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Arthur, as you know from the letter that Norman sent you, this meeting is to help us understand what happened (on September 11th), how the day evolved, the problems that you solved, the decisions that were made, and any personal stories you have.  We’ll start with a few questions.

Do you have a dispatcher who keeps track of where all your boats are at all times?

Yes, we have a port captain on duty at all times.  We have port captains here in Weehawken and we have one in Hoboken.  We split up the operation.  There is a northern division and a southern division.

And they are on the radio with the boats?

Yes.

How did the word come through?  What were you doing when it happened?

Let me tell you what I was doing.  I found out what had happened because I went to turn on the TV.  I was just leaving for work.  It was about ten minutes to nine.  I usually get into work at nine, nine fifteen.  I was turning on Channel 13 for my daughter who likes to watch Sesame Street or Barney or whatever, and the channel was off the air.  I thought this was odd.  I scrolled down the TV, and most of the other stations were off the air, too, because the antenna needed for broadcast was on the World Trade Center.  The antenna had been knocked out of commission when the first plane hit.  It went out right away.  But I found Channel 2, which was on, and they had the first pictures of the first tower, and it had just been hit.  Of course, I didn’t know what to make of it.  I was terrified.  I was ready to go to work so I hopped into the car and started driving down River Road.  I guess the second tower was hit just before I came into view of the river on River Road.  I live in Englewood so I was driving down to Weehawken, and from Edgewater all the way to  Weehawken I could see the towers burning.  The traffic was slowing, trying to figure out what was going on.  I was listening to the radio, and no one could really figure out what was happening.   So I got to the terminal, and I got on one of our ferries to go to downtown.  I was here (in Weehawken) for about 10 minutes.  We stopped all the service into midtown.  We didn’t let anybody else into midtown Manhattan.  It was obvious that there was a major disaster unfolding at that point.  We stopped our midtown service around twenty minutes after nine.  And Lower Manhattan, too.  I was not able to get in communication with my other people.  My cellphone was dead.  I couldn’t get calls through, and I didn’t have a radio at that point, so I could not communicate with anyone else.  But I was here in Weehawken.  We shut down the midtown service.  The people who had gone over to midtown to start work were brought back, and then we shut down midtown.  We shut down all the other operations and started dispatching boats immediately to Lower Manhattan.  I got on the ferry here to head down to Wall Street.

Do you know which boat it was?

I think it was the Fiorello Laguardia, one of our catamarans.  We were five minutes out of Weehawken when the south tower collapsed, so we proceeded down the river. 

In the darkness and black?

At that point we were still up here.  The wind was blowing to the south that day, so the visibility here was not affected.  We rounded Battery Park City.  I managed to get hold of one of our operations managers on the ship’s radio.  We closed the World Financial Center terminal, obviously.  I was sailing past the World Financial Center and I could see the north tower, which was still standing at that point.  It was burning, and I could see people jumping out the windows.

You personally hadn’t seen the second plane hit?

No, I did not see the plane strike but a lot of our people did.  It was rush hour and all of our captains were on the river; people from our office saw the planes hit.  I saw the south tower go down.  We rounded the Battery to pick up a load of people at Wall Street to begin evacuating.  I had heard over the radio that the north tower was about to collapse at that point.  I heard a huge whoosh and there was another big rush of smoke through the streets of downtown, and it was obvious the tower had collapsed at that point although I did not see that one go down.  In spite of that, the people were very well behaved, and there were long lines at Pier 11, at that point, of people wanting to get on ferries to get out.  So we took a full load of people over to Jersey City, dropped them off.  It is hard to account for your time at that point, because it was chaotic, but I spent at least the next couple of hours from about 9:30 to 11:30 in Lower Manhattan evacuating people.  I got off at the Battery at one point.  We were nosing our boats up to the esplanade, to the bulkhead, wherever we could, letting people jump over onto the bows of the boats. 

Between the World Financial Center and South Cove?

No, actually south of South Cove, really on the Battery.  Everybody from Battery Park City was evacuating to the south.  The World Financial Center ferry terminal, of course, had closed right about the time the first tower collapsed, which was quarter to ten.

The printer at the Seaport, whom I just spoke to, said she was headed into the World Financial Center when the plane hit, and the ferry just turned around.

Right.  So we then began evacuating people wherever we could get the boats in. Pier 11 was a primary location for evacuating people. There were thousands of people milling around on the Battery so we just pulled our boats up to wherever we could get in.  I was assisting people for awhile, helping them over the railings.

Was there a central authority calling the shots?

No.  All of our personnel were out on the water.  All of our port captains were on the boats.  Some were captaining boats.  Remember, we usually run nineteen or twenty boats during normal rush hours, with four spares.  We had all twenty-four boats operating, so we needed additional personnel.  Our port captains who are supervisors are also licensed captains.  They were captaining boats that day.  We had our maintenance personnel.  We had administrative personnel, the accounting people, the ticket agents, whoever was on staff in this company.  Everyone left the office and got onto a boat to assist.  

Is the Coast Guard talking to you at all?  Are you responding to Coast Guard information?

I’m sure the captains were.  I was not.  We knew the nature of the emergency at that point, and the goal was simply to get people out.  There was no central dispatch, no central authority.  It was a crisis situation.  We went where we were needed.  Again, that was primarily Pier 11, the esplanade at Battery Park, and Pier 25 in Tribeca, right to the north of Stuyvesant High School.  Certain of our boats we designated to transport the injured to Liberty State Park in Jersey City.  There were special transports just for the injured.  Some of our boats carried people who were also fine, but all of the injured people went to Liberty State Park or to Colgate.  There was a triage center set up at the Colgate Terminal, also at Exchange Place.

Somebody said there were boats that were told to take injured to Ellis Island.  Is that accurate?

I don’t know.  I have not heard that.

When you went into Pier 11 for the first time, was a lot of the smoke and dust coming over to the East Side?

Yes, the wind was blowing to the southeast that day, and Pier 11 was still visible, but it was enveloped in smoke.  We could still see it from the water.  That was the smoke from the first tower.  When the second one went down, there was more smoke and dust coming through.  In spite of it, though, people were remarkably well-behaved.  There was very little panic.  I did see some people in the water.  I witnessed a couple of people in the water to whom we had to throw lifejackets, who I know were rescued.  

This was right at the beginning?

Yes. 

At the bulkhead?

Yes, one off of Pier 11 and one actually in the Hudson River off of…Where was it?  It was around the Colgate site.  I don’t know how that person got into the river or fell into the river, but there was somebody in the river on the New Jersey side, a couple of hundred feet from shore.  Someone panicked or fell over, I don’t know.  But some people were putting on lifejackets even though we told them there was no need for lifejackets because it was not a maritime emergency.  People in their panic put lifejackets on, in their uncertainty.  

That happened on the Staten Island ferries, too.  People started taking lifejackets down first, and I guess they decided they couldn’t really stop them.

That’s what happened with us.

Did you offer anything special for passengers or for children, like facemasks?
No, we didn’t have any.

Anything unusual?

Not that I noticed.  Our job was just to get people on.  We lifted several wheelchairs over the esplanade, people in wheelchairs over the railings.  We tried to give priority to the elderly and infirm.  At that point, people were just massing on the railings trying to get out.  I was there probably for half an hour on the esplanade until I couldn’t take the dust and smoke any longer, so I left, at around 11 o’clock, 11:15, something like that.

And then did what?

I went up to midtown because I knew, because I was hearing that the entire city was shutting down.  Of course, they shut down the air space.  They shut down all the bridges and tunnels and subways.  All the roads into and out of Manhattan were shut down probably at around 10:30 or 11 o’clock in the morning.  I knew then that the only way out for a lot of people was either to walk or to take a boat, and ferries were the only form of transportation that were functioning then.  Literally, everything else was shut down.  Around noon we organized a massive evacuation from the westside terminal at 38th Street, and people from all over Manhattan were coming to 38th Street.  People walked the four miles up from the Battery.  People from midtown, anyone who lived in New Jersey, anyone who just wanted to get out for whatever reason.  We had people who lived in Long Island and Connecticut who got onto boats.  Foreign visitors, people from out of town.  The Port Authority Bus Terminal was closed, of course.  A lot of people were walking over from Eighth Avenue.  Once we felt that the bulk of people we could get out of Lower Manhattan had been gotten out, we shifted our focus to midtown, and that was probably about 12 or 12:30 that day when we put the majority of our vessels into service in midtown.  We probably had fourteen to sixteen vessels in midtown from 12:30 to about 7:30 that evening, with the rest of them in Lower Manhattan transporting the stragglers and injured, whoever.

To 6:30?

Yes, to about 6:30.  It took about six and a half hours, and we evacuated probably about 85,000 people from midtown.  In the entire day we evacuated 158,700 people, on our count.

Did anybody pay?

No.  In the very early hours of the day before it became clear what was happening, certain of our ticket agents weren’t sure what to do.  They were still charging fares.  This was around 10 o’clock.  But as soon as we could get word through to them they stopped.  No, we didn’t charge anything that day once it became clear.  It was funny because… I had heard this from the office, that usually when there is a Path emergency, the Path trains go down, which we’ve encountered several times in the past, either from flooding or switching problems or whatever.   We will send accounting people and security people down to Hoboken and the Jersey City terminals to process the extra loads of people.  We can’t sell tickets, so we usually take cash.  So that is initially what happened, but nobody knew at that point that this was a terrorist attack and that the towers were going to collapse.  That became apparent pretty soon. 

So they used the method they’d used in the past.

Right.  The first half hour nobody knew what was going on, whether it was a fire or some kind of random explosion.  When the second plane hit everybody realized that this was something we never could have imagined before.

Did you figure out the cost for that date?

No, it is probably several hundred thousand dollars in lost revenue and operating costs.  But we really didn’t think about that.  We didn’t charge people, and we wouldn’t charge people.  We got everyone out.  We lined people up, and we really lined up about twelve blocks in each direction on the West Side Highway.  All the way down to 23rd Street, all the way up to the Passenger Ship Terminals.  The police shut down the West Side Highway, and they lined everybody up along the esplanades.

What an image.  What are the perimeters?

Yes, it was striking.  The line went down to 23rd Street at one point, all the way up to 38th Street, and somewhere into the fifties, probably 52nd or 54th Street.  I don’t know exactly where, but we estimated that at the high point of the evacuation, which was probably around 2:30 in the afternoon, there were probably about 30,000 people lined up, waiting to get onto ferries at 38th Street to get out of New York.  I must say the police did a wonderful job of crowd control, and everyone was very orderly and very calm, and there was no line cutting.  There was no panic.  Of course, our buses could not operate, so we had all of our bus drivers assisting in crowd control that day, and they helped form the lines and process people.  We cued people up into groups of 400 and sent them off to the vessels as they arrived into 38th Street.  We had two slips for Hoboken and two slips for Weehawken.  The majority of people went to Hoboken to the Hoboken train station where New Jersey Transit was operating its trains.  People who lived in New Jersey could luckily get a mass transit trip home.  The transit trains were running all day, and it’s a good thing, too, because the terminal at Hoboken would have been overrun with people.  They were running trains on a load and go basis.  As they came in they loaded them, they went out again.  Obviously nobody tried to keep a schedule that day.  They just did whatever they could to process people as quickly as they could.

Were all your buses on that side of the river?

Yes.

You didn’t have anything available here.

We had some; we operated a limited bus service here in New Jersey.  We took people up River Road from Weehawken.  New Jersey Transit buses were also running so people who got to Weehawken could take a bus north to the George Washington Bridge.  But most of our fleet was in New York, and it was parked.  Three of our bus drivers were actually in Lower Manhattan when it happened, one of which was injured, not seriously injured, but cuts and bruises and, I think, a broken wrist.  Another one of our deckhands broke a leg that day assisting a passenger.  I think he slipped.  He fell and broke his leg.  But that was about the worst of it.  We were very lucky.  We didn’t have any serious injuries or fatalities.

In the decision-making was there any sense of risk to your people or boats?

I think the most dangerous part, of course, was before the towers collapsed.  I watched the south tower collapse from the river, but I know that our general manager Bill Bouffard and one of our vice presidents, Don Liloia, were at the World Financial Center at our terminal evacuating people from there when the first tower went down.  They were blinded by the smoke and the dust, and after that, of course, the terminal closed, and that boat left.  People were directed south to the Battery.  So that was the most dangerous point.  The towers, of course, collapsed straight down, but if they tipped over?  There was a great fear at that point that the towers were going to tip over sideways.

Did you really think that?

I did.  Certainly I saw one fall.  And then I heard over the radio that the second was going to fall.  .

But did you think the first one was going to fall?

No.  That was for me the most shocking moment of the day when I saw that thing collapse.  Nothing prepares you for that sight.  Something so solid and massive suddenly falling down.  It was a shocking moment realizing that building is probably full of people.  When the second tower went down we got all of our vessels out of that terminal, and the police on the ground did what they could to get people away from the North Cove Marina in case the tower fell toward the river.  I initially heard on the radio someone say that the tower was going to fall toward the river, but it didn’t, thank God.

You still had evacuation coming out of the World Financial Center until after the first tower collapsed?

During and immediately after the first tower’s collapse.  And then after the first tower went down we shut that terminal down and got our boats and people out of there.

Back to the line (along the esplanade).  Were you pulling in and trying to find other boats?

No, we had to stay with our own boats because our docks are not suitable for other vessels.  Circle Line was doing its own evacuations from their piers and they were actually taking people to Lincoln Harbor in Weehawken.  Lincoln Harbor is a mile south of here.  There is a marina at Lincoln Harbor which can accommodate the Circle Line boats, which are sideloaders. They need to pull up the length of the pier.  So they could get into there, and they were evacuating people to Lincoln Harbor.

Near Lincoln Tunnel.  I guess that’s where they got the name.

Probably.  It’s just to the south of Lincoln Tunnel.

When you were arriving there (at Lower Manhattan), did you yourself see many other boats responding yet?  

Yes.  There were a number of boats responding.  A lot of police boats and tugboats.  The dinner boats came in later because they were bigger and harder to maneuver.  They weren’t able to do very much downtown but they evacuated some people out of Chelsea Piers.  A couple of thousand people out of Chelsea Piers on the dinner boats.  Circle Line probably took about 10,000 or 12,000 people out to their piers at Lincoln Harbor.  But the tugs, police boats, and small Coast Guard vessels were doing some evacuation.  I imagine even some small pleasure boats, although I didn’t see that.  We really moved a lot of people.

Were you also bringing people from New Jersey like emergency workers?

Yes, during the latter part of the day we started bringing in emergency workers from New Jersey and emergency supplies, and we did that for the next several days.

Earlier in the day you probably took some of the people who died in the collapse, who paid their way and went charging over there.

I imagine so.  I don’t know how many New Jersey EMT or fire people were killed in the towers.  

Actually, that was so early that I doubt emergency people would have thought about going in on commercial boats.  They would go on their own boats initially.  

Most (emergency) people came in the afternoon and evening.  I made a number of trips between 38th Street and Hoboken.  I had to deal with the New Jersey Transit police and the Hoboken police on the New Jersey side.  There were a couple of bomb scares at the train terminal that day.  There was a lot of concern about asbestos contamination.  In fact, certain of our boats were not able to dock until the people who had been in Lower Manhattan were segregated from people who come from midtown so they could be rinsed off.

Who did the rinsing?

That was New Jersey EMT folks.  It was done on the New Jersey side, here in Weehawken and a fairly big operation over at the Hoboken train station.  The order that was given was that people who were in Lower Manhattan get off the vessels first and proceed to the contamination process.

Even though they had been sitting side by side on the ferry?

In retrospect, it probably did not make any difference.  They thought this was the thing to do at the time.  It slowed down the evacuation somewhat but after the first procedure was worked out it went forward pretty smoothly.  But we had six or seven vessels at a time trying to dock in Hoboken so there was some significant congestion on the river that day.  Some people had to wait up to twenty minutes to get off the ferries in Hoboken.  No one complained.  They were very grateful to have a way out.

You saw the other boats from other companies responding.  Was there a brotherhood with the other workboats or are there so many of you from Waterway that your sense of emotional communication is only among yourselves?
No, after what happened I think we all feel we are part of a much larger community.  We are all proud of what we were able to do.  The boats really helped save the day.  New York Waterway had the largest role because we are the largest company, but everyone did the same thing.  Everyone displayed the same degree of professionalism and concern.  Everyone in the maritime community is to be commended for doing such an excellent job.  It makes me very proud to be associated not just with New York Waterway but with the New York maritime community.  We really showed our colors.

Who is the captain who was fired?  Somebody told me about someone who was in the newspaper a few weeks ago.  As I understood it, he was a Waterway captain, and he went off on his own route to evacuate people.  He was fired because he didn’t listen to orders.

No, no.  That fellow used to work for us many years ago.  He had since taken a job with another company, like Spirit Cruises.  I can’t remember which company it was.  But he hadn’t worked for us for several years.  But he was a former Waterway employee.

Since then, what is the size of the operation?  How many boats did you have to add?

We are now running thirty-five ferries during the peak hours.  We own and operate twenty-four.  We have chartered eleven.  We are trying to keep up with the demand.  Our ridership has increased from about 33,000 on September 10th to 58, 000 on October 17th.  That is almost a 60% increase.  We are straining.  We are at capacity on some of our most heavily traveled routes, which is now Hoboken to downtown and Weehawken to midtown.  We are running out of parking.  We are pretty much out of parking at all of our terminals, and we are trying to provide additional bus service and bus connections to the ferry terminals on the New Jersey side.  I think the single-vehicle occupancy ban that the City has imposed has helped us a lot.  Our busses have been able to get through midtown Manhattan much more easily, so we have been able to facilitate the commute that way.  But it’s a challenge.  There are long lines.  People have been very patient getting on ferries, particularly to downtown; the Hoboken to downtown service is very crowded.  We expect to move to Pier A on the west side of the Battery by the end of October, which should cut our headways in half and allow us to essentially double our frequency, so that should be a great help with the Hoboken service.

Is that a deal you made with the Pier A-Wings Point people?  Whom did you deal with on Pier A?

The City used its emergency power to essentially commandeer the site.  The UDC and DOT and the Port Authority all came together, and they have really done an extraordinary job under these conditions to put together an emergency facility, and it should be operational in two weeks.  We expect it to be around for six to twelve months and replace the World Financial Center short term as the chief ferry terminal to the west side of downtown.

What other issues have come up that you have to deal with?  Security?

Security, yes.  The first week or so after the attack, the Coast Guard imposed a requirement that every ferry have an armed law enforcement officer on board.  That was a week to 10 days after the 11th.  That was later changed.  It was really unadministerable.  There just aren’t enough armed law enforcement officers around these days.  

Did you hire a private service?

In certain instances, we hired some, but mostly they were New York City police and various New Jersey municipal police, New Jersey Transit, Port Authority.  Everybody pitched in.  But now we are required to have an armed law enforcement officer in every terminal, which is much more manageable, which, of course, we are doing.  Security is an issue.  I think burnout is an issue, too.  All of our people are working very long hours.  We are all working 60-80 hour weeks since this happened.  We are paying a lot of overtime.  We are trying to hire additional crews and captains.  But our management and our crews, we are all really tired right now.  We are all working overtime.  I think that will get better as we staff up to meet the new levels of service, but the first three or four weeks have been very exhausting.  Of course, the emotional impact is clearly yet to be determined.  We set up grief counseling services for our employees, and many of them availed themselves of that.  We have done what we can to reach out to our folks and encourage them to seek help if they need to talk about what happened.  A lot of them were right there on the scene, so I think the longer term impacts are yet to be seen.  I know I still can’t deal with it.  I still can’t sing “God Bless America” without crying.  It was a really amazing day, and I think what I observed was such a stark contrast.  You saw the absolute true evil, the most hideous form of evil that you could ever hope to see, and at the same time you saw the very best in human nature, side by side.  It was a striking, striking thing.  People who disregarded their own safety.  The real heroes of the day are the police and firemen who rushed up the towers as everyone was getting out, to try and save lives and who died themselves.  We did our share and I think we did a good job, but we were safe on the water.  The people on the ground were the true heroes of the day.  That kind of dedication and selflessness juxtaposed with this incredible murderous evil.  That’s what I try to focus on: the amazing feeling of everyone coming together that day, forgetting all the petty concerns that we usually worry about, like “Am I late for work?” or “What am I going to do this weekend?”.  Other day to day concerns just sort of fell away, and I hope that we retain this.  Just remember, it shows you what’s really important, just to go home and hug my kids every night and be thankful I still have a home.

Do you have a fleet list of the twenty-four boats?

I will have it sent to you.  Let’s go to the Ops Office afterward and maybe we can find one for you. 

(Later when the list was found, it pointed out that 23 of 24 boats were operating on September 11th.  The Manhattan was out of service because it had a fire earlier in the year and is being rebuilt.)

Did everyone work long that first day, too?

I was here until about 2:30 or 3:00 o’clock in the morning.  It was about then that we pretty much stopped all our service for the day.  We had gotten everybody out.  We still had a few crews operating all night as needed to take emergency personnel and injured folks.  So we were really operating 24 hours a day pretty much all week.  The next day we were pretty much shut down.  My memory of the next day, the 12th, is a lot hazier.  The 11th was so intense.  We really sort of tried to regroup and see what we could do.  We had an operations meeting the next day around 11 or 12 o’clock to figure out what the short term impact of this was going to be.  I think we were all just trying to deal with the immediate impacts and talking to the Coast Guard.  The river and harbor had been shut down pretty much.  We were still allowed to operate with prior clearance from the Coast Guard.  We ran nothing to Lower Manhattan that day or for several days after that.  We didn’t begin commuter service back to Lower Manhattan until that next Monday, the 17th, when the Stock Exchange opened.  We did operate to midtown.  I know we operated to midtown on Thursday and Friday.  But on that Wednesday, the 12th. I think we started up to midtown sometime late morning because there was no other way in.  Bridges and tunnels were still closed, and people still had to get into New York.  So we did operate to midtown essentially unchanged.  The busses were severely curtailed.  The next few days afterwards there were numerous bomb scares in midtown.  We used the rest of that week to plan what to do next.  We knew we had to get into Pier 11 and make that the major hub for downtown since the World Financial Center was out of commission.

What is the condition of the pier at World Financial Center?

It is working.  It wasn’t damaged.  It is being used.  The Mercantile Exchange and Merrill Lynch are running charters.  We are transporting their employees back and forth to the World Financial Center terminal.  We are trying to open that service back up for the residents of Battery Park City who need to go westbound to New Jersey in the morning, but we still haven’t gotten clearance yet from the OEM to do that.  The first couple of weeks several significant firms, Goldman Sachs and Merrill Lynch, chartered our boats to get their employees back and forth because there was really no other way to get to Lower Manhattan.  

What kind of communication has gone to the staff?  Anything official?  A newsletter?  Gratitude?

Yes.  Immediately the next day I sent out a letter --I can get you a copy if you like-- to everybody, trying to make sense of what happened and to thank everyone for what they did the day before.  I sent that out right away.  I thought that was one of my first duties as the president of the company was to communicate to everybody and let them know how much we appreciated what they did and how hard they were working and how shocking this whole thing was.  I put out another letter about 10 days after that when we had really begun to consolidate things a little bit.  Once again to thank everybody and to encourage them to keep working because, at that point, the strain was really beginning to show.  We were all working double shifts.  We are just putting out a newsletter this week that features what happened on the 11th and highlights some of the heroism of our people.  We do a newsletter every month but this will be a special one.  If you’d like a copy of that I can get that to you, too.

Did some of your captains take pictures?

I’m sure they did.  I have seen a few.  I can probably get some for you if you are interested, but generally our captains don’t have cameras with them on board.

Were you called to pick up debris or body parts in the water?

Not that I know of.   I don’t think there were any bodies in the water. Everything was pretty much confined to the immediate site.  As I said, some people jumped or fell into the water, and we got them out.

What was the hardest thing in the day, when thinking coolly under duress was difficult?

The initial shock for me of seeing the buildings collapse and seeing people jumping out the windows was the most horrible thing.  But it’s funny, that passed relatively quickly.  You think, “This is horrible,” but then you go into a different mindset and say, “I have to focus on the task at hand,” and you just do what you have to do.  Everybody who was operating that day said, “We got to get people out.  We got to do our job.”  You don’t think about how you feel or why this happened or how it could have happened.  That all has to wait until some other time.  You are just in a very single-minded focus on being of assistance, and I think that’s true of everybody that day, for the firemen and the police and the doctors.  You do your job.  There was a very high level of professionalism, not only in our company, but with everybody who participated in the disaster. You are witnessing something completely unprecedented, and it is going to make special demands on you.  

With all the anthrax talk, do your captains have masks?

We don’t really know how to deal with the bioterrorism.  We haven’t had incidents where packages were found but we have had customers who were afraid.  We had a ticket agent coming back from New York who was frightened by someone who turned out to spill sugar on the carpet, so everyone is very jumpy.  There is a big fear factor, too, that is pushing people onto the ferries because you can be outside.  The spaces are not that confined like you have in a tunnel or a subway.  But we are telling people to be alert and not to be overly frightened, but to be appropriately cautious and not to panic.  I think most people are taking that advice.

Did the other Imperatore interests get involved in any way?  Did the trucks help or any other businesses that your family controls come forth that day?

Our restaurant company provided a lot of food and beverages for our crews and  relief workers.  Our café at this terminal sent out sandwiches and drinks to everybody.  We volunteered our services down at the relief kitchens in Lower Manhattan.  A lot of our chefs and waiters went down there to work.  We tried to put those talents to good use.  

Did you put your father’s talents to good use?  Was he (Arthur Imperatore, Sr.) around?

He was on vacation in Italy when this happened.  Obviously, he did not get back because all the air travel was shut down for a whole week.  He called me everyday and he was proud of us, proud of the company, proud of me.  He missed being out of the action, but he knew it was being handled in the right way, which was a big thing.

Did you have to bring in extra captains?  You had your dispatchers and supervisors who were enlisted, but did anybody volunteer who had been retired and showed up?

That is a good question.  (Answer unrecorded)

Did you need to refuel or can the ferries go all day and night without having to come into the gas dock?
We had to refuel from time to time.  But they can pretty much run a whole day without refueling, but after the end of the day they had to refuel.  We did most of our refueling at night.  We have a fuel station here in our marina, refueled by truck down in Jersey City so we were able to refuel our vessels.  But it was an early concern, making sure we had an adequate supply of fuel on hand for the boats, but that did not become a problem.

And none broke down.

No, which was another..(laugh).

Do you normally provide service all night or do you stop after a certain hour?

Midtown, we stop the Weehawken service at midnight.  That day we pretty much ran through the night.  Downtown usually ends at 10 PM.

Did you have a lot of children aboard or animals?

I noticed a few children.  I recall seeing a couple of dogs.  Some elderly folks in wheelchairs.  Really everybody, all types.  From midtown, they were working people, very few children, thank God.  The significant amount of children would have come out of Battery Park City.   I know we evacuated friends of ours who lived in 200 Rector Place, and they had two young children.  I didn’t see them that day, but they called me the very next day and said, “Thank you for saving us.”

Did you keep coming into the Stuyvesant pier (Pier 25) or did you stop doing that?

We stopped doing that around 12:30.  That wasn’t really a center of attention after about then.  Wall Street and the Battery were evacuation points for Lower Manhattan.

Did you say there was evacuation from Pier 25?

For a time, yes, for a couple of hours in the morning.  It was hard to get in.  There were a couple of steps, a couple of feet drop.  It didn’t matter at that point.  The deckhands would just drop people down onto the deck. 

Are there any captains that stand out that would be good to speak with?

Yes, actually in the Jersey Journal, the Hudson County paper, there was a front page profile of one of our captains, Rick Thornton.  He’s been with us a long time.  He’s a Navy veteran.  He’d be a good person to talk to. 

Aren’t you glad you have some way to help?

Yes.  It’s a nice thing knowing that we were such an important part of the disaster response and in the aftermath really holding things together: providing transportation, providing relief services.  We’ve been taking a lot of families from the Family Assistance Center down to the World Financial Center for tours of Ground Zero.  We run three trips a day out of Pier 92.  We also run from Liberty State Park.  So there is a New York center and a New Jersey center, and we transport families from both facilities.

What do you do exactly?  What is the routine?

I guess the families and loved ones register with the OEM (Office of Emergency Management) on either side of the river and are given a ticket to board the boat.   We take them down and drop them off at the World Financial Center, and they are led by relief workers and grief counselors on a tour that takes maybe half an hour.  They walk through the ruins, walk down West Street, and back. It’s a heartbreaking thing to watch.  I haven’t been on the boats but I have been there when a couple of groups came through.  As you would expect, people are devastated and absolutely silent.

Who does it?  Grief counselors and who else? 

I guess they are personnel from the police department.

Is there any religious service or preparation on the boat itself?

I don’t know.

So three times a day?  The same captains do that?

I believe so, yes.

And that continues?  Six thousand people.

Yes.

I have all the clippings in the file I’ve filed away over the years on the revival of the ferry scene.  It is pretty amazing.  I can remember the years just before it happened when we had the Staten Island Ferry, the Governor’s Island Ferry, the Hart Island Ferry, and that was it.  Nobody thought that would ever come back.  Can you imagine if we didn’t have the ferries with this happening?

A lot more people would have died, no question.  A lot more people would have been stranded with no shelter and nowhere to go in Manhattan for days.  I remember one of my most vivid images of the day.  I took a couple of trips from 38th Street to Hoboken with full loads of people and I was standing on the upper deck.  It was such a beautiful day.  It was one of the most beautiful days of the year, and you look across the river and you see this horrible sight.  Everybody was looking at it.  Nobody was talking.  Everybody was trying to deal with it in their own way.  Some people were crying quietly to themselves.  Most people were just staring at it with absolutely blank expressions on their faces.  Everybody united in contemplation of the absolutely incomprehensible.  An amazing sight.

It seems like the profile of Manhattan has been set back fifty years, going back to the Woolworth Building and Empire State.

Yes, the scale has changed.  It really has.  I will get you the vessel list now.  You can take that with you.  I will send you the correspondence I have sent out to employees and our newsletters.   And you want the clipping from the Jersey Journal.  It is back at the office, but I can get that for you.  

Are your boats essentially the same?  

Essentially there are two classes of boat.  We have 400 passenger monohulls and 150 passenger catamarans, and then we have a couple of crew boats that we bought from another operator.  

What is the longest route you have now?

It is from Weehawken to Wall Street.  Also, Port Liberte in Jersey City to Wall Street is pretty long, too.  About twenty minutes.  

The view from Battery Park City is unbelievable, watching your ferries crisscross.  The big Coast Guard vessel Tahoma is back, and she is right there in front of Battery Park.  You are all going around her.

She is watching us, making sure we don’t throw a wake.

Did any of the captains do anything to decorate the boats?  I notice that some boats have large American flags.

We certainly made sure every boat had a flag the very next day, and one thing we did on Monday, the 17th, when we reopened to Lower Manhattan was that we bought 5,000 American flags, and we distributed them to everybody getting off the boats.  Big ones.  Twelve by eighteen inch flags.  So everyone getting off the boat to go back to work had an American flag.  It was on a stick but pretty big, so it was a nice sight to see everybody taking a flag back into New York.

Thank you very much for talking to us.

A pleasure.
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