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Roy Barnes

Barnes: ‘Chaos’ followed Sept. 11 attacks

MARIETTA — Former Georgia Gov. Roy Barnes 

was flying home on the morning of Sept. 11, 2001.

When he was halfway back to Atlanta, the plane’s 

pilot informed him something serious had happened.

“He says, ‘They’re landing all the planes,’” Barnes 

recalled Thursday. “He said there was some kind of 

attack and they don’t know what it is.”

Speaking to the Kiwanis Club of Marietta, Barnes 

relived his experience running the state during the 

day of the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. 

Barnes, who hadn’t spoken publicly about the day’s 

events until Thursday, gave about 100 attendees at 

the Cobb County Safety Village an inside look of the 

day’s events from his perspective.

“He told us some things that he never told anybody 

before,” said Buddy Darden, Kiwanis member and 

former congressman.

Barnes had spent the days leading up to 9/11 in Louisville, Ky., meeting with the Southern 

Governors’ Association. The Georgia General Assembly was in session at the time, and the 

governor wanted to return home a night early. 

But then-Kentucky Gov. Paul Patton convinced Barnes to stay the night to attend the closing 

dinner and call for an early plane the next morning, Sept. 11. A few minutes after Barnes’ pilot 

told him he needed to land the plane, Barnes said the pilot told him the late Col. Bob Hightower, 

Georgia’s public safety commissioner, Gary McConnell, head of the Georgia Emergency 

Management Agency and Georgia National Guard Gen. David Poythress were waiting for him at 

the airport.

“By that time we knew that a plane had hit the twin towers,” Barnes said. 

Barnes asked Poythress to call up 2,000 Georgia National Guard troops to Atlanta. Before 

Barnes arrived at the Capitol, the second plane had hit.

“I got to the Capitol and it was complete chaos,” Barnes said. “Everybody was running around.”

Legislative leaders approached the governor with plans to adjourn the General Assembly, which 

he refused. Barnes learned some state employees were fleeing their offices, but put a stop to it, 

saying, 

“You tell any employee that leaves I’m going to fire them. Nobody is going to leave, and we’re 

going to stay and operate the state in some way.”

Adding to the chaos was a bomb scare at City Hall. Demolition crews discovered it was just a 

bag of dirty clothes.

“A young lady was distraught with her boyfriend who worked at City Hall, and she decided to 

take this very inappropriate time to return his clothes,” Barnes said to laughter.

McConnell informed the governor the military called to say President George W. Bush was in the 

air and Georgia was one 

of the four sites chosen for a possible destination.
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“I said, ‘Well, that’s just what I need now,’” Barnes said.

The president was taken to Omaha, Neb., but Barnes got a call from then-Florida Gov. Jeb Bush 

asking the governor if he’d heard from his brother.

“‘I said, ‘No,’ and he said, ‘Well my daddy just called, saying, ‘If you hear from him, you tell him 

to get back to Washington,’’” Barnes said.

Barnes had more problems to solve with little time to solve them, including evacuating 12,000 

people from Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport onto buses.

“It was nice to know in the midst of all that chaos on Sept. 11, our government was behind the 

scenes working diligently to keep us safe,” said Kiwanis member Ryan O’Meara of Atlanta.

Barnes said he never imagined the crisis he would face as governor would be a terrorist attack.

“Each generation has a day and time which dominates them, and they remember it,” Barnes 

said. “For the generation of my father, it was Pearl Harbor. For my generation, it was the death 

of John Kennedy. But to all of us, it was what happened Sept. 11.” 
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