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***

I’m getting chills going over this.

We were working at the passenger terminal at Pier 90, one pier north of the Intrepid. It needed emergency service, and I was in the water.  I kept hearing what was up top through the speakers in my helmet, so many sirens, so one of my men called his wife.  She told him that a plane hit Tower One.  A small plane, she thought.  We didn’t know it was an airliner.  I kept going, and then she called back, and we knew this was really terrible.   The Port Authority was in that tower. They were our client. I thought this is crazy to keep working.  We went into the River to see.  We saw the second plane hit.

I called my wife from the river immediately. 

We acted like a disaster team.  We said, This is an attack.  What could be next?  The G.W. Bridge?  Home?  We heard the Coast Guard on channel 16, and from that point on there was no further discussion about what we were going to do.  The police were also making requests.  We were halfway down to the Trade Center when the first building collapsed.  There was a tremendous cloud of dust so everything became lost.  We had visibility but there was a blackout as we got closer.

In transit the second building dropped.  It was loud!  And there was no visibility.  We pulled into the marina (South Cove, which has pilings and a fixed platform at water level but normally it is off-limits to docking boats, so officially it’s not a marina).  The police said, Come on in.  We were one of the first to show up, one of the first “privates” or non-professionals.  We got in but the air was really blacked out.  There was no visibility.  There was so much dust.  We put sheets over our faces. 

After the second building fell the Coast Guard announcement was more pronounced.  We have people in the water, they said.  My interpretation was that building matter had pushed people in.

On our first trip we were a little slow.  We took 8 people over to Jersey City near Exchange Place.  There was no one there on the pier when we first arrived, and there was no direction.  We had chosen the spot because we wanted the nearest landfall and a safe haven.  People exited off the roof of the boat. The piers were very high.  

People came in waves to the South Cove.  A lot moved at one time. On that first trip we sat and waited for them.  On the second trip, we had 18 people.  It was tense because the boat was not performing.  We limped across.

We had 3 men aboard. One in an orange dive suit – me - and two others in dive suits. I was at the wheel and the others were bringing the people aboard.  I couldn’t believe how organized the emergency workers were. The shore-based police shouted, “Keep it moving, let’s go,” so there was no congestion, and people kept walking.  They told us to send the injured and all doctors to Ellis Island where there were surgical units behind the scenes.  At South Cove where did all those face masks come from? There was water in Jersey City for everyone who landed.  There were phones and first aid, too.  Jersey City instilled confidence. I was so impressed.

It is also unbelievable that there were no boating accidents.

What did the boat look like?  It is a 25’ Parker inboard with a small cabin and open deck.  It has no name.  We call it the HPA Dive Boat, HP for Han-Padron, the founding partners Ed Han and Dennis Padron.  We had blue bumpers over the side and a blue tarp over the equipment to keep people from getting hurt.

Han-Padron Associates had just moved into new offices at 22 Cortlandt Street right next to Century 21.  We’d been there since late June.  I had just visited it for the first time on September 10th.  What a spectacular view.  The Colgate clock was right between the towers.  I haven’t been back although the people tell me that there was no damage.  We’re on the 33rd floor.  It was the ground level that had the windows blown out.  Han-Padron is a marine engineering firm that designs everything from marinas to container termininals.  I’m about to leave for Puerto Rico to do an inspection for Black & Veich.  I’ll be looking at an intake for a dam and recommending repairs.

On the 11th we were working at the Passenger Ship Terminal at Pier 90.  For the EDC (Economic Development Corporation).  It had a problem with marine borers.  All the timbers below the waterline had been wrapped a few years ago with vinyl wrap, and generally that system is not working.  It doesn’t make a seal so that water is flowing in and out, and the borers are getting in.  What we do is extract the captured water with a syringe.  We cap the hole and bring the syringe to the surface to test for dissolved oxygen.  The more oxygen the more likely the water and the borers have broken through.

Our boat made 5 trips.  52 people.  We stopped because the gas was getting so low that we worried about getting out safely.  We went back to where we came from and docked at Pier 90.  We felt horrible leaving, but we were waiting a long time before filling up, and many big vessels were arriving to help.

Were we afraid?  Absolutely not.  Total fascination took over.  This cannot be happening, we thought.  Maybe we were shocking.  My suit did get awfully hot and uncomfortable.  It is latex with wristcuffs and a seal around the neck.    I had a big red ring when I finally had time to take it off.

What upsets me the most?  I don’t know if it’s true, but I was told that people were on the radio asking if they would be paid to help evacuate people.  The radio was calling for any and all vessels to help and some guys were saying that if they weren’t paid they were out of there.   Someone I know works commercially on the water.  He was nearby in a small boat, but he told me that when it happened he took off.  He basically bailed and ran.  It was truly disheartening to know that he was afraid that his boat would be confiscated because of security and that he wouldn’t make a buck the next day.  I am harboring inner feelings about that.

It took courage to get in there and take people out.  People were coughing.  They worried about another attack coming.  People were in shock, and we felt we needed to treat them for shock. We tried to make them feel safe.  Some people were so lucid that it was scary.  Others were moving like lost sheep.  We had animals – a Golden Retriever and a Dachshund – and we had two little children.  That’s when I lost it.  A little boy about 7 or 8 came aboard and he was terrorized.  I have young sons; one is 8 and another is 11.  When I got home to City Island and saw them I was a mess.  I was covered with smoke.  Tears were running down. 

It had been great to see John’s boat (Scoundrel) so close by.  It was a kind of brotherhood.  There’s a friendly competition among employees.  There was Driftmaster.  There were old fireboats and the Miller boat. Keep ‘em there, baby, I thought.  It was great to see everybody.  But when I think about my neighbor, what an emotional letdown.  I keep chewing on this. 

I am still working on the water.  I ride by the skyline.  I still see the firemen and think about the people in there.  It doesn’t take much to remember the people on my boat.  It was incomprehensible.  We were intelligent people watching what was going on and thinking this is a hell of a day and it will be remembered forever.

When we were coming back toward Pier 90 we had an incident.   The river had been closed, but we didn’t know it.  Intrepid was locked down but we didn’t think about that either.  We were too busy talking to each other.  Suddenly there were 3 machine guns in our faces.  When they spotted us the fellows had run off the Intrepid to the helicopter barge, but we hadn’t seen them.  We were leisurely throwing our lines.  When we did see them, we threw our hands in the air. 

When we finally docked, and everything was OK, I had to drive a van to City Island.  But on the West Side Highway there was no one there.  Not a car.  The road looked absolutely closed.   On the Cross Bronx Highway going east it was just the same.  In the other direction the traffic was stopped.  People were sitting on their hoods in conversations; they’d been there a long time.  I started shaking.  I put my head down on the wheel and had violent shakes.  Racking sobs.  People actually came from the westbound lane to comfort me.  There was curiosity, too, about what had happened downtown, but I couldn’t believe the outpouring of caring.  I went home and had my second breakdown when I saw my sons.  

The next day, our whole company (except the men in St. Croix) didn’t work.  The office had been evacuated, of course, and the pier was secured.  We obtained permission from the Pier and the police to work the following day, and we expected normalcy.  But it took 1 ½ hour to get through the chain of command to reach the pier, which of course was next to Pier 92 which was Giuliani’s new command center.  FEMA, the FBI, and the Secret Service did not want us at Pier 90.  A Coast Guard cutter and orange Zodiac came by. Why is this boat here? they asked. Shit hit the fan.  We raised our hands. We sat on the ground with crossed legs.  They searched our wallets. They ran numbers on our boat.  The FBI and Secret Service kept armed guards on us for 3 hours, and even then we couldn’t take the boat. 

After initial jitters and following their protocol, they started talking, and we had a rational discussion.  They said they had hundreds of crank calls that week.  Why would anyone want to do that?  I guess everyone wants to be noticed.  

Seven days later we got to our boat.  FEMA was very nervous.  They wanted the boat out of the dock.  They broke the locks and checked it out totally.  They said they were going to put it on the bottom.  There was so much conflict among the authorities.  The FBI and Secret Service wanted the boat to stay.  So there was more head bashing.  When the river was finally opened we were escorted down the Hudson and back to City Island.
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