INTERVIEW WITH JASON MECIAS, HISPANIC FEDERATION STAFF

LMM: What were you doing on September 10th?

JM:  September 10th . . . September 10th I was in a meeting with the NAACP for our Get Out The Vote campaign, because the primary elections were September 11th. So we were preparing to have a Get Out The Vote operation in Brooklyn, the Bronx, Manhattan, and in Queens, in which we were having hot dog stands, so every time people were going to vote in certain areas, we would tell them to go get a hot dog after they voted.  So we were getting all that set up on . . . when was it . . . on Monday night.

LMM: Tuesday morning, what's the first thing you remember?

JM: It was weird, because I had the Rent-A-Van, since we were going from place to place to run this operation, so Tuesday morning I actually woke up super early to go vote, and then I headed to the city . . .

LMM: Where do you live?

JM:  I live in the Bronx.  And as I was approaching, I think it was like 34th, was when I first got a call from my girlfriend to say, "A plane crashed into the World Trade Center." And I was just like, this is nuts. So then I turn on the radio, and the radio confirmed it, but at that time they were thinking that it wasn't a commercial airliner, and that it was most likely an accident. So I continued to go forward and when I reached Houston street, Lillian called me to tell me that she didn't know what was going on, that her train was rerouted, she heard something about a bomb in the world trade center, and I said no, it was a plane, and most likely . . . actually, I was dispelling everything . . . that it was a plane and that it was probably some dumb dummy who, I guess, just flew into the towers.  Because I had remembered the Empire State Building, when somebody flew into it, a long, long time ago.  So I thought it was the same thing. 


When I hit Houston was when I saw it, and it was like a gaping hole in the World Trade Center, and it was on fire, obviously, and all the cars were just slowing down.  There really wasn't any traffic yet.  So what I did was, I got off on South street, and I took South street all the way down because I figured I would catch traffic because everyone on the highway's looking at this.  And I wanted to park my car as close to the FDR as possible in an outdoor lot.  So just in case they decide to close down the street, I could get in my car and just get out of there.  I was thinking the election was still gonna go on.  So when I parked my car and was walking towards the Federation to pick everyone up, the second plane crashed. That's when everyone started screaming terrorism, and we're under attack, and some guy was running, actually, people were running away from the buildings because people were getting hit by glass or flying debris.  So some guy ran up to me and, "Yeah, I just got hit by a piece of glass," and he was all bleeding, and I was like, this is nuts.  We actually were supposed to be closer to the entire site that day, because we were having a training that morning at the NAACP building, which is on Broadway.  So everyone was going there. My fear was people were definitely in the area, most likely taking the 1 or the 9 train, or the 2 or the 3 to get in that area.  So I started walking over there, but I decided to stop by the Federation first, to see if anybody was lingering.  That's when I met Nancy and Carla, who is no longer here.  They were all worried about what's going on, so I said let's go to the NAACP building, to see what's going on.  So we walked over to the NAACP building and it was absolute pandemonium.  People are crying, people are screaming, people are running . . .

LMM: How close is this to the World Trade Center?

JM: Broadway's a block away.  It's Broadway, then Church.  You could see everything.  The streets weren't even blocked off at that time, it was so early that no one really knew what was going on.  So we walked to the NAACP building and no one was there.  That's when we started to get worried, because no one was there.  Lorraine had called, to see what was going on, so I had called Lorraine to let her know that I was here with Nancy and Carla, but I hadn't seen anyone else and then Jose Calderon pops up, and then there were four of us.  But really, there were supposed to be like 20 of us, because all of us were supposed to work the elections that day.  That was really disturbing.  I couldn't get in touch with the office because the phone lines were all messed up.  And no one could get me on my cell phone because cellular service was all screwed up because of the towers being hit and all the communication lines in there.


We were in the building, and we were trying to see what was going on, and right about as we were about to walk to go back to the Federation to see if people had gone there instead, was when the first tower fell.  And I remember was like a black cloud of ashes.  I always describe it as a blizzard of ash.  Because it was so black, it was so dark, and it was like it was snowing, and the smell was unbearable.  It smelt like burnt meat.  And they had a window open in the bathroom.  So we went to go close the window shut, and I was pretty much covered in ash at that point.  It was coming from everywhere.  And the crazy thing was that when the first tower fell, the building shook and the lights flickered.  And that's when people started to get worried, the women in the NAACP started screaming, what's going on.  Actually, I did not want to be in a building at that high level.  Because we were like on the 29th floor.  So I did not want to be up that high.  My advice was, "Let's go down to a lower floor." They were like "No, let's not move because we don't want to go downstairs, and then we get stuck downstairs, with all these people, so we stayed.
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at's where I knew the car was.  So we kept on walking towards the water, and making these different turns, because by this time, the fire department was trying to control everything.  So they were sending us on this obscure route to get to Water
 Street. So we finally get to Water
 street, I get the car, they close off the FDR, so I can't get on the FDR, I have to take the local roads.  People are walking in the street, everyone's covered in dust . . .

LMM: You guys are covered in dust too.

JM: We're covered in dust, the car's covered in dust, and the car was on Water street at the seaport, and the car was covered in debris, which is crazy because this happened on Church, so we're talking about an 8 block radius that these ashes flew over to in about less than an hour.  So we're just trying to get out of there.  No one can call me, I can call no one, my phone is worth absolutely nothing at that point.  And I have no gas in the car.  That was actually the biggest pain in the butt, because we had to drive, we had no gas, and we were going like an inch an hour because everybody was going through one street so we finally took 1st avenue all the way up, and by this time the gas light is on, will I get stuck, and I really just wanted to drive out of there.  So finally we get to 125th street, I go to get gas, and it was ironic, because the guy from the gas station had a "no gas" sign.  How can an entire gas station have no gas? And actually, when I made the turn to get gas at 125th street, a cop pulled me over to be like "You're supposed to stay straight," cause they were trying to command traffic. And I was just like "Well, I have no gas, and this car's about to stop in the middle of the road, and cause a humongeous traffic jam, I need to get gas! Gas is right there, let me go."  And he was just like, "no, no" and finally he said, "Pull over." So finally when he turned around, I just went and I stopped at the gas station to get gas.  The guy didn't have GAS.  So I was like, this is ridiculous.  So finally the cop tells me "Get out of the Gas station, and go on the Triboro to Queens."  And I have no intention of going to Queens, because everyone I was with lived in the Bronx, except for one person who lived in Queens, but I was just like, "I'll take you to my house, I live right next to the Throgs Neck bridge, I'll take you in to queens, and I'll take you around that way."  But they weren't letting anyone go to the Bronx, they were saying, "Everyone go to Queens, everyone go to Queens."  Finally, there was no one on the bridge.  It was weird.  It was kind of like, have you ever seen Vanilla Sky?  When he was in Times Square, and there was no one in the street? That's how the Triboro bridge was.  It was absolutely dead.  Not one person was on the Triboro bridge. And I just jetted over to the Bronx, I was just like, "Whatever, I can just say I didn't know." So I drove over to the Bronx, I finally got to the Bronx, which was kind of securing, I got gas, and then I finally started to drop people off, little by little.   I finally got at about 6 o'clock, 7 o'clock, from like 9 o'clock in the morning, when we were trying to get out of this whole thing. 

LMM: So the trip up through Manhattan . . .

JM: The trip up through Manhattan was nuts, because we had the radio on, every radio station was just giving all of this information, some of it not accurate, some of it accurate, about who did this, and you know, what was going on in the Pentagon, and all that. And the craziest thing was that when we were in the building, to backtrack, one of the women from the NAACP was screaming, cause someone had called to say that they were closing election polls.  And at this point, the first tower didn't fall yet.   And the second plane had already hit. And she was screaming, "They can't close the polls, they can't close the polls," and it was weird, because no one still thought, after the second plane hit, how devastating this experience would be.  

LMM: Everyone was still in campaign mode.

JM: Right, everyone was still in campaign mode.  Everyone was kind of like, "Alright, the Twin Towers got hit by a plane, but that's it."  No one ever thought that the Twin Towers would fall.  That was an experience I will never forget.  Because that's something that . . . especially when you work down here for a long time, that's like your point of reference.  It's like your North star.  It's like, anywhere you go, you can just look for the Twin Towers, and you always know you're either going North of it, South of it, but you can always use that as a point of reference.   And then it's a place to relax.  In the summertime, to go there and eat lunch.  Just to walk down Fulton Street and look up and not see the Twin Towers is a real scary experience.  But everyone was still, "Omigod, they're turning off the elections, what's going on?"  And I'm like, well, I need to get the hell out of here, so that, you know, I don't get stuck here.  And that's pretty much what happened.  And I was worried about like, Nancy and Carla, particularly them, because they were pretty scared, they were afraid, they didn't know what was going on, I didn't know what was going on.  But my initial instinct was, there's no need to sightsee right now.  It's just time to move.  

LMM: And what was the rest of that week like? Did you have work the next day?

JM:  The next day I stayed in my house.  I didn't go anywhere. The next day I stayed in my house.  Actually, that evening, I went to pick up my girlfriend, because I was watching TV, and cable, because at this point every single channel was about the Twin Towers.  And I had sat in my house all day, watching and watching and watching.  So it came to a point where I became immune to it.  So I was watching something else.  I got a call from a friend of mine saying, "Turn on Channel 2," I turn on Channel 2 and they're saying that there's a bomb scare inside the Empire State Building.  The next thing I know, my girlfriend calls, cause she lives in the building right next to the Empire State Building.  And she calls, saying, "I'm outside, I don't know what to do, apparently there's a bomb in the Empire State Building."  And I was just like, "I'm going."  At this point the roads were closed, so I had to take all local roads to get down there to pick her up.  And on that drive I was thinking, "This is absolutely insane.  I feel like I'm living in fear now."  

LMM: That was that night?

JM: That was the next night.  Every time I turn on the radio, every time I turn on the TV, there's something new.  We were still in hysteria mode.  Anything looks like a bomb, it's a bomb.  You know what I mean?  So I had brought her over to my place.  And I was just like, "Stay here, for now, because it's a little too crazy out there."  Then that night, I also got a call from my friend in college, who I hadn't spoken to since I graduated, telling me that one of my closest friends' girlfriends was missing.  And I had actually met her, on occasion. We've hung out a lot.  She was a very good girl. She worked for a restaurant consulting business, and she was at breakfast at Windows on the World that morning.  So she was missing, so I was a little disturbed about that.  Cause now it was starting to hit home, because people I know were in that situation.  So I called him, and he was actually at St. Vincents', waiting to hear any information. So he told me the story, and I was just like, I was kind of in awe.  And I asked him if he wanted me to go down there, and he was just like "No, I'd rather be alone with her family."  So that was pretty much that, and that was the scarier part. The next day, I went to Jersey to go return the Van, met up with Lillian and Lorraine, and we were talking about what was going on.  It was kind of crazy because their perspective was different from ours.  Lorraine was still in the Bronx, so she was kind of secluded from the whole situation, so she was scared, because she had no control over what was going on.  It's kind of the same thing for Lillian, because they diverted her, I think to Staten Island or something, away from the Twin Towers after they evacuated the PATH train.  I had given them a firsthand account of what was going on, which was a little disturbing.  

LMM: How would you say your notions of being an American changed? Being a New Yorker? Or stayed the same?

JM: I dunno, sometimes it varies.  Sometimes, like, I have this big kind of pride to be American. But not necessarily pride, I think it's more a realization that I am American. Growing up as a Latino in the United States, you see yourself as "Oh, he's different."  When you think American, you think the country, Midwest, white person.  Not necessarily, you think Latino, you think Puerto Rican, you think Cuban, you think your roots, you think your family, you think, the country you have away from this country.  And you realize that when people are attacking this country, they're attacking you.  It doesn't matter whether you're Puerto Rican, It doesn't matter whether you're Chinese or black or white, because you're American.  Bottom line is, you're American.  They're not attacking Cuba, they're not attacking Puerto Rico, they're attacking the United States.  And they're attacking you.  And they're attacking people you know, people you love, so that was the realization that I came to but I definitely wasn't . . . I'm still skeptical of why we got into this whole situation in the first place.  I won't take things at face value.  I'd still rather read European newspapers on the Web than look at American media, because I still feel that it's kind of doctored in a way to portray a certain image to the public.  I feel more of a sense as an American, but I think it was more a realization that I AM an American than anything else.  That changed things.  

All in all, I think the worst experience of all was coming back to the office on Monday.  Lorraine was trying to have everyone meet at the United Way to regroup and we needed stuff in the office.  And we actually came down.  People were saying that they were letting people down to Fulton on the train.  And we came down to the office.  That was one of the worst experiences.  Because it kind of brought back all those memories, and it still smelled horrible, I still say, like burnt meat.  Like almost to the point where it was like burning flesh.  Because the smell was unbearable.  And it was actually nerve-racking to be back in that area.  And just to be walking around, and see one of the busiest areas in the world, one of the most vacated areas.

LMM: How's it been since? It's been eight months, has it gotten better?

JM: Um, I dunno.  I'm the kind of person who doesn't really deal with things like that.  I don't deal with death, I don't deal with issues like that.  So I kind of put it off until when I'm reminded of things.  Like that CBS 6-month special, when HBO had something recently about 9/11, and things like that bring back very kind of emotional feelings.  But other than that, I don't deal with it.  But, I think, every time I think about it, or I'm reminded of it, that day will never go away.  I can remember everything. If I could paint a picture, I could paint a picture of every single minute of that day.  Where I was, what I was doing, what the room looked like. I could even tell you that there was a briefcase, that somebody's black briefcase, which was Jose Calderon's was right next to me on the phone, when I was talking to Lorraine, trying to figure out what happened.  So that was like the wierdest part about it.  It was kind of surreal.   

