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Mark the 20th Anniversary of 9/11  
by Supporting America’s Heroes 

It is the 20th anniversary of 9/11 and the Tunnel to Towers Foundation’s inception. Since 2001, Tunnel to 
Towers has been committed to helping heroes, both living and fallen. Join in our mission to DO GOOD 
AND NEVER FORGET.

NEVER FORGET WALK
Tunnel to Towers Chairman and CEO Frank Siller 
connects the Pentagon, to Shanksville, PA, and NYC, 
on foot. Honoring the fallen over 42 days and more 
than 500 miles through six states, while joined by 
families of fallen first responders, catastrophically 
injured veterans, and Gold Star families along  
the way.

READING OF THE NAMES CEREMONY + 
TOWERS OF LIGHT
September 12, at Ground Zero, the Foundation reads 
aloud the names of all who have lost their lives to 
9/11 related illness. The Foundation brings “Towers 
of Light” tributes to the memorials at the Pentagon 
and in Shanksville, PA.

TUNNEL TO TOWERS 5K RUN & WALK NYC
The Foundation’s signature event is bigger and 
better than ever, with a record-shattering number 
of participants retracing FDNY Firefighter Stephen 
Siller’s final footsteps. The Foundation also has 
dozens of charitable events across the country, 
including runs, walks, climbs, golf outings  
and barbecues.

The Stephen Siller Tunnel to Towers Foundation is a Combined Federal Campaign (CFC) approved charity. 
Donate today using code 74047, or learn more by visiting www.T2T.org/CFC.

VETERANS DAY NAME READING CEREMONY
This Veterans Day, at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, the 
Foundation is holding a ceremony to read aloud the names of the service 
members who lost their lives since September 11, 2001 in the War on 
Terror in Iraq and Afghanistan. To volunteer to read, please complete the 
submission form. Scan this QR code on your phone, click “Volunteer to 
Read,” fill in the fields, click “Send Email” and your name will be registered 
for consideration. If the Foundation is able to accommodate your request, a 
representative will contact you.
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Greetings again from Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall — America’s Post. I am 
delighted to introduce you to our latest publication, Pentagram magazine. With 
support from DC Military and APG Media of Chesapeake, we are publishing the 
second of two editions in 2021 and hopefully subsequent editions will appear 
quarterly in 2022.

This issue highlights the 20th anniversary of 9/11, focusing on what people 
from different backgrounds and perspectives think we have learned as a nation.

We also feature Col. David Bowling, our new commander, as he expresses 
thoughts on his first 90 days in office, as well as a 9/11 retrospective from his 

point of view.
On behalf of the entire Public Affairs team, I welcome you to read, comment and 

call us to discuss future content you would like to see in Pentagram magazine.
I hope you enjoy this edition as we try to honor our fallen and reflect on our 

nation’s history and resilience.
Please engage us as we navigate the new landscape of a magazine format. We 

are happy for the opportunity to publish in print again.

What have we learned in the 20 
years since September 11, 2001

Julia Simpkins 
Command Information Officer

Pentagram Magazine

Serving Marines, Sailors, and their families
for over 120 years! Your local MMMCCCCCCSSS

has you covered!

mccsHH.com

www.m i lcorp.com
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The Pentagram magazine is an authorized publication for members of 
the Department of Defense. Contents of the Pentagram magazine are not 
necessarily the official views of the U.S. Government, the Department of De-
fense, the Department of the Army, Department of the Navy, or Joint Base 
Myer-Henderson Hall. The content of this publication is the responsibility 
of the Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall Public Affairs Office and editorial 
staff from APG Media of Chesapeake, LLC. Ideas and news items for The 
Pentagram magazine can be sent to Eli Wohlenhaus at ewohlenhaus@
dcmilitary.com. 
The Pentagram magazine is published by APG Media of Chesapeake, LLC. 
APG Media of Chesapeake, LLC is located at 29088 Airpark Drive, Easton, 
MD 21601. Telephone (301) 921-2800. Commercial advertising should be 
placed with the printer. APG Media of Chesapeake, LLC Publications is a 
private firm in no way connected with the Department of the Army or De-
partment of the Navy. The appearance of advertisements in this publication, 
to include all inserts and supplements, does not constitute an endorsement 
by the Department of the Army or Department of the Navy of the products or 
services advertised. Everything advertised in this publication shall be made 
available for purchase, use, or patronage without regard to race, color, 
religion, sex, national origin, age, marital status, physical handicap, political 
affiliation, or any other non-merit factor of the purchaser, user or patron. A 
confirmed violation of this policy of equal opportunity by an advertiser shall 
result in the refusal to print advertising from that source.

 Stay connected!                       https://home.army.mil/jbmhh                        Facebook: Facebook.com/jbmhh
                                    Flickr: Flickr.com/photos/jbm-hh                                   Twitter: @jbmhh        

Top photo: (Left) Alan Wallace is exhausted after helping as 
many people as possible in the wake of American Airlines Flight 
77 crashing into the Pentagon.

Fort Myer Fire Department photo

Bottom photo: A flag team stands at attention following a dawn 
American flag remembrance unfurling at the Pentagon to honor 
the lives lost and the heroes who came to help.

Navy photo by Petty Officer 1st Class Michael W. Pendergrass

ON THE COVER

Henderson Hall:



Office Call:
JBM-HH 
Commander 
Col. David Bowling

S ince taking command of Joint Base My-
er-Henderson Hall in early May, Col. David 
Bowling has had a steep learning curve. 

But that type of challenge is welcomed by the 
Special Forces officer, and he has made the most 
of the past months, familiarizing himself with all 
the duties his new job entails.

With COVID restrictions scaling back many of 
the ways he might have been able to use to meet 
with base Soldiers, civilian employees and Family 
members, Bowling took time to speak with The 
Pentagram staff to help everyone get to know the 
man behind the mask, so to speak. He reflected 
on his impressions of JBM-HH so far, his goals for 
his command tour and talked about his military 
background and off duty life. (Some answers have 
been edited for clarity and length)

By Alice Swan
Contributing Writer

Editor’s note: With the 2022 Department of the Army focus on its 
people, we are using the Office Call column in each issue of The 
Pentagram magazine to introduce you to some of the individuals 
who make up America’s Post. Who better to lead off this series 
than the base’s new commander?
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mask

Before taking command, what was your 
previous assignment? 

 I was assigned to the National Counterterrorism 
Center in Virginia. I was there for just under a year 
before starting this job.

Can you tell readers a little more about 
yourself?

I am married and we have three adult children. In 
my spare time I like to work out; I do a little bit of 
running, hiking and biking. I enjoy working on cars, 
doing routine maintenance on them. I’ve always 
joked that my retiree job would be an auto mechanic 
because engines don’t talk back to you or want to 
discuss military strategy. 

How long have you served in the Army, do 
you come from a military Family and what 
drew you to military service?

I enlisted in the Army in 1991 and served just 
under four years active duty. While I was in Germany 
during that time I went to the Education Center and 
started working on a degree. When I got out of the 
Army I went back to school, at Wright State Universi-

ty in Dayton, Ohio to finish and joined ROTC. I was 
commissioned in 1997 as a field artillery officer.

I come from a military Family. My father is retired 
Air Force and my mother’s father was also retired Air 
Force. I was born on Okinawa, Japan, lived in Guam 
and Texas and eventually we settled down in Ohio. 
So I was exposed to the military a long time ago. I 
remember being a young child watching John Wayne 
in “The Green Berets,” and for whatever reason that 
movie stuck with me and I was always drawn to the 
Army and combat arms. 

What have been some of your most 
memorable assignments?

 I’ll be honest with you, in the short time 
I’ve been here I know this is going to go down as 
one of my most memorable. I’ve been fortunate to 
have had an opportunity to serve with some of our 
nation’s very finest. Seeing some of those with whom 
I worked conduct their business on a day-to-day 
basis, accomplishing goals and objectives that were of 
significant national priorities, those were some fond 
memories. To look at a team get after accomplishing 
the mission, such as countering ISIS, it’s a very hum-
bling experience to be part of that.
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At UMGC, we’re made for yooou and here for you.
For more information on howww we can help,
visit us online or e-mail us aaat baseadvisor@umgc.edu.

Classes start September 22.
240-495-1511 | UMGC.EDU/BASE

© 2021 University of Maryland Global Campus

What have been your impressions of JBM-HH 
since taking command and what have you 
learned about the community here?

So having been on the ground for about four 
months now, I can tell you it’s been amazing to see 
the breadth and depth of everything the joint base 
team does. We’re responsible for the security of the 
installation; we’re responsible for providing world 
class base operational support to our tenants and our 
partners across the installation; we’re responsible 
for providing the infrastructure maintenance and the 
upkeep and the modernization components to that. 
We are responsible for a tremendous amount of re-
quirements in terms of human resources. Frankly it’s 
mind-boggling, everything the team does.

What has it been like taking command while 
the community is still dealing with COVID-19 
and what impressions do you have on how 
the team has handled the virus so far?

It’s not lost on anybody the challenges associated 
with operating in a COVID environment. With this 
pandemic we went as nation through this period 
of turmoil, where there was a lot of uncertainty, a 
lot of fear. But we had just recently got to the point 

where it looked like we were winning and life truly 
was going to get back to normal. Now with the Delta 
variant, we once again find ourselves in this transi-
tion period where you see that friction and the team 
is trying to navigate it in the right way. 

The message we have tried to convey here in the 
last couple of months is that no matter the situa-
tion, no matter the uncertainty and turmoil, we will 
remain professional, we will remain calm, we will 
discuss the problems, we will work through them 
and implement solutions that are going to continue 
to ensure the joint base team can successfully exe-
cute our mission and serve our customers and their 
Families.

I want to acknowledge the professionalism and the 
competency of the joint base team. I would add that 
my predecessor, Col. Kim Peeples, did a phenomenal 
job leading the joint base team through this period. 
When she came on board there were challenges early 
on and she brilliantly led the team through those 
very specific problem sets. But more impressive than 
that was her ability to provide leadership and guid-
ance to the team as they entered the COVID bubble.
A lot of credit to the previous commander, but more 
importantly to those men and women in the various 
directorates who have lived this daily and continue 
to perform at a high level.
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Have you devel-
oped some goals 
you would like to 
accomplish during 
your time in com-
mand?

The short answer 
is yes. When I was 
a young captain 
speaking with one 
of my former bat-
talion commanders, 
he said to me, “If 
you ever get to the 
point where you’re 
commanding at the 
O-5 and O-6 level, 
you’ve got to have your priorities set straight. If you 
go into command and want to change the world and 
fix everything, you will fail miserably. Have one or 
two things that are very important to you and try 
to improve upon and build upon those during your 
tenure.” So in terms of my personal approach here, it 
is to make communication a priority. I feel that if we 
are able to effectively communicate across the joint 
base team to include our tenants, our partners and 
our local and state governments, many of our prob-
lems and issues can be resolved.

Would you say this is your official command 
philosophy?

I’m a little different. Good commanders have their 
own style in the way they do business. A lot of them 
will adopt a very formal, written document that out-
lines their command philosophy. For me, rather than 
write out a long document, we talk command philos-
ophy around here. It is interactive, it’s a command 
feedback loop, in part tied to good, effective commu-
nication across the joint base team. Part of it is tied 
to the idea of empowering subordinate leaders. 

Is there one thing that has surprised you 
about JBM-HH in these first months of your 
command?

It is the grit and tenacity with which our partners 
acknowledge and embrace the opportunity to support 
one another. Specifically, within the joint base team, 
we don’t have someone like a J-1 responsible for 
admin, a J-4 responsible for logistics, J-6 responsible 
for signal or a staff judge advocate, we don’t have 
our own medical staff. We are reliant upon others to 
provide those services. Just like they are reliant on 

us to provide garrison 
requirements. Not 
only locally here on 
the joint base, I have 
quickly come to appre-
ciate our teammates 
but more importantly 
around the broader 
National Capital Re-
gion. So you see all of 
your state and federal 
government agencies 
working together to 
get things done. I’ve 
had multiple engage-
ments with Capital 
Police, with Arling-
ton County, schools, 

Emergency Medical Services, police department, 
that’s one of the things I’m most impressed with.

Do you have a message to the Soldiers,
DOD civilians and others who make up your 
joint base team and for the local military 
community who use the JBM-HH services?

One thing I always try to hammer home is that 
we are all on the same side here — we are all on the 
same team. It doesn’t matter who you are, where 
you’re from, it doesn’t matter what color your skin 
is, doesn’t matter what your first language was, at 
this point we are all coming together and we’re 
all trying to do what is right for the joint base and 
what is right for our service members and their 
Families. But more importantly we’re trying to do 
what is right for America. So let’s never lose sight of 
that fact. Come and do your best here. Treat your 
brother or your sister who’s to your right or to your 
left always with dignity and respect. Maintain your 
professionalism and let’s get the job done and let’s 
leave at the end of the day feeling proud of what we 
accomplished. Understand that we all continue to 
play our individual and collective parts in making 
our nation great.

The Family members, retirees and veterans who 
visit the base should know the effort that the men 
and women of the joint base team put forth daily 
truly is their best. So when you balance the amount 
of requirements with the amount of work hours in 
the day, I would ask you to have confidence that the 
team is doing the best they can. If something is not 
happening it’s not from a lack of trying, but it often 
comes down to prioritization of resources. And we 
really are doing the best we can to get as much done 
as we can, as quickly as we can.
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O n Sept. 11, 2001, at 9:37 a.m., American 
Airlines Flight 77 struck wedge 1 corner 
(southwest corner) of the Pentagon Reserva-

tion. Marines were located above the crash site in an 
unrenovated part of the fourth floor in wedge 2. This 
year marks the 20th anniversary of when American 
Airlines Flight 77 crashed into the side of the Penta-
gon — an event that forever changed the nation.

On that day, thousands of lives were lost, and the 
attack would become a call to service for those who 
were old enough to join the military and those who 
were born after the attack — Marine 1st Sgt. Thom-
as Tabisz, who was a lance corporal in the fleet, and 
Marine Lance Cpl. Alexis Ann Briggs Moradian, who 
was born Jan. 1, 2002.

“I am 1st Sgt. Thomas Tabisz,” said Tabisz in a 
story by Marine Lance Cpl. Karis Mattingly Sept. 11, 
2020. “I was born Aug. 31, 1979, and I am the first 
sergeant with Headquarters and Support Battalion, 
Marine Corps Installations Pacific. In 2001, when 
the World Trade Center was attacked, I was a lance 
corporal in the fleet.”

“My name is Lance Cpl. Alexis Ann Briggs Mora-
dian, and I am a graphics specialist with 3rd Marine 
Division, and I was born Jan. 1, 2002,” Moradian 
said from the same story.

“I was in North Carolina at Camp Lejeune with 
the motor transport platoon,” said Tabisz explaining 
his memory of 9/11. “We were out in the motor pool 
working on vehicles when our gunnery sergeant, on 
the intercom, told us to form it up. None of us had 
any idea what was going on, and then all of a sudden 
he rolled out one of those old TVs.”

Eighteen minutes after the first plane hit, a second 
aircraft, American Airlines Flight 175, struck the 
South Tower.

“We were watching the live news coverage, and then 
the second plane hit,” said Tabisz. “We sat there for 
three or four, hours watching. The room was silent.”

As a junior enlisted Marine, Moradian shared her 
unique story and first memory of learning about 9/11.

“I was not born yet when 9/11 occurred,” said Mora-
dian. “The first memory I have of 9/11 is when I was 
12 years old, watching a news story in class. My sister 
also inspired me to learn more and do my own re-

search on the tragedy because she is very patriotic and 
often spoke to me about the event to educate me.”

According to Moradian, she remembered eat-
ing with her family, when her mom explained that 
Osama bin Laden, who led the al-Qaeda organization 
responsible for the attacks on 9/11, was captured and 
killed during Operation Neptune Spear in Afghanistan.

“Everyone reacted and united together during the 
events of 9/11 and years after,” she said. “I hope that 
as we come up on Sept. 11, it reminds people that 
we cannot succeed when standing alone. Just as the 
country united following the attacks, we must work 
together to help the current state of the pandemic.”

As the nation prepares to celebrate the 20th an-
niversary of the worst terrorist attack on American 
soil, Marines who were in the Pentagon recalled how 
lives were lost even though that part of the Pentagon 
was undergoing renovations. 

Just one year after the attack, Sept. 11, 2002, resto-
ration of wedge 1, Ring E between corridors 4 and 5 was 
complete, allowing Marines from the Marine Aviation 
Headquarters to return back to their workspace. The rest 
of the civilians, Army, Marine, Navy and Air Force offi-
cers and enlisted service members returned shortly after. 

The Marine Corps Command Center in the build-
ing was functioning, right after the attack occurred, 
which left the remainder of the displaced employees 
to move to other locations in northern Virginia and 
the Navy Annex. 

The Navy Annex also known as Federal Office Busi-
ness No.2 was home to Headquarters Marine Corps 
from (1941-1996). Later, becoming the temporary 
government office building used by offices/workers 
temporarily displaced by renovations at the Penta-
gon. After 9/11, this would be home to several work-
ers and service members until winter of 2010. 

The portion of the Pentagon was rebuilt in 2008 
and an addition to the grounds “National 9/11 Pen-
tagon Memorial” honoring the 184 individuals who 
passed was dedicated Sept. 11, 2008, seven years to 
the day after the attacks. Massive renovations at the 
Pentagon were completed Fall 2010. Upon comple-
tion of renovations, Marines were able to relocate 
back to the Pentagon shortly after. 

Editor’s note: Marisol Rivera, a public affairs specialist 
with Headquarters and Service Battalion, Headquarters 
Marine Corps, Henderson Hall contributed to this story.

By Catrina Francis
Contributing Editor

By Catrina Francis
Contributing Writer
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I f I were an artist, I would create images of Alan 
Wallace outside the Pentagon on 9/11.

Yes, I would go back in time to the day the plane 
hit the symbol of America’s military strength to draw 
the photographs I wish I could have taken that morn-
ing. I want to better understand how it felt. I want to 
feel and experience the emotion those images stir. So 
I would make my images with oil pastels of this fire-
man from nearby Fort Myer, Virginia, who had just 
arrived outside the Pentagon to perform a routine 
mission of supporting aircraft arriving and departing 
the helipad.

After my journey to write this article, my mind is 
full of plenty of mental photographs I would create 
while looking through the lens of my mental camera. 

But as Wallace spoke to me about the events that 
morning, I focused on three images.

One would say: I can’t breathe.
Another: I gotta get down or I’ll die.
Still another: Oh my God.
Still, there would be a thousand more images of 

him and many others impacted by this terrorism.
To understand my Wallace portrayals, here is my 

journal. 
It is 20 years later and few Americans were spared 

experiencing the trauma of that day. Most of us didn’t 
experience these tragic events firsthand, but the 
moment we learned of the terrorist attack is frozen 
in time forever. Television did its instant magic with 
earth-shattering news around the world.

I watched from a hotel room in Alabama, but every 
military, civilian, contractor or Family member ei-
ther in the Pentagon that day or a part of the Nation-
al Capital Region was touched in a way that those of 
us who were afar cannot know.  They came to work 
that day like it was any other day, and by the time 
their heads hit the pillow — whenever that was — 

they were left with memories that would impact the 
remainder of their lives.

We all felt the trauma, perhaps triggering earlier 
trauma and possibly taking years to emerge when 
other experiences troubled us. For me, I began my 
journey drawing images in 2010 as I began wanting 
to see those things that happened in the past related 
to my life so that I could better understand them. I 
drew hundreds of images with my hands that make 
scribbled marks.

This will be my fifth anniversary of 9/11 while 
living in the Washington, D.C., area. Until around 
10:30 a.m. Aug. 3 this year, I figured this anniver-
sary would be like all the rest. It is hard to explain 
how I felt then as I sat in my cubicle in the Pentagon 
while an officer protecting me was killed outside. The 
emotions of being in the proximity of violence such 
as this were unnerving. 

Of course we were all safe inside the building. We 
simply stayed put until things cleared up. When news 
reports got out of a shooting, we let our loved ones 
know we were OK. Still, when that officer who died 
and all the others protecting us went to work in the 
morning, I suspect they knew the danger but thought 
it would be like all the other days, with them coming 
home to their Families untouched by violence. 

And it wasn’t.
So I decided to do what I do as an artist and jour-

nalist.
I wanted to try find an eye witness who could bring 

me close to the action here on 9/11, someone who 
experienced it firsthand. I wanted to imagine as if I 
were physically here at the Pentagon with my camera 
and gear as this monumental story unfolded. I knew 
how it felt to watch from afar and, while I know 
nobody can truly understand the true emotion of that 
day unless you were actually present, I wanted to try 
to feel those emotions. And I wanted to paint what I 
saw, even if just in my mind’s eye.

I have known the stories of many who were in the 

Art images by Mike Howard
Image on page 22: “I Gotta Get Down or I’ll Die,” 19X24 inch Oil Pastel, 2021 — This artist rendering is based on Alan 
Wallace’s account of moments after the plane hits the Pentagon. Wallace runs for his life, dives next to the van and 
crawls under it to protect himself from the fire, heat and debris. 

By Mike Howard
Special Contributor

If  I were an artist I would 
travel to a 9/ll Pentagon
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Image on page 25: “I Can’t Breathe,” 19X24 inch Oil Pastel, 2021 — This artist rendering depicts Alan Wallace helping 
a lady get out of the Pentagon after Wallace realized the fire truck and tree were on fire and before he had put on his 
gear. He says there was no oxygen at the window and he could not breathe. 

building that day or on nearby Fort Myer. Accounts 
of the utter shock and disbelief, the immediate uni-
fied effort to help others. The days of funerals and 
emotional stress. I had friends who experienced this, 
but I was looking for the story from strangers.

I called a retired Army sergeant major who was 
assigned on Fort Myer at the time to see if he could 
help me locate soldiers or anyone who may have 
seen the plane hit the building or who were somehow 
involved. I was hoping to locate someone who helped 
raise the flag on the side of the Pentagon.

His response left me realizing the trouble of digging 
up memories so troubling.

“9/11 is a painful moment for me,” he said after 
I told him what I was doing. “And I have mentally 
blocked it out. I really do not want to go back there.”

I called a Soldier who was in The Old Guard at the 
time who told me he and other Soldiers were called 
to the Pentagon the next day to help with the rescue. 
I asked what they did. He abruptly cut the conversa-
tion on the phone and said he’d call back.  

He never called back.
I asked a friend to connect me with a Soldier 

spouse she knew who lost her husband in the attack. 
After not hearing from her husband by late afternoon 
that day, the lady suspected he was gone and so she 
came to the perimeter as close as she could get to 
where the plane hit. She and others then held vigil 
through the evening and night praying their spouses 
would survive. These spouses desperately wanted to 
believe their missing loved ones somehow survived 
and were trying to get home on a crowded metro 
train, or had gone back into the Pentagon to get their 
car keys, or were unable to borrow a cell phone to 
call someone.

I sent a compassionate and empathetic email ex-
plaining my project to draw images that express the 
emotions of the scene. She responded that she was 
honored by my request but it was simply too difficult 
to remember that day. Perhaps another time.

Desperate to find someone who could tell me what 
it was like to be on the scene, I called the fire chief 
at Fort Myer. I knew there was a three-man crew 
who was near where the plane hit — one man inside 
the fire house near the old helipad and the other two 
were outside near the front of the fire truck that was 
50-feet from the Pentagon.

One of the men has since passed away and the oth-
er doesn’t talk publicly about 9/11. So the fire chief 
gave me the phone number of the third. I dialed the 
number and left a voicemail message thinking this 

will be another dead end.
But Wallace called me back.
Without hesitation, Wallace took me exactly where 

I wanted to be to visualize the photographs I would 
have taken. In one 45-minute conversation followed 
by two more 30-minute discussions on the phone, I 
got a visceral sense of his story.

Wallace had driven the fire truck that morning to 
the helipad for an upcoming mission and backed it up 
to the Pentagon with the rear of the truck about 35 
feet away from the building. He and the man he calls 
Skipper were walking around the front of the truck 
without any of their gear on. They were wearing 
street clothes. Skipper had driven a Ford van that 
was parked farther away.

Wallace said they could see the plane coming in 
at a 45-degree angle and knew it was going to hit. A 
nano-second before it did, they turned to run away 
from the building.

“I knew I had to get as far away from where I was 
as quick as I could,” he said. “I ran to save my life. 
Finally, the heat, fire and debris were too much. I 
came to the side of the van Skipper had parked and 
I dove for the pavement — which was pitch black 
because it was new — like I was diving head first for 
home plate in a baseball game.

“When I hit the ground, I crawled under the van. A 
few minutes later, the van was on fire and I had to get 
out. So I ran to the field and found Skipper.”

Wallace said when he got back to the truck, he 
thought the Pentagon was on fire so he tried to start 
the truck to get it to safety. But it wouldn’t move. It 
was then that he realized that both the truck and a 
Magnolia tree next to it was on fire.  

After he got out of the truck, an Air Force lieu-
tenant colonel asked him and Skipper to help people 
get out of the Pentagon. 

“You could not breathe at that window,” he said. 
“There was simply no oxygen there.”

All this happened while he was still in street 
clothes — then he put on his gear and went into the 
building with a fire extinguisher. The noise attracted 
victims to him, and he was able to help them get out.

I immediately knew I had what I needed to draw 
three images in my style for this article — the imag-
es of him diving, at the window, and taking a knee 
near the Pentagon on fire. I knew exactly where I 
would be with my camera to my eye to get the icon-
ic shots I could call mine.

I quickly sketched them out on three sheets of 
19 inches by 24 inches paper I use to make my oil 
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“Oh My God,” 19X24 inch Oil Pastel, 2021 — This artist rendering is an interpretation of the scene near where the plane 
hit and Alan Wallace had parked the fire truck beforehand. After helping people get out of the building from the win-
dow, Wallace put on his gear and went inside. Here, he is taking a knee.

pastel art. 
But the story wasn’t complete. I wanted more 

to make those three images of Wallace mean even 
more. I needed context to better understand the 
magnitude.

So I messaged my friend Kathy Rhem, who was a ser-
geant first class in the Army at the time. She worked as 
a military journalist in what was then American Forces 
Information Service in Alexandria, Virginia. This is 
where she was when the plane hit. The news service 
immediately went to a 24-hour operation. 

Rhem got the night shift, went home to explain 
what was going on to her children, and then went 
to the Pentagon to cover then-Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld’s press conference from the Penta-
gon Briefing Room.  

“It was surreal,” she wrote in a text. “There were 
no cars going north, and then once I was in the build-
ing the blue smoke hanging in the halls stunk. It felt 
incredibly significant to be in the Pentagon holding 
a press conference, even as the building was still on 
fire. It was an act of defiance against our attackers, 
like we were taking back our home.”

She recalled that the room was completely packed.
“And people were scared,” she wrote, “I was 

scared.
“I was an Army SFC and felt like I’d lived through 

many dangerous situations, but this was something 
new and uniquely awful. I remember thinking I was 
going to be responsible for the first draft of this histo-
ry and that millions of people could read what I was 
writing. I was very determined to do it well. 

“I know everyone in that room felt the weight of 
what we were experiencing, and it felt very heavy.”

This feeling Rhem and others felt about relaying 
the first draft of history explains why I wanted — 
needed — to go back to make my art.

To get still another perspective, I sent a text to an-
other friend, Dave Schad, who was an Army master 
sergeant at the time and worked for Sgt. Maj. of the 
Army Jack Tilley as his public affairs NCO.  

Schad had just dropped his Soldier wife off at Dulles 
International Airport for a temporary duty trip to 
South Korea. He had not bothered to write down the 
flight information, he only remembered it was an 
American Airlines flight that started with a seven — 
leaving him concerned it was the flight his wife was on 
that had been flown into the Pentagon once reports 
came out that morning that it was American flight 77.

Soon, he got through to her unit and was informed 
she was safe as it was not her flight.

Schad, who was at home on use-or-lose leave with 
a three-day growth of a beard, immediately drove 
in civilian clothes to Tilley’s home on Fort Myer, 
grabbed the SMA’s reading glasses and collected as 
many charged phone batteries as he could find.  He 
walked to the Pentagon to find Tilley.

Schad worked his way through security and found 
Tilley right where he expected he would be.

“I headed straight toward the side of the building 
where the plane had hit,” he remembered. “Hard to 
miss.  Smoke, many emergency vehicles, etc. It didn’t 
take me long to find the SMA. He was walking around 
in Class Bs with no hat doing what you’d expect an 
SMA to be doing — helping people cope with what 
had happened.”

Schad wrote that it was extremely emotional as 
people were looking for any hints their loved ones 
were OK. They used those extra phone batteries to 
keep their phones working as they loaned them to 
people to make their calls.

“At one point,” Schad wrote, “as the sun was going 
down, I sat down on a pile of thick, beam-like boards 
that had been neatly stacked near the hole. They 
were there in case shoring material was needed.  I 
recall sitting there, looking into the hole the plane 
had made.

“Flames were still visible, or at least smoke was 
coming out, and it was overwhelming.”

Schad was referring to a place not far from where 
Wallace’s fire truck was and where he dove to save 
his life.

Schad gave one final thought: “I think of those 
memories as being in folders in my mind. I know 
they have the potential to be dangerous, so I didn’t 
take them out and examine them very often.”

This helped me better understand the people de-

clining to help me for my article and art.
Rhem also told me about what’s been on her mind 

as we approach the 20-year anniversary. 
“Looking back to that time immediately after 9/11 

and in the following years working in Public Affairs in 
the Pentagon,” Rhem wrote, “I felt like I was sacrific-
ing a lot for my job at the time. 

“Now of course that sounds ridiculous to me to be 
saying that out loud. Hundreds of thousands of my 
brothers and sisters in arms gave up years of their 
lives, their emotional and physical well-being, their 
marriages, years of their children’s lives. Thousands 
never came home. Those are the things that are in 
my mind when I watch the news about what’s hap-
pening in Afghanistan now.

“As far as the 20-year commemoration goes, I don’t 
plan to watch any of it. It never leaves me. In fact, 
I’m going camping that week and hope to unplug to 
the extent possible.”

I am sure, though, she will join the rest of those 
who were impacted in seeing images of that day in 
their own minds — just as they have on every other 
day since.

For me, I will see these three images I imagined 
while talking to a fireman named Wallace. 
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EVERYTHING

On Tuesday morning, Sept. 11, 2001, 
I was at work in the Pentagon 
when American Airlines Flight 77 

slammed into the south face of the build-
ing. That strike on the premier symbol 
of American military power was part of a 
larger attack that would change America 
and the world. We ceased living in what 
national security strategists called the post-
Cold War era. We were entering a time of 
the global war on terrorism that would define 
U.S. military strategy and American foreign 
policy for the next decade and beyond. 

The 9/11 attacks changed the way we Americans 
think and live, and two decades after that tragic day, it 
is worth reflecting on the lessons we might learn from 
it. What follows are some personal views. Your views 
may be similar or quite different or perhaps, you were 
too young on 9/11 to have a sense for what it was like, 
how it changed the world and what lessons you might 
draw. Regardless, I hope the following personal obser-
vations add to your understanding of that pivotal day in 
our history.

Preparedness
Life is a come as you are affair. When your country 

needs you, there is no way to press pause so you can 
take time to get ready. Your ability to contribute to 
the fight, in whatever form that takes — commanding, 
leading, fighting or supporting from near or far — will 
be determined by your preparation. On 9/11, I had re-
cently graduated from the National War College, where 
I now teach, and was serving on the joint staff, working 
for then Lt. Gen. John Abizaid, the director for strate-
gic plans and policy. As his title at that time suggested 
it was Abizaid’s job to support the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. N Henry “Hugh” Shelton, in 
developing our nation’s strategies, plans and policies for 
dealing with the unexpected events of 9/11. 

In less than a month, U.S. forces were operating in 
Afghanistan, building a coalition of allies and partners 
and attacking the terrorists who had attacked America. 
I would like to think that the training and education 
I had received before 9/11, especially my time at the 
National War College, helped me to help Abizaid to 
help Shelton be more effective in building a military 

coalition, preventing further attacks on our 
homeland and taking the fight to the en-

emy. What I can say for certain, is that 
whatever abilities we had for defend-
ing the United States were the ones 
we already possessed on the morn-
ing of 9/11. There was no taking a 
timeout to prepare for the roles, in 
which we found ourselves. 

Persistence 
In the days following 9/11, Ronald 

Reagan National Airport was shut 
down. Many commentators said it 

would never reopen. I was skeptical 
of that prediction. Certainly, things had 

to change if we were to prevent terrorists 
from again using airliners as weapons. How-

ever, it was imperative to protect, preserve and 
defend the American way of life as much as possible, 
and to prevent the perpetrators of the horrors of 9/11 
from depriving us of our freedom and our liberty. While 
it was not immediately clear in the aftermath of 9/11 
what changes we would need to make to the way we 
lived our lives, it seemed a safe bet we would figure out 
a way to get back living as openly and freely as we and 
our forbearers had grown accustomed, and that meant 
reopening Reagan National Airport.

People 
Stress and crises bring out the best and worst in 

people. One week after 9/11, even before the American 
military and U.S. intelligence officers were beginning to 
take the fight to the enemy in Afghanistan, anthrax was 
mailed to the U.S. Capitol with the intent of harming 
members of Congress, to news media personalities in 
New York and to other targets in Florida. The perpetra-
tor of those attacks attempted to make it look like the 
anthrax attacks had a link to 9/11. A year after 9/11, 
and long before the FBI caught up with the suspect-
ed mailer of anthrax, the New York Times ran a story 
about some of the many fraudulent claimants scheming 
to get their hands on government compensation and 
private charity intended for the survivors of 9/11 vic-
tims. Nevertheless, 9/11 is also a story of first respond-
ers knowingly risking their lives, and too many losing 
their lives, in efforts to save others. In addition, there 
have been countless acts of heroism, some heralded but 
many unrecorded, in the wars since 9/11, including acts 
of heroism and sacrifice by spouses, children, parents, 

By Mark Bucknam
Director of Research and Writing National War College

family and friends of America’s uniformed military 
members. Severe challenges show us who we truly are. 

Patriotism versus partisanship 
The 9/11 attacks came less than a year after the 

2000 presidential election, which was an extremely 
close race and one not resolved to everyone’s sat-
isfaction. Political partisanship, even polarization, 
remained high in the summer of 2001. However, 
the 9/11 attacks made us all forget that, at least for 
a while. Perfect strangers began clapping sponta-
neously at the sight of uniformed military personnel. 
First responders — America’s fire fighters, police and 
emergency medical technicians — became everyone’s 
heroes, overnight. The expression “thank you for your 
service” came out of nowhere, leaving many a mili-
tary member and first responder at a loss for how to 
reply to such expressions of gratitude from their fellow 
Americans. The American flag was almost universally 
seen as a symbol uniting us. Most Americans forgot 

about being a member of team-red or team-blue. Ev-
eryone wanted our president to succeed, because we 
wanted our families, friends and loved ones to be safe 
again. We wanted America to be safe again. As a rule, 
Americans became friendlier toward each other, even 
to complete strangers. Those better characteristics in 
American society had always been there, but somehow 
partisan politics had overtaken them, and it took a 
horrific terrorist attack for them to return. It struck 
me then, and it does still today, as a bit perverse, a bit 
sad, that we can let political differences — valid dis-
agreements over important issues — become consum-
ing and cause such animosity between us. 

We should tune out and turn off the most strident 
partisan voices and their toxic narratives. Perhaps the 
most important lesson of 9/11 is that America is good, 
that we are all one another’s neighbors and fellow 
citizens, that we should cultivate a sense of gratitude 
for our blessings toward those who serve our society, 
especially our first responders and our military.
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He is also very interested in science and energy.

unites a country9/l l : A tragedy



30 P E N T A G R A M  |  S E P T E M B E R  2 0 2 1 31S E P T E M B E R  2 0 2 1  |  P E N T A G R A M

“
Boom! Boom! Boom!” was a muf-
fled sound interrupting the peace 
of my third lap on a terrific 

Tuesday morning walk. My immediate 
thought was to wonder quite what I 
was hearing. I was on the eastern side 
of Fort Lesley J. McNair in southwest 
Washington, D.C. I vaguely remem-
bered reading a few weeks earlier 
that the Pentagon was embarking 
on major yearslong renovations, so 
I assumed the noise was a mistaken 
encounter with a gas line or some-
thing in the massive building about 
a mile as the crow flies from where I 
was walking. The trees were just be-
ginning their autumnal color, but defi-
nitely still blocked much of a view toward 
the area where I thought the explosions 
emanated. I have yet, two decades later, to 
hear anyone else comment on the multiple sounds 
which, were obviously the three fuel tanks full for the 
transcontinental flight so horribly and tragically cut 
short Sept. 11, 2001.

As I walked along the northern sidewalk crossing 
from east to west across the base, a mere minute af-
ter I heard the booms, dark black smoke was already 
filling the crystal blue sky that Tuesday September 
morning. I particularly remember the weather be-
cause it was such a rare refreshing day in a month 
that can still deliver oppressive heat and humidity 
to the National Capital Region so often. The smoke 
billowed from what obviously was indeed the Penta-
gon. In 2001, I had a cellphone, but it was a pretty 
rudimentary one, which I did not even carry with 
me on such walks because I had wanted to absorb 
the beginning color of autumn along with the decent 
weather. Students attending the Inter-American De-
fense College, an organization of American States ed-
ucational institution also tenant at Fort McNair, were 
pouring outside to see what the noise had been but, 

as a Spanish-speaker myself, I heard their questions 
which mirrored my own. “What could have caused 
that?” “Wonder how many people were hurt?” “Isn’t 

that going to be hard to clean up?”  I hurried by 
them as it was the last lap. I had intended 

to walk to end my walk because I needed 
to do to prepare for my elective class-

es, which were scheduled to begin the 
following Monday afternoon.

I walked rapidly down the Wash-
ington Channel past the 15 general 
officer quarters and aging officers’ 
club gracing the western side of the 
fort. Not many people were out until 
I got much nearer to Roosevelt Hall 
itself, the magisterial building on the 
peninsula marking the confluence of 
the Anacostia River and the channel. 

I knew the lecture in our course on 
military history began at 8:30 a.m. So, 

everyone should have been in seminar on 
the second deck, but those seminars facing 

the north side would be able to see the thick-
ening smoke clearly. By the time I approached 

the west entrance, about a dozen colleagues not in 
seminar were out pointing and excitedly commenting 
on the fire, but I felt grubby after walking so I passed 
them to swipe my badge to get cleaned up.

The door did not open. It irritated me that a sec-
ond and third swipe produced the same result, so I 
tramped toward the entrance on the ground floor, 
which brought us into the building through double 
doors. Our dean of faculty’s assistant, a normally 
engaging and effective African-American guy in his 
20s. Christian looked worried when I started to rant 
about why the doors were locked. He opined it was 
probably because of the towers. I remember wonder-
ing what on earth he was talking about, what towers? 
“Dr. Watson, the Pentagon was attacked, just like 
New York. One of the towers collapsed.” I could not 
imagine what he was saying. “Collapsed? What do 
you mean collapsed?” Christian went out toward the 
gathered faculty near the channel while I dashed into 
the gym to use a couple of hand weights and catch 

By Dr. Cynthia Watson
National Defense University Provost

Twenty Years Hence: 
Memories, lasting effects

the news broadcast that I assumed would be playing.
Two faculty were standing still as if frozen looking 

up at the scene. As I glanced up, I saw the rerun of 
the second World Trade Tower collapse on itself in 
what must have been the 20th time they had shown 
this film from merely a couple of minutes earlier. 
The anchors were having trouble finding words to 
describe the billowing smoke overwhelming the 
southern tip of Manhattan. Eventually, I realized the 
footage also included what I initially thought was a 
different angle of the building falling, which I gradual-
ly grasped was the initial World Trade Center crum-
pling. I wondered if there might have been 10,000 
people in that vast structure with more than 100 
stories. 

I never showered or cleaned up that morning, 
taking the back stairs up to my east facing office on 
the main floor. As associate dean for academic devel-
opment, I found myself wondering what this would 
all mean. In September 2001, we had nothing like 
streaming to allow me as a pretty unsophisticated 
techie to log on to a news site. Instead, I concentrat-
ed on calling my closest friend on the faculty who de-
parted on the local shuttle bus from the nearby Coast 
Guard building early that morning for a China meet-
ing of some sort. Dr. Bernard Cole had just published 
the first major study of the nascent Chinese navy in 
the past decade. He had said something earlier that 
morning about taking the shuttle up to Pennsylva-
nia Avenue near the White House for something, so 
I tried his cellphone but knew he did not turn it on 
much of the time. I got a busy signal, which repeat-
ed each time I tried calling. I did not think I needed 
to call anyone else but figured he probably would 
be back soon because I could not imagine too many 
meetings in town were continuing with the Pentagon 
and New York events. It was still not entirely sinking 
in that this was really a huge event.

The foreign service officer with the office across 
from mine was Public Diplomacy Minnesotan Dick 
Virden. Far savvier than I, he had found a way to 
stream the local news on his clunky desktop. Vird-
en invited me in to look over his shoulder, but soon 
went down the hall for a meeting that the State 

Department faculty and students convened. As he 
left, Dick welcomed me to stay watching the televi-
sion, which I knew would be more satisfying than my 
usual radio in the background in my office. The news 
personnel were excitedly talking about bombings at 
the Department of State headquarters in Foggy Bot-
tom, definitively noting that these multiple bombings 
might herald other violence in town. It turned out, 
hours later, that there were no bombings but their 
instincts to get out updates to people overcame the 
processes of fact checking; no one really objected as 
I think back. The other thing the reporters on the 
streets began asking was whether other targets were 
still vulnerable.

from 9/11 horror

• GI BILL® benefits eligible
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The commandant of the National War College, 
Maj. Gen. Reginal Clemmons, was an Army officer 
beginning his second year in the position. The brand-
new dean of faculty, Col. Paula Thornhill, illustrated 
the “joint” nature of our institution as an Air Force 
officer to complement Clemmons’ Army background. 
They summoned the entire faculty and staff of about 
60 and students numbering 190 to Arnold Audito-
rium for a meeting at about 11:15 a.m. Arnold is a 
relatively welcoming design, often called the “red 
bedroom” by too many alumni speakers hoping to 
endear themselves to current students, but it was 
overflowing as Clemmons began. He stated the ob-
vious, “The attacks earlier this morning has caused 
massive casualties and we do not know whether 
there will be more.” He ordered everyone to evacu-
ate the building by noon, even though several of us 
had seen online streaming or heard radio broadcasts 
warning already of clogged streets as people tried ex-
iting the central part of the nation’s capital. A brave 
soul tried pointing out that perhaps those living 
across the Potomac, thus having to pass the burning 
Pentagon, could wait until things slowed down, but 
Clemmons would have none of it since the word was 
that we were shutting down at noon.

People flowed out of the auditorium to begin gath-
ering belongings. I thought briefly about a shower 
since I did not know how long it would take to get 
home but ran into Dr. Cole who had walked from the 
area around the White House. He said everything was 
at a standstill, so he could not catch a bus or metro. 
We had carpooled that day, so I told him I would wait 
in my office until he picked up whatever he needed 
since he had missed the meeting where our dismiss-
al occurred. Never one to sit in traffic, he suggested 
we waited a little while so roads could clear out. 
Five minutes before noon Roosevelt Hall was virtu-
ally empty. We put out bags in the car but could not 
figure what our best option was for a cup of coffee or 
something, so we sat on a bench on the tip of Fort 
McNair. 

Over several hours, we had multiple visits from 
military policemen with sniffer dogs, invariably un-
happy with me as I left my purse in the car including 
my National Defense University pass. Because my 
colleague had sufficient identification and absolutely 
no one else was still visible on base, the MPs reluc-
tantly left us alone. We noted that the Anacostia had 
multiple police and Coast Guard patrol boats cir-
cling. Noteworthy was the complete lack of airplanes 
landing or departing from National Airport, another 
frequent occurrence merely a mile across the Penta-
gon from where we sat.  It felt numbing because we 
looked out on the confluence of the rivers, but no 
people on such a beautiful, yet smoky-smelling wan-

ing summer afternoon.
Ultimately, we departed southwest D.C., at about 4 

p.m. by which time the streets were actually com-
pletely open. My initial reluctance to take 395 South 
past the Pentagon because of anticipated closure was 
misplaced as the four lanes were completely open but 
the vast emergency response struggled to address the 
beleaguered site. Passing south of town, we saw vir-
tually no one out at precisely the time that Washing-
tonians generally fight their way for up to a couple of 
hours to commute from the city. Striking was that on 
the surface roads as I neared his drop off at a service 
station, the parking lots were as empty as the streets. 
No one was out. 

Wednesday morning absolutely no place was open 
for coffee. An early bird, I gave up after the third 
closed Starbucks to drive into town under shockingly 
open conditions. The fires still raged on the west side 
of the Pentagon as the crews still wrestled with res-
cue and damage control. The normally full lots were 
largely empty as the edifice sat wounded and forlorn. 
Crossing the 14th Street Bridge was far simpler than 
any trip I could recall for years, so my mind focused 
on how the college leadership team would make any 
sense of the emerging details of the attacks. I still 
could not imagine the horror for the hundreds on the 
four airplanes used in the coordinated attack as they 
faced their demise with each foot of declining alti-
tude. I wondered how many people in New York had 
returned to their offices after the first plane hit the 
tower as officials advised. Most prominently, howev-
er, I asked myself why on earth no one questioned 
some guys getting on an airplane in New Hampshire 
with a bunch of box cutters. I raged at this last ques-
tion as I could not imagine a reasonable answer.   

Rounding the bend from Maine Avenue onto 4th 
Street in southwest D.C., toward the ceremonial 
gate for the second oldest post in the U.S. Army was 
a rude awakening because the line to enter McNair 
was terrible. The lesson already learned less than 24 
hours after the attack, was how unprepared we were, 
thus everything and everyone seemed suspicious. The 
MPs at the gate were heavily armed and searching 
each and every single car for about 40 minutes each. 
The college and other components at McNair were 
largely on skeletal staffs, but there were still about 
three dozen cars waiting for a long, long time to face 
all kinds of inspections to prevent yet another attack, 
this time on an active-duty post.  

Once I got to the office, the leadership confronted 
the same mixture of paralysis and hurt characterizing 
so much of the discussion in the media and by public 
officials. I was like too much of the country — angry 
but keenly aware that the great national security 
voice Carl von Clausewitz reminded us in “On War” 
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presidents talked about bringing U.S. forces home 
from the “longest war” yet the possibility of a safe 
haven for anti-western radicals seems possible today, 
despite billions of dollars and thousands of lives spent 
to rebuild the society. All the while China continued 
its astonishing economic modernization, which now 
threatens the United States in a sickeningly familiar 
way too many people who thought traditional power 
politics ended in 2001.

Fort Lesley J. McNair changed dramatically after 
the attacks, even if they did not occur here. The 
nine-hole golf course beloved to generations ended 
years ago as costs made it prohibitive, while unrea-
sonably important except as a symbol of Army spend-
ing. Similarly, the great ceremonial gate through 
which generations passed onto the base remains 
largely closed to drivers, except as an exit for the 
afternoons to alleviate traffic backups at the more se-
curity gate built after the event. The swimming pool, 
open to generations of McNair and neighborhood 
residents, appeared too tempting a target for some-
one accessing the base under the cover of recreation, 
so its location is now a paved parking lot for the 
newest college at the National Defense University, 
the College of International Security Affairs, which 
attempts to create a network between counterterror-
ism students from here and abroad. 

The National Defense University inaugurated in 
the late 2000s, a new curriculum at the College of 
International Security Affairs to focus on counter-
terrorism, irregular warfare and networking. Its 
composition includes a substantially greater num-
ber of international officers and officials, evidence 
of NDU’s growth as a focus for professional military 
education as an instrument of statecraft in the post-
9/11 world. This entire generation of individuals 
from partner and allied nations spend an extended 
period with U.S. counterparts in various programs 
at NDU. The CISA curriculum most heavily focuses 
on understanding issues central to counterterrorism, 
but all of the NDU institutions ponder these ques-
tions as a reminder that the global context is a highly 
complicated, intertwined one, which has immediate 
and long-last implications for the national security 
community. Secretaries of defense, in conjunction 
with various chairmen of the Joint Chiefs dating to 
the Bush administration, began to recognize this tool 
and continued to apply its use to security issues well 
beyond Afghanistan and counterterrorism, but it was 
the 9/11 experience that expanded this focus for the 
United States.

The War College would have changed regardless of 
the 9/11 attacks as all healthy institutions shed the 
old to embrace the new. With my departure in late 
July to assume the position as interim provost at 

NDU, a single faculty or staff member still teaches at 
Roosevelt Hall, a man who arrived only weeks before 
the attacks. The curriculum revolves around new 
concepts related to outcomes based military educa-
tion, with increasing emphasis not on counterterror-
ism but on global competition, if not war with China.

The enduring issue remains, the students and the 
spirit of the students who study at Fort McNair. The 
team of 27 who spontaneously created their own 
team to focus on a counterterrorism strategy, which 
ultimately, they offered to various sectors of the 
United States Government are now largely retired, 
but their drive to provide real solutions to pressing 
daily and long-term critical problems endures. In 
many ways, the greatest tribute to their work ap-
pears in the strategies that each student writes and 
those group strategies they contribute to on national 
security challenges now and ahead. That is not to say 
they would not have come together or that the fac-
ulty would not have embraced new material, themes 
and techniques without 9/11, but the shaking up of 
the world everyone knew did force all to question 
assumptions.

Can 9/11’s unexpected happen again? It already 
has with COVID-19 and the struggles of a polarized 
world. The careening problem of climate change will 
be no easier. The lessons learned, however, of what 
we have learned and what we have not, will play into 
future scenarios in ways we cannot entirely predict.

about the role of “primordial violence” and passion 
in war. I was struck in that mere few hours since the 
attacks began on 9/11 that the passions and hate the 
attacks engendered were rea but were going to be 
hard to channel into something useful because they 
were so raw, plentiful and real.

The faculty leadership immediately dissolved into 
two camps about what the National War College, a 
55-year-old institution dedicated to educating na-
tional security strategists, should do Sept. 12 One 
chairwoman, already in contact with many uni-
formed faculty not on campus again, forcefully advo-
cated jettisoning the 10-month curriculum we had 
embarked upon a mere five weeks earlier in favor of 
counterterrorism education, since the role terrorism 
played in the attacks was already unavoidably clear. 
As a political scientist, she had her hand on the pulse 
of the student body and the feelings of many faculties 
who believed nothing would ever be the same again, 
hence we could not continue educating leaders in 
the same manner. Equally passionately, a roughly 
equal number of military historians cautioned that 
abandoning our traditional systematic approach to 
national security logic would shortchange students 
regardless of what challenges they faced and who 
knew whether this was just one more attack in a long 
line of new types of warfare. A mere five years earlier, 
the revolution in military affairs had been the topic 
de jour so how did we know this wasn’t a passing 
fancy.

The truth we confronted was that we simply did 
not know what we confronted. Twenty years hence 
the interconnections of Osama bin Laden and vari-
ous Islamic radicals across the world are clear and 
documented phenomena; a day after the attacks, the 
National War College employed one of the long-term 
scholars of terrorism, Dr. Bard O’Neill. O’Neill’s 
focused on typologies of radical groups no longer 
permeated the curriculum by 2001 because of new 
topics, which appeared more relevant and futuristic. 
At the same time, the basics of warfare and of strate-
gy such as objectives, context, instruments, costs and 
benefits, trade-offs and viabilities were all still ines-
capable, no matter how hard we tried to ignore them. 
As the days and months after the attacks unfolded, 
the college and all of professional military education 
struggled to establish, then maintain an appropriate 
balance between the challenges of this new age.

On Friday, Sept.14, 2011, three days after the 
attack as rescue operations continued, then Presi-
dent George W. Bush famously grabbed a bull horn 
to address firefighters — and the nation — about 
the U.S. resolve on responding to the attacks. That 
same afternoon, more than two dozen students from 
across the services and inter-agency enrolled in the 

National War College Class of 2002, took it upon 
themselves to assist in the national effort. Frustrated 
to be in seminar rooms rather than preparing to initi-
ate retaliatory and deterrent strikes upon Taliban and 
al-Qaeda strongholds in Afghanistan, these students 
organized themselves into a counterterrorism cell to 
provide strategic thinking on this new threat for U.S. 
policymakers. Operating with the occasional engage-
ment of a couple of NWC faculty members, the group 
worked steadily and systematically on their own to 
create a strategy. With the increasing sophistication 
of their personal strategic education and a growing 
national understanding of the global security context 
after the attacks, the counterterrorism cell ultimately 
drafted a sophisticated strategy to present to selected 
members of the Bush administration in the summer 
of 2002.This strategy ultimately provided some rel-
evant bases to the approach used in Afghanistan and 
other regions during the Global War on Terrorism, an 
example of strategic thinking in application.

After the horrible week in September 2001, many 
more of those who were here at Fort Lesley J. Mc-
Nair went into various parts of the world, some lost 
their lives, some can tantalizingly close to bringing 
down the terrorists early while others continue seek-
ing to eradicate terrorism 20 years hence. It was a 
complicated but monumental day.  

Afterward
The pre-9/11 world for the United States and the 

world, the U.S. military and the National War Col-
lege has closed. Students enrolling in classes on the 
20th anniversary of the attacks on average took their 
commissions coincident with the attacks. Those in 
uniform rarely served in a world without counter-
terrorism precautions and none of the students were 
part of the Cold War generation focused on a Soviet 
enemy in Eurasia or elsewhere around the world. 

The political aftermath of the era has been com-
plex, yet also boils down to less hubris and more 
doubt about the future. The security invulnerability 
of the United States ended in 2001 while the financial 
confidence similarly evaporated a mere seven years 
later with the massive financial crisis from 2007 to 
2009, neither of which has been reinstated. Osama 
bin Laden could not escape the U.S. dragnet, though 
he survived a decade after the attacks. Threats posed 
by Islamic radicals still permeate national securi-
ty concerns, but the priority increasingly lies in a 
China, which poses threats unlike those of any prior 
generation because of its interrelationship with the 
United States financially.

Clausewitz’s passion confronted an enemy of 
seemingly greater sustainability than U.S.  political 
will in the Taliban of Afghanistan. Three straight U.S. 
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O n 9/11, I was a young cap-
tain attending the Com-
bined Arms and Services 

Staff School at Fort Leaven-
worth, Kansas. We were get-
ting ready to start a seminar 
when the first plane crashed 
into the World Trade Center. 
Everyone was watching it 
on the news, saying, “That’s 
weird, that’s different, that’s 
something you don’t see every 
day.” We began class and then 
the second plane hit, and we knew 
something serious was going on.

We soon learned it was a terrorist at-
tack against our country, something that 
justifiably upset all of us. Everyone dealt with 
it in their own way. I tend to compartmentalize 
things in my effort to deal with them. I tucked it 
away mentally in a spot it needed to go for me.

A couple of years later, as part of 
the Special Forces qualification 

course pipeline I was in SERE 
school, about the time the 

U.S. and its allies were going 
to begin combat operations 
in Iraq. The challenges of 
making my way through the 
schooling process had frus-
trated me, and one day, I 
turned to a buddy and said, 
“I wish we could get out of 
here because we’re going to 
miss the whole war.” Over 

the following years, I would 
get exactly what I asked for, 

again and again. If I could only 
go back and warn that young 

captain about being careful of 
what he asks for ... .

In Ramadi and Fallujah in ’03-’04, 
and then multiple follow-on deployments 

over the years following, I served with many of 
my fellow Special Forces operators, and came 
to feel a bond with all of them. Many of them I 

By Col. David Bowling
JBM-HH Commander

20 years later
on 9/11
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shared not only deployments with, but shared 
my own time with them, had thrown back cold 
beers together, etc. On Memorial Day in 2010, 
we were downrange in a place called Forward 
Operating Base Kalsu, just south of Baghdad. 
I was serving as a company commander at the 
time. What we would do that day to honor our 
fallen is read a list of the names of the Special 
Operations Forces operators who had been 
killed in action up to that time. I can remem-
ber vividly, it struck me that many of those 
names were Soldiers I knew personally; those 
same guys with whom I had shared my time, a 
cold beer, and the bonds of the brotherhood of 
arms. In just eight or nine years, we had sacri-
ficed a lot. Our nation had lost many sons and 
daughters, and I had lost brothers and sisters 
in arms.

Fast forward a few years to 2014, and just 
when I had thought I was done with the Middle 
East, I was told I was being sent to Baghdad as 
part of a strategic assessment team designed to 
get a better understanding of the Iraqi army’s 
ability to defend themselves against the ISIS 
assault across Iraq. Another deployment to      

Iraq, as part of the Special Operation Joint 
Task Force Inherent Resolve, and then another 
deployment, would prove that my time in the 
middle east and the sacrifices our nation was 
making were still not over.     

Now, reflecting over the past 20 years, I 
think about all of those with whom I served. 
I think about those who sacrificed their lives, 
I think about their Families, their children, 
and many others. It is no small thing and very 
humbling when you actually pause and reflect.  

Through this time we have all had an op-
portunity to see things that make this nation 
great. I believe, part of what sets the U.S. and 
her allies apart from much of the world is 
our ability to maintain the moral, ethical and 
legal high road. Our armed forces consider 
closely the various factors of a mission and 
make sure we are doing absolutely the right 
thing to accomplish the mission, achieve the 
objective, all while using the minimal amount 
of force required to do so. And, we do this 
against the backdrop of an often complex 
battlefield, limited resources, and adaptive 
creative adversaries.  
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Veterans Day Jamboree

VETERANS DAY
Giving thanks to veterans

with this special Veterans Day
edition of ‘At Ease’

“HIS APPRECIATION FOR ALL THAT OUR SERVICE MEMBERS GO 

THROUGH AND SACRIFICE FOR OUR COUNTRY WAS REMARKABLE.”

SAMUEL L. JACKSON ON THE DIRECTOR OF

‘THE LAST FULL MEASURE’

At Ease
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“I THINK IT’S EXTREMELY 

IMPORTANT THAT WE 

CONTINUE TO PRESERVE OUR 

BATTLEFIELDS.”

RETIRED LT. GENERAL RON 

COLEMAN ON THE PRESERVATION 

OF BATTLEFIELDS IN AMERICA

BATTLEFIELDS
American Battlefield Trust preserves 

the story of war on American soil

POETRY OF TAPS 
The story behind the song

AMPHITHEATER
Arlington National Cemetery 

amphitheater turns 100

At Ease
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“I LOVE EVERYTHING ABOUT NURSING 
AND BEING ABLE TO CARE FOR 
MILITARY MEMBERS BECAUSE THEY 
ARE SUCH A DESERVING GROUP.” 

MAJOR JOANNA M. COOLEY, USAF

VETERANS
Honoring veterans and the

‘Year of the Nurse’

MUDDY GIRL
Veteran becomes
leather entrepreneur

QUILT OF VALOR
Local veteran receives

a fine gift of honor 

ISSUE 24    •    NOVEMBER 2020ISSUE 24    •    NOVEMBER 2020
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TATTERED FLAG
Navy SEAL Veteran’s 

success of a small town
bar and  restaurant

GROUND SUPPORT
Ukrainian reporters discover 

how grass roots programs for    
U.S. Veterans found success

YELLOW RIBBON 
Small non-profit
making a 
big impact

At Ease
M I D - A T L A N T I C  M I L I T A R Y  L I F E

STAY CHEESY
Army veteran and cancer- 
survivor makes his dream a 
reality with food truck

EARL GRANVILLE
Combat veteran shares his 
story of personal loss and 
personal triumph

KEEPING WATCH
Veterans and non-veterans 
team up to provide security 
for their church family
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Browning
Liberty
American Security

Vaultek
Champion
Rhino

#1 – 2224 Crain Hwy., Waldorf

#2 – 3255 Leonardtown Rd., Waldorf

T.V.’s • Tools • Electronics

CAROL

smdpawn.com

SOUTHERN MARYLAND
GUN • PAWN • SAFES

301-374-2333

“ PROTECT YOUR STUFF “
240-222-3547

Full Service FFL:

MODERN LENDING • CONFIDENTIAL • DISCREET
ESTATE SERVICES AVAILABLE / PRIVATE APPOINTMENTS

New& Preowned Firearms
NEW INVENTORY DAILY

SAFES SHOWROOM

HOURS
M-F 10-6
SAT 10-5

SALES
MOVING
SERVICES

Speci
alizes

In

Leonardtown Rd. location

Store #2
3255 Leonardtown

Rd,
Waldorf

Store #1
2224 Crain Hwy,

Waldorf

COINS, COLLECTABLES & FIREARMS

Guns & Ammo



We accept most insurances
Free dental whitening for
every new patient
Ask for details


