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Once Again, the Tragedy You Can’t Avoid: Forthcoming 9/11 Programming 

By ALESSANDRA STANLEY
It is too soon. 

That explains why the scores of fifth-anniversary specials, documentaries, mini-series and feature films that seem so bold are really quite timid. Sept. 11 is still an emotional solar eclipse; those who look at it do so through a pinhole projector that at least partly shields the mind and the heart. 

And remarkably Oliver Stone’s much-anticipated take on the terrorist attack is one of the least ambitious. For all its awe-inspiring special effects and operatic touches, “World Trade Center,” is as focused on the effort to rescue two Port Authority officers as a made-for-television movie; it could almost as easily have been about trapped West Virginia miners or mountain climbers buried under an avalanche.

Playing to a much smaller audience and relying on cheesier cable television techniques such as re-enactments and movie star voice-overs, Court TV, Discovery and the History Channel nevertheless take larger imaginative leaps. That seems all the more fitting in the wake of the terrorist hijacking plot — seemingly timed to the fifth anniversary — that was just foiled by British intelligence.

Over the next four weeks the only way to avoid seeing images of United Airlines Flight 175 plough into the south tower or office workers running through the streets of Manhattan coated in plaster, dust and blood is to turn off the television. Katie Couric intends to observe the anniversary and her debut as the “CBS Evening News” anchor with an hourlong prime-time special, “Five Years Later: How Safe Are We?” on Sept. 6. No angle will be left alone: “American Vesuvius,” a History Channel special on Sept. 10, will compare the World Trade Center attack to the destruction of Pompeii in A.D. 79. 

As is so often the case, the sheer quantity of anniversary specials is excessive, while no single effort is thorough enough. But there are so many offerings that viewers can pick and choose how much and how deeply they want to relive the recent past. 

The documentaries that will be shown this weekend and throughout the next several weeks are snapshots, not historical treatises, though a few try to broaden the context a little beyond the events of that fateful day. 

“Countdown to Ground Zero,” on the History Channel on Sunday, crosscuts between victims and rescue workers at the World Trade Center to hijackers learning to fly in Florida, NORAD training exercises and Italian intelligence agents tailing Al Qaeda suspects in Milan. It seeks to show how America missed the clues yet rallied in disaster. Court TV’s “On Native Soil: The Documentary of the 9/11 Commission Report,” on Aug. 21 recounts the families’ fight to hold the government accountable for missteps and negligence.

All are carefully framed as tributes to the victims, but sometimes it is hard to tell whether their intent is to soothe or shock. 

That may depend on the beholder. For New Yorkers, films about Sept. 11 can be a cathartic exercise, a way to relive the trauma over and over in order to blunt and master its awfulness. Viewers at a more distant remove from ground zero are prodded to keep fresh an event that at some level has already faded from memory. 

“The Miracle of Stairway B,” on Monday night on the History Channel, is a modest effort. This conventional documentary relies on interviews and archival material to tell the heartening story of the handful of firefighters from Ladder Company 6 who were trapped in a stairwell and were rescued. Capt. John Jonas, known as Jay, is one of the main voices in this film and in many others, perhaps because he recalls what happened during that ordeal with calm and even good humor. 

“I looked at my guys, I says, ‘All right, guys, if that one can go, this one can go,’ ” Captain Jonas says as he describes the moment when he and his team realized that the South Tower had just fallen. “ ‘It’s time for us to get out of here.’ ” 

They did, but stopped to save Josephine Harris, a Port Authority employee who was frozen with fatigue on a landing, unable to walk on alone. On Sept. 11, 343 firefighters died. 

The firefighters featured in “The Miracle of Stairway B” provide one of the few tales with a happy ending.

“Countdown to Ground Zero” takes a broader, bleaker look, focusing on the people who predicted that such an attack was imminent, including John P. O’Neill, the counterterrorism expert who had long warned of Al Qaeda’s threat and quit the F.B.I. in the summer of 2001 to become chief of security for the World Trade Center. He was one of the nearly 3,000 who died on the job on Sept 11. 

This version mixes actors in re-enactments with interviews with the real survivors — half docu-drama, half documentary. Mr. O’Neill is depicted dining with two friends at Elaine’s on Sept. 8 and debating the terrorist threat before they celebrate his new job over cigars. “Gentlemen, it doesn’t get better than this,” the actor playing Mr. O’Neill says. 

Survivors’ stories are also told in dramatic re-creations. And “Countdown” re-enacts a scene in which Air Force jets scramble to shoot down a hijacked commercial aircraft before it can crash into civilian targets, a training exercise two years before the attacks that belies the assertion by Condoleezza Rice, then the national security adviser, that nobody could have imagined hijackers using airplanes as bombs. 

Lee H. Hamilton, the vice chairman of the 9/11 Commission and a Democrat, is interviewed, saying that at very least the government displayed, a “very significant failure of imagination.”

“Inside the Twin Towers,” which will be shown on Sept. 3 on the Discovery Channel, also weaves together re-enactments with interviews, archival material and graphics, but, like “The Miracle of Stairway B,” it sticks to a more linear narrative about the attack and how victims and rescuers struggled to survive. It is one of the few cable documentaries that actually recreates how the plane attack looked and felt to those inside the north tower, a fiery blast that is both hokey looking and a bit blasphemous; sensitive viewers may resent that sidestep into disaster movie territory. 

“Reel New York: 9/11 Fallout,” which will be shown on Aug. 24 on the New York PBS station, WNET, is quite the opposite: four shorts by independent filmmakers that stay away from the actual collapse of the towers and focus on the disaster’s ripple effects on the city’s most anonymous citizens. 

One looks at a legally blind woman from Colombia who lost her concession stand when the government building across from the World Trade Center was damaged and closed down. Another looks at how many Sikhs in New York were mistaken for Muslims because of their turbans and bullied and discriminated against after Sept 11. Two others are highly personal, avant-garde art films that are basically broken-hearted love poems to New York City.

Court TV’s “On Native Soil,” which uses the 9/11 Commission report to blend personal tragedies and public failures, is an emotionally fraught warning against American complacency. (On Sept. 10 ABC plans to show “The Path to 9/11,” a two-night mini-series based on the 9/11 Commission report.)

Kevin Costner and Hilary Swank are narrators of the Court TV documentary, but the most vocal participants are the parents and spouses of victims who demanded an investigation of the government’s failure to prevent the attack. There are no re-enactments. It begins with a clip of a 1997 interview with Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan, and moves inexorably to the moment in 2004 when Richard A. Clarke, the counterterrorism adviser on the National Security Council when the attacks occurred, apologized, saying “Your government failed you.” 

Television showed the attacks live throughout the nation and the world, and can hardly be expected not to return to the subject five years on. Beneath all the exhumed shock and suffering, these films also reveal nostalgia for those transcendent moments — humility, selflessness, grace — that surfaced back when ordinary life froze, strangers helped one another and for an instant, the world stopped hating us. 

What’s on: Documentaries and Films 

Here is a sampling of programs related to Sept. 11, including those reviewed in the TV Watch column. Some of these will be repeated. Viewers should check local listings to confirm times: 

Sunday
‘COUNTDOWN TO GROUND ZERO,’ History Channel, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times, 7 p.m. Central Time. 

Monday 
‘THE MIRACLE OF STAIRWAY B,’ History Channel, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 7 p.m. Central Time. 

Aug. 21
‘ON NATIVE SOIL: THE DOCUMENTARY OF THE 9/11 COMMISSION REPORT,’ a documentary about the 9/11 Commission report, Court TV, 10 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 9 p.m. Central Time. 

Aug. 24
‘REEL NEW YORK: 9/11 FALLOUT,’ four independent shorts, WNET, New York, 10 p.m.

Aug. 27
‘INSIDE 9/11,’ an updated version of a four-hour mini-series first shown last year on the National Geographic Channel, 7 p.m. Eastern Time, 8 p.m. Pacific Time, 6 p.m. Central Time (repeated on Sept. 11, 6 p.m. Eastern Time; 3 p.m. Pacific Time; 5 p.m. Central Time). 

Aug. 28
‘TRIPLE CROSS: BIN LADEN’S SPY IN AMERICA,’ National Geographic Channel, 9 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 8 p.m. Central Time. 

Aug. 29
‘THE FINAL REPORT: OSAMA’S ESCAPE,’ National Geographic Channel, 10 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 9 p.m. Central Time. 

Sept. 3
‘INSIDE THE TWIN TOWERS,’ Discovery Channel, 9 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 8 p.m. Central Time. (Also Sept. 9 at 9 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 8 p.m. Central Time.)

Sept. 5
‘NOVA: BUILDING ON GROUND ZERO,’ PBS, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 7 p.m. Central Time.

Sept. 6
‘FIVE YEARS LATER: HOW SAFE ARE WE?,’ a news special with reports from correspondents and Katie Couric as host. CBS, 10 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Time; 9 p.m. Central Time. 

Sept. 10
‘AMERICAN VESUVIUS,’ compares the 9/11 attacks and the eruption of Mount Vesivius, History Channel, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Time; 7 p.m. Central Time. 

‘KOPPEL ON DISCOVERY: THE PRICE OF SECURITY’ Interviews by Ted Koppel with past and present administration officials, as well as military and security experts on the war on terrorism and the issues of national security and civil liberties, followed by a live town hall meeting with 9/11 family members and others, Discovery Channel, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Time, 7 p.m. Central Time. 

‘9/11,’ a rebroadcast with updates of the film by Jules and Gedeon Naudet, which first shown in 2002. CBS, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Time; 7 p.m. Central Time. ‘THE PATH TO 9/11,’ two-night mini-series based on 9/11 Commission report, ABC. Part 1, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 7 p.m. Central Time. Part 2, Sept. 11, 8 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 7 p.m. Central Time. 

Sept. 11
‘AMERICA REBUILDS PART II: RETURN TO GROUND ZERO,’ PBS, 9 p.m. Eastern and Pacific Times; 8 p.m. Central Time. 

‘KOENIG’S SPHERE,’ Sundance, 9 p.m., Eastern and Pacific Times; 8 p.m. Central Time.‘DUST TO DUST: THE HEALTH EFFECTS OF 9/11,’ Sundance, 10 p.m., Eastern and Pacific Times; 9 p.m. Central Time. ‘SEPTEMBER 11,’ the American television premiere of a feature film made up of 11 short films by directors here and abroad, Sundance, 11 p.m., Eastern and Pacific Times; 10 p.m. Central Time. 
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