The humble car bomb changed the world

The US is spending £2.1bn a year to
fight the terrorist’s most lethal weapon,
reports the former CIA agent Robert Baer

twas a sunny afternoon on Bei nut's

glamorous seafront in April 1982 and the

world was about to change for ever. Old

men stood fishing on the rocks opposite

the American embassy. Women in high
heelsand sunglasses strolled along the
boardwalk undeterred by the civil war and
the honkd ng traffic. Justbefore 1pm a
green Mercedes carefully drove past the
embassy, scoufing the entrance, and 300
yards later flashed its lights ata waiting
GMC flat-bed tuck. The young man
driving the Texas-built truck then slowly
droveup tothe embassy, accelerated the
wrong way through the exit ramp, hit the
entmance steps, bounced up into the lobly
and exploded his bornb.

Itwas a stunning assault using the
deadliestweaponso far of the 21st century:
the car bomb. Itwas also the first suicide
car-bombattack on a western mrget.

In the confined space of the US embassy
lobby, the blastwave from the 2,0001b of
raw PETN — an extremely powerful
military explosive — was camstrophic.
The explosion ripped away the frontof the
building: the upper floors fell like cards,
killing thoseinside. Sixty-three
werengmurdered— Lehaliyese andpeople
Americans, many of them close colleagues
of minein the CIA. They found the hand
of my boss Robert Ames a mile offhore —
ident fied by his graduation ring.

The CIA station had been meeting on
the fourth floor, in the CIA's offices, to
discuss the threat of terroismwhen the
bomberstruck. Twas lucky: Twasn't there
that day, butas a CIA agent stationed in
the Middle East, I could so easily have
been in the building.

For years afterwarnds, I kept having the
sarme dream: sitring at the conference
suite on the fourth tloor, drinking coffee,
chit-chatting with colleagues, waiting for
the meeting tostart, and then the
windows burstingin, dooms, ceilings,

ing falling around me and the
noise of the explosion. Then darkness.

What happened in that surmmer of 1983
in Beimithas come back to haunt us in
Iragand Afghanistan. In theirdecades of

civilwar, the Lebanese, an inventive
people, refined the weapon and became
the best car-bombers i n the world. The
bombs that go off eves inBaghdad,
the very consé?apt of ﬂl? s‘ﬁ‘iz[dedrﬁrer,
were developed on the streets of Beirut.

The Lebanese mided the shelves of
RadioShackand tumed everyday electrical
items — from mobile phones and
electroni c gamge-door openes o
model-ai rera ft control panels — into
remotely controlled detonation triggers for
carbombs. The Leba nese added gas
canisters to boost the blastwave —a
technique used in the attempted attack in
July 2007 at Glasgow airport.

The threat from car bombs now spans
the globe. Anywhere and anyone, a
government building, anai rport, could be
atrget. From Downing Street to the
White House, governments are turning
theiroffices into fortresses —and walting
for the nextatmck.

In 1983 in Beitut, car bombs were
always the number one threat. You were a
fool if you drove down thesame road at
the same time every day, because allit
took to kill you was an old car and some
explosives, Instead of driving amound in an
armoured limousine that would have
madeit obwious I'was anAmerican, I used
o take taxis. Ibought old Mercedes taxis,
and regularly changed their colour. T even

icked up passengers tohelp maintain the
E'Lsgui.se?APnad I :frﬁvedbecr;use I knew
just how lethal car bombs could be.

The Lebanesedid notinvent the car
bomb; that honour goes to the Americans.
The woarld’s first car bomb, a horse-and-car
bomb, exploded on Wall Streeton
September 15, 1920, killing 38 people. But
the Lebanese made car bombs a lot more
lethal. When they planted them, it was to
make the pavements run with blood.
Everyonedid it the Christians, the
Palestinia ns, Hezbollah and the Israelis.

For three decades Lebanon has beena
research laboratory for car bombers. The
same signature car-bomb techniques
turned up in Baghdad soon after the 2003
US imvasion. A lot of Lebanese car bombers

justdrove across the border into Syria and
on to Baghdad.

We should have seen it coming. The US
embassy was not the only place tobe
attacked. In 1982 President Reagan had
sent in the USmarines tosort out the
aftermath of another Lebanesewar: the
1982 Israeli invasion. The manines wenton
patrol, handed out sweets and tied o
support the shaly Lebanese govermment.
In the background, though, the civil war
was still raging. Foolishly we gotinwolved,
tking sides. The reckoning was paid in
American blood.

On October 23, 1082, at £.20a1m, a
bornber hit the main US mari ne barracks
witha 12,0001b suicide truck, and 241
marines were killed. There was a lot of the
usual bluster aboutstaying the course, but
wewere defeated — by car bombs. We fled
five months later. In the right placeand
with the rightamount of explosive, car
bombs really can change history.

It's a lesson we should have
remernbered before invading Iraq. In
Baghdad, the car bomb swiftly became
king of the highway. Car bombs, whether
they are driven by suicide bombers or
disguised as delivery trucks, are deadly
because disguise killing power in
solmﬂjigéesyo falﬁliar ﬂ]al?ﬁfg don't even
seeit—untilit's toolate,

Somewhat belatedly, the Usmilitary is
spending £2.1 billion a year on secret
programmmes run by a military task force,
JIEDDO (the Joi nt Improvised Explosive
Device Defeat Organisation), to oo nter
the car bomb.

Buteven JIEDDO's deputy director,
Brigadier-General Anthony Tata, admits:
“A caris a commercial entity. You go buya
car, find some old 155mm shells and
you've got yourself a car bomb.” If you
can't pick up old arillery shells,
instructions for making your own
explosives are on the internet,

The car is now as basica toolof our
civilisation as a knife. It is no longera
dream of freedom; it's a necessity. And so,
with its perfect invisibility in everyday
traffic, it will continue tobea decisive



weaponinall future human conflict.
Robert Baer's documentary Car Bomb is on
Charingl 4 tonight ar 7pm
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