File No. 9110129

WORLD TRADE CENTER TASK FORCE INTERVIEW
LIEUTENANT GEORGE J. DeSIMONE

Interview Date: October 22, 2001

Transcribed by Nancy Francis



G. DeSIMONE

MR. CUNDARI: Today"s date is October 22nd,

2001. The time is 1330 hours. 1"m George Cundari.
I"m with Richie Dun of the New York City Fire
Department. 1°m conducting an interview with the
following individual:

Q. Please state your name, rank, title and
assigned command.

A George J. DeSimone, Lieutenant, Engine
Company 224.

Q. Can you please state the events regarding the
day of September 11th, 20017

A. Sure. It was about 8:45 or so. We were
watching the morning news in the firehouse, in the back
room, and we saw the Ffirst plane go in or photos of the
first plane hit the Trade Center. 1 said to the guys
in the firehouse to get ready, 1°m sure that we"d be
moving on this, whether we were going to go to the fire
or we were going to relocate to some other engine
company in Manhattan. About two minutes passed, and I
believe the time was 8:54 when we got the ticket to
leave.

As we opened the front door of quarters,

there were already papers and other kinds of debris

falling outside on Hicks Street. We mounted the rig.
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We went down Columbia Street. The guys who were
looking north sitting in the rig saw the second plane
hit. We were en route to the staging area at Hamilton
Avenue. When we got there, | don"t think we were there
more than two minutes and we were told to head into
Manhattan.

We went through the Battery Tunnel. When we
came out of the Battery Tunnel, we were on West Street,
very close to the Trade Center, and that was one of my
problems with the whole setup initially. As we pulled
close to the Trade Center, the tower, we saw airplane
parts. We saw bodies. We saw body parts. What we did
then was we decided to move a little bit further west
on West Street to the furthermost point that we could.

Q. Was there a lot of commotion and chaos in the
street?

A At that time it appeared to be pretty quiet.
There were a few rigs in the street around us. |1
couldn®t even tell you what the numbers of those rigs
were.

Q. What about civilians?

A I really don"t recollect seeing any civilians
at that time.

As 1 said, we pulled west to get out of there
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because 1 thought we were in part of the exposure at
this point. No sooner did we do that, we went west, as
I said, and just a little bit north to get out of that
area, and there was a lieutenant in a white shirt, I
presumed from Metrotech, who came over and he said to
me, "Go up the street north and find a hydrant. You"re
going to relay water.” | don"t recall what company he
wanted us to relay water to.

We went up to the First hydrant and there
were too many vehicles around us, so we went up to
about the second hydrant. He also said initially to
make sure that we maintain an aisleway in the middle so
that emergency vehicles could get to and from.

As we pulled up and got to the second
hydrant, we noticed that there was transmission fluid
leaking from our apparatus. What I wanted to do was
make sure the apparatus was parked and out of the way
of this little aisleway that they wanted us to keep.

So we had to jockey through a few vehicles. We had to
jJockey a few other vehicles around so we could put our
apparatus close to that hydrant and hook up.

In the meantime, when we saw the transmission
fluid leaking on the ground, one of the guys,

Firefighter Saulle, went underneath with a wedge and he
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tried to put the chock into that, and he did in fact
stop the transmission leaking to a great extent. At
that point, 1 took my extra riding list and 1 went down
back in front of the Trade towers, and I"m not sure if
it was the north tower or the south tower, but I went
to what appeared to be the command post.

At the command post | saw Chief Ganci, | saw
Chief Downey and a bunch of other Fire Department
bigwigs, and 1 gave them my riding list. We were on
the apron of a building opposite the tower on the west
side of the street, and it looked like it was going to
be an underneath parking garage. We were on the apron
of that at that point in time.

After that, I got out of there as quick as |
could because the building was decaying. 1| mean, there
was fire coming out of it, fire dropping down, and at
that point | think we started to notice bodies dropping
from the buildings. In that amount of time, and 1
can"t tell you how long the frame was, maybe about a
half hour, maybe 20 minutes, maybe two hours, we saw
multiple bodies. 1 probably counted 20 bodies that had
Jumped from the windows.

As we got back up the street -- they had told

me from the command post to just wait, that they would
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tell us what to do. The next thing 1 know, we heard a
little bit of a rumbling, and then white powder came
from the First collapsed building. 1 thought it was an
explosion initially. We got hit with the powder. We
tried to run. We got hit with the powder. It took a
few minutes to clear.

After that, we started triaging as many
firefighters and civilians as we could. It was
basically cuts, scratches and eyes that were irritated,
and we tried to irrigate as many of those eyes that we
could.

Q. Are we talking about a lot of firefighters
and civilians? Was it a large group?

Al I would say those rigs that were parked in
and near where we were, and 1°d say we were maybe 200
feet north of that First footbridge, maybe 20 or 30
firefighters in and around that area, to include us,
and maybe another 20 or 30 civilians at that point.
They all looked like they had just come out of a
snowstorm. We did that for the better part of a half
hour or better.

Right after that, in my mind, | heard a
rumbling, and it was almost as if it was the roller

coaster at Coney Island. It seemed like a metal
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clanging on metal sound. Then we saw a black cloud
come out, and I told everybody to run. We ran as fast
as we could as far north as we could. At that point we
had gotten separated. We couldn®t outrun a cloud.

As for me, 1 got knocked down. 1 thought it
was the day I was going to die. |1 got knocked down and
I put my mask on and it was full of debris in my face
piece. When 1 started inhaling, | took a lot of stuff
in from whatever was caught in my mask. 1 thought I
was going to have a heart attack initially. 1 heard my
heart pumping, and when you®"re encapsulated with the
helmet and the mask and the face piece on, It was kind
of horrible.

After that, I still thought it was an
explosion. 1 thought it was some kind of thermal
explosion where I™"m either going to get burnt -- and I
had kind of ideas that it was going to be something
like Hiroshima where all this heat was coming at me and
we were going to get burnt -- or if the heat didn"t
burn me, I thought that all the parts coming out of
this building, the windows, metal, all the things like
that, that 1 might be severed in half. It turned
completely black. 1 was still on the ground at this

point, and 1 just thought we were going to die at that



G. DeSIMONE

point.

Right after that, probably the better part of
anywhere from five to 15 or 20 minutes, | don"t even
recall, it started to lift a little bit, and looking
through my face piece it appeared to be like a dreary
day that you see in a newspaper article or photo from
maybe Rochester or Buffalo in the middle of the
winter. Visibility was limited. At this point my
concern was where were the rest of my firefighters?

It took me the better part of 40 minutes, 45
minutes, to regroup and find all of them. At that
point, I found them someplace north of Stuyvesant High
School but on the east side of Vesey Street. As we all
got together, we shook off what we could and we
assessed if anybody was really hurt to any extent, and
we kind of just sat around for a point there. At times
they tried to ask me, "Lieutenant, let"s do something,
let"s get busy," this that and the next thing.

I found a command post again and that
appeared to be north of that first footbridge, and I
checked in with whomever. 1 don"t even know at that
point. It was a quasi command post at best.

Q. Were the radios working at the time?

A The radios were working. At one point they
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were very, very silent, and at another point it
appeared that there was so much chatter on it that you
couldn®™t decipher any kind of a message clearly coming
through.

Q. Did you hear a lot of Maydays on the radio?

A No, I did not. 1 did not hear a lot of
Maydays. That"s fact. There may have been stories of
hearing a lot of Maydays, but I didn"t recall.

Q. Were you on frequency 17

A. Yes.

I checked in at the command post and said
that we"re available. They said just take it easy, sit
there, and basically throughout the remainder of the
next couple of hours, past noontime, 1°d say, we were
Just hanging out, sitting together, and just scared as
hell. We saw jets overhead, commercial airliner,
military jets, Air Force jets, and we didn"t know what
the hell was going on.

Q. Between the Ffirst and the second building,
the first one you only had the white smoke and the
second building you had the black smoke?

A Yes. |1 mean, the visibility was reduced the
first time pretty much, but there was no visibility the

second time. Absolutely none. We were in pitch
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black.

Later, I"m going to say sometime around
12:00ish, 1300 hours, we heard them calling, ''224 give
me more water." Sometime in that interim somebody had
moved our apparatus. They had hooked up on Vesey
Street at West, and our pumper was pumping. Every time
we heard 224, we thought they were calling us, you
know, just the numbers of the apparatus, the
identification numbers. So we made our way back to
Vesey Street and we manned our own pump pretty much the
rest of the day, and for the next two days our pumper
operated at that particular site.

That"s about all I know. More members of the
unit showed up with the recall. 1 was able to make a
phone call home to my bride, my mother, let them know
we were all right. After that, there®s nothing else
that I can really tell you. It"s just a bad day, a
real bad day.

I don"t think we understood the magnitude of
what was going on. | was fearful that there were bombs
in the building. That was my first thought, being the
military kind of guy that 1 am.

Q. You knew right away it was a terrorist

attack?
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A When I saw the second plane, yes. There was
no question. The first one could have been an
accident, pilot error, heart attack of the pilot or
crew. The second one, there was no doubt about it.

One horrible day. That"s all 1 can say about it.

Is there anything you want to clarify or you
want to ask me to clarify? That"s how I saw it that
day.

Q. So basically that was the end of the day?

A That was pretty much i1t.

Q. Were there any other officers or any vehicles
that you might remember seeing numbers while you were
driving down that lane?

Al When we met the staging area, 1 honestly

can"t be sure if it was 202 or 204"s apparatus. There
was a truck company there. But, again, we were there,
as | said earlier, no more than two minutes. 1I™"m
thinking more like 30 seconds that we were there.
There was enough confusion going on and we were looking
back north at the Trade Center from the staging area at
the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel and just seeing volumes of
flame coming out of multiple stories.

Q. At any time did you see a lot of civilians

between the two collapses?
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A I saw a lot of disoriented civilians walking
around. Most of them were holding their noses, of
course, or their heads, not from any injuries, but I
think they were concerned about what they were inhaling
at that time.

Q. Can you just clarify on the map here where
you parked the engine originally?

A To the best of my recollection, 1 don"t know
if it was this bridge. 1°m assuming this is Vesey
Street somewhere here?

Q. Here is Vesey, right there. This is Liberty,
which is the beginning, and this is Vesey. Liberty is
closer to the Battery Tunnel. This is the first
pedestrian bridge. This iIs the second pedestrian
bridge.

MR. DUN: Here is the Winter Garden right
there.

A See, | have it backwards. In my mind, Vesey
was sitting somewhere over here.

Q. So you actually were on Liberty?

A We came up through the mouth of the tunnel.

Q. Yes. That"s right over here.

A Okay. We came right up in front over here,

and parts were falling off. The building was decaying.
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Q. So that would be Liberty.
Al Okay. We pulled then across here, west, the
west side of West Street, and then we went north about

over here, maybe Barclay, Vesey to Barclay.

Q. Right. Because Stuyvesant is over here on
Chambers.
Al We ran like hell and we wound up -- there®s a

school over here on this side, too, | believe.
Q. Yes. That"s the college.
A New York City Community maybe or something?
Q. Yes. BMCC, right.
Al That"s where we recouped, up that way.

The only other thing that really scared me
was, between these towers this way, and there was
another very tall building here, most of the forces
were massed in and around here, between these two. My
only thought was that this one on the north side is
coming down, too, trapping any secondary forces that
were still alive at that point in there, you know, it
was a shitty day.

MR. CUNDARI: 1°d like to thank you,
Lieutenant DeSimone, for conducting this interview.

The time now iIs 1345. This concludes the interview.



