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  Publisher’s note:




  All quotations in this book come from original sources and contain the spelling and grammatical inconsistencies of the original text.
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  It was a cool, crisp, sunny, Tuesday morning in September in New York City and Washington, D.C.—hardly an exceptional day, except that on this particular day, the way the United States viewed its place in the world—and national security—would change forever.




  There were always those “what if” scenarios. What if the United States was attacked by another country? Worse yet, what if the United States was ever attacked from within its borders? What would be a likely target? How many people might die? Who would be bold enough to do such a thing? Who would think they could carry out such an attack without risking their own lives?
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  The Twin Towers of the World Trade Center are shown in the photo at left at night before the attacks of September 11, 2001. In the photo at right, two beams of light shine upward from the site after the attacks, marking the spot where the fallen towers once stood and where thousands died.




  And who would be bold—and crazy—enough to think they could get away with such an attack without trembling at the thought of retaliation by the most powerful nation on Earth?




  9/11: The Day That Changed Everything




  The scenarios were frightening, but few Americans could bring themselves to imagine anything resembling what happened on September 11, 2001. On that day, the United States found out it was far more vulnerable than anyone could have imagined. Americans who had once taken for granted their safety and security within their borders were now scared. People wondered how safe they were in their nation’s airports, riding public transportation, and working in office buildings.




  On that bright September morning, 19 Islamic terrorists boarded four U.S. airliners—unchallenged—and hijacked them. There were several terrorists on each plane, some armed with box cutters. Each group included one hijacker who knew how to take the controls and fly a jumbo jet.




  Commercial airliners had been hijacked in the United States before, but the hijackers always had demands—for money or safe passage to some foreign country to seek asylum. This was different. This was a suicide mission, designed to kill thousands and leave a permanent scar on the nation’s psyche, economic system, and way of life. These hijackers were not interested in making a deal; their focus was on death and destruction for its own sake.




  Aircraft as Weapons




  Using these hijacked aircraft as weapons, the terrorists flew two of the planes into the World Trade Center in New York City. Another was flown into the Pentagon near Washington, D.C., just as the business day was starting. All those aboard these planes were killed, and many more were killed in the buildings the planes struck. The fourth plane crashed in a field near Shanksville, in rural Pennsylvania, as the crew and passengers battled the terrorists in a desperate attempt to regain control of the plane. That plane was headed for an unknown target, thought to be either the White House or the Capitol in Washington, D.C. All aboard that plane also died.




  In New York City, as smoke billowed out of the Twin Towers, rescuers worked frantically to save people trapped inside. The scene was similar at the five-story Pentagon. But each tower at the World Trade Center had 110 floors, and people were trapped on the top floors. The first plane hit the North Tower—between the 94th and 98th floors—at 8:46 A.M., just as thousands of people were coming in to work. The second plane smashed into the South Tower at 9:02 A.M., between the 78th and 84th floors. Those in floors above where the planes hit could not escape. It has been estimated that 17,400 people were in the two towers at the time the attacks took place. Most, but not nearly all, got out alive.




  Deaths in the Thousands




  New York City firefighters, police officers, and other first responders quickly tried to evacuate everyone from the Twin Towers and the buildings around them. Thanks to their heroic efforts, many were saved. By 10:30 A.M., however, before hundreds of thousands of horrified onlookers in New York City and millions more watching on TVs across the world, both towers had collapsed, with several thousand people still trapped inside them at the time. The death toll reached 2,774 people in the Twin Towers that day, including 146 on the two planes that hit them. At the Pentagon, which was struck at 9:37 A.M., 125 people were killed, plus an additional 59 passengers on the plane. Another 40 passengers died in the plane that crashed in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, at 10:03 A.M. A total of 2,998 died during the attacks, with 6,291 injured and countless others left shaken and wondering how such attacks could have happened.




  All the terrorists were killed in the coordinated attacks, but they still needed to be identified, which the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) did in a few days. In addition, the FBI wanted to get as much information as it could about the plot, how it was carried out, who was behind it, and if any others were being planned.




  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  Rescuers and investigators walk among the rubble of the World Trade Center during searches for survivors, bodies, and evidence following the attacks of September 11, 2001.




  The “9/11” terrorist attacks would turn into the largest investigation in the FBI’s history, with 25 percent of the Bureau’s special agents and personnel involved in some aspect of the case. Special agents worked around the clock, following leads and tracking down evidence all over the world that eventually linked the radical Islamist group al-Qaeda to the attacks. The FBI also worked to secure the nation during this time of crisis and prevent any additional attacks.




  Counterterrorism: The New Priority




  The 9/11 attacks transformed the FBI, pushing it forward into a new era in which its priorities were radically changed. Now the prevention of terrorist attacks and safeguarding national security became the Bureau’s dominant mission.




  The nation would now have to think differently of its relationship with the world around it. As New York Times columnist and Pulitzer Prize–winning author Thomas L. Friedman said of the 9/11 attacks:




  

    The failure to prevent September 11 was not a failure of intelligence or coordination. It was a failure of imagination. Even if all the raw intelligence signals had been shared among the F.B.I., the C.I.A. [Central Intelligence Agency], and the White House, I’m convinced that there was no one there who would have put them all together, who would have imagined evil on the scale Osama bin Laden did.


  




  From that day forward, the FBI would have to think in those once-unimaginable terms. The person who was going to lead the FBI through these trying times—and the agency’s eventual transformation into an agile, technically savvy organization in the post-9/11 world—was newly appointed Bureau director Robert S. Mueller III.




  Mueller had taken over the FBI on September 4, just a few days before the 9/11 attacks. He was going to have to change how the FBI looked at things. He would have to mold the organization into a law enforcement agency that not only makes arrests but also gathers intelligence—on both the national and international levels. All would be focused on preventing any future attacks on the United States.
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