YESTERDAY
&

Newsletter of the
LOWNDES COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Chartered September, 1967

305 W. CENTRAL AVENUE
VALDOSTA, GEORGIA 31603

TODAY

October 2001

VOL. XXX

NO.12 |

My Experience on September 11, 2001
Stephen T. Paine

Until September 11, 2001, I had never known New York City
without the World Trade Center. For the last twelve years it has
been where | worked, shopped and ate. I started work there on
September 23, 1989 on the 58" floor of One World Trade Center at
Brown & Wood, a law firm. By September 11, 2001 I had a
different job, as an in-house attorney with Morgan Stanley, finding
myself in an office on the 59" floor of Two World Trade Center.

I remember feeling exhaustion when my alarm rang at 6:30 a.m.
on Tuesday, September 11. 1 had just returned from Atlanta on
Monday night and had encountered a four-hour delay due to
thunderstorms in the Northeast. In fact, the preceding seven days
had sent me traveling from Palm Springs to New York; New York
to Coeur d’Alene, Idaho and then to Atlanta with a side trip to
Birmingham and home from Atlanta on Monday night. I suppose
that explains some of my exhaustion.

I had a conference call that morning, scheduled for 7:30 a.m.,
which I decided to miss. Hitting the snooze button a few more times
than | should have, I leapt out of bed, showered, dressed and
decided to grab a cab to work to save time, rather than take the
subway. The day was absolutely breathtaking. It was crisp and
clear with a temperature that felt like fall. I recall how pleased I was
with the cab ride. There was very little traffic down the West Side
Highway and I arrived at One World Trade Center within 10
minutes of leaving my apartment. I remember thinking to myself
what a relief it was that all of the construction of the West Side
Highway near the World Trade Center was finally complete.

As I got out of the cab at the World Trade Center, I recalled the
conversation that I had had with a colleague and friend from work
the night before as we flew over Manhattan before landing on our
much delayed flight from Atlanta. We had discussed how odd it is
to look out at the World Trade Center from the plane and imagine
that your office, desk and personal effects are all inside, even though
the building (from that vantage point) looks like a toy. I smiled to
myself as | went through the revolving door and through the lobby
of One World Trade Center on my way to Two World Trade
recalling that conversation. Once inside the concourse that runs
between the two buildings on ground level, I passed a secretary who
works at Brown & Wood, my former law firm occupying floors 54
through 59 in One World Trade Center. | remember seeing her
because I was surprised that she was coming in so early (Brown &
Wood opens at 9:30) and because she has difficulties walking due to
a medical condition.

I arrived at my office on the 59" floor of Two World Trade
Center at 8:25 a.m. I started to organize my desk and schedule for
the day. I recall that I replied to two or three emails and then
organized my voice mail messages that 1 had received while
traveling for three of the four working days of the week before. A
colleague from work, stopped in to say hello and see how my
meeting in Atlanta had gone. We spoke for a moment and then
agreed to catch up later in the morning.

Shortly after that, while sitting at my desk, I heard a disturbing
boom-like noise. It sounded like thunder. I could also feel the
building shake. Having worked in the World Trade Center for 12
years, I was used to feeling the building sway. During storms and
other weather conditions with high winds, the building (we were
always told) was designed to sway. At these times, one could hear
the building slowly creak back and forth, with a sound that is very
close to a slow-moving rocking chair on a wooden floor. This time,
however, there was no sway. Instead, there was a very distinctive
shake as if the building were settling. 1 immediately looked out of
my window (I had a southern view of New York Harbor and the
Statue of Liberty) and saw the beautiful crisp day. 1 thought to
myself that the noise I had heard was clearly not thunder. In the next
seconds, I saw what looked like a ticker tape parade outside the
window. There were thousands of pieces of paper flying through the
air. Suddenly, I saw other objects besides paper sailing by, many of
which were on fire. At that point, I jumped out of my chair and ran
from my office on to the open area of the 59" floor.

My colleagues were also out of their offices and we decided that
it made sense to leave the floor. We rounded everyone up and
directed people to the stairwells at the center of the building. No
alarm or anything else had sounded to make us feel that we should
definitely evacuate or that we were in any kind of jeopardy. My
feeling was one of concern, but not panic. I remember as we passed
the bathrooms telling someone to shout in each bathroom that the
floor was evacuating through the stairwells. Some people on the
floor were already feeling panic by the look on their faces, others
were crying. As we opened the door to the stairs, there were already
hundreds of people walking down the stairs from higher floors. At
each floor, doors were propped open and more people were joining
the evacuation. The journey down the stairs was for the most part
quite orderly. We still had no idea what had happened. Nor did |
feel that this was the last time I would ever be in the World Trade
Center. Instead, I spoke with someone about a meeting I had at 9:00
(it was now 8:55 a.m.) on the 69" floor and that I guessed I would
not make it.

By the time we had made it down to the 49" floor, I ran into a
woman whose desk is immediately outside of my office on the 59"
floor. She has a respiratory condition and I noticed her having
difficulty getting down the stairs and also being able to breathe. It
was not yet a case of smoke, but rather just the physical exertion of
walking down the stairs. I stopped to see how she was doing and for
the next 14 floors we walked down together. I attempted to talk to
her about things that had nothing to do with the building or the
reality of the moment. I smiled a great deal and tried to think of
things that would make her smile and relax. Every two or three
floors, we would stand to the side and rest so she could try and
regain her breath. Another friend from work joined us, and the three
of us continued down the stairs. At one of our rest breaks, someone
had a cell phone and had been told that an airplane had struck One
World Trade Center. I remember thinking that the airplane story
sounded like one of those urban myths or, if it were true, that the
plane in question was probably a small, single engine propeller
plane. Although I had seen all of those papers and flaming objects






