30 YEARS LATER: REMEMBERING THE FIRST WORLD TRADE CENTER BOMBING
By Jeff Ingber[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Jeff Ingber is the author of Rendered Safe: Tales of an NYPD Bomb Tech.] 



Shortly after noon on Friday, February 26, 1993, a bone-chilling day in New York City, Eyad Ismoil, a 21-year-old Jordanian who had entered the U.S. four years earlier as a student, drove a rented Ford Econoline panel van down to the B-2 level of the World Trade Center parking garage. Accompanying him was Ramzi Ahmed Yousef, a 24-year-old Kuwaiti who was the plot’s mastermind. Inside the van was a 1,300 pound, urea-nitrate-based bomb. No explosive device of anywhere near that size had ever before been detonated on American soil.
Ismoil parked the van on a ramp beneath the Vista Hotel, along the south wall of the North Tower. It was a spot Yousef had calculated as ideal for using the building’s foundational geometry to concentrate the force of a blast. The goal was to topple the North Tower onto the South Tower, killing tens of thousands – an objective that came close to being was achieved.
Yousef lit four 20-foot fuses encased in surgical rubber tubing, which would take twelve minutes to burn. He locked the van and, together with Ismoil, jumped into a trailing Lincoln Town Car driven by 25-year-old Mohammad Salameh, a Jordanian who had overstayed his six-month tourist visa. The car sped off to Canal Street, a mile away, from where the three waited and watched along with another conspirator, 34-year-old, Egyptian-born Mahmud Abouhalima. 
At 12:18 p.m., the fire that raced up each of the fuses reached the blasting caps, igniting four containers of nitroglycerin. Those, in turn, detonated compressed hydrogen canisters and the main bomb. An immense fireball of heat and gas erupted from the van. As depicted by the FBI’s Rick Hahn, “There was a deafening roar that sounded like freight trains colliding at full throttle. It went on for several seconds, reverberating throughout Wall Street.” 
The two towers and the Vista Hotel each swayed noticeably, but held. The explosion tore out an L-shaped crater six stories deep and 130 feet wide, destroyed portions of the above hotel parking level, set fires from the plaza level down to the B-6 level, showered broken glass into the towers’ lobbies, blew out walls and ceilings in the hotel, severed miles of power and communication cables, and propelled an 18-foot, seven-ton steel cross beam 75 feet from where it braced part of the parking structure. The ceiling of the PATH station on level B-5 collapsed, leaving dozens trapped under rubble. 
Plumes of hot, thick, toxic black smoke emanated from fireproofing material, gasoline, insulation, burnt vehicles that had been hurtled about like toys, and other sources. The smoke traveled into the elevator shafts and emergency stairwells, turning them into giant chimneys. Two million gallons of water gushed from severed pipes into the sub-grade levels. Nearly all electricity to the complex was cut, and the remaining power lines had to be shut to avoid electrocutions, plunging both towers into darkness. 
The complex’s telephone lines remained intact, and reports of those trapped in the buildings soon overloaded the city’s 911 system. First responders from EMS, NYFD, NYPD, and the Port Authority swarmed the scene within minutes. By the end of the day, the NYFD had sent to the Trade Center close to half of its on-duty firemen, an unprecedented 16-alarm response. 
The explosion resulted in the largest building evacuations ever, of 60,000 workers and visitors. Panic was magnified by the loss of each tower’s public address system. People fleeing the towers and hotel onto the streets of lower Manhattan found their way with cigarette lighters or mini-flashlights through pitch-black, smoke-clogged stairwells, many emerging gasping, bent over, retching soot, and with raccoon-eyed faces. Two hundred elementary school children on the 107th floor observation deck were forced, along with hundreds of others on the upper floors, to hike down over a quarter of a mile, a trek that took as long as ten hours. Among them was a class of kindergartners from Brooklyn, encouraged to sing as they walked. Others had to be carried out by first responders, who rushed up dozens of flights of stairs or down through rubble. A number of persons were trapped in elevators for hours. Scores of people on the upper floors fled to the roofs of both towers and were airlifted by NYPD helicopters. 
Many had traumatic experiences. Timothy Lang, a stock trader who’d parked his car on the B-2 level, was lifted into the air. Suffering from a large gash on his head, a broken nose, and a concussion, Lang at first believed he’d been blinded. Groping in the dark fumes, he climbed over a wall and fell onto a dead body. Lang finally was lifted to safety by two first responders. One firefighter, Kevin Shea, fell into the crater. “Suddenly the floor underneath me gave way, and I fell 45 feet straight down, from the B-1 level onto rubble piled on the B-5 level.”
The bombing, the most devastating terrorist attack on the U.S. to that point, injured over a thousand, including dozens of responding police, firefighters, and EMS workers, with many suffering from smoke inhalation. Six people were killed. One of them was 35-year-old, Ecuadorian-born Monica Rodriguez Smith, a secretary working for the Port Authority who was at her desk having lunch. She was seven months pregnant with her first child. That Friday was to be her last day of work before going on maternity leave. 
An FBI agent at the scene pronounced the relatively low number of fatalities as “a miracle.” Had the bomb gone off at the beginning or end of the work day, the number of dead  would have been exponentially higher. 
The terrorist attack triggered an intensive manhunt by a combined force of agents from the FBI, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, and the NYPD. Searching for evidence, a number of agents risked their lives to traverse repeatedly into the dark sub-basement, which was littered with wrecked cars and debris, mangled steel bars, and loose electrical wires, as well as being partially flooded and in dangerous structural condition. 
Only two days after the explosion, NYPD Bomb Squad Detective Donald Sadowy, a graduate of Brooklyn Automotive High School who knew a lot about cars, found the “needle in the haystack” – a piece of chassis frame that contained the VIN number of the van. That discovery enabled law enforcement to quickly identify the perpetrators, capture Salameh within days (when he foolishly went to reclaim his $400 truck rental deposit), and, over time, apprehend all the rest. 
The first World Trade Center bombing presaged 9/11. As noted in The 9/11 Commission Report, various features of that attack had significance for the story of 9/11, including that the bombing signaled a new terrorist challenge, one whose “rage and malice had no limit.” The Commission also concluded that “an unfortunate consequence of the superb investigative and prosecutorial effort was that it created an impression that the law enforcement system was well-equipped to cope with terrorism, obscuring the need to examine the character and extent of the new threat facing the U.S.” 
The first World Trade Center bombing has largely faded into history, overshadowed by the events of 9/11. Let’s all take a moment on February 26 to remember its victims and its devastating effect.

