A World Gone Mad




chapter 22
11 September 2001

THIS CHAPTER IS IN OUTLINE FORM

Remember I said earlier that 60% of people die in their first confined Rescue, and that I had been inside 894 collapsed buildings? Well, there will never be an 895th, because building number 894 broke my back, and left me dying by slow degrees. I met my nemesis on September 11th, 2001. The World Trade Center has, in all probability, killed me. My doctors are astonished that I have survived this long.

I was living in New Mexico, so for me it was 7.15 am when the first tower got hit. I did not have the TV or radio on: I had no idea it was happening, until I got a phone call. 































































































































It was Edie Callahan, a producer from Fox News in New York. The time was just gone 7.30. By then both buildings had been hit – but they were still standing. Edie wanted to know when I was going to get there. I hit the TV on, got as many details from Edie as I could, then rang off and started making calls. I rang my main ARTI members in the Albuquerque area, and set things moving.

The first thing to do was to get together our equipment – and get to New York. I was pretty sure I could get us a plane – the owner of the Albuquerque Journal had a Lear Jet, and I knew I could persuade him to loan it (he came with us, and he is a seriously weird guy – some day I’ll tell you about him); but the big issue was going to be getting permission to fly the thing. All non-military flights had already been grounded, all airports had been closed. So while I fixed to borrow the jet, another team member got in touch with New Mexico’s Congresswoman Heather Wilson – and she contacted the director of the Federal Aviation Authority in Washington. Apparently, the director knew about ARTI. He told Heather Wilson that we were the best Rescue team in the world, and they needed to find a way of getting us there. He agreed to arrange special clearance for us to fly to New York (actually, in the event, we landed in Newark, New Jersey and then drove in). We all got to the airport as quickly as we could – there were nine of us, every ARTI member who could get to the plane in time had dropped everything and come. We flew on September 12th.

En route, the US Air Force radioed our plane, and notified us that they were changing our flight to military designation. We flew the rest of the way with a fighter escort. I have been told that ours was the only civilian plane in America that was allowed to fly that day.

Team members from New York met us at Newark Airport. They had arranged for us all to use the Marriott Marquis as our command headquarters, and to store our equipment. More ARTI members kept arriving over the next week. By the end, we had a team of 48, from 8 countries: our coordinator was from Turkey; our tunnelers were a former Israeli fighter pilot and a French archaeologist , our driver was from Haiti, a contingent turned up from Peru…

We dropped our gear at the Marriott, and went immediately to work. The command center for the City of New York was at the Jacob Javitz Center. The police escorted us from there with flashing lights and sirens right through all the road blocks and into the innermost restricted area.

We met with the NYPD team, who were in urban search and rescue gear, and we worked with them, using my Casu-Locator to locate victims. Within 20 minutes we were finding body parts – but small parts… There were pieces of brain from bodies that had exploded on impact after they fell, there were fragments of hands, meaningless scraps of flesh. We also used the equipment with the Fire Department. Since the Casu-Locator was clearly doing some good, we left it with them, in the charge of an ARTI guy from Wisconsin – a young man in his twenties, I forget his name, Rob someone. The Fire Department were lifting him up in a sling to hold him close to wherever there were openings into this enormous pile of smoking rubble; he was finding endless signs of death.

We had amazing cooperation with NYPD throughout, from top to bottom and all the time. I am full of admiration for those guys. They were incredibly brave – and completely unafraid to do the right thing. The US Army was in charge of issuing IDs. The NYPD took me to their base, and arranged for all ARTI members to have Army ID and maximum clearance City of New York emergency passes. The Police Commissioner, Commissioner Carrick, even made a point of coming over and talking with me, with a TV crew in tow. He grabbed my hand with both of his, and thanked me profoundly for being there.

We continued to search. The French archaeologist, a guy called Steve Lentz, and I found a little hole under a carrying beam and we crawled about 300 feet inside, with two Police officers. We were able to crawl down the ramps into a collapsed parking garage under the World Trade Center. We searched the whole area, again using the Casu-Locator. That day found the remains of nine police officers, and many others. But what I really wanted was to find an entry into the collapsed subways. Right from the beginning I had told Edie Callahan that the perimeters of the subterranean areas would have huge voids. Anyone trapped there could certainly have survived – but was there a way in?

The only way to find out if there was a way into the subways was to go in through the Atrium to one of the towers. The trouble was, to get into the Atrium area you needed mountain climbing equipment to rappel down. This was not equipment we had brought with us. So I contacted the Police officer, Kevin Masi, who had originally arranged the escort to drive us in to Ground Zero. He was working at the Javitz Center, which is where all equipment donated to the City was coming to. (Some equipment was not donated to the City, it was donated direct to the American Red Cross, and that equipment never saw action… but I’ll come to that later.) Kevin personally found a supplier and arranged for the equipment to be donated. It came into the Javitz Center, just like everything else. But there was a problem… The agency in charge of actually issuing the equipment was… FEMA…

When the Kevin went to collect the rappelling gear, the FEMA person told him that they were not going to let ARTI have any equipment whatsoever. The officer came back with the gear, though – and with a story. Now, this was a big guy; and apparently what he said is this – See how big I am? I am coming back with 6 of my police friends who are all bigger than me – and they are all going to come with 6 friends who are bigger than them… Now are you going to let ARTI have the equipment they need, in order to find our fellow officers – or do I have to come back and beat the shit out of you? The FEMA guy decided that maybe the equipment could be issued after all. See what I mean about the NYPD? The man did what was needed to get the job done.

There was one other piece of equipment that we desperately needed. We needed respirators, badly. Here is why. If you crawled into the wreckage at Ground Zero, everything was caked in black soot. It was slippery and fine like talcum powder – and it was smoldering. Within a minute, your face was caked in this stuff; and it was not just on everything, it was in the air. Everything that building had been made of had been sprayed with burning aviation fuel and turned to soot. And there was a constant rain of liquid too: all the fluids that pump through any large building – coolants, sewage, disinfectants and air treatment sprays – all of it was raining down endlessly, in a thick mist. This was what we were breathing, every moment we were below Ground Zero. We had dust masks – but they wore out within two hours. After that, we just had to breathe this shit – or stay above ground, which of course is what most people did. Anyway, for those of us foolhardy enough to want to go in and try to find survivors, respirators were a very real, very desperate need.

But, like I said, not all the equipment people donated was donated direct to the City, and not all of it was coming in through the Javitz Center. You see, someone did donate respirators – nearly a million dollars’ worth of them – but they donated them direct to the American Red Cross. One time I was at the Marriott to fetch some ARTI gear, I saw a group of the Red Cross there. They were discussing which areas around 5th Avenue they would be going to that afternoon to do fund-raising. And around each of their necks was a nice, brand new respirator… I asked a police guy about these people. He told me they were collecting cash donations for the Red Cross, under a huge banner saying ‘Help Us Save A Life’ – and those respirators were loose round their necks, acting as stage props, hinting that they were somehow in the thick of the action. We saw them every time we went back to the hotel – but we never saw them within a mile of Ground Zero. The respirators helped them raise cash while I was underground breathing in all the shit that is now killing me. And here is an interesting fact: no one involved with Rescue at the World Trade Center has ever seen a cent from the Red Cross.

Back at the Marriott, around this time, twelve firefighters from the Chicago Fire Department approached Rob, the young ARTI member from Wisconsin who had been working with Casu-Locator. These guys had driven all the way down to see if they could help – but they could not get the accreditation they needed to get in: the New York Emergency Services Department – none of whom had any experience whatsoever of collapsed buildings – had refused to give them IDs. By now, the way I see it, the bureaucracy had recovered enough to want to assert its power rather than focusing on Rescue. The firefighters asked Rob if ARTI could help. So we smuggled them in, in back of our two vans. A little later, and unbeknownst to me at the time, Rob photocopied his own ID twelve times – and gave one to each firefighter.  I admit that the methods were questionable – but it turned out fine: these were real Rescue people, and they did a real and useful job.

We all went to work again – and I finally found a way into the subway system. We found a tiny opening in a corner of a 60 foot pit, and me, Steve Lentz, the archaeologist and Ron Hadani, the Israeli fighter pilot went down inside. We went three levels down and found a huge sign saying ‘Do Not Enter, Unstable’. It had been put there by FEMA, who had decided the day before that this was the limit for safe investigation. For me it was structurally very easy, so I pushed on. Steve and Ron followed. The sign had been stuck to a beam resting about a foot and a half off the floor. We went under it, and beyond there was a huge pit. Above it, chunks of ceiling hung down, huge pieces of concrete suspended in the air. We crept along an eight-inch ledge towards the subway area.

Everything was black and covered with a half inch of black soot. It permeated everything. It was in, on, and under everything. It was hot, even though this was now days after the attack. It was smoldering in the air, although there was no visible fire. We passed the Hudson News Stand, destroyed, and crawled about another hundred feet to where there were some stairs. We crawled down these – the ceiling was only inches above our heads – and went down to the level below. We searched there: nothing. So we went down another couple of levels, until we hit the lowest level – where the subway station was. The subway tracks were flooded, there was water everywhere, and that heavy rain of liquid from toilets and water pipes and cooling systems… We splashed through, over towards the center of the building, where everything had been completely destroyed. (The way this works is that, as the building collapses, it drives each floor out from the center and then down – and then another floor, then another – and then when the building hits the ground, all that energy rebounds and the whole mass of rubble is driven inwards… The center of the building was absolutely pulverized.)

One end of the station was almost completely intact. The subway cars at the river end were untouched – but as we moved towards the front end of the station, the space reduced to literally nothing – whole subway cars were so flattened that there was zero height, not even an inch or two of crushed metal, they were completely smashed. We searched the subway cars as far along as we could, searched the platforms, searched the whole area. There was absolutely nobody – dead or alive.

Later, Steve and I went back in to see if there might be areas we had missed. Two of the Chicago Fire Department people (now ARTI members) came down with us. We split up underground. They headed for the shopping center area, which was pretty open space, safe and quite easy to search; Steve and I went back down into the subway system. We both came out at roughly the same time – and the Chicago guys were visibly stressed and excited. We all gathered – about 18 of us – and they told us what had happened to them.

While they were searching the shopping arcade, they had heard breaking glass. They immediately thought it might be a trapped victim, so they rushed towards the noise. They found an open area, with a layer of dust all over the floor. In the dust, there were two sets of footprints, leading to a jewellery store – and inside, there were two men. The men were stuffing gold Rolex watches from the display cases into their pockets. When these men saw the Chicago guys, they yelled at them that they were FBI, and to identify themselves, pulled out guns and forced them up against the wall. At gunpoint, the Chicago guys explained who they were and that they were down here searching for survivors. There was no way the FBI agents could have really suspected the firefighters: they were easily identifiable – they were in their fire uniforms. One of the firefighters, a guy named Mike, told them he was not intimidated by their guns, he had done two tours in Vietnam. He asked them straight out if they were having fun looting the jewellery cabinets. The FBI agents holstered their guns and told the guys to get out, right now. The firefighters took off, running.

We were all pretty disgusted to find FBI agents looting. We went over to the nearest security point, which was guarded by the NYPD. I took aside the officer in charge, a lieutenant, and told him the whole story. I explained that I used to be a cop, and that I didn’t care if was the FBI or who, I just didn’t like the fact they were in there, with so many thousands dead, looting; I did not want them to be allowed to get away with it. I explained to the lieutenant that I wanted him to make a formal report, and I wanted to be sure of a result. The lieutenant was as angry as me. He said he would absolutely push it through, and he guaranteed the report would go downtown, and would not be washed over. So we went back to work: when you are doing Rescue, you do not hang around. But when I next got back to the hotel, I immediately called Fox News, Inside Edition, every contact I had at a TV network, and every newspaper contact I knew as well. Other team members did the same with all the media people they knew. The story never even got reported – there was nothing at all.

Shortly after we made a fuss about the FBI looting, the two Chicago Firefighters disappeared. The Wisconsin guy, Rob, vanished too. Later, I made some calls and pieced it together. When news of what they had seen got out, the FBI came to ‘talk’ to them. Mike, the guy who had done tours in Vietnam, has a wife and child. It seems a few things were explained to him about what would be his best course of action from that point on… He ran. From my perspective, Vietnam or no, when the going got really tough, he chickened out. But then, for me, this kind of intimidation is old news. Rob split at the same time, because he was the one who had copied his ID to get the Chicago people in…

The rest of us continued searching.

We found more body parts. Steve found the arm of a very elegant lady – you could tell, because of the bracelet, the jewels, the manicure. The arm was extending up out of the rubble. When he went to remove the rubble, to get at the body, the arm just toppled over, it was all there was left of her. Steve flipped. He continued to work, pushing himself to the limit – but you could tell that moment had left an instant, and enduring scar inside him.

It wasn’t until a year later, on the anniversary of 9/11 that Steve almost in 

tears at the site of my desperate condition confessed the real horror that 

drove him over the limit. He, Robb and some NYPD  had used my casualty 

locator to find a cache of 9 NYPD Officers. It was gruesome. They were all 

mutilated and dead but the one officer was bent over, leaning forward. His 

eyeballs were danging by the optic nerves. The impact had made his eyes 

pop out of their sockets. Steve is still messed up over it. I am sorry for his 

grief but glad that my Casualty locator recovered another 9 bodies for 

family closure.

Somewhere in amongst this horror, we took time for a few hours’ break. We had been working with almost zero sleep for nearly two weeks. We stopped at a club. At the bar, there were a load of Police and Fire people. All the drinks were free: a businessman from the Midwest was buying all the drinks for the whole evening. On top of the bar were three young women who were stripping and dancing for the guys. The firefighters and policemen were shouting like crazy. When the women eventually left, one of them came up to us. She was very attractive. She pointed out the building she lived in, told us that she and her friends knew how hard we were working, and that they would be leaving their doors unlocked when they went to bed. Ron, the Israeli fighter guy, got given this come-on – but went back to his wife in New Jersey. Steve, our French archaeologist, also got the message. Come to think of it, just after that he disappeared for the rest of the evening… What the hell, he was single anyway. And he’s French…

I started back to the hotel. I was so exhausted that I rapidly realized I was not going to make it. This was within the inner perimeter – no taxis were allowed in. I stopped at a makeshift police command center.  There were about fifty police officers in there. I was in rags – my jumpsuit was ripped from knee to neck and covered in black soot. I told them I needed to get to the Marriott but I was too exhausted. I reckoned I had about 20 minutes before I would actually collapse and pass out, and sleep wherever I fell: I meant it.  They drove me to the Marriott. I went upstairs and slept for 3 hours, in my rags. Then I got up, and went back to work.

I have no idea how much time had passed since we had got to New York – I think it was around ten days. But we were on Rescue time. It does not matter if it is day or night – your whole life is the work of Rescue, punctuated only by sleep at the point when you can no longer survive without it; then you sleep for as little time as possible, and go straight back to work. And the work is taking place in the midst of utter confusion. The wreckage you are working in is not just the physical stuff of the building, it is the lines of command, who is in charge, what activities to prioritize, who should do what – even who is actually there… It is not just buildings that get wrecked, it is the system. And all that you can do is be there, see a need, and fill it. Let others get obsessed with reasserting their own control – I just continue functioning, keep on Rescuing, focus, work, sleep, work, work, work… And you do it in a kind of daze. Keeping track of time means nothing. More ARTI people arrived, with more gear for locating victims – and I truly do not know when. ARTI people left – and I have no idea how long they had even spent in New York. I do know one of the ARTI people who arrived was a doctor from New Mexico, and I was coughing very badly. I know that Inside Edition interviewed me – and I was surprised to find that my voice had changed, totally. The doctor assured me that I would cough it all out, that I should not worry… But I do not know when these things happened. All I know is the work – and the work went on.

Steve and I went back into subway system one last time – for Steve, with some trepidation. This was for one last and final check that there was no one trapped down there. By now, it seemed pretty clear that, because the towers had taken hours to collapse, the thousands who had been in the subways beneath had all had time to escape. We found no one, and set back off for the surface.

And just as we reached the exit point, my career in Rescue ended.

To get back out of the small entry hole, you had to negotiate an area where cables and pipes and wires were dangling from the ceiling like an obstacle course – there must have been about 50 of them. They hung down over a steep slope of rubble leading up towards the hole. If you touched any of them, you would die, because the whole ceiling would come down on you, you would be crushed instantly. On one side there was a 30 foot chasm – at its bottom, a jumble of concrete and mangled rebar: fall in there, and you would be as mangled as it was. Underneath the pipes and wires was a slab of marble. I had climbed back up past this before, every time I had been down this particular route, but inside a collapsed building, you treat every move like it is your first, no matter how familiar. So I studied the slab. It appeared to be clean. I stepped onto it. My foot shot straight out from under me. I was surrounded by stuff to grab to prevent the fall – but I could not: grab the wires or pipes and it would all collapse instantly. So I let myself fall, there was no choice. I hit flat and very hard, and twisted and smashed my back onto the edge of a slab of concrete. I hurt my arm and hand also – and at the time, I thought that those were my worst injuries.

Shortly after, I returned to New Mexico. It was clear that no one was now going to be found alive. I was coughing badly, and my arm and hand were preventing me doing much physical work. A group of ARTI people from Peru stayed on, using Casu-Locators to find remains in the wreckage that was being hauled to the Statten Island dump. They stayed there until Christmas, and found many more victims. But by then, I was seriously sick. In fact, I was dying.

It began after a few weeks back home with Paulina. I gradually became paralyzed all down my left side. My buttocks and my groin went numb. My back began to hurt excruciatingly. Next, in late September, I had a massive respiratory attack. I could not breathe at all. There were metal bands across my chest. I was hyperventilating, the world started to go black. I was rushed to hospital, and they were able to save me – though they told me it was a close thing. It was the first of many respiratory attacks. In the months since 9/11, they have become a regular part of my life. By Christmas, my back was in such agony that I passed out one day, simply from pain. When I woke, I could not move. Paulina and her sister had to carry me to the car to take me to hospital.

Now, I am dying from toxic inhalation – and my spine is fractured. I have had two spinal procedures – injecting jelly between the disks to replace lost material and to reduce inflammation – and am still waiting until I can afford an operation. These days, I am 1 1/2 inches shorter than I was before 9/11. But my spine will not kill me, it just prevents me from working and from being fully alive. Far worse is that the World Trade Center has poisoned me. I need nine separate doctors just to help keep me alive. The list of toxic metals that I have at dangerous levels in my body is 8 pages long. My immune system is functioning at 35%. My eyes, liver, kidneys, thyroid and heart are all barely functioning. Ten different types of fungus have colonized my lungs. I have had ten respiratory attacks, two of them near fatal. In one attack I hyperventilated for 30 hours straight. I have gained 50 pounds – mostly from the drugs I have to take. I am taking a hundred and twenty-seven prescribed medications per day, 3 nebulizing sessions per day and 4 I hour intravenous sessions per week.

No one believes I should be alive. And the pain… On occasion it is indescribable. But I am a tough old bastard and will fight on until the bitter end.

A year after 9/11 there was a ceremony at Ground Zero. I was too injured to travel, but Ephraim Huamann, the ARTI director for southern Peru, was there on my behalf. It was a gesture of thanks for what ARTI had done. I am glad that they recognize what we gave. It was a lifelong struggle to make ARTI into what it has become…

But my struggle now is different.

My struggle now is to stay alive.

� The disaster was the Loma Prieta quake in San Francisco in 1989, and the president’s name was George Bush (senior). What a guy.


� George Dubya this time: don’t you just love the whole family?
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