
Lockerbie - the fundamental error

Forensic examination of the wreckage recovered at Lockerbie led to the determination that the
plane had been brought down by an explosion inside passenger baggage container AVE4041,
in a notably strange position within the container.  The bulk of the luggage in this container
came from the feeder flight from Frankfurt which arrived at Heathrow airport at 17.40, however
it was also known that six items of luggage transferred from other airlines had been placed in
it in the interline shed at Heathrow Terminal 3 between 14.00 and 16.45.

Flight From Arrived Passenger Luggage

1 BA391 Brussels 11.06 Bernt Carlsson Grey Presikhaaf hardshell

2 CY504 Larnaca 14.34 Charles McKee Grey Samsonite hardshell

3 CY504 Larnaca 14.34 Charles McKee Grey American Tourister hardshell

4 CY504 Larnaca 14.34 Matthew Gannon Navy Blue soft-sided Samsonite

5 BA701 Vienna 15.35 Michael Bernstein Maroon soft-sided Samsonite 

6 BA701 Vienna 15.35 Michael Bernstein Tan/brown patterned “saddlebag”

All six items were recovered on the ground and matched to their owners.  All but [3] showed
evidence of explosives damage and [3] showed explosives contamination.  Accepting that the
unaccompanied Hubbard suitcase (a long story!) was transferred from the feeder flight, there
is no record of any other item which might have been loaded into that container at Heathrow.

When the container was towed out of the interline shed shortly before 17.00 the arrangement
of the luggage within it was as a row of suitcases sitting handle-up along the back, and two
further suitcases lying flat at the front.  This arrangement was unchanged when the container
was towed out on to the tarmac at 17.40, and remained undisturbed when the luggage from the
feeder flight was added on top.  Comparing the extent and pattern of damage shown by these
items to the known location of the explosion, it is possible to ascertain to a high degree of confi-
dence where each one was positioned within the container.

Although only six interline items are recorded as being routed to PA103 in the relevant time
window, at least seven items are necessary to create the arrangement as described by the
three baggage handlers who saw the container.  The front left-hand suitcase is the one which
cannot be reconciled to a legitimate item on the basis of damage sustained.
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Item 6 is not where it would be expected to be from its arrival time, as the cases were loaded
in order, left to right.  Although it was one of the last two items to arrive in the shed, its position
is in the middle of the group which arrived from Larnaca an hour earlier.  Item 5 is also arguably
not where it should be, as the aggregate of the evidence suggests that all six legitimate items
arrived before 16.15 and were loaded across the back by Pan Am employee John Bedford.  It
is also not normal practice for baggage handlers to place suitcases handle-to-the-side in this
position - handles were normally pointing either to the front or the back of the container.

Bizarrely, the centre of the explosion was very low down into the lower angle of the overhang
portion of the container, which is shaped to fit the curvature of the plane’s hull.  Tragically, this
spot within the container is as close as it is possible to get to the skin of the plane.  Normally
the overhang section was reserved for holdalls, but the explosion occurred inside a hardshell
suitcase.  Within the geometric constraints of this location only two positions for the bomb
suitcase are possible, accepting that forensic scientist Allen Feraday’s originally-favoured near-
upright “position 1” can be excluded on evidential grounds.  The bomb suitcase position is
shown in brown.

Position 2      Position 3

In position 2, the bomb suitcase is one which came from the feeder flight, and was loaded on
top of the mystery suitcase from the interline shed.  In position 3, the bomb suitcase is the
mystery suitcase from the interline shed, either having originally been loaded partly into the
overhang section of the container, or having shifted there during the turbulent flight.

Position 2 was the arrangement proposed by the Crown and accepted by the court at Camp
Zeist; necessarily so, because that is the position compatible with the bomb suitcase having
travelled from Malta.  However, this finding was made on the basis of the suitcase under the
bomb having been the navy-blue canvas American Tourister belonging to Patricia Coyle; a case
which also came in on the feeder flight.  This would have required the mystery suitcase to have
been moved when the feeder flight luggage was added.

This assumption was introduced for the first time in court in 2000, with the identity of the bottom
case never previously having been considered by anyone in the investigation, and the Coyle
case always assumed to have been on top of the bomb suitcase.  The rationale for this reversal
appeared to be that since the forensic scientists insisted the bomb had been on the second
layer, something must have been on the bottom, and as the Coyle case was the only recovered
item showing damage consistent with its having been loaded flat against the bomb suitcase,
it was the only possibility.  However, it can be conclusively shown from the condition of other
recovered luggage that the Coyle case was indeed lying flat on top of the bomb suitcase, not
underneath it.  There is no recovered suitcase showing damage consistent with its having been
underneath the bomb suitcase, and no justification whatsoever for assuming that the mystery
suitcase was moved, in view of the fact that Amarjit Sidhu, who loaded the Frankfurt luggage,
denied having moved it in three police statements, and again under oath at the FAI.
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If position 2 was the actual arrangement, the suitcase under the bomb must have been the
mystery suitcase from the interline shed.  It thus becomes a mystery twice over, as no trace of
it was recovered from the scene of the crash despite numerous pieces of both the bomb suit-
case itself and the Coyle suitcase above it being recovered and identified.

Position 3 solves this anomaly by identifying the mystery suitcase from the interline shed as the
bomb suitcase.  It is in any case the obvious explanation, given that the suitcase found to have
contained the bomb was a Samsonite hardshell in a colour variously described as brown,
bronze and maroon, and the mystery case, which appeared in circumstances suggesting it
might have been placed by an unauthorised person, was also described as a brown or maroon
Samsonite hardshell.

It appears that position 3 was not considered during the original 1989 inquiry simply because
police and forensic investigators didn’t think of it.  They seem to have imagined the cases in the
main cube of the container as lying flat like bricks in a wall, and the possibility that the bottom
case might have been sitting with one side partially into the overhang area didn’t occur to
anyone.  None of the experimental explosions was carried out with the bomb suitcase in this
position.  The justification for excluding the case on the bottom was that the explosion had been
too high for it to have been within that case (not true if the side of the case was elevated on the
8 cm high step at the bottom of the overhang section), and that the pattern of damage to the
aluminium base was not consistent with the bomb suitcase having been “in contact with” the
floor of the container.  Of course, in position 3, the hardshell bomb suitcase is not “in contact
with” the floor of the container apart from at its extreme right-hand end.

At the trial in 2000, forensic witnesses purported to read various conclusions from the condition
of the recovered and reassembled container floor.

Forensic scientist Ian Cullis advanced several arguments as to why he believed there had been
another suitcase between the bomb suitcase and the floor of the container, including the abs-
ence of pitting on the floor itself (as opposed to the horizontal strut), the dished appearance of
part of the floor, and a claim that he could see indents suggesting that another large suitcase
(not the bomb suitcase itself) had been blasted down on to the aluminium base.  Mr. Feraday
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maintained that the base would have been more severely damaged than it was if the bomb
suitcase had been “in contact with” the floor.  Other witnesses made similar or identical points.
This evidence however consisted entirely of opinions and assertions which are not at all self-
evident from the appearance of the reassembled floor.  No experimental evidence was or could
be presented to show what the container floor might have looked like if the bomb suitcase had
been in position 3, because no experiments were carried out with the bomb suitcase in that
position.  The court was simply invited to take the forensic witnesses’ word for it.

It is perhaps not surprising that the forensic witnesses resisted the suggestion of position 3, as
put to them in 2000.  This was eleven years after they had failed to conceive of it as a possibility
in 1989.  The entire direction of the investigation since then leading to the charging of the men
in the dock was entirely dependent on position 3 not being the actual loading position of the
bomb suitcase.  One must therefore consider whether these assertions are entirely credible.
It is not  simply a question of agreeing that there might have been another suitcase below the
bomb suitcase.  It is a question of showing beyond any reasonable doubt that this must have
been the case - otherwise position 2, the position utterly essential to the fundamental thesis that
the bomb had travelled from Malta, and to the guilt of the accused, collapses under the weight
of its own improbability.  That the unsupported assertions of the forensic witnesses do not rise
to this level of certainty was implicitly recognised in the Judgement of the Court - “It was accep-
ted, for the purposes of this argument, that the effect of forensic evidence was that the [bomb]
suitcase could not have been directly in contact with the floor of the container.”

However, the floor of the container is not the only structure which bears witness to the position
of the suitcase which exploded.  The two cases immediately behind the bomb suitcase were
recovered, and are much more informative than the container floor.  Like the evidence showing
that the Coyle case was above the bomb suitcase, this evidence was not presented in court.

Above, suitcase 2 belonging
to Charles McKee

Left, suitcase 1 belonging to Bernt Carlsson

Major McKee’s suitcase was behind the right-hand side of the bomb suitcase, the side which
would have been resting on the floor of the container (see page 2).  The damage to this suit-
case is self-evidently at the bottom, consistent with the exploding suitcase having been at that
level and inconsistent with that part of the case having been protected by another case below
the bomb suitcase.  Forensic scientist Thomas Hayes made a sketch of this suitcase on
20  January 1989, showing it upright, in the position in which it was loaded, and indicating histh
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assessment of the direction of impact of the explosive blast (below).  In context, it is self-evident
that his assessment was correct - the blast impacted about the level of the floor of the cont-
ainer.

Mr. Carlsson’s was the closest to the explosion of the suitcases in the back row, almost immedi-
ately behind the IED itself.  This far to the left the bomb suitcase would not have been lying at
floor level, due to its sloping angle in position 3.  Dr. Hayes also drew the metal frame of this
case, again showing his estimate of the impact of the explosion.  Due to the severity of the
damage it is more difficult to pinpoint the exact level of the impact, but as expected, and unlike
the McKee suitcase, this does not appear to have been right at the bottom of the case.

Above, sketch of frame of suitcase 1

Right, sketch of damage to suitcase 2

Although the blast impact on the Carlsson case was not at floor level, the condition of the separ-
ate panel of lining fabric recovered, which appears to originate from the inside of the hinge end
of the suitcase, is extremely revealing.

The right-hand side of this panel has suffered severe, destructive charring.  As with the damage
to the bottom corner of the McKee case, such charring would not have occurred if the bottom
corner of this case had been protected by another suitcase lying below the bomb suitcase.

The Camp Zeist verdict rested on three false or misinterpreted assumptions in relation to the
arrangement of the luggage in AVE4041.

C That Amarjit Sidhu had moved the left-hand front suitcase (the mystery case) when
he added the feeder flight luggage to the container - he testified on multiple occas-
ions that he did not do that, and there is absolutely no reason to disbelieve him.

C That Patricia Coyle’s blue American Tourister suitcase had replaced the mystery
suitcase on the floor of the container and had been under the bomb suitcase - the
Coyle suitcase can definitely be shown to have been above the bomb suitcase, with
Johannes Schauble’s suitcase on top of it.

Lining panel PK/139, photograph
rotated to match the orientation of
the other images
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C That “the effect of forensic evidence was that the [bomb] suitcase could not have
been directly in contact with the floor of the container” - whether or not this bald
assertion is true, the crucial “position 3” does not place the flat surface of the bomb
suitcase directly in contact with the floor of the container.

That the court was able to come to such ill-founded conclusions is due to the selective present-
ation of evidence to obfuscate the above reasoning.  In particular Amarjit Sidhu was not called
to the witness box, so that the suggestion he had moved the mystery suitcase could be
presented as uncontentious, and even likely.  In addition the details of passenger and baggage
movements at Heathrow airport, and the reconciliation of recovered luggage to passengers,
were not presented.  This prevented the identity and positioning of the suitcases loaded legiti-
mately at Heathrow and located close to the bomb suitcase from being discovered.  While much
of the raw data showing that the Coyle suitcase had been blasted upwards among the feeder-
flight luggage was available to the court, the inference as regards its positioning was not drawn,
by anyone present.

The narrative demonstrating that the bomb suitcase was introduced at Heathrow is straight-
forward, compelling, and allows all the evidence to be accounted for without any necessity for
undue special pleading.  John Bedford’s evidence clearly indicates that the luggage in the cont-
ainer was interfered with in his absence, and while one might speculate that the x-ray operator
Sulkash Kamboj could have loaded the Bernstein suit carrier and a mysterious unaccompanied
undocumented suitcase during that time and then forgotten all about it (and moved the
Bernstein saddlebag for good measure? or did Bedford himself put that exactly where he said
he didn’t, and then forget?), it’s far more likely all this was done by a terrorist intent on getting
a small explosive charge as close as possible to the skin of the plane and then rearranging the
other luggage to ensure it stayed there.

While a few shreds of blast-damaged suitcase material were recorded as unidentified in the
final forensic report, little effort appears to have been made to match these to one of the identi-
fied suitcases, and most of them appear simply to be more pieces of the bomb suitcase with
the bronze coating cooked off (spalling).  Given the thoroughness of the recovery effort and the
numerous fragments recovered from both the bomb suitcase and the Coyle suitcase (and Karen
Noonan’s holdall which was almost on top of the IED), the proposition that there was a third
blasted suitcase under the bomb suitcase, all of whose fragments selectively and miraculously
blew away leaving nothing behind, is simply preposterous.

In order to believe that the bomb flew in from Malta, we have to believe that an unaccompanied
and undocumented brown or maroon Samsonite hardshell (or a case that appeared to John
Bedford to be a brown or maroon Samsonite hardshell) was somehow, innocently, loaded into
AVE4041 that afternoon in circumstances which then became confused and forgotten about
by whichever staff member was responsible.  We have to believe that this virtual lookalike for
the bomb suitcase was placed and remained within a few inches of the centre of the
subsequent explosion, but it had nothing at all to do with it.  We have to believe that another
mysterious brown or maroon Samsonite hardshell which nobody had seen in all its travels, and
nobody could explain how on earth it had supposedly got into a well-guarded plane at Malta,
was coincidentally loaded right on top of this innocent suitcase.  We have to believe that with
the entire container to choose from, Sidhu unluckily placed this deadly suitcase in the only
corner where it would be close enough to the hull of the plane to pierce the skin, and the right
way round.  Then when the bomb suitcase exploded, despite ample quantities of it and every-
thing else around it being recovered on the ground, all the fragments of the innocent unaccom-
panied suitcase from the interline shed somehow blew away and were never recovered.  We
have to believe that the explosion somehow damaged the Carlsson and McKee suitcases in a
way that could not have happened if this innocent suitcase was really there under the bomb,
even though it was there all the time.  And finally, unlike Susan Costa, John Hubbard and Adolf
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Weinacker, all of whom lost unaccompanied luggage in AVE4041, the owner of the vanishing
suitcase never came looking for it.

If the court at Camp Zeist had been trying men accused of loading the bomb at Heathrow, and
their defence had relied on the above argument to claim that the bomb had in fact come in from
Malta on the feeder flight, it would have been laughed out of court, and rightly so.

On the other hand we could simply accept that the brown or maroon hardshell suitcase which
appeared in the unattended container in the interline shed at Heathrow airport, right in the exact
awkward corner where a small explosive charge needed to be in order to pierce the hull, in
circumstances suggesting it was placed there by an unauthorised person, was the bomb.

But if we accept that, we acknowledge the complete innocence of Abdelbaset al-Megrahi, and
the utter lack of any justification for anything that was done under the assumption that he was
guilty, from the punitive sanctions imposed on Libya in the 1990s to the current attempts to
identify “accomplices” in that country in 2013.

Does the criminal justice system of Scotland have the courage and integrity to confront this, and
the consequences of its becoming public knowledge?  That remains to be seen.
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