protecting our city. Here we had had two major attacks, both at the same site. New York had to do more as an entity to protect itself. We could not rely solely on the federal government. You can offer all sorts of rationales, but the federal government had failed.

The NYPD is an organization of fifty thousand people. That is formidable in size, and we needed to configure the agency in such a way that it would be an integral and important player in protecting the city from a terrorist event. So I started thinking about it, and put up a long sheet of butcher-block paper on which I wrote out the changes in the structure of the department, which is what we have today.

I knew the counterterrorism bureau had to be moved up in importance in the department—there were only seventeen investigators on the terrorism task force at the time of September 11. I knew we needed to have a strong relationship with the FBI. I knew that our intelligence division had to be more formed, and we needed people outside of policing to be a part of it. The police department, not unlike the fire department, is tradition bound, and the question was, Who could I bring in from the outside to head the counterterrorism bureau? Who would be accepted? I decided that,  given my background, I wanted a former Marine Corps general to come in and head it. I also knew we needed a medical and scientific component with the ability to assess the threat from chemical, biological, and radiological weapons and to learn how to protect ourselves—that meant a doctor and medical staff. In our intelligence division I wanted to get someone from outside the agency with relevant credentials. And I wanted to build up our language skills, so I looked to have someone come in from the CIA. I wanted to bring in people from federal agencies who were involved in fighting terrorism. All of these guiding principles were written out on the butcher-block paper.

I reached out to Frank Libutti, a lieutenant general who had just retired from the Marine Corps and had tremendous credentials. And he came onboard in January of 2002. I reached out to David Cohen, whom I knew from his time as the CIA head of station in New York. We drafted several retired FBI agents. We were able to hone our own internal language skills while at the same time broadening our recruitment to obtain people with sensitive language capabilities that we thought we needed for our own internal intelligence investigations.

This is a “can do” organization, and by January of 2002 we had our counterterrorism headquarters set up in Brooklyn. You have to consider that people in the first months of any life-changing event are usually trying to find the light switches, so this was quite a remarkable achievement. And we continued to bring in people from other parts of the department.

We thought about going to other countries. When I was customs commissioner we had legats [legal attachés] overseas. One of our concerns was that there might be investigations going forward that involved New York, investigations that we knew nothing about. And I knew a cop-to-cop relationship could work in other countries, as there’s a sort of recognition in the international law enforcement community that cooperation works pretty well. I took the experience of having customs legats and tailored it to our needs. The concept was to have what we call trip wires, or listening posts, people in other parts of the world who could give us any sort of heads-up, any information that would better protect New York.

The first location where we put this in place was Tel Aviv, Israel, where we had Detective First Grade Mordecai Dzikansky. We knew that the Israelis would be very supportive of this concept. We sought to identify someone in the NYPD who had strong roots in Israel, and even may have gone  to school there. Mordecai—Morty—had gone to Hebrew University for a couple of years, and was now a detective. He was received extremely well. At that time there were lots of suicide bombings in Israel, so we thought we could learn something about what we call tradecraft going on, because we believed that it was going to come here.

To get Morty to the site of a bombing within thirty or forty-five minutes, he was given an office with the national police, and he was soon sending back detailed information that we would never have been able to get anywhere else—there’s no vehicle for that sort of data to come to municipal police agencies.

In March of 2004, bombings took place as trains were coming into the station in Madrid, Spain, but the bombs themselves had been assembled in pickup vans in the vicinity of outlying stations. Obviously we’ve been very sensitive to such incidents because of our own train system. We sent Morty to Madrid, as well as a team from our transit bureau that had been involved in helping the MTA design their cars. We found out very quickly from Morty—the Spaniards had good camera surveillance—that some vans had been used to put the bombs together. One of the bombs, which they were using cell phones to activate, had not been detonated, so we had really detailed information on the device. We saw that the bags themselves that carried the bombs were pretty big and weighed about twenty-two pounds. So we got that information out quickly to the patrol force working around our subway stations, and we felt our patrols started to increase the comfort level of the riding public.

On July 7, 2005, bombs went off in London at eight o’clock in the morning. Our guy in London was actually on the subway going to work when it happened, and when he got to headquarters he was able to give us real-time information. We didn’t know if this was part of a worldwide event or if it was isolated in London, so we buttressed our uniformed patrols. I called a meeting that day and said that I wanted to have knapsacks and bags checked in the subways but to make sure it passed muster as far as Supreme Court decisions regarding stops and searches went. We put that in place within a couple of hours and are still doing it today. Obviously some of this we do for effect. We want to advertise the effort, and at least get people thinking about the fact that we are aware.

In January of 2011 we sent a top guy, a former member of the Israeli  defense force, to Moscow, and he told us some unsettling things. This was just after the Domodedovo Airport bombing, in which 35 people were killed and 168 people were injured, and he looked at the security they had in place there and said it was very lax: Guards who were supposed to be checking the machines were on cell phones; the machines were going off, and people were just allowed to go through. Our guy tested the system with keys in his pockets, and they simply let him go. Mumbai is another example of where we got granular information because of the trip-wire protocol.

We have the right people in place because of our department’s size. We have Arabic speakers in Dubai. We’ve got NYC police officers who were born in Spain, in Madrid. We have people who were born in Israel. We’ve got Canadian-raised officers in Montreal.

We are still trying to get our arms around the radicalization process. I think you see Peter King [see page 82] taking this issue on, and he’ll be doing a lot more of that. In 2007 we published a report by Mitch Silber and Arvia Bhatt, who are part of our intel house. We sent them all over the world. They went to Australia and to the Netherlands and tried to get some understanding of the phenomenon of what they call unremarkable people deciding to kill innocent people in their own country. Their report talks about the four stages of radicalization, and it really is seen as the template for our law enforcement and intelligence community. We’re working on the second version of that now to refine it.

We know a fair amount about the radicalization process, where people start, how their ideas change, and when they decide to commit jihad. We are learning more and more about it, but it’s no easy task, because we have also seen people who have just radicalized themselves. There are others who have been radicalized by a “sanctioner.” If you look at the case of eighteen young men in Toronto, their sanctioner was in essence a custodian in a mosque. Do we see it as a problem in the United States? Yes. But we don’t know what we don’t know.

When you search for the indicators to identify someone who is going to decide to kill other people, they don’t jump out at you. Whom do we watch? What are the tipping points where people will decide to inflict violence ? They’re not easy to see. We have thousands of people who come here on a student visa. It is probably a good thing overall for this country to have  student exchange, but how do you vet them? There are thirty thousand students from Saudi Arabia going to school in Western countries, most of them here.

It is very, very hard to predict where we will be in the future, and no really thoughtful people have come out with anything definitive. A lot is based on economics. People want jobs, but there are no jobs at the end of jihad. If they change their government, that doesn’t translate into jobs. So what does that mean? It means more frustration, more uncertainty. Is that an opportunity for the Muslim Brotherhood and other groups like that to come in and take over? Perhaps. We don’t know.

One thing we have not seen in all the Middle East turmoil is American flags and Israeli flags being burned. So if you had to pick out one reason for upheavals in the Middle East and in Africa, it is that people want to advance economically. But there’s no real structure in place to do this. The only country with the resources to make a difference in other Arab countries is Saudi Arabia, and they haven’t really shown the propensity to do that sort of thing so far. Nobody knows the direction these countries will take. Look at Iran in 1979. They got rid of the shah, supposedly for all the right purposes, but the effort was subverted and was captured by radical Islamists. Could that happen today? Yes, it could happen. What do we do about it? It’s going to take generations to change this jihadist thinking. My sense is, they are looking for the goods they see everywhere, but these are poor countries, and they are not able to change overnight. If a high-tech economy comes to them, it’s going to be well down the road.

Let’s assume democracy breaks out. It’s a pretty messy process. The reality is that having somebody like Mubarak sit on the top of the Middle East and provide stability was a good thing for us. It’s nice to espouse the virtues of democracy, but there are a lot of countries that aren’t ready. George Will asked recently, “Would you want to see democracy in Pakistan?” If there’s some semblance of democracy that breaks out in certain countries, it doesn’t necessarily bode well for us at all. Why? Because the strongman model has worked reasonably well for stability in the Middle East. It’s worked reasonably well for the United States. It’s worked reasonably well for Israel. Getting away from that is just uncharted water; nobody knows what the result could be. And could these democratic efforts be subverted and negatively change the direction of a country? Absolutely. If it’s going  to change inevitably, what do we do? We can’t necessarily change the tide of history.

I’m not saying everything depends on our military strength, but it’s kind of the big guy you need standing behind you. Talk softly and carry a big stick. Our military is the big stick that we’ve depended on in the past. I think the world might sense the reluctance on our part to use justified, legitimate force, based on the reaction of the American people. The polls show that a majority want us out of Afghanistan, and there’s no discernible benefit so far with what’s happened in Iraq. Yes, there’s some form of democracy, but who knows what that all means down the road? Do we have the will? It may have been undermined by what turned out to be the longest war in our history.
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