
16  SHIPMATE • SEPTEMBER 2021

FEATURE



SEPTEMBER 2021 • SHIPMATE  17

Our lives evolve and change every day until our days on Earth end. 
Hopefully, the evolution is filled with many blessings. Sometimes,  
a change can catastrophically alter our lives. September 11, 2001 

changed the lives of thousands directly and millions indirectly. It’s been  
20 years since the attacks of September 11, 2001 when many loved ones were 
heartlessly taken away. Mothers, fathers, husbands, wives, sons, daughters,  
to name a few, tragically experienced the death of their loved one, while the 
world watched the painful evolution. 

My world changed on 9/11. I lost my husband; my two children lost their 
father. My husband, a naval officer, was working in the Pentagon on 9/11.  
His office took a direct hit from Flight 77, when it was purposefully flown into 
the west side of the Pentagon. 

I met Bob, a midshipman at the Naval Academy, 42 years ago. My brother 
planned some dates for me during his June Week 1979. One of those dates 
was with Bob Dolan ’81. My brother, Mark, and Bob were in 20th Company. 
Bob and I began dating that summer. During Commissioning Week 1980,  
I wore Bob’s class ring around my neck, and dipped it ceremoniously into the 
waters of the Seven Seas. Forty years ago, I stood on his left side, his mother 
stood on his right, and we each replaced his first-class midshipman boards, 
with his new ensign boards. He had a stellar career including commanding  
a ship, just before this tour at the Pentagon.  

Bob has been part of my life for 42 years. Thirty-eight years ago, we  
were married, and so began my life as a Navy wife. We had a wonderful life  
together, even if too short. We have two beautiful children—Rebecca and  
Beau are our greatest blessings. Our family has grown since Bob’s death. We 
gained a daughter-in-law and our first grandchild, our newest blessing. 

On 9/11, I dropped my children at school. I drove to the first day of school 
at the preschool where I taught. It was a beautiful day. The sky was a gorgeous 
hue of blue, sun, no clouds. Bob called me each morning before I began my 
workday, 9/11 was no different. He called me at approximately 8:55 a.m. and told 
me a plane hit the World Trade Center’s North Tower. We briefly discussed 
the horror. I was a native New Yorker. Bob was a native New Jerseyite. This 
horrific “accident” struck us. What else could this be, but a terrifying  

THE DAY  
OUR WORLD 
CHANGED
By Lisa Dolan, widow of Captain Robert E. Dolan ’81, USN

The Pentagon Memorial honors 
those lost when Flight 77 crashed 
into the Pentagon on 9/11. It 
opened on 11 September 2008.

WE WILL 
NEVER FORGET
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accident. However, at 9:03 a.m., a second plane  
flew into the World Trade Center South Tower,  
and I knew it was no accident. 

I tried calling Bob, but I never spoke to him 
again. I later learned he was working the crisis in 
the Navy Command Center. We didn’t know the 
Pentagon was next, or a fourth flight would try to 
take out another American institution. At 9:37 a.m., 
Flight 77 ripped through the West side of the  
Pentagon killing 184 men, women and children. 
Flight 93, the last hijacked plane, crashed into a 
field in Shanksville, PA, at 10:03 a.m. The passengers 
rushed the cockpit upon learning of the three  
previous attacks, realizing they were headed for a 
similar fate. Overall, 2,972 (per the Department of 
Justice) men, women and children were killed on 
September 11, 2001. Fourteen of them were Naval 
Academy graduates, of which 10 died at the  
Pentagon (three onboard Fight 77 and seven  
working inside the Pentagon). 

Immediately, the military set up a family center. 
A life preserver for the families, information was 
disseminated, families’ voices were heard, many 
different services made available. The officer in 
charge of the Pentagon Family Assistance Center 
was sensitive to our questions and needs. It was 

important for the families to feel connected to 
their loved ones. We desperately wanted to be  
able to go to the Pentagon to be nearer to them. 
Lieutenant General John Van Alstyne made it  
happen. Being near where our loved ones perished 
was an underlying theme in the days, months  
and years after the attack. The families wanted  
a memorial dedicated to their family members,  
a place to visit them, a place to educate future  
generations about 9/11, a way to always remember. 

A family steering committee was formed to 
tackle a memorial. I was honored to be part of the 
steering committee. We decided the memorial 
should be next to the site of impact. Several site 
options were proposed by the Pentagon, but our 
committee held firm on the location. The committee 
evolved into the Pentagon Memorial Fund board 
of directors. I was doubly honored to be a founding 
director of the Pentagon Memorial. 

The memorial board met monthly. We had an 
important job, and we were determined to get it 
done before any of our elderly family members 
died. An international design competition for the 
memorial was held with more than 1,100 designs 
submitted. Family members were involved in the 
process. The memorial was completed in August 
2008. The Pentagon was the first of the three sites 
to open an official memorial. It was dedicated  
11 September 2008. It sits next to the spot where 
the attack occurred. 

Educating the public on the events of 9/11 has 
always been important, “never forget” isn’t just a 
motto for us. We were determined our loved ones’ 
lives were not forgotten. In 2009, the memorial  
announced a docent program to share the series  
of events on 9/11, explain the memorial’s symbolism 
and to humanize the experience for visitors with 
stories of the fallen. We have a wonderful group of 
docents. Most of our docents are family members 
and Pentagon military and civilian employees. 

Lisa Dolan pins a shoulder board 
onto then-Ensign Robert E. Dolan 
following the Naval Academy’s 
Class of 1981’s graduation. Lisa 
Dolan is the widow of CAPT Robert E. 
Dolan ’81, USN, who was killed 
while working at the Pentagon on 
September 11, 2001.  
Photo courtesy of Lisa Dolan

“… ‘never forget’ 
isn’t just a motto 
for us. We were  
determined our 
loved ones’ lives 
were not forgotten.” 
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These are people with firsthand knowledge of 9/11.  
Each of them had a profound experience that day.  
Their experiences are immeasurable; we are grateful  
to have them onboard. 

I am passionate about the park and happy sharing 
our families with visitors. Occasionally, I still give special 
tours. My favorite groups are school groups, but I recently 
had a group of adults. It always warms my heart when 
they learn something they didn’t know that touches 
them personally. When I am guiding a group, two of  
my “special” bench visits are to Dana Falkenberg and 
Captain John D. Yamnicky ’52, USN (Ret.). Dana was  
3-years-old on 11 September 2001, the youngest to perish 
at the Pentagon, the same age as some of the children in 
my preschool class. John was 71-years-old and the oldest 
to die at the Pentagon. As we concluded the tour, I asked 
if anyone was born after 9/11. I had one young man speak 
up. He was 3-years-old on 9/11, the same age as Dana 
Falkenberg. He didn’t know anyone so young had died. 

The importance of educating our guests continues 
with the upcoming Pentagon Memorial Visitor Education 
Center. It will be adjacent to the memorial, and consistent 
to the path of Flight 77. I have been, and will continue to be, 
very active in volunteer projects to continue my husband’s 
legacy. Bob has left it to us to follow his inspiring, lifelong 
example of sacrifice and commitment to freedom, family 
and service. I have taken as our family motto, “First for 
Freedom,” the motto of JOHN HANCOCK, the ship Bob 
commanded prior to his tour at the Pentagon. a 

The Pentagon Memorial includes the names of the 184 victims who perished when 
Flight 77 hit the Pentagon.

WE WILL 
NEVER FORGET


