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F
or biotech lobbyist Lisa Raines, it
was supposed to be a quick business
trip from suburban Virginia to Cali-
fornia. “We kissed and said ‘good-
bye’ and ‘I love you,’ ” recalls her hus-

band, Stephen Push, “and I never realized it
was going to be the last time.” The date was
Sept. 11, 2001. The plane Raines was on,
American Airlines Flight 77, crashed into the
Pentagon. The couple had been married 21
years. Push, now 51, quit his job as a public-re-
lations executive and started a group called
Families of September 11. Now he has a new
mission in life: seeking accountability from
the government. “I still don’t know,” he says,
“what happened on my wife’s plane.”

Push and the families of more than 3,000
men, women, and children who died on Sep-
tember 11 want answers. But it remains to be
seen whether official Washington wants to
give them any. The hopes of the relatives rest
with an independent bipartisan commission
that, after months of delays, is just now be-
ginning its work in earnest. This week, the
commission will hold its third public hearing. 

Its charge is sobering—and the panel is off
to a rocky start. The staff has only recently 
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OF ANSWERSOF ANSWERS



sought millions of pages of government documents, and com-
mission members have already angered some victims’ relatives.
Says 9/11 widow Kristen Breitweiser, “There’s a whole range of
things that this commission doesn’t want to ask.”

The commission exists only because of people like Push and
Breitweiser, whose husband, Ronald, 39, a money manager at
Fiduciary Trust, died in the World Trade Center. Many in the
nation’s capital wanted to leave the 9/11 postmortems to a joint
congressional inquiry that will issue its final unclassified report
shortly. But the families and congressional Democrats were
adamant in their belief that the Capitol Hill probe was too lim-
ited, and media-savvy family members like Push knew how to
get attention. The pressure forced Congress and a reluctant Bush
administration to set up the commission last November. Almost
immediately, it bogged down. The panel’s first chairman, Henry
Kissinger, and vice chairman, George Mitchell, resigned after
refusing to accede to demands by some of the victims’ families
that they disclose potential conflicts. Bush then named former
New Jersey Gov. Thomas Kean as chairman. “I felt like a ton
of bricks had been dropped on me,” says Kean. Democrats
named former Indiana Rep. Lee Hamilton vice chair. “I hung
up the phone,” he says, “and I didn’t know where to begin.” 

Staffing up. The first order of business was hiring a staff of
about 60—former prosecutors; law enforcement, intelligence,
and military experts, and historians—and persuading the White
House to increase the commission’s budget, from $3 million to
$14 million. Finding a staff director was especially excruciat-
ing. No one in the intelligence community wanted what is wide-
ly viewed as a thankless job. So Hamilton reached out to Philip
Zelikow, a former defense attorney, constitutional scholar, pres-
idential historian, and national security expert who has held
sensitive positions under Republicans and Democrats. Zelikow,
48, who coauthored a book (Germany Unified and Europe
Transformed: A Study in Statecraft) with National Security Ad-
viser Condoleezza Rice, is acutely aware of the sky-high ex-
pectations of the 9/11 families and the inevitable pitfalls. “When
you have events of this kind,” he says, “there’s no document that
can acquire the status of ‘revelations that quiet all concerns.’ ”

The commission’s mandate is to build on the report of the

congressional investigation. But it wasn’t until May that mem-
bers obtained access to some key classified transcripts relat-
ed to the congressional probe, because the White House, which
had waived executive privilege over those documents, was de-
bating whether it could restrict the commission’s access to
the transcripts. “Every day that goes by,” says commissioner
Timothy Roemer, a former Democratic representative from In-
diana, “sand drops through the hourglass.”

The panel’s report is due next May. But Watergate prose-
cutor Richard Ben-Veniste, a commission member, says it helps
that the commission will be able to build on the congression-
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L
t. Kevin Shaeffer sat in
his cubicle at the Navy
Command Center in the

heart of the Pentagon, eyes
riveted on a giant bank of
television screens. Two
planes had hit the World
Trade Center, and Lieu-
tenant Shaeffer, a naval war-
fare strategist, knew that
this was war. But he never
dreamed the enemy would
be bold enough to bring the
battle to his doorstep. 

Suddenly, a massive orange
fireball—part of American

Airlines Flight 77—threw
Shaeffer violently to the
ground. “I was on fire and I
knew it,” says Shaeffer, now a
staff member for the inde-
pendent 9/11 commission.
“My head was burning—
everything was burning.” 

Still on fire, Shaeffer, 29,
crawled through dense
smoke, over debris and rub-
ble, past sparking electrical
wires. Finally, he made it
outside, into the sun. “I
could see my hands and
arms for the first time,” says

Kevin Shaeffer at his office in Washington, D.C. 

Back from the brink of hell

ONE INVESTIGATOR’S STORY
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