
  [image: cover.jpg]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  
    



    



    



    



    A POST HILL PRESS BOOK


     


    Beyond the Great Divide:


    How A Nation Became A Neighborhood


    © 2020 by Governor George Pataki with Trey Radel


    All Rights Reserved


     


    ISBN: 978-1-64293-231-7


    ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-232-4


     


    Cover art by Cody Corcoran


    Interior design and composition by Greg Johnson/Textbook Perfect


     


    No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.


     


     


     


    [image: ]


    Post Hill Press


    New York • Nashville


    posthillpress.com


     


    Published in the United States of America

  


  
    Table of Contents


    Introduction 


    Prologue 


    Chapter 1 The Only Thing We Have to Fear Is Fear Itself 


    Chapter 2 I Believe in an America That Is on the March—An America Respected by All Nations, Friends, and Foes Alike 


    Chapter 3 If Tyranny and Oppression Come to This Land, It Will Be in the Guise of Fighting a Foreign Enemy 


    Chapter 4 The Circulation of Confidence Is Better Than the Circulation of Money 


    Chapter 5 The Only Legitimate Right to Govern Is an Express Grant of Power from the Governed 


    Chapter 6 A House Divided Against Itself Cannot Stand 


    Chapter 7 Cunning, Ambitious, and Unprincipled Men Will Be Enabled to Subvert the Power of the People 


    Chapter 8 Being a Politician Is a Poor Profession; Being a Public Servant Is a Noble One 


    Chapter 9 Whatever You Are, Be a Good One 


    Chapter 10 One Path We Shall Never Choose, and That Is the Path of Surrender or Submission 


    Chapter 11 Government Is Not the Solution to Our Problem; Government Is the Problem 


    Chapter 12 America Is, and Always Will Be, a Shining City on a Hill 


    Chapter 13 We Are Resolved to Liberate the Soul of American Life and Prove Ourselves an American People in Fact, Spirit, and Purpose 

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    Why now?


    Why would I, a former governor and presidential candidate, write a book now, sharing my experiences, my reflections, and my vision for this country?


    Let me assure you: I am not running for any political office. Nor will I use this book to grandstand or settle scores. This book is beyond politics. It is personal, well intentioned, and comes from the depths of my heart.


    I was governor of New York for twelve years, including on September 11, 2001. Here, for the first time, I will share the events of that day, as well as the devastation and recovery from it, from my perspective. I will take you inside that fateful day, sharing stories of heroism, total chaos, brave men and women who gave all, and utter heartbreak.


    Beyond the attacks, I hope to bring people together to reflect on what came out of the pain and suffering in those horrific days after 9/11. Like the mythological phoenix, America rose from the ashes, with our people bonded like never before—a truly United States of America. Americans came together as strong as ever in my lifetime. Now, the country is divided as it hasn’t been in more than a hundred years.


    I’m writing because I am concerned about the future of our great country. I’m writing because of my love for this country. I’m writing to reflect on what was—and what can be.


    In sharing my perspective of where we are today, politically and culturally, and through the lens of the September 11 attacks, I hope to shed light on what I call “the great divide.” It’s a divide not just between left and right or Republicans and Democrats, but quite simply between the American people and their government. This division has fostered anger and resentment toward Washington and among Americans toward one another.


    A huge part of the divide comes from legislation sold to us, the American public, year after year, based on false pretenses. Two monumental decisions, one each from Republican and Democratic administrations, are embedded in foreign and domestic policy. We’ll get to those.


    Across the political spectrum, people look at Washington and ask, “Does this government reflect my views? Is this government acting in the interest of the American people?” I fear that saying yes to those questions is getting more and more difficult. Self-serving politicians are simply seeking partisan advantage for their own power and prestige, and Americans are paying the price.


    Having led the liberal Democratic state of New York for three terms as a conservative Republican governor, I have drawn on my experiences and will share ideas as to how we as Americans can reclaim our future together. Just as the wreckage of Ground Zero and Lower Manhattan has been rebuilt into a soaring, unifying tribute, I am confident that our faith in Washington and in our democracy can be rebuilt to even greater heights.


    We were as united as ever after 9/11; we can unite again.


    America, for all of its faults and turbulent history, is like no other country in the history of humankind—united in the concept that we are all one, sharing the same common destiny. And if we close the great divide, our future will be filled with opportunity and hope.

  


  
    PROLOGUE



    Federal Hall, New York City


    September 2002


    “We would like to thank you for your support of this resolution,” Congressman Charles Rangel said, and we listened raptly, “that gives us in New York an opportunity to say thank you.”


    It was September 6, 2002, one year after terrorists had crashed planes into the World Trade Center towers, killing thousands of men, women, and children. To mark the day, Congress formally gathered at Federal Hall in Lower Manhattan. The historical Federal Hall is where George Washington was sworn in as president, and before that, where American colonists met to draft a protest letter to Britain saying, “No taxation without representation.” In two hundred years, this was only the second time lawmakers had convened outside of Washington, DC. The first time was 1987 in Philadelphia, when Congress commemorated the two hundredth anniversary of the creation of the United States House and Senate.


    As Charlie stood at the podium with a massive American flag draped behind him, my fellow New Yorker’s words, delivery, and passion pulled at my heartstrings. Charlie, typically one of the most partisan politicians in the country, was so moving that I smiled broadly as he spoke. You might think it odd that I reflect on something so simple as a smile. But you have to understand that after those horrific terror attacks, directed at the state in which I was serving as governor and at the country I love, every day of the previous year had been a roller coaster of emotions. I was sad at times, occasionally angry, but always optimistic. And like so many others, I was exhausted yet unwavering and determined.


    Charlie continued, thanking the Republican administration.


    “Thank you for the way you responded to the attack on our city and our state, to give our mayor and our governor an opportunity to be here on this historic event to say you didn’t treat us like New Yorkers, you treated us like Americans.”


    Charlie, and other members of Congress from New York who spoke after him, reflected on how the country had come together for the city. We were all one. We were all Americans.


    That was then.


    Today, we are the Divided Tribes of America, bound by party labels. For many, politics has replaced religion. We worship at the altar of cable-news networks, where pundits are priests, preaching the same talking points every day. We lock ourselves in echo chambers of social media, where devout followers lift us up or tear us down depending on what side we’re on. There’s no conversation, no empathy, no understanding. There are men and women unbreakable in their beliefs who will do everything they can to break you into submitting to their political doctrine. In the last few years, we have witnessed political fanatics use violence and, even worse, watched our elected leaders in Congress incite and encourage it.


    In June of 2018, Representative Maxine Waters, one of the most powerful and longest-serving Democratic members of the House of Representatives, told people to gang up on anyone who worked with the Trump administration. “If you see anybody from that cabinet in a restaurant, in a department store, at a gasoline station,” she said, “you get out and you create a crowd, and you push back on them, and you tell them they’re not welcome anymore, anywhere.”


    She added, “History will record that, while he tried to step on all of us, we kicked him in his rear and we stepped on him.”


    A few months later, former Attorney General Eric Holder, the man once in charge of the Department of Justice, said, “When they go low, we kick ’em.”


    The rhetoric is one thing; the very real acts of violence are another. White supremacists murdered a woman during a “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. An avowed Bernie Sanders supporter unloaded an assault rifle in an attempt to assassinate a large group of House and Senate Republicans who were playing baseball, practicing for a charity game.


    Are these news reports from our great country or from some violent third-world country?


    The attacks of September 11 united us in incredibly strong ways as Americans. We dealt with pain, suffering, and consequences, but families healed and the economy recovered. It’s the political fallout that plagues us today. In the years thereafter, American political culture fractured along ideology and party lines and drifted into the great divide. Today, our society seems to be as divided as in the Civil War era, separated by political tribes that demand ideological purity coupled with blind loyalty.


    How did this happen? How did a country, unified like never before in my lifetime on September 12, 2001, become so dangerously divided? More important, what can we do about it? How can we reclaim our understanding that we are all in this together?

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    The Only Thing We Have

    to Fear Is Fear Itself


    New York City


    September 11, 2001, 8:58 a.m.


    “Dad, did you see what happened? A plane just hit the World Trade Center!”


    It was my oldest daughter, Emily, calling. “What?” I asked incredulously, even though I’d heard every word she said.


    “A plane hit one of the towers. They’re evacuating now.”


    As the governor of New York, I rarely stayed in New York City. I lived in Garrison with my wife, Libby, and our four young kids. Albany, the state capital—an hour and a half north of where we lived—was where I spent most of my long workdays. But today, of all days in our nation’s history, was an exception.


    On that fateful day, September 11, 2001, Libby and I happened to be sleeping at a friend’s place on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, about ten miles north of the towers downtown. My daughter was working at Bloomberg News in Midtown.


    Out of instinct, I stood up and shot over to the window. It was a beautiful day. I peeked my head out but couldn’t see that far south. I grabbed the remote and turned on the TV.


    There it was, the North Tower on fire, with news anchors sharing the little they knew. Some speculated that it was a small to midsize plane that had gone off course, or maybe the pilot had had a medical emergency.


    How little they knew. How little any of us knew.


    As I watched the tower burn, I, like the news anchor, wondered the same. Was this some sort of colossal, fatal mistake? Was it a mechanical failure?


    With my daughter still on the phone, we both remained silent watching the live news coverage.


    “Dad, has this happened before? How?”


    I could hear a touch of panic in my daughter’s voice. I tried to calm her. “It must be some sort of freak, terrible accident, but Emily, I’m sure the fire department is already working it. They’ll get people out of there.”


    My eyes remained fixated on the TV. Something deep inside of me was saying this was no accident. With my quick glance out the window, I had seen it was a crystal-clear morning. A plane doesn’t just fly into one of the world’s tallest buildings on a day like that. Something was wrong. Yet I told my adult daughter, still my little girl, “Everything will be fine.”


    Instinctively, I thought everything might not be fine.


    Then I saw the second plane hit.


    As I did, I thought about Emily; my two sons, Owen and Teddy; and my youngest daughter, Allison. Then I thought about the victims downtown who were perishing—on live TV. I thought about the first responders heading up those infinite steps of the World Trade Center.


    Only later would it dawn on me to think about more than my family and New Yorkers. The entire world was about to change dramatically, and it was happening in my city and state.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    I Believe in an America That Is on the March—An America Respected by All Nations, Friends, and Foes Alike


    Before September 11, the United States looked and felt a little naïve, but not in a negative way. Quite the opposite. The US was a bit starry-eyed, unaffected by negativity around the world and rather unpretentious. Compared to even the wealthiest nations of Western Europe, our previous couple of centuries were relatively free of domestic or foreign terrorism. There had been no threats of military coups or dictatorships, as so many other countries had struggled with throughout the twentieth century. No. In fact, we were vibrant, energetic, and happy. The United States was full of peace and prosperity, all of it built on something quintessentially American: unabashed, unbridled optimism.


    Old Europe looked at us with envy, almost lovingly, like an innocent sibling. Many parts of the world gazed at us with admiration, others with jealousy and anger.


    
      I, George E. Pataki, do solemnly swear that I will support the Constitution of the United States and the Constitution of the State of New York…


      —upon assuming the office of governor of New York, January 1, 1995

    


    Six years before 9/11, I was sworn in as the fifty-third governor of the State of New York. I defeated popular liberal icon and three-term Democratic Governor Mario Cuomo, and I won as a Republican. My win wasn’t just out of the ordinary in Democrat-dominated New York; it was a huge upset.


    The year was 1995. Brad Pitt was People magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive. Coolio rocked the radio charts. Seinfeld and Friends dominated television. Braveheart won Best Picture. For the few who had them, cell phones were used only for calls. And if you didn’t know how to do the Macarena, you were a communist!


    Undoubtedly, there were some serious issues boiling under America’s skin. O. J. Simpson’s murder trial captivated people from around the world, highlighting some of our country’s racial tensions. In April of that year, Timothy McVeigh bombed a federal building in Oklahoma City. Only two years prior, Islamic extremists had detonated a bomb under the North Tower of the World Trade Center.


    Even with these horrific events, America’s spirit could not be broken. As the sons and daughters of immigrants and of those who had conquered the frontier, we have optimism running deep in our DNA. I know this as a second-generation immigrant. What my father instilled in me comes from generations of belief that we will climb over the next hill, conquer the next frontier, and know that our children’s lives will be better than ours.


    While there has been, and always will be, strife and tough issues to deal with, the reality is that America was full of its inherent optimism before 9/11. We still believed in our institutions, our churches, our universities, and yes, our government, regardless of which party controlled Congress. America was built on optimism and the same confidence I felt when taking office. And as an eternal optimist, I hoped to inspire others.


    Sure, our country has had plenty of ups and downs, long periods of turmoil as well as dark chapters in our history. But the modern America that emerged was one full of hope. Our people got along really well, even with a history of the evils of slavery, racial strife, and questionable domestic and foreign policy decisions over the decades. We could have civil conversations with one another. Whether politicians on the House floor or political polar opposites at our own homes over a family meal, we could share ideas. We could disagree without being disagreeable.


    My election reflected that. I ended up serving three conservative terms as a Republican governor in an overwhelmingly Democratic state. Plus, we got stuff done!


    Before my swearing in, I sat down with my opponent, soon-to-be-former-Governor Cuomo. While we had profound political differences on everything from taxes to crime, we talked at length about our state’s issues in a cordial conversation. That day, Mario shared only one piece of advice with me: “Move your offices out of the World Trade Center and into Midtown. Everything happens in Midtown.” He was right. Meetings and media events were typically held somewhere south of Central Park (that is, below Fifty-Ninth Street) and north of about Thirty-Fourth Street. A few years later, we moved our offices to Midtown. I still wonder if I would have been in the World Trade Center office that morning. Thank you, Mario.


    * * *


    The three presidents leading up to 9/11—Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton—were great examples of leaders who knew how to get things done. Each had a Congress controlled by the other party, yet they knew how to work across the aisle. They also understood the art of compromise and had the audacity to believe that it was not a dirty word! It was Ronald Reagan, the high priest of conservatism, who said, “The person who agrees with you eighty percent of the time is a friend and an ally, not a twenty percent traitor.” These were the types of people I could work with.


    President Clinton understood compromise well. He often reflected on what our forefathers wanted and how to apply their philosophy practically. “Our constitution was designed by people who were idealistic but not ideological,” he once said. “There’s a big difference. You can have a philosophy that tends to be liberal or conservative but still be open to evidence, experience, and argument. That enables people with honest differences to find practical, principled compromise.” On this, Clinton got it. While it wasn’t always pretty, he worked with a domineering Republican Congress, led by House Speaker Newt Gingrich. During Clinton’s tenure, Democrats and Republicans passed welfare-reform measures and kept debt and deficits in check.


    Those three presidents, Reagan, H. W. Bush, and Clinton, knew how to get things done, politically and practically. Another common trait they all shared was a sense of optimism, an undying belief in America. These men knew America. They believed in America. More important, they led others to believe.


    As awful as the September 11 attacks were, in the aftermath, the country was more unified than ever before. Patriotism was in! For about a year, on any given street corner, in any local pub, you could hear random chants of “USA! USA!” or people singing “God Bless America.” American flags were selling so fast that stores couldn’t keep them in stock, even with the millions being shipped in from China. The American flag was a hot-ticket item on T-shirts, shorts, underwear, bras, bikinis, earrings, and more, and as a tattoo. President George W. Bush had sky-high approval ratings.


    A few years later, though, the unity began to fracture as questionable political decisions followed—domestic and foreign. The great divide took hold. The divide cut across cultural and political lines. President Bush’s team set a tone of “you’re either with us or against us.” While this may have been an appropriate reference to the new global War on Terror, it would soon take hold in the American psyche. As we descended into two wars, in Afghanistan and Iraq, the members of the public became increasingly distrustful of government and of one another. That hot new fad of unity and patriotism began to fade.


    With our patriotic honeymoon over, a nasty partisanship was injected into politics and our culture in a way rarely seen in modern times. Year after year, the “with us or against us” attitude began to seep into American society, and quickly, we took sides. You were either Republican or Democrat. You were either for the Iraq War or not. You were either a patriot or a hater.


    Have you seen this quote? “Every nation has to either be with us or against us.”


    Who said it? Spoiler: it wasn’t Bush.


    One of the most powerful and prominent Democrats in the nation spoke those words on September 13, 2001. It was then-New York Senator Hillary Clinton.


    Only days later, in a joint session of Congress, President George W. Bush conveyed the same sentiment: “Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.”


    President Bush set this tone the moment he launched US military forces into Afghanistan. At that time, Democrats and Republicans were solidly united behind him. So was the American public. We also had the support of almost the entire globe.


    Then came Iraq.


    As the country was deep into two wars, the public began to divide based on policy disagreements almost exclusively related to foreign policy. Elected Democrats and Republicans in Washington upped their rhetoric. They turned policy disagreements into personal battles.


    For a full year after 9/11, America had a fleeting moment of unity we had not had since the bombing of Pearl Harbor or the assassination of JFK. But it deteriorated; it all fell apart.


    What happened?


    Today the “with us or against us” attitude is more present than ever before. But it’s not directed toward countries like France or Turkey. It’s aimed directly at our fellow Americans. From petty, manufactured culture wars to genuine policy disagreements, everything has become us versus them. American versus American. And the world watches in disbelief.


    Optimism has turned into pessimism. Civility has turned into toxicity.


    
      terrorism (noun)—the unlawful use of violence and intimidation, especially against civilians, in the pursuit of political aims.


      —Oxford English Dictionary

    


    The aims of the terrorists who attacked us that day went far beyond bringing down buildings; they wanted to bring down the American way of life. They were aiming to disrupt, anger, and break up a unified, resolute society that believed in freedom and democracy. They wanted chaos and distrust to rain down from the highest levels of government and permeate its people. In the months after 9/11, their plans didn’t materialize. They backfired. America remained resolute and unified.


    Years later, though, distrust, anger, and resentment began to permeate the American public like a broken relationship. Our unity, our love, our companionship, and most unfortunately, our optimism disintegrated.


    Looking at America today, with its great divide sapping American confidence, coupled with hate bred by political leaders, I ask: Did the terrorists win?


    This is a question no one in public service dares ask or speak of. Abroad and here at home, we are struggling with policy, politics, and culture. We are more divided then ever in my lifetime. While no factions have broken out into war, supporters—or better said, fanatics—on both sides of the aisle have used violence to achieve their goals.


    Domestically, politicians stoke hatred. They spout off extreme rhetoric and use politics to divide our people in order to win policy debates, campaigns, and culture wars. The terrorists wanted to throw our country into chaos and divide us as a society, and vapid, ignorant politicians have inadvertently become their foot soldiers.


    The terrorists initiated division in our country. State actors from around the world, namely Russia, continue to add fuel to the fire. They directly target Americans through social media propaganda, hacks, and leaks. They boldly and openly work to influence our elections, not through collusion but through division. They polarize the public with “useful idiots,” to use Joseph Stalin’s term, all doing their dirty work and tearing our great country apart.


    We, as Americans, must ask ourselves: Will we allow these evil outside forces, trying to destroy us from within, continue to divide us? Or can we recognize them, stand up to them, and use them as an inspiration to unify us once again?

  


  
    Chapter 3



    If Tyranny and Oppression Come to This Land,
    It Will Be in the Guise of Fighting a Foreign Enemy


    New York City


    September 11, 2001, 9:03 a.m.


    BANG! Flames shot out of the South Tower.


    It happened again. A second plane.


    Without saying a word, I began pacing, eyes still fixated on the TV. In times of crisis, when things get even more chaotic, I find myself getting calmer, more collected, and focused. You have to strike a balance between thinking and acting. If you overthink the situation, nothing gets done. Act too quickly and you risk reckless decisions. You need to understand the nature of the challenge and come up with solutions to deal with it as quickly as possible.


    This challenge, though, got infinitely more horrifying.


    The news station cued the seconds-old footage back up. This time, the world watched a second massive plane barrel directly into the other tower in slow motion.


    Right there. Right then. I knew.


    With Libby in the room and a state trooper in the hallway, I firmly whispered to myself, “This is intentional. This is a terror attack.”


    Immediately, I called New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. “Rudy, I’m in the city now. I’m going to call up the National Guard and activate the state’s emergency response team. Let me know anything you need.”


    Activating that team would initiate mutual aid, which meant all hands on deck across the state. I knew how grave the situation was going to be, based simply on what I was watching on TV. I knew we’d need everything, because the loss of life was going to be catastrophic. There was no doubt in my mind.


    Rudy was quick and to the point. “Fine and thank you, George. We’ll stay in touch.”


    He was calm, but I could hear concern in his voice. The conversation ended quickly. We had no idea what was in store for us, but we both knew there was a monumental task ahead of us that would require steady leadership.


    The morning of September 11, 2001, began with shock and continued with horror.


    In the minutes that followed, Rudy became the bold and brave face of 9/11. Weeks later, he became affectionately known as “America’s Mayor.” In fact, he would come back to me with a request to hold on to that title in an unprecedented way. It was something I didn’t expect, even from a former prosecutor-turned-shrewd politician.


    His request, Rudy’s request, which we’ll get to later, made me realize one of the immediate consequences of 9/11: everything we believed in as Americans—law and order, culture and traditions—would be up for grabs.


    As soon as I got off the phone with the mayor, I activated the National Guard and all of our emergency responders. Then I called the Albany Command Center, where the heads of the emergency responding teams had all come together.


    “Get me the president.”


    Minutes later, I was on the phone with President George W. Bush. He had been at the job less than a year as commander in chief of the United States of America, which was now directly under attack.


    “Mr. President, I understand you’re aware of the situation. I have a request.”


    President Bush was walking out of an elementary school in the sleepy beach community of Sarasota, Florida. During his short stay there, he had been briefed that one plane had hit the World Trade Center. With few details, many assumed it was an accident. Then, as he picked up The Pet Goat to read to second graders, Andy Card, his chief of staff, leaned over and whispered in his ear, “A second plane hit the second tower. America is under attack.”


    When the president took my call, my request was simple, but I knew it would have a massive effect. “Sir, I’m requesting you shut down the airspace over New York City.” For all the horror we were seeing, no one knew what might be coming next.


    President Bush, who had been on the job for eight months, was often ridiculed by the press as being ill-equipped to handle the grave responsibilities of the presidency. He gave me his answer—his ominous, foreboding, calm answer: “Pataki, I just shut down air traffic over the entire country.”


    His answer sent chills down my spine. At that moment, I knew this was something much bigger. I wondered what else he knew at the time. Thoughts raced through my mind. As two New York landmarks burned and innumerable people perished, I knew the entire country was under some sort of orchestrated attack.


    The president then boarded Air Force One. He told me, “I’m heading west to pick up military escorts. I’ll call you from the plane.” Our call ended, but we’d talk again soon.


    There were all sorts of issues that President Bush had to address from the sky that morning, and to this day, I’m not sure the American public knows what he was going through in those hours after the attack. He was criticized sharply for not returning to Washington, DC, or finding some way to take to the airwaves and address the American people. But the decision was out of his hands.


    To protect the president and the vice president, the Secret Service uses code words when discussing them over radio, phone, or in person. They do the same for places, locations, and objects like Air Force One. That morning, intelligence had intercepted some foreign actors using the secret words for Air Force One. President Bush wanted to go back to the White House, but the Secret Service, backed up by credible threats that intelligence agencies had received, said no. The president didn’t have a choice.


    The president flew west from Florida and picked up his fighter escorts. He called me again to check in and get new information. This call was brief. He relayed some more information on shutting down airline traffic and how the federal government was responding. As our conversation began to wrap up, the phone connection began to cut in and out. Remember, this was 2001. Even though the president had top-of-the-line communications equipment in the plane, the call was still breaking up. In the chaos, with the line cutting in and out, he wrapped up by saying something that came through crystal clear: “Pataki, now I understand what they mean by the fog of war.”


    As I heard the president use the word “war,” chills once again ran down my spine.


    Back to the TV, still in the apartment.


    I watched as the towers continued to burn on live television. I needed to get to them. It was now my job to do whatever I could to help provide the state’s support to the thousands of first responders who were descending upon Lower Manhattan. It was now my job to help secure and save as many lives as possible. It was now my job to bring stability and comfort through leadership to one of the most densely populated cities in America and one of the most populous states in the country.


    I geared up to leave. Then…


    “Oh, my God!”


    The towers fell, first the South Tower at 9:59 a.m., then the North Tower at 10:28 a.m. Steel and concrete crumbled like grains of sand running through an hourglass.


    “No!”


    How many innocent men and women perished? How many firefighters, police officers, and paramedics just died? More personally, how many people did I know in those towers?


    My heart sank. My stomach turned.


    It wasn’t even eleven o’clock in the morning and already the World Trade Center towers had crumbled to the ground after terrorists rammed two commercial airliners through them. Another plane shot like a missile into the Pentagon in Washington, DC, and a fourth crashed into the ground outside Shanksville, Pennsylvania. Air traffic throughout the country was shut down. The skies were silent. And before my very eyes, thousands of people lost their lives as the country’s two tallest buildings came crashing down.


    America was under attack, starting with my beloved state of New York, which I represented, served, and led as governor.


    With massive plumes of smoke rising over Manhattan, I sat down. I watched. Then I closed my eyes, bowed my head, and said a prayer. A state trooper walked in, snapping me back into the moment.


    “Sir, Colonel Wiese is on his way. He is flying in via helicopter to the East Thirty-Fourth Street Heliport.”


    Lieutenant Colonel Dan Wiese headed up my security detail, and with his cropped hair, intense stare, and thin, athletic build, he looked every bit the part. I called him Danny. As he was the head of my security team, we were together almost 24/7. I could always count on him to look out for my safety. Even in the most mundane situations—for example, doing a meet and greet with constituents—Danny was right there hovering nearby, not only scoping out the scene and everything around us, but always, and I mean always, looking at people’s hands. It’s exactly what he was trained to do—to stay on guard and look for someone pulling something out or trying to attack. Danny was a trusted friend and partner, with me almost every waking minute of every day. To my wife and children, he was like family.


    On the night of September 10, Danny slept at his home in Garrison, New York. He had been working long hours in Albany preparing security for an upcoming event. Garrison now was out; getting to Manhattan was in.


    Somehow, the always resourceful Danny commandeered a helicopter after top brass in the state police told him no one was flying a thing because airspace over the city—and country—was shut down. Danny basically told them, “Screw you; this is a state police helicopter that’s clearly marked. We’re flying it to Manhattan right now. I’m going to go get the governor.”


    The trooper still in the room with me added, “Governor, he’ll assist in bringing you north to Albany.”


    “Albany?” I fired back.


    “Yes, sir. We’ll take you direct to the command post there.”


    Before he finished his sentence, I was shaking my head. “No. I’m not leaving.”


    “Governor, we have to get you out of the city for your security now.”


    “No way. We’re going to the office in Midtown.”


    With Manhattan being such an enormous and critical part of the state, economically and culturally, the governor always has an office in the city. I was steadfast and said again, “That’s where we are going first.”


    First—because I knew we would head to the site of the World Trade Center eventually, regardless of how horrific the scene was.


    “Sir?” the trooper asked in disbelief.


    “Get a car ready. We’re heading to Midtown.”


    For the first time in my career, after six years of heeding my security detail’s advice loyally, I refused their request. No way. Of course, I knew exactly what they wanted and why. They were desperately concerned for my safety, and they were right. I’d be safer in Albany, 150 miles away from Manhattan. There, I could go to the Emergency Command Center, where the heads of first responders and emergency command officials had come together to react and plan, meeting in an underground shelter that had been built to withstand nuclear bombs.


    Sadly, in my many years serving as governor, I had enormous experience with serious tragedies. I witnessed some of the most terrifying situations a human being can go through. I also watched bighearted people step up to help during some of the most awful moments in life.


    There were the large-scale wildfires that ripped through the Pine Barrens, a publicly protected nature reserve, which threatened to burn down populated residential areas on the east end of Long Island. Shortly after, the Great Ice Storm of 1998 hit the Adirondacks hard, knocking out power for weeks in the dead of winter. Lives were lost. And then, in one of the worst events prior to 9/11, there was TWA Flight 800 that crashed shortly after taking off from JFK airport. All 230 people on board died.


    In every tragedy, I learned the importance of presence. I saw how much it meant to people to simply be there, to comfort those who had lost loved ones or publicly address problems and work toward solutions. In times of crisis, you do not leave the affected area. You stay. This moment called for presence and leadership, not a retreat upstate away from Manhattan.


    In some way, those terrible moments during my time as governor served as my training ground for 9/11. It was a sad reflection of what I had been through, but when those buildings came crashing down, instinctively I knew what needed to be done. I needed to stay in Manhattan, and when the time was right, when I would not be a burden or distraction to first responders, I would go to the World Trade Center. There was no way I was heading to Albany. I was going to get downtown, directly to the towers, or at least the area where they once stood.


    “Sir, we’re ready.”


    Before we left, I called Emily and told her to meet me at my office in Midtown.


    Troopers had two Suburbans on standby outside the front door. One was for me; the other was for Libby. Though I worried about friends I had in the World Trade Center, I took solace in knowing my family was safe. It may have been selfish, but it was a very real feeling. My daughter Emily would soon be on her way to meet me, and Libby would go home. We were quickly escorted out of the apartment. Everything was moving so fast, but in that moment, as we arrived at the cars, time slowed as I embraced Libby. I held her tight.


    “I love you. Tell the kids I love them. Hug them for me.”


    Troopers whisked her away. She headed north to get the rest of the kids out of school. Every school in the state shut down and sent the children home.


    Now out of the apartment, where I had been fixated on the TV, I noticed that things were suddenly peaceful. As my mind slowed, I inhaled a deep breath of the cool September air. I looked left. I looked right. You could hear sirens in the distance, a common sound in the city, but other than that, there was an eerie silence. Amazingly, in Manhattan, one of the most congested and densely packed places in the world, there were no cars. The roads were empty.


    “Sir!”


    My moment of peace was broken. I looked at my security team, and they quickly ushered me into the SUV. As soon as my seat belt clicked, the driver slammed on the gas. Vroom! My head jerked back. We began flying down the streets and avenues of Manhattan like the chase scene in The French Connection.


    As we cut sharp corners and accelerated, I picked up the car phone to try to get Mayor Giuliani back on the line. I had no luck. I would later learn that he was trapped in a building that had its doors and most exits covered by the debris of the World Trade Center buildings after they fell.


    We headed directly to the office at 633 Third Avenue, which was a good fifty blocks away from where we were, but still way north of downtown. There, I would meet critical staff members, coordinate a response, and also connect with my daughter Emily, who left her office at Bloomberg News in Midtown to meet me.


    As we headed south on Park Avenue, I saw for the first time in person the disturbing sight, which remains seared in my mind today. I looked out the front window. The massive towers that always had been visible were gone. Huge clouds of thick, white smoke rose over Lower Manhattan. My heart dropped. Seeing it for the first time in person, I was crushed. All I could think about was how many people, how many of my friends—people I’d given jobs to or worked with in the towers—had died. I wondered how many police officers and firefighters who weren’t even in the WTC towers that morning charged directly in and ran up the infinite staircases only to meet their demise. Impossibly, my heart sank lower.


    Seeing this also reaffirmed why I was not going to the site of the attacks right away. There would be a time, but not now. The last thing I wanted emergency responders worrying about was some politician or dignitary they had to protect, attend to, or even feel obligated to talk to. They needed to focus on their job: saving lives. Me too. I needed to coordinate the response and lead in this time of crisis.


    As I was staring at the massive columns of smoke rising over Manhattan and dwarfing our city’s skyscrapers, another human instinct kicked in: fear—not for me but for our city and our country. As the SUV continued to speed ahead, I began to look closely at every building and each and every person on the sidewalk. My mind raced. What’s going to happen next? Would there be another terror attack?


    As we arrived at my office, I pulled my mind back into the moment. I mentally made a list of people I would need to call and the executive orders I would need to issue. Decisions, big decisions, had to be made. The vehicle stopped. I got out and quickly made my way toward the building. There, Danny, who had just flown in by helicopter, met me at the doors. Before I could speak, he said, “You shouldn’t be here, Governor.” He wasn’t patronizing. Danny was concerned for my safety and the welfare of the state should something happen to me.


    “What now? What’s the issue here?” I demanded to know.


    “The UN, sir.”


    The United Nations building was nearby; top security officials from Washington and Albany were convinced it was also a target. Danny was merely relaying the intel and suggestions he had received: “You should leave now.”


    After breaking my tradition of always heeding security’s suggestions only a half hour ago, I did it again. “No. I’m sorry, Danny. I have to be here.”


    He nodded. He didn’t need to say anything else. Neither did I. After the years we had spent together in sometimes dangerous and uncertain places and situations, he knew why I would stay. He recognized the importance of what we were doing and why. He turned to walk with me into the building and head up to the office.


    I was soon situated at my desk. Key staff members came in to help us mount our response, and I worked the phones. A call came in from Deputy Mayor Rudy Washington, one that made me both concerned and confident.


    “Governor, in the absence of the mayor, I’m making decisions right now.”


    God, I hope Rudy Giuliani’s okay, I thought.


    The deputy mayor continued: “We went ahead and set up Gracie Mansion as a temporary command center, a base to organize and make decisions.”


    Gracie Mansion is the official residence of the mayor of New York. It’s located at Eighty-Eighth Street and FDR Drive. It’s way north of downtown and the site of the World Trade Center. What is downtown, though, is city hall, and that was not an option for the deputy mayor or other city leaders.


    Later that day, when I finally spoke to Mayor Giuliani and learned he was okay, he let me know that his command center in 7 World Trade Center had been destroyed. He had made the decision to locate a new temporary command center for the city in the New York City Police Academy on East Twentieth Street. When he told me that, I made what was one of the most important decisions that day—to bring my entire operation with me to the same location. Our state command center was located in Albany. That morning, we used our Midtown offices. And then, that afternoon, we moved all state staff to the academy as well. All of us, city and state personnel, set up in the same room at the same tables. Later that evening, when people from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) arrived, they also located their operations in the same room.


    Every day, as we went through our emergency responses, we coordinated efficiently and effectively. There were no gaps in response; there was no miscommunication. When Rudy talked to me, his commissioners knew exactly what they were responsible for and so did my team. No one ever had a doubt who was responsible for what. Unlike the situation with Hurricane Katrina, there was never any finger pointing among city, state, or federal officials.


    But back on the phone at my desk in Midtown earlier, Deputy Mayor Washington continued, “Governor, you and I can communicate from here on out. Anything you need, you let us know. Any suggestions you have, I’m open.”


    “And the same to you. I’m here for you.”


    One of the first things I did from the apartment was to ask for units of the National Guard to come into New York City and for state police to create a perimeter around the World Trade Center complex. We wanted only first responders and others who were necessary to help rescue people at the site. We barred everyone else. We didn’t want do-gooders or civilian heroes, and we sure as hell didn’t want gawkers. The area was dangerous, and there was still a concern about more attacks.


    From the office, I began making decisions that had enormous impacts on the city and beyond. We shut down all bridges and tunnels in and out of the city. We made sure the Emergency Command Center in Albany was on the highest alert and functioning at full capacity. I activated mutual aid. This allowed fire stations from anywhere in the state to come and assist in Manhattan. Eventually, we called in crews from as far out as Binghamton, which is 185 miles away from the city, as well as fire companies from out of state. Every firefighter from all of the five boroughs descended on Lower Manhattan that day. As they did, other fire stations moved in to backfill for those firehouses. I was on multiple calls at the same time, with one phone to each ear, talking to different agencies. A disturbing sight snapped me out of executive mode, though.


    As I hung up the phone, getting ready to organize our next steps, I heard the people in the office gasp. I looked up. In walked Eliot Spitzer, the attorney general of New York. My mouth dropped. Spitzer was covered head to toe in white, chalk-like ash. You could make out his eyes and some of his face, but his body was covered in a thick, white film of soot. He looked like a ghost. He had run and then walked all the way from his office downtown to mine, nearly four miles, escaping the horror of the site.


    Once again, I was witnessing something I had never before seen in person. Gazing at him, I was horrified and mesmerized. “My God,” was all I could get out.


    “Governor,” he said, his voice trembling.


    I walked out from behind my desk, approached him, and we embraced. It was all we could do. There were no words. There was nothing to say. Immediately, any political issues we’d had with each other in the past became nonexistent.


    He briefed me on what he had witnessed, what he had been through, and how he ran as the towers came crashing down. It was shocking to hear it firsthand.


    As that emotional moment wrapped up, another one began. My daughter walked in.


    “Emily,” I said loudly, so relieved to see her in person. In that second, she was my world. I hugged her like never before. I held her tight.


    “I love you, Dad.”


    “I love you too.”


    I also reassured her, letting her know everything was going to be okay.


    Let’s be honest, though. I didn’t know everything was going to be okay, but I would fight like hell to make sure it was—for my daughter, my family miles away, the millions of people in Manhattan at that hour, and their family members around the world witnessing what was happening on the news in real time.
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