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Sept. 11 survivor offers lesson 
By Tara Malone Daily Herald Staff Writer
Posted 3/9/2004 

She'd never let herself cry. 

Not when she saw on TV the World Trade Center towers smolder with fire and then collapse. Not even when she learned her cousin had died in the rubble. 

But on Monday morning, Central High School senior Katianna Branecki did what she'd waited two years to do: She wept. 

Why now? 

Because 18-year-old Branecki along with other students at the Burlington school relived the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, through the eyes of a survivor, making real the terror of day. 

Aurora resident Joe Dittmar was sitting with 53 other insurance executives in a conference room on the 105th floor of the south tower when a plane hit the north tower. When another plane sliced into the south tower at 9:03 a.m., 47-year-old Dittmar was caught in a stairwell near the 75th floor. 

Seven people from the insurance meeting that started late that morning survived. 

Dittmar - who'd been the last to file out of the conference room, pausing to put on his suit coat and pack up his computer - was one who walked away, who lived to tell of the disbelief, fear and sorrow that marked his journey home. 

A journey that Branecki's 29-year-old cousin from La Grange didn't make. 

"Nobody knows what happened really. Everybody he was with died," Branecki said. "To hear about it all from a real person instead of on TV or in an interview, my insides are shaking." 

Dittmar knows that feeling well. 

Almost more than images of people jumping from the towers, Dittmar said he's haunted by sounds. 

The sound of steel twisting and 110 floors of concrete crashing to the ground at 9:50 a.m. and then again when the north tower fell at 10:29 a.m. The sound of a city crying out. 

"The sound follows me every day. The sound of millions of people on the streets of New York screaming a blood-curling scream," Dittmar told students packed in the school's auditorium. 

The Sept. 11 attacks in New York may be more than two years and hundreds of miles removed from life at Central High, but lessons learned that day resonate still. 

"Don't forget," Dittmar said. "Make good choices. By setting an example for your peers, you may be saving lives. You just don't know." 

Senior Sara Haddox recalls sitting in health class two years ago when a teacher came in and said New York had been attacked by terrorists. She cried that day. 

The 17-year-old from St. Charles wept again a year later when a boy who lived up the street, a Central High graduate, was killed in Afghanistan during an ambush. His name was Staff Sgt. Jacob Frazier. Jake, to his friends. 

"Every day, seeing the gold star on their door was terrible. It was something you only see in the movies." 

If only the horrors of war and the tragedy of Sept. 11 were fiction. But the story of loss, courage and survival, Dittmar reminded students, is all too real. 
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