
No Ordinary Hijacking 
 
As CONR Commander General Arnold finishes up his teleconference, his assistant hands him the urgent 
message from Bob Marr. Given that a hijacking is part of the day’s simulated exercise, he asks the obvious 
question: “Is this part of the exercise?” Even as NORAD’s commander for the continental United States, Arnold 
is not privy to everything concerning the exercise. The simex is meant to test commanders also, to make sure 
that the war machine is operating as it should.   
 
His assistant tells him it’s real world, and the thought occurs to Arnold that it’s been many years since NORAD 
has handled a hijacking. He’s relieved that he recently reviewed the protocol.   
 
He gets through to Bob Marr right away, who quickly fills him in. “Boss, Boston Center is reporting a possible 
hijacked aircraft, real world, somewhere north of JFK Airport. I’ve got Otis going battle stations, and I’d like to 
scramble them to military airspace while we try to get approval for an intercept.”   
 
“Confirm this is real world?” Arnold asks.   
 
“That’s affirm, real world,” Marr replies.   
 
“Where is the hijacked aircraft?” he asks.   
 
“We don’t have a good location,” Marr explains. “The FAA says they don’t have it on their scopes, but had it 
west of Boston and thought it was now heading to New York.”   
 
There is a momentary silence on the other end of the line.   
 
“Even if we find it,” Marr continues, “I don’t think we’ll get there in time if it’s going to JFK, so the best we can 
do is get as close as possible while we try to find it and get clearance from the FAA.”   
 
“Do we have any other information, type, tail, number of souls on board?” Arnold asks.   
 
“I don’t have all the particulars yet, but we’ll pass them on as we get them.”   
 
This is a lot less information than Arnold would like, and a call from Boston Center hardly constitutes the 
standard protocol to request military assistance. Such requests customarily come from FAA headquarters. But 
he knows that the protocol is based on assumptions: that the aircraft is readily identifiable and trackable and 
that there is time to coordinate an appropriate military response. Most important, perhaps, it assumes that the 
hijacking is taking the “traditional” form.   
 
But today they have nothing more than a call from an air traffic control facility. American 11 is not easily 
identifiable. It’s already in U.S. airspace, and the hijackers have made no demands. Especially disturbing is a 
lack of communication from the cockpit crew.   
 
The bottom line is that one of his battle commanders has asked for assistance in getting the authorizations he 
feels he needs. Arnold’s instincts tell him to act first and seek authorization later. He’ll give Marr what he’s 
asking for.    
 
“Go ahead and scramble and I’ll take care of the authorities,” Arnold assures Marr. Such a command should be 
coming from the secretary of defense, but Arnold isn’t going to wait on that.    
 
“Let me know when the jets get airborne,” he says in closing. “I’ll run this up the chain.”   
 
“Thanks, sir,” Marr replies. “I’ll get back to you when we have an update.”   
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