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Survivor is dedicated to recalling horror, heroes of Sept. 11

Daily Herald Reports

People can't help but notice the Illinois license plate on Joe Dittmar's

car.

It reads WTC ESKP.

After the moment or two it takes to understand the meaning behind

those seven letters, people want to hear his story. 

And as a survivor of the Sept., 11, 2001 terrorist attack at the

World Trade Center, that's exactly what Dittmar wants. 

He wants - no, he needs - to tell the story over and over again

so people will remember the heroes and the horrors of that day, a

day he could never forget in a lifetime.

"I asked 'Why am I alive? What am I supposed to do with this gift

of survival?'" said Dittmar, 47. "I have to keep telling the story,

talking about what happened, to make sure that people never forget

the people who lost their lives that day."

Dittmar's license plate is just one of the ways he works to help

people remember that day.

"It gets attention so people will ask and I get to tell the story,"

he said. "It gives me the ability to once again share my rally cry:

Always remember, never forget."

Dittmar was at the World Trade Center for a meeting at Aon Corp.

on the 105th floor, the highest occupied floor of the second tower.

Forty-seven people were with him at the meeting that day. He was

one of seven who survived. 

Dittmar remains in contact with a woman whose husband attended the

same meeting. Every time they talk, she asks him the same questions:

"Why didn't he come down with you? Why didn't he come down with you

and why didn't I give him a big kiss that morning before he left?"

Dittmar has dedicated a significant part of his life to telling

the heartbreaking stories of that day so the woman's husband and so

many other victims like him will never, ever be forgotten. He speaks

at events twice a month and has told his story of survival to groups

as small as five people and as many as 5,000.

But no matter how many times he tells it, it will never be enough.

<B>That day</B>

Shortly after being notified of an explosion in the other tower,

Dittmar made his way to the stairwell, urged to evacuate by the person

acting as fire marshal for the 105th floor. 

The stairwell door at the 90th floor was propped open and he followed

the crowd out to catch his first glimpse of what was happening in

the other tower. 

"It was the worst 30 to 40 seconds of my life," he said. "You saw

things you shouldn't ever see. Everything falling from the building:

furniture, paper and worst of all, people."

Unable to watch what was happening for very long, Dittmar went back

to the stairwell. 

"All of a sudden, I had that feeling," he said. "'I want my mom,

I want to go home. I want to get back to my wife. I want to be any

place but here.' And thank God for that feeling."

Part of Dittmar's group paused again at the 78th floor of the tower,

where there was a huge bank of elevators called the sky lobby.

Many of the people with him decided to wait for elevators rather

than walk. One man decided to visit the restroom before continuing

on the long journey down the stairs.

Dittmar and others were in the stairwell somewhere between the 70th

and 75th floors when terrorists crashed the second plane into the

tower.

"I've never felt anything like it in my life," he said. "The building

just shook from side to side. It was 45-degree movement of these concrete

walls, back and forth." 

The plane hit the tower between floors 78 and 82. Everyone waiting

for those elevators was gone.

At the 35th floor, his group encountered firefighters and police

officers heading up.

"I still see those faces. They knew exactly what they were going

into," he said. "You want to know what a hero looks like? Anybody

who would go up those steps knowing they weren't coming back - that's

an American hero. That's why I do this. Those guys, they deserve to

always, always be remembered."

On the street, he remembers the carnage. Twisted steel and concrete.

The hazy dust. And the red blotches that could only be one thing.

He remembers hearing rumors that terrorists were invading, that

they were parachuting into New York.

And there are two sounds from Sept. 11 that haunt Dittmar every

day: The unforgettable, deafening sound of the steel-and-concrete

building he was just in crumbling to the ground, and the unbearable

sound of so many people standing on the streets of New York, screaming

all at the same time.

"You don't get it out of your head, you just can't," he said. "I

compare it to a shadow. Your shadow goes wherever you go. How you

choose to manage that is your choice."

Dittmar's post-Sept. 11 philosophy is simple and inspiring.

"It's a huge part of my life and I could let it take over," he said.

"But the guys who did this, that's what they want. They want me to

dwell on it and pull the cover over my head and change my life dramatically."

But he is determined to not let the terrorists defeat him.

Whatever it is that you do, he says, keep doing it and try to do

it a little better each day. 

"It's a simple philosophy and it's the only way that we can fight

back," Dittmar said. "They want to undermine you and take it away

from you in little bits so that you're unsure of yourself and can't

move forward any more. But if we try to do what we do a little better

each day, they lose and we win."

Dittmar made it home to Aurora the very next day after the attacks

because he had a rental car, which he had used to visit his parents

in Philadelphia the weekend before his meeting at the World Trade

Center.

After making the normally 14-hour trip home in just 11 hours, Dittmar

was reunited with his wife, Betty, at a memorial service held at Our

Lady of Mercy Catholic Church in Aurora.

"I was maybe a half-hour away and she told me about the service,"

he said. "I told her, 'You should go. I'll meet you there.'"

He walked into the back of the church in the middle of the service.

"My wife, who is normally undemonstrative, jumped over the pew and

started running," he said, somehow crying and laughing at the same

tame as he recalled that moment. "It was the greatest hug and the

best kiss I ever got in all my life."

Dittmar's wife stayed at work immediately after the attacks for

fear of going home, for fear of what might be waiting on the answering

machine. So she stayed where she could be among people just in case

the worst had happened. Later, one of Dittmar's co-workers called

to tell her that her husband had made it out alive. 

Having been through such a terrifying, traumatic experience, you

might be surprised to know how long it took Dittmar to regain his

ability to laugh and smile.

It was Sept. 12.

"It was when I got back home and was able to be with family and

friends," said Dittmar, who has four adult children. "It was a wonderfully

great feeling having everybody I knew and loved, all in my house,

eating my favorite foods. The warmth and the love I received from

the people I love most was enough to make that happen, you couldn't

help but smile and laugh. I was a very lucky man."

In the six months following the attacks, Dittmar was in high demand.

He was invited to tell his story on national and local news programs,

and even appeared on Oprah Winfrey's show.

"It's important to tell the story for people who were there that

day and no longer have a voice," said Dittmar. "To be their voice,

that's my service so that they will not ever be forgotten."

When he first spoke at local high schools, he was surprised by the

awesome silence of an assembly hall filled with students. You could

practically hear a pin drop, he said.

"The kids really listen," said Dittmar. "They want to know and they

ask hard questions. And they're really great. They're a lot more patriotic

than we ever gave them credit for. They love their country and understand

what's going on more than you think."

In addition to helping people remember Sept. 11, Dittmar works hard

to help people see the positive things that have happened since that

terrible day.

"I see it every day: there's a new phase of Americanism and fellowship

that hasn't gone away," he said. "You drive down the streets and see

tons of American flags where you didn't see them before. And when

did you ever see an entire section of a store dedicated to American

flags and patriotic clothing? Sept. 11 made it cool and OK to be patriotic

and what a great thing, that thing we'd been missing for so long."

Like so many people who were at the WTC that day, Dittmar's life

has changed in the two years since the attacks.

"Not taking things for granted is a big, big part of the change,"

he said. "I've always been a hard driver in business, a typical type

A personality. With that type of personality, you tend to take a lot

of things for granted. You work too hard and forget the things that

count the most."

But all that went away.

"I don't take my family - and especially my wife - for granted any

more," said Dittmar, who lives in Aurora. "I don't work until all

hours of the night anymore. I'm slowing down a bit, appreciating life

and the friends and family that are most dear to me. You aren't guaranteed

tomorrow so you need to live in a positive way for today."

Through his speaking engagements, Dittmar was able to help out with

the Sept. 11 memorial built along the Riverwalk in Naperville. The

thought of raising money from telling his story never once entered

his mind until the first time someone inquired about his speaking

fee.

"I was shocked," he said. "I don't charge for this. But I told them,

'Here's what I'll do: you let me speak and if you feel you need to

do something, write a check to the Naperville memorial.'"

So far, Dittmar has raised nearly $50,000 for the memorial, dedicated

Thursday on the second anniversary of the attacks.

"I've accepted as little as $50 bucks and as much as $25,000," he

said. "It's my love, it's my drive. It's what keeps me going. If somebody

gives me an opportunity to talk, I've never said 'no.' I can't."

In fact, telling the story helps Dittmar cope with memories of that

day.

"If I didn't do it I would go nuts," he said. "I came down that

stairwell with three other gentleman. All three of them won't talk

about it. Two act as if it never happened. One only talks to me about

it. It's kind of become a running gag. He tells me, 'You do enough

talking for all of us.'"

No matter how survivors like him deal with the trauma, one fact

remains: You don't ever get over this, he said.

So he talks. And he's done his share of crying, too. 

I tell people, the way you feel hearing this story is the way I

feel 24 hours a day, seven days a week."

But Dittmar knows that to tell his story, he needs to stay in control

of his emotions. It is this strength of character and commitment to

the victims' memories that help him transform this national tragedy

into a positive, powerful and moving lesson for others.

"I don't want fame, I don't want a book contract, I don't want to

run for government," said Dittmar. "I just want people to remember."

Joe Dittmar will tell his remarkable story of survival at 7 p.m.

Tuesday at Messenger Public Library in North Aurora. For more information,

call (630) 896-0240. For information about speaking opportunities,

call Dittmar at (630) 898-0349.

• To contact Heather Wankowski, send e-mail to hwankowski@yahoo.com.
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