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Naval Historical Center 

Oral Interview Summary Form 

 

 

Interviewers:      Interviewer’s Organization: 

Capt Gary Hall     Naval Historical Center 

Capt Michael McDaniel    Naval Historical Center 

Interviewee:      Current Address: 

Capt Dennis Kern USN (ret)     

        

       Executive Assistant to the 

       Undersecretary of the Navy 

Date of Interview:     Place of Interview: 

24 Jan 02      Reston, VA     

Number of Cassettes:    Security Classification: 

N/A       UNCLAS 

 

Name of Project: Pentagon Terrorist Attack Incident 

 

Subject Terms/Key Words: Survivor, Lighting, Reconstitution, Award winner, 

Pentagon;Terrorist Attack;  11 September 2001; triage; evacuation; lessons learned;; Navy 

Command Center; renovation 

 

Abstract of Interview: 

 

Interviewee Information:  Capt Kern was born and raised in and around , OH.  His 

father was a Naval aviator who had just received his wings in Corpus Christi, TX when World 

War II ended.  Capt Kern became his father’s vicarious means of fulfilling the dream to be a 

combat pilot.  Capt Kern went through ROTC at Miami University of Ohio and then flight 

training.  He enjoyed the Navy and on 1 Jan 02 finished a 30 year 4 month career.  He was a P-3 

pilot all on the west coast.  Was the commanding officer of VP-19 at NAS Moffett.  He screened 

for aviation major command and had command of NAF Misawa, Japan and following that the 

Chief of Staff for Naval Forces Japan (1995-98).  He finished his career as the Executive 

Assistant to the Undersecretary of the Navy.  Highlights of his Naval career were four overseas 

PCS assignments, including Madrid, Spain and Japan.  He enjoyed being the skipper of VP-19 

and Chief of Staff as well as Installation Command. 

 

Topics Discussed: 

On 11 Sep he was the Executive Assistant to the Undersecretary for the Navy was the Honorable 

Susan B. Livingston.  His office was located at 4E732.  On 11 Sep they were not in their office.  

The immediate office staff included Capt Kern and Ms. Livingston, the Marine Corps military 

assistant, her confidential assistant, the office supervisor, and a Marine Corps staff sergeant.   

 

On 11 Sep he commuted in from his home in Reston, VA.  His day normally meant he escorted 

the Undersecretary to her meetings.  That morning she was scheduled to address 30 government 

workers visiting from Naval Station Crane, Indiana.  The conference room she was to address the 

group in was located around 5E490.  This conference room was in the newly renovated section 

facing the heliport.  Ms. Livingston had never been there before so Capt Kern escorted her. 

 



2 

It was approaching 0900 so he escorted Ms. Livingston to the conference room.  They walked 

through wedge 2 past all these empty spaces because those people had just been moved out for 

renovation to begin.  They commented on the empty spaces.  The conference room was newly 

renovated.  At 0900 the Crane, Indiana people had not shown up.  They called down to their 

office to see where the people were and the person on the phone told them about the planes 

flying into the World Trade Center.  They also got word that the Crane, Indiana people would be 

10 minutes late.   

 

When the people arrived Capt Kern briefed the people on what they had been told about the 

World Trade Center and that this was obviously a terrorist attack.  She then launched into her 

presentation.  About 0939 he looked at his watch and saw they were coming up on her time limit 

and signaled to her that it was time to wrap up.  She took a few questions and then it was 0932 

and the plane slammed into the Pentagon.  Their geographic position was directly above and 

slightly to the left of where the airliner slammed in.   

 

There was a muffled but loud explosion that rocked the room.  It was the same feeling as the jolt 

you get from an earthquake along with a concussive sound.  Some of the suspended ceiling tiles 

and light fixtures fell out.  Ms. Livingston and Capt Kern immediately jumped up.  She said the 

words, “Terrorist attack”.  Capt Kern motioned towards the door and she announced to the group 

that they would evacuate in a daisy chain line and we would lead them out of the building.  This 

was important because none of these civilians had been to the Pentagon before.  Everyone was 

very calm.  Capt Kern was impressed with her calmness and presence of mind.  Capt Kern was 

leading with Ms. Livingston behind him and the visitors lined up behind her. Their inclination 

was to leave the way they came up.  They went to the stairwell they had come through and 

opened the door, but that stairwell had collapsed.  The rubble from walls falling in and ceiling 

pieces coming down kept the door from being totally opened.   

 

There is no natural light on the Fifth Deck of the Pentagon so it was very dark.  This is because it 

was never originally intended for habitation, but because of the need for space was eventually 

used for work spaces.  The power was still on so they still had lighting.  Since this was the edge 

of the renovated wedge 1 there was a construction wall that was demarked wedge 1 from wedge 

2.  You couldn’t turn toward Corridor Five to get out, you could only turn left to go down toward 

Corridor Four.  They started down Corridor Four, lights were on and people were coming out of 

offices on the Fifth Deck E ring.  Several people were very upset, some women crying.  Ms. 

Livingston instructed them to get in line behind them, they were proceeding out.  One lady was 

walking with the aid of a push-type walker.   

 

They proceeded down the E ring toward Corridor Four.  They came to the next stairwell going 

down from the E ring, pushed that door open and that stairwell was also collapsed and 

impassable.  As they continued down towards Corridor Four they came to what appeared to be a 

two and a half to three foot step down in the floor.  Both Capt Kern and Ms. Livingston were 

surprised to find it but didn’t think anything of it.  Capt Kern remembers thinking that was the 

renovated part of the wing, what a stupid place to put this big step.  The line continued on 

unremarkably making the sure the woman with the walker was able to step down.  In retrospect 

what had happened was that this was a building seam.  At this point we were directly over the 

impact site.  The plane was estimated to have been flown in to the Pentagon between floors one 

and two.  As the record shows the plane penetrated the E, D and C rings with the nose cone 

actually going all the way into the B ring.  The impact was that the floors 1,2 and 3 were 

immediately destroyed.  Floors 4, and 5 remained intact due to it being the renovated portion of 
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the Pentagon.  As a lesson learned from the Oklahoma City bombing part of the renovation 

design included the placement of a heavy iron grid in the outer wall put in place so that if the 

building had to withstand a huge explosion this grid would provide enough structural integrity to 

the building to allow those who were still alive to escape before the building collapsed.  The 

design parameters for the grid were about 30 minutes.  The step-down they encountered was the 

buckling of the floor due to the collapse of floors 1, 2 and 3 beneath them.   

 

They came to Corridor Four at the intersection of the E Ring, Corridor Four, Fifth Deck.  There 

was a stairwell there that was also impenetrable.  Ahead of them was dark.  Corridor Four to 

their left was also dark with smoke and fumes coming down it.  There was thick, black smoke.  

The power was off.  Ahead of them on the E Ring it was similarly black and full of smoke.  They 

opted to turn down Corridor Four.  At this point Capt Kern told everybody to get down on their 

hands and knees and hold on the to person behind them.  They are now heading down Corridor 

Four toward the A ring on the right hand side.  They were crawling toward the D Ring.  They 

could feel the heat coming through the floor so he knew they were near a fire.  Through the 

smoke they could see strobe lights type of flashing in a dull gray environment.  On the floor were 

ceiling tiles and rubble. 

 

They got to about the D Ring where there is another stairwell.  Capt Kern pushed the stairwell 

door open and billows of black smoke come out and a huge furnace blast of heat. They could see 

flames licking up the stairwell.  He quickly pulled the door closed.  At that point they were all 

choking and Capt Kern thought “How much further can we proceed in this environment before 

we’re overcome from smoke and fume inhalation?”  Everything indicated they were proceeding 

further into the destruction but they knew there was no escape route behind them.   

 

He then heard a voice yelling ahead of them through the smoke, “Keep coming ahead, there’s a 

way out here.”  Capt Kern yelled back immediately, “Keep yelling, we can’t see, we’re heading 

toward your voice”.  Capt Kern and the man kept yelling back and forth so Capt Kern could lead 

the group toward his voice.  It was completely black and the smoke stung from the burning 

fumes.  He estimated they past the D ring and got to about the C ring when the smoke started 

lightening up a little bit and they were getting closer to the man’s voice.  As soon as the smoke 

started lightening up so they could see the floor again Capt Kern stood up.  They could now see 

gray light ahead of them and they started walking.  Capt Kern passed the guy who had been 

yelling at them and that man continues to encourage the people behind them.  In the gray haze 

ahead of them Capt Kern saw a fire suppression screen unfolding across Corridor Four.  This 

was a surprise to everybody, nobody knew these screens in the newly renovated area would 

automatically deploy.  Capt Kern dropped Ms. Livingston’s hand, ran ahead and smashed the 

screen back intot he wall in its stored position.  Capt Kern handed the door off the person behind 

Ms. Livingston and told them to pass the door off to the person behind them and to keep going.  

By now they were almost to the A Ring and in the clear.  They hit the Fifth Floor, A Ring, 

Corridor Four and headed down the stairs.  At that point there was a surge of people leaving the 

building and their daisy chain broke up.  They were directed to exit out the Metro exit.   

 

The exited out to South Parking and looked back at the building to see a huge smoke plume 

coming from the Pentagon.  At that point Capt Kern finally realized it must have been a plane.  

He thought maybe it was a commercial Cessna, and no idea it was a commercial jet.   

 

Since Capt Kern had only been escorting Ms. Livingston he had no 
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Abstracted by: 

CDR Carol O’Hagan 





                  

            

                  

                   

  

               

             

      

        

                  

                  

  

                

                 

               

           

            

               

             

 

 



                    

            

                   

                      

             

                  

           

                

               

               

                  

                 

                  

                  

                  

               

                  

                        

                     

                 

         

                  

                  

 



                  

                 

                 

               

                   

                  

                

 

                  

                 

                       

               

                 

                  

                 

                  

                   

                  

                 

                   

                  

                 

 



                    

                 

                   

           

                

                 

                   

                 

                 

                  

                

                 

          

                

                 

                  

                

     

                      

                   

                    

    

           

 



                  

                    

           

                    

                  

           

                 

                

                    

                   

                

                  

                

               

                 

                   

                   

 

              

                 

                   

                 

 



               

    

                

                  

                  

                 

                 

              

           

             

                        

                 

                    

     

                    

                   

                    

                 

                    

                    

 

 



                  

                  

                   

                    

                  

                    

                

               

                   

                     

                      

                  

                 

             

              

       

                    

                

                  

                  

                     

                    

 



                  

                

             

                 

                  

                 

                  

                  

                 

                

                

                    

                      

                

                

                

             

           

                  

                   

  

                    

                   

 



                    

                  

       

       

 

     

                   

                    

                  

                     

                     

                 

                    

                    

                 

                

                  

  

                   

                     

                     

 



                   

               

             

                 

                     

                  

                  

                   

                 

                  

   

                    

                   

                  

           

                

                

                 

     

                  

        

 



           

                    

                  

  

                

                  

                 

                  

                  

                  

        

                

                  

                  

               

                      

                     

                  

      

                    

                     

 



                   

                

 

          

                  

                     

       

                   

              

                    

                 

                    

                     

                      

                  

                     

                 

                     

                  

                        

              

                 

 



              

                  

                 

                    

               

                

                   

                     

                      

                  

                      

           

                    

                   

                   

                 

                   

              

                 

                    

                 

                   

                 

 



                

               

         

                  

                  

      

                   

                 

                     

                      

     

                    

               

                   

                

                

         

                 

                

              

             

                 

 



               

       

                    

           

         

   

                   

                 

            

                

                    

                    

                    

                     

                       

                  

         

                     

                

              

                 

 



                 

             

                 

                

              

                

                   

                  

                

         

                 

               

                  

                      

                

  

       

                   

                  

                       

                   

                     

 



                   

                 

                      

                   

 

                    

           

                     

                   

                    

                  

                  

  

         

                   

                

                 

                 

                 

                

                      

 



                

               

      

                    

                 

                 

                  

 

      

                  

 

                      

               

                   

                 

      

                    

                    

                    

                

 



                 

                  

              

    

                 

                 

                

  

                   

     

              

              

                    

                  

                 

                

         

                

                

                

           

 



                       

          

                   

                  

                   

                

                  

                

    

                  

                

               

               

               

    

        

                   

                 

           

    

      

      

 





               

        

                   

                 

                   

        

                 

 

                     

           

                 

             

                   

                

                  

                 

      

      

                 

                   

 



                

                   

                

                 

                   

      

   

      

   

              

                   

    

                   

                      

                

      

           

                 

                    

                  

                   

 



                   

       

         

              

                

             

                

                   

                  

                 

                

                  

             

                

                

                 

                   

     

                    

       

 



                

                

              

                 

                    

            

                   

                     

             

     

                  

                    

                 

                   

                     

                    

                 

                 

   

                   

      

               

 



        

       

     

                     

                    

               

             

                    

                   

                

               

                 

   

                  

                  

                 

      

               

 



          

                  

                  

      

                

                 

                    

                

                   

                 

                     

                    

                  

                  

                   

            

   

                   

                  

                 

             

 



                   

       

                     

                  

                  

                   

                    

    

                

         

                

                

                  

            

                

                    

               

               

    

 



               

               

                  

                  

            

                   

                      

           

 

               

                  

         

                    

                 

                  

             

                   

                   

              

                   

                  

 



                 

   

                   

                   

                  

                   

                  

                

                      

                

   

                  

                  

                 

                   

      

             

                  

                  

                   

                   

                    

 



                   

      

               

                  

                  

                    

      

                

                       

                    

     

                    

   

         

                 

  

                    

         

 



                   

                   

                

                     

                 

                  

                    

                  

                  

                 

                    

                  

                    

     

          

               

                   

                    

                    

                  

                     

 



               

                 

               

                    

                

                   

                

  

    

            

   

 
  
   

 




