





* of a building soiled and shabby from decades of
war and dust. The phones on the desks look like they
have been in use since the Soviets tortured prisoners
in the same compound in the Eighties. Ahmad was
brought out in handcuffs but then unchained. He was
neither afraid nor eager to please but sat defiantly,
staring straight at me.

He was blind in one cloudy eye. The other shone
bright with zealows hatred. T was just another for-
eigner, no different to those he had journeyed so far to
kill. Did he want to kill me? ‘No. Not here, not now. But
it is good to want to kill all non-Muslims." Even in
Pashto (an interpreter translated), his woice sounded
soft, feline.

On the floor beside him was his bomb vest. Tt
weighed nearly 301b and would have been far too
heavy to carry over any distance.

Packets of explosives, leaking a fine white-brownish
powder, were still in the pockets. Even more worry-
ingly the detonator, a thin, metal tube, with wires
running out was still attached. All Ahmad needed to
set off his bomb was a nine-volt battery.

hmad was a step up from a suicide
bomber. He had his own transport,
which meant he could carry a heavy,
bigger bomb. The explosive itsell was
the powder. The outer wrappings were
laminated plastic sheets stiffened with
newspaper. Embedded within the plastic were small
nails and serews to give the device additional killing
power. Attached on the other side was a cheap, white
plastic light switch, the kind you can buy for 20p in a
hardware shop.

Ahmad was convinced that when he pressed the
switch he would be instantly transported to paradise,
“They will be waiting for you, the Houri [the maidens
of paradise], he said, with a vehement sexual longing
‘She is a beautiful girl. A beautiful virgin One finger of
her will be like the light of the sun. She will be like a
queen of otherwomen.'

Ahmad came from Waziristan, the lawless border
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regions of Pakistan, and would have been brought up
in a totally sexually segregated society. Perhaps it was
the blind eve that made him such an easy mark for
recruitment by his Taliban masters. A poor boy from a
poor village. Disfigured and with few prospects of
marriage. Perhaps it madethe rewards of heaven seem
so much more dluring,

Even in prison, Ahmad was still ready to die for his
warped cause and desperate to take as many foreign-
ers with him. It was chilling even to be in the same
room as him. There was no repentance, just burning
hate. ‘My message to all Muslims is just keep fighting
jihad, killing foreigners. God is happy when we fight
the enemies of Islam. And with that he stood up and
motioned tohis guards that the interview was over.

I have met many failed suicide bombers, suicide
bomber families and now many car bombers. But 1
have never met anyone as frightening as Ahmad. He
was a human robot who had been programmed to self-
destruct. For Ahmad, the route to glory was astride his
motorbike. For other Taliban, or for the car bombersin
Irag, it's at the wheel of some clapped-out old car
packed with artillery shells.

And they are the most dangerous enemy we will
ever face.

It seems paradoxica. How can something we use
every day - a car - be the number-one terrorist threat
of our time? For the past vear I have travelled the
world to find out, meeting car bombers, intelligence



officials and policemen to discover the origins of this
deadly weapon and the desperate, yet failing, intelli-
gence battle being waged in the shadows.,

Apart from any other conclusion, it rapidly became
clear that the car bomb is without argument the most
important weapon of the 2 1st century.

g

If yvou want to find out about car bombs, how to make
them and, therefore, how to stop them, you need to go
to three countries: Lebanon, Ireland and America,

Why America? Because, incongruously, the history
of modern car bombing started in the country's heart-
land - in the mid-Western state of Wisconsin and its
state capital Madison. In 1970, a 22-year-old Vietnam
War protester and college drop-out decided to blow
up the University of Wisconsin and along the way
invented the pedect terrorist weapon.

Karl Armstrong was bitterly opposed to the Vietnam

War, Back then, almost every week there were student
protests and marches across America, Police fired tear
s, There were mini riots and broken windows, But,
for Armstrong even these violent street protests were
futile. He, along with three other radicals, decided to
target a research lab on the campus that was funded by
the Pentagon,

Tt was two o'clock in the morning and my hrother
Dwight and T were just lying out on alawn considering
wavs to bomb the Army Mathematics Research
Center;' he told me. “There are steam tunnels that go all
though the campus; we thought we could take explo-
sives in through them. And then we thought no.. we'd
need to take almost a ton of explosives. Dwight said,
“So why don't we just fill up a truck full of explosives
and set it off outside the building® My immediate
reactionwas, “That's crazy.” And then I thought - well,
that is, in fact, probably the best way todo i’

In that moment the modern car bomb was born.

It wasn't difficult to meet Karl. He still lives in

THE INVISIBLE KILLERS IN OUR MIDST

This image (1], taken on Omagh's Lower Market Street
moments before 3.10pm on August 15, 1798, is perhaps
the most graphic example of how a car bomb isvirtually
impossibleto detect. Noone could have known the red
Vauxhall Cavalier contained 3001b of explosive. When it
blew up, itturned the tranquil summer scene into awar
zoneand claimed 29 lives, making it thewaorst [RA
atrocity in decades of conflict. The photegraphwas
found on a camera recovered fromthe debris: the
Spanish student and child survived, with herrific
injuries; the wormnan helding the camera did not.

Itwas the latest in a long history of Republican
car-bomnb campaigns- 25 years earlier, IRA terrorist
Marian Price targeted the Old Balley [see interview,
main story overleaf] in London. No one died inthe blast
itself [2), although one person died of a heart attack.

Both explosions can be traced back towhatwas
probably theworld's firstvehicle bombing (3]. On
September 16, 1920, 38 pecple died in Mew York's
finandial district and 200were injured when a horse-
drawn wagon blew up outside the offices of JP Morgan

Bank at No 23Wall Street. The bornber had packed
his device, which contained 50lb of dynamite, with
heavy sash-windowweights to add shrapnel to the
bomb. The metal fragments tore into the crowd like
machine-gun bullets.

The bomber had chosen his target with great care.
No 23 Wall Street was at the hub of world capitalism.
It was just round the corner from the New York Stock
Exchange and across the street from an important
US Treasury building. The bornk even blew inthe
windows of the NYSE and ended the day’s trading.

Despite a massive FBI investigation, the bomber
was never caught. None ofthe eyewitnessestothe
blast managed to give an adequate description of the
driver. In Twenties New York, horse-drawnwagons
were being replaced by cars, but they were still virtually
Irwisible in the city's busy traffic.

No one noticed anything strange because there
was nothing strange te notice. The bornber parked his
wagon at the target, lit the fuse, and nonchalantly
walked avay. ll




Madison and even runs a summer juice stall on the
campus he once destroved. In the winter he works asa
part-time taxi driver. In Madison, Karl has an awk-
ward kind of fame. After the bombing he served seven
vears of a 23-year jail sentence. His brother and David
Fine, another conspirator, also served jail sentences
and were paroled. Leo Burt, a fourth suspect, was
never found
,‘ . rmstrong's trial was a cause célébre. For
I | | some people he was a political prisoner,
| but for others he was an embarmss-
| ment. Today he lives in a mobile home
I Ean the edge of town in the midst of a
EE B floating population of Hispanic work-
ers,condemned to the fringes of society.

[ |
s

For a bomber, T found him to be surprisingly polite.
But he was also unrepentant about the trail of destroc-
tion he unleashed 38 years ago. T have no regrets for
the bombing,' he said. ‘Ttsent a message to the White
House about the war! But there was another deadly
twist to what became known as the 1970 Sterling Hall
bombing. Armstrong bought the explosives from his
local hardware store for a mere $200.

Ineredibly, Karl found a recipe for his bomb in the
Encyclopedia Britannica - listed under Explosives. He
realised that all the ingredients could be bought on the
High Street. He and his brother bought a large quan-
tity of ammonium nitrate, better known as farmers'
fertiliser This had to be mixed with diesel
Ammonium nitrate fertiliser and diesel combine into a
simple but deadly compound, ANFO - Ammonium
Nitrate Fuel Oil explosive. ANFO is far less powerful
than TN'T, but there is a simple way round that prob-
lem. You just get lots of it, which means you need a
vehicle to drive thebomb to its target. And therein lies
its effectiveness. How does anybody distinguisha nor-
mal car parked in a street from one packed full of
cheap, readily available chemicals waiting to explode?



To detonate the chemicals, Armstrong needed a
device normally only sold to the military or guarry
companies. Armstrong told me he simply pretended to
be a farmer wanting to blow up an old tree stump and
bought his detonators over the counter in a farmers'
agricul tural store.

At 3am on August 24, 1970, Armstrong drove a
stolen Ford van packed with explosives to the
University Physics Lab that housed the Army
Mathematics Research Center (AMRC). One man,

‘It’s risky to drive with
abomb butI knew the
risks. T knew I would
endupinagraveyard
orin prison’

— Marian Price, Old Bailey bomber

research  scientist  Robert
. Fassnacht, was killed and 21
nearby buildings were dam-
aged in the subsequent
explosion. The repair bill ran
into tens of millions ofdollars.

“We could see this mush-
room cloud L500ft from the
ground,! said Armstrong
‘Broken glass fell all the way
down University Avenue.’

For the Vietnam War protest
movement, Armstrong’s bomb
was  counter-productive -
support  for demonstrations
fell. But once invented,
Armstrong's  lethal  cocktail
could not be suppressed.
Anyone could now make an
ANFO bomb and wse it to
deadly effect, including the
IRA, which was gearing up for
what would become  the
world's  first  full-scale car
bormb war.

Before 1970, the IRA stole its explosives from guar-
ries or made its own from a highly toxic blend of weed
killer and benzene, sodium nitrobenzene, Tt was a
dangerously unstable concoction and highly poiso-
nous. For the first two vears of the Troubles, more IRA
men blew themselves up than were shot dead by
British troops.

But they were inspired by Armstrong's ANFO
recipe. What was even better, from the TRA's point of
view, was that the most common form of fertiliser sold
in the Irish Republic, Net Nitrate, was an ideal base
material for ANFQ,

Sean O'Callaghan, asenior TRA member at the time,
ran a bomb factory from an old farm just south of
the border. “The point about ammonium nitrate was
that Met Nitrate was probably the biggest commercial
fertiliser in the Irish republic, he said. “The
Government had a share in the company that manu-
factured it. So every farmer had hundreds of bags of
Net Nitrate lying around in sheds and bams. Ttwas an
absolute godsend.

He talked to me guite nonchalantly, There was no
remorse, Quite the opposite. 0'Callaghan even denied
that anybody was killed by his bombing campaign. His
denial was quite astonishing.

In the same straight tone he told me how he made
his bombs, recounting his method as if he was telling
me how he made his grandmother's favourite cake,

“You emptied several bags of fertiliser into a large
barrel and then filled it with water. Then you putabig
gas burner under the barrel and kept stirring as you
boiled it. This very clear liquid would rise to the top
and in the morning that would have erystallised into
big lumps. You broke it up with wooden shovels and
packed it into bags. And thatwas virtually pure ammo-
nium nitrate. At the end of everyweek, a tractor would
appear and cart it away.



O'Callaghan produced two tons of pure ammonium
nitrate a week - enough to arm eight car bombs. With
an infinite supply of explosives, the TRA was now
ready to ramp up its car bomb war.

I went to see Tommy Gorman, a small, quiet man,
who had been the Belfast Brigade's chief bomb engi-
neer in the Seventies. We met in the Republican
graveyard in Milltown, where the TRA hunger-striker
Bobby Sands is buried along with other dead TRA men.
“The car bomb is just sosimple. Youcan't see it It's just
aparked car," he explained.

ANFO explosives would be smuggled into Northern
Ireland. The diesel would be added and then Gorman
would assemble the bomb by adding a small booster
charge of commercial explosive, a detonator and a
timing device - all equipment the IRA had readily to
hand. A different TRA unit stole or hijacked a car and
the bomb would be loaded into the boot. A couple of
hours later its lethal contents would be blown up.

I asked Gorman if he had a favourite car. ‘Oh yeah.
A Ford Cortina. Or, if you were lucky, a Ford Cortina E.
It was easy to steal because you could start it with a
serewdriver. But sometimes we needed a larger car.”

The car bomb was usually driven to the target by a
two-man team. The passenger armed the timer - usu-
ally 45 minutes - and the bombers would walk away.
Someone else in the TRA would phone a warning to
give the security forces just enough time to evacuate
thearea - but not enough time to defuse thebomb.

The IRA often used young women - guaranteed to
allay suspicion - to deliver their car bombs, Marian
Price, who joined the IRA as a teenager, was one of
them. Now 54, she spent nearly a decade in prison.
I had seen a picture of her and her sister Dolours, »




»  also a car bomber, just before we met in a hotel
lobby. Marian, 17, wearing a mini-skirt, smiles out at
the camers, a normal-looking young woman. And yet
she wasone of the IRA's most successful bombers, part
of the team that blew upthe Old Bailey in March 1973,

Being young and female really was ideal for the
sorts of things we did,' she said. T remember one time
when we had some explosives in the car, They were
the old sort and they smelled very strongly of almonds
and marzipan. We'd hidden them in the door panels
and were stopped by soldiers. One of them went to
open thedoor. And T said: “No, no, T can manage.” If he
had opened the door he would have felt the extra
weight, Anyway, I got out of the car and T was wearing
amini-skirt. I think he was more interested in looking
at my legs than at the car!

rice may have been a beautiful young

woman, but she was also as determined

and frcused as any of her male colleagues.

T'm not the nervy type. Your adrenaline

waspumping but ifyou were terrified you

wouldn't do it Tt was very rsky to drive
with an armed bomb so weonly set the timer when we
got w the target, and then did the connections. 11 you
did your connections first, then the timer, you would
have gone up with the bomb When you parked the car
you got outand walked, neverran,’

Price said she regretted that some of the IRA bombs
had killed people, but she maintained that the cam-
paign was worthwhile and did not regret her partin it
Tknew the risks,' she said. Tknew T would end upina
graveyard or in prison.

1 think car bombs did achieve something at the
time. T don't think anyone got a thrill from planting car
bombs orsecing buildings go up. Tt was just something
that needed to be done to further our cause. Tt wasn't
that we thought we were making the world a better
place by planting car bombs, We were using them as a
tool to make Northern Ireland economically unviable
forthe British Government.'

Overtime, the TRA became even more sophisticated.
At Omagh in 1998, a Real TRA bomb team used a scout
car - to check shead for possible Army checkpoints -
as they drove their deadly cargo into the heart of the
sleepy border shopping town. Omagh would prove to
be the worst car bombing in decades of conflict. The
confusing warning misled police, who moved the
crowd right next to the car loaded with 300lb of ANFO,
which had cost about £500. Twenty-nine shoppers
werekilled (see panel, page 23).
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I Karl Armstrong invented the car bomb, and the TRA
started churning them out almost on a production-
line basis, it was the Lebanese who added the
deadliest element of all - the suicide driver.

In 1976, civil war broke out in Lebanon, For three
decades the country was a research laboratory for car
bombers. Lebanon wasn't like Ireland. When the
Lebanese planted car bombs they were meant to kill.
All sides - Christians, Palestinians, Hezbollah and the
Israelis - have used them.

Trracked down former Christian paramilitary leader
Assad Shaftard, who admitted that he planted car
bombs in West Beirut to murder Muslim civilians.

He said: ‘T had a job. T was director of intelligence.
Thad to protect our areas from spies and terrorists and
T had to weaken the enemy. And one way of doing that
was to plant car bombs.'

Assad did not look like a killer. He spoke to me in
English in his pleasant middle-class dining room
adorned with Turkish rugs and Chinese vases. He
offered me sweet mint tea and biscuits as he discussed
killing dozens of people. But Assad was repentant, He
has become deeply religious.

‘Everyone was the enemy. There was no difference
between a civilian or a member of the military. The
Muslims and Palestinians had to suffer the way we
were suffering, We had to retaliare. You lost the sense
that vou were killing human beings. They just became
numbers.' In Lebanon, car bomb technology became

more sophisticated. Multiple timer switches and
remote-controlled detonators designed to bypass
jamming devices were used.

But the most deadly innovation was used for the
first time just after lunch on April 19, 1983, A bomber
drove a truck packed with 200lb of explosive into the
lobby of the US Embassy in Beirut and detonated his
huge bomb killing himself and 63 other people. Tt was
the first time a suicide bomber had used a whicle.
Tronically, most of the CIA's Middle East team was
meeting on the fourth floor to discussthe threat of ter-
rorsm. They wereall killed.



ver the past 25 years, the suicide car
bomb has been used to lethal effect
hundreds of times. Today, bombers
can obtain instructions on how to
make every known ex plosive over the
internet. There are thousands of sites
with details on the construction of home-made
bombs. Many are jihadist sites that have been pass-
word-protected. But if vou know what you are looking
for, it will take fewer than five minutes to get all the
instructions you need. Anti-terrorist operations try to
shut the sites down but they are simply shifted to
servers in Dubal, Botswana and the Far East. They are
impossible to police

The American military spends £2.1 billion every
year trying to defeat car bombers. A lot of its work is
run by the Joint Improvised Explosive Device Defeat
Organisation (JIEDDO) which, among other things,
has devised sophisticated electronic counter surveil-

Youlost thatsense
that you were killing
human beings with the
car bombs. They just

became numbers’
— Assad Shaftari, Lebanese bomber

lance and jamming devices to prevent remotely
controlled bombs exploding. But it is losing the war.
‘Tostop the car bomb, you have to stop the network
that makes them,” said US Brigadier-General Anthony
Tata, head of JIEDDO,
But Tdon't think we will ever be able to defeat the

car bomb in a strategic sense. A car is a commercial
entity. You buy a car and then if vou have some stray
155mm rounds, or even just some fertiliser, you can
make a bomb, It's notsomething we are ever going to
be able to eliminate from the bartlefield.'

Back in the cemetery at Milltown, IRA bomber
Tommy Gorman looked downat the grass. Afer all the
death and killing I'd heard about T wondered if anyone
understood the magnitude of their actions, if anyone
thought about the innocent people they had killed.

Gorman was part of the first mass car bombingina
western city, in Belfast on July 21, 1973, when
22 bombs exploded, killing nine people and injuring
many more, Gorman planted four of those bombs,

Trwas a terrible, terrible day, he said. ‘Ablot on any

kind of glory vou try to make in this sort of struggle.
‘Tamutterly, utterly ashamed.' B

Kevin Toolis is an award-winning journalist and filme

maher. His documentary ‘Car Bormb will be broadeast on

Charriel 4 next Sunday at Bpr



