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Aurora man to share story of survival 

A survivor's story
* World Trade Center survivor Joseph Dittmar, an Aurora resident, will share his story at 7 p.m. Sept. 16 at Messenger Public Library, 113 Oak St., North Aurora. Call (630) 896-0240 to make a reservation.

By ERIC SCHELKOPF 
Kane County Chronicle 

As Joseph Dittmar waited on the 105th floor of the World Trade Center for a meeting to start, the lights started to flicker. 
On Sept. 11, 2001, the Aurora insurance executive was in the south tower of the World Trade Center in New York to attend a meeting with other insurance executives. The meeting was in a conference room that had no outside windows. 
Dittmar had no idea why the meeting was not starting at its scheduled time of 8:30 a.m. And he had no idea why the lights were flickering. 
He soon found out why. 
"A fellow came into the room and basically said, 'Hey, there's been an explosion in the north tower, and we've been told we need to evacuate this building,' '' Dittmar said. 
Dittmar at first brushed off the news. 
"We were all like, let us do our meeting, everything's fine. If something is in the north tower, let the north tower worry about the north tower. We're in the south tower, and we're fine," Dittmar said. 
But Dittmar and the rest of the group eventually were persuaded to leave, and they started to walk down a stairwell.
When they got to the 90th floor, they saw a crowd of people gathered at a window that faced the north tower. Dittmar joined them.
"What proceeded from there was probably the worst 30 or 40 seconds of my life," Dittmar said. "You saw things that you shouldn't have to see. It was pretty obvious that a plane had had flown into the building. We could see parts of the fuselage of the plane. I've never seen smoke and flames that big in all my life." 
But that was only part of the horror. 
"What was unbelievable to me was to see all the things that were falling from the building as a result of that impact," Dittmar said. "Paper, furniture, people. You shouldn't have to see people falling out of a building. These were people falling, not jumping."
Dittmar had to turn away. 
"A lot of things went through my mind at that particular time. My business background was telling me that this was not a good place to be, and that it was probably good to get out of there," he said. 
So he started back down the stairwell. 
"A lot of other people stayed. They got very mesmerized by what was going on, and very drawn to watch and to look," Dittmar said. 
An announcement that came through the public address system that everything was safe and secure in the south tower. The announcement told people they could go back to their offices, or leave the building. 
Dittmar chose to leave, and continued down the stairwell. As he headed down the steps, he saw other people headed back to their offices. 
"One guy, I looked at him, and I said, 'Where are you going to go?' He said, 'I'm going back to work. I've got stuff to do.' '' 
While hysteria might be expected in such an emergency, Dittmar said that was not the case. 
"There was just a lot of general confusion. Most people's cell phones weren't working. There wasn't any communication to the outside world," Dittmar said.
Dittmar continued down the stairwell. When he got between the 75th and 70th floors, he said he felt the building sway.
"I've never felt anything like that in all my life. The building literally swayed and shook from side to side," Dittmar said.
Dittmar later would learn that a plane also had crashed into the south tower.
"We immediately smelled the jet fuel," Dittmar said. "And we felt one ball of heat, one ball of heat that just went blowing by us faster than I could say it."
On the way down the stairwell, Dittmar passed firefighters and police officers who were going up the stairs.
"They knew exactly where they were going," Dittmar said. "They knew they were going into the battles of hell. They had to know that they might not come out. And yet here they were going up while we were going down."
Dittmar eventually made it down to about the lobby, and, after a look out the window, he started to understand what had happened.
"The carnage, the debris, the steel, the concrete, the red blotches, which you knew what they were, it was just unbelievable," Dittmar said. "It most definitely looked like residual of a war zone, and it was."
Dittmar then made his way out of the building. Looking back, he saw another unbelievable sight.
"It was only then that we realized that both buildings were on fire," Dittmar said.
Dittmar then met up with a fellow business associate, and the two decided to head north.
"We were about eight blocks north of the whole complex when the building we were in began to collapse," Dittmar said. "You heard the sound of crumbling concrete and steel. You just heard it start to go."
"And simultaneously, there was a scream coming from people as the south tower collapsed."
Dittmar said he will never forget that day. And he does not want other people to forget, either.
"It's something we should do our best to always remember. To go back to complacency is to drop our guard again," Dittmar said. "Always remember those who put their lives on the line that day."

