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Lockerbie

Fact and fiction

JfM

 

 

This is the memorial in Dryfesdale cemetery, Lockerbie, to the 270 people who lost their 
lives on midwinter night 1988, when flight Pan Am 103 fell out of the sky and landed on the 
unsuspecting town.  Many people who have studied the case believe the terrorists 
responsible have never been caught, and are still out there, laughing at all the fuss about so-
called “Lockerbie bomber” Abdelbaset al-Megrahi. 
 
It’s been said that to understand this affair you need to be a Professor of Lockerbie Studies.  
There is an enormous amount of material available on the case, and the ramifications go 
well beyond anything that can be covered in a single presentation.  The devil, of course, is in 
the detail.  It’s very easy to assert, blandly, that the bomb began its journey on Malta, or that 
Abdelbaset al-Megrahi was picked out of an identity parade as the man who bought the 
clothes packed with the bomb.  It takes a bit more investment to examine the evidence on 
which statements like that are based, and judge whether or not they are well-founded.  So 
let’s have a look at some of it.  
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What happened?

• Pan Am 103 was scheduled to depart from 

Heathrow at 18.00 GMT, 21st December 1988

– Pushed off from the gate at 18.04

– Wheels left the runway at 18.25

– This is within normal “on time” parameters

• Due to land at John F Kennedy airport, New York, 

at 20.40 local time (01.40 GMT)

– Actual flight time was approximately 7 hours

• Blew apart midair over Lockerbie at 19.03 GMT

– All 259 people on the plane died, together with 11 people 

on the ground
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I think it’s helpful to get a few times and positions clear, because it dispels a couple of myths.  
You’ll often hear that the plane was late, and would have been out over the Atlantic when it 
exploded if it hadn’t been delayed, but this is a mistake originating from the BBC coverage 
the morning after the disaster.  Someone looked at the scheduled departure time of six 
o’clock, compared it to the reported take-off time of six twenty-five, and announced the flight 
was 25 minutes late.  Anyone who has ever flown will know that planes don’t magically leap 
into the air the minute the doors are closed, and anyone who has flown from Heathrow will 
realise that 25 minutes footering around on the tarmac and the runway is pretty much par for 
the course. 
 
The reason for the few minutes delay in leaving the stand was because a Heathrow 
passenger missed the plane.  The captain was so concerned not to lose his departure slot 
he decided to take off even though the no-show passenger’s luggage was in the hold.  The 
passenger (probably the luckiest man in known space) ran up to the gate a minute or two 
later, having lingered too long in the bar.  This was not a “late” flight! 
 
The plane was scheduled to be in the air for approximately seven hours.  The explosion 
happened only 38 minutes into this flight time.  
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Sherwood Crescent JfM

 

 

Everyone on board was killed, together with eight adults and three children in the town, 
when the fuel-laden wings landed on their homes.  A number of houses were entirely 
obliterated and several of the bodies were never recovered.  
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Flight path

The usual route to New York is over Ireland, but a northerly flight path was set 

that night due to ferocious westerly gales.   The plane would have headed north 

over Glasgow, then close to Skye and over Benbecula.
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This is the approximate flight path, taken from the live feed of a recent flight taking the same 
route.  The orange dot is Lockerbie.  You can see that even if the flight had taken off five or 
ten minutes earlier (which is the earliest it could conceivably have got into the air with that 
departure time) there is no possibility it would have been over the Atlantic by then. 
 
London to New York flights usually take a more southerly route, over Ireland, but air traffic 
control sent the flight north that evening because of the weather.  If it had taken the more 
usual route it’s possible it might have landed in the Irish Sea, but it certainly wouldn’t have 
made it as far as the Atlantic.  It might even have hit Dublin.  
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Atlantic crossing

Even if the flight had taken off 5 or 10 minutes earlier, there was no possibility 

that it could have been over the Atlantic by 19.03, by either route.
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This slide shows the usual departure route over Ireland, and illustrates just how early in the 
journey the explosion occurred.  No matter the choice of departure route, it couldn’t possibly 
have reached the wide expanse of the Atlantic.  
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Flight preparation

• Maid of the Seas was a Boeing 747, a “Jumbo Jet”

• She landed at Heathrow from San Francisco at noon on 

21st December

• The aircraft was loaded from empty at Heathrow to become 

flight PA103

– Although the flight number was maintained, this was the second leg 

of a three-plane hop, with a third leg from New York to Detroit

• The first leg, a Boeing 727 designated PA103A, left 

Frankfurt at 16.50 local time, and came on-stand at 

Heathrow at 17.40 GMT, delayed by the gale

– 49 passengers and their luggage (about 60 items) were transferred 

from the 727 to the Jumbo, in less than 15 minutes
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This was a flight from London to New York.  On paper PA103 flew from Frankfurt to Detroit 
with stopovers at Heathrow and JFK, but although the flight number was maintained for all 
three legs, the first and third legs were flown by different aircraft with different flight crews.  
Most of the 243 passengers and all 16 flight crew on Maid of the Seas began their journey at 
Heathrow, with only 49 passengers transferring from the feeder flight from Frankfurt.  Most of 
these people were US Army personnel and their families, returning from bases in Germany 
for the Christmas holiday.  Another seventeen people flew into Heathrow on various other 
flights. 
  
The feeder flight left the stand in Frankfurt on time, but it was delayed by the very strong 
westerly wind that night, so that the transfer of passengers and luggage had to be done in 
less than 15 minutes.  The two aircraft were parked on adjacent stands at Heathrow to 
facilitate this.  
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The explosion

Piecing together the wreckage recovered on the ground, it was discovered 

that the explosion had occurred inside the single baggage container that 

held the luggage transferred from the Frankfurt flight
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So what actually blew up?  The recovery effort at Lockerbie is world-famous.  With little more 
than six hours of daylight each day, and in atrocious weather conditions, the fields and 
woods east of the town were picked clear of debris in only a few weeks.  The first piece of 
this baggage container was brought in on Christmas Eve, and over the next few days it was 
reconstructed and analysed.  It proved to be the one that had held the luggage transferred 
across the tarmac from the feeder flight.  This finding resulted in a press release being 
issued on 30th December stating that “the bomb almost certainly did not originate at 
Heathrow”.  
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Damage to the plane

The petalled area corresponded to the loading position of the damaged container

Star-burst fracture and 

petalled fuselage skins
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The investigators reassembled the entire aircraft from the pieces recovered on the ground, 
and found an area of distinctive damage which exactly overlaid the position where that 
particular container had been loaded.  The explosive had blown a hole in the fuselage at that 
point, and air pressure and wind did the rest.  The rest of the plane more or less came apart 
at the seams.  
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The “improvised explosive device”

Forensic examination of 

the debris recovered at 

Lockerbie determined that 

the bomb was a Semtex-

based device disguised 

as a Toshiba radio-

cassette player and 

packed in a suitcase 

along with a selection of 

clothes.
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It took a fair bit longer to sift through the debris and identify the items intimately associated 
with the explosion.  It’s not necessarily as neat and clear-cut as the final report might seem 
to suggest, but this was the conclusion of the investigation.  A bronze-coloured Samsonite 
hardshell suitcase containing ordinary clothes – trousers, a jacket, a cardigan and an 
umbrella, with a blue Babygro actually wrapped round the bomb which was hidden in a 
radio-cassette recorder. 
 
And that’s what happened.  Or at least that’s what the investigators say happened.  I’m 
certainly not going to dispute any of that.  
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Abdelbaset al-Megrahi

This photograph of Megrahi was taken just over three years after the disaster 

and is probably the closest image we have to his appearance in 1988
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Now we come to the accused.  Abdelbaset al-Megrahi, “the only man ever convicted of the 
Lockerbie bombing”. But what, precisely, was he actually supposed to have done in relation 
to this sequence of events?  
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What was Megrahi supposed to 

have done?

• He was a senior Libyan security officer

• He bought the clothes which were packed with the bomb in 

its suitcase

– The shopkeeper of a small outfitters in Sliema, Malta, remembered 

selling the clothes which were found blast-damaged at Lockerbie

• He smuggled the suitcase on board Air Malta flight KM180 

from Luqa airport, Malta, to Frankfurt

– Megrahi did not travel on that flight, but somehow got the suitcase 

on board unaccompanied, bearing Air Malta tags directing it to be 

transferred to PA103A at Frankfurt and then PA103 at Heathrow

• He used an electronic countdown timer set to detonate the 

bomb just over an hour after the advertised gate departure 

time of the transatlantic flight

JfM

 

 

This is what the prosecution alleged. 
 

• He was a Libyan intelligence agent 

• He was the man who bought the clothes in the suitcase – the Babygro, the jacket, the 
checked trousers and so on.  These clothes were so new they could be traced to their 
manufacturers, and one manufacturer was able to identify the retailer the trousers had 
been supplied to.  The retailer remembered making the sale, and was able to describe 
the customer. 

• He managed to get the suitcase on a flight he did not travel on himself, with tags that 
would get it transferred through two airports and eventually loaded on to Pan Am 103 at 
Heathrow. 

• He set a timer to detonate the bomb on the transatlantic leg.  
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The route of the bomb

The three flights alleged to have carried the bomb – KM180, PA103A and PA103

KM180

PA103A

PA103

LN147

JfM

 

 

What was alleged was a three-flight hop, with the unaccompanied suitcase starting its 
journey on Malta, being transferred to the Pan Am feeder flight at Frankfurt, and then 
transferred again to Maid of the Seas on the tarmac at Heathrow.  Megrahi, meanwhile, 
caught a half-hour flight from Malta to Tripoli which departed about the same time as KM180.  



13 
 

What was the evidence?

1. Baggage records at Frankfurt showed evidence of an item of luggage 

being transferred from KM180 to PA103A

– No passenger on KM180 was booked to fly on PA103A

– None of the passenger luggage on KM180 was lost or delayed

2. A member of the Libyan security services who had turned CIA 

informer identified Megrahi as a senior security officer

3. Megrahi was shown to have been at Luqa airport at the time KM180 

departed, travelling on a false passport

4. Tony Gauci (the Maltese shopkeeper) identified him as “resembling” 

the man who bought the clothes in his shop

5. A tiny piece of printed circuit board found among the Maltese clothes 

was identified as part of a countdown timer

– This item was one of a small bespoke batch supplied exclusively to Libya

– Megrahi had had business dealings with the manufacturer of the timers

JfM

 

 

The evidence heard at the Camp Zeist trial went on for months, but this is pretty much it. 
 

• A single baggage record was identified at Frankfurt, which appeared to show an item of 
luggage being transferred from the Malta flight to the Pan Am feeder flight.  Since none 
of the legitimate luggage on KM180 was booked to go on that flight, and all that luggage 
was picked up at its destination with nothing going astray, it was concluded that an 
illegitimate unaccompanied item had been carried on that flight.  It was then concluded 
that that must have been the bomb. 

• Megrahi was fingered as a Libyan security official – so by implication a terrorist. 

• He was at the airport when KM180 departed, using a passport in a false name.  
Obviously, he was trying to conceal his identity, so he must be a terrorist. 

• Tony Gauci, the man who sold the clothes in the bomb suitcase, said Megrahi resembled 
the man who bought them.  The prosecution convinced the judges that Megrahi was 
indeed the actual purchaser.  

• The infamous timer fragment.  Only 20 of these things were made, to a special order for 
Libya, and intended for military use.  Bingo. 

 
So what’s wrong with this?  The problem is firstly that each of these points fails to stand up 
to serious scrutiny, and secondly that there is far more robust evidence for a different modus 
operandi and a different set of perpetrators.  
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The decision that Malta was the place where the bomb suitcase began its journey was 
absolutely crucial to the investigation. 
 
This happened in August of 1989, well over a year before Megrahi entered the frame as a 
suspect.  The reason was that the investigators had identified a number of items of blast-
damaged clothing, the clothes they believed had been in the suitcase with the bomb – the 
Babygro and the checked trousers and so on – as having been manufactured on the island.  
At the same time evidence emerged suggesting that an item of unaccompanied luggage 
might have been transferred to the Pan Am feeder flight at Frankfurt from an Air Malta flight 
which arrived several hours earlier.  The police put two and two together and got five, and 
Malta became the centre of the investigation from then on. 
 
The huge doubt over this point is probably the most damning criticism of the entire 
investigation.  Because of that, I’d like to deal with this last, and cover the other, more 
straightforward points first.  
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2.  Was Megrahi a Libyan spy?

• Majid Giaka was a member of the Libyan intelligence 

service, the JSO

– Low-ranking, worked as a garage mechanic

• He volunteered as a CIA informer in August 1988

– Main objective seems to have been to improve his life and get out of 

Libyan national service

• Named Megrahi and his co-accused Lamin Fhimah as JSO 

operatives before the Lockerbie disaster

– Megrahi and Fhimah were his bosses in Libyan Arab Airlines, and 

they didn’t get on, to put it mildly

• No other evidence that Megrahi was a JSO member

– He acknowledged a short period of secondment when training JSO 

staff as airport security guards (including Giaka)

JfM

 

 

Megrahi’s position.  This allegation entirely hinges on the evidence of one witness, Majid 
Giajka.  He was a low-ranking cog in the Libyan intelligence service, the JSO, working in the 
motor pool.  He also worked for a time for Libyan Arab Airlines, at Malta, where both Fhimah, 
the man accused of being Megrahi’s accomplice but who was acquitted, and Megrahi were 
his superiors.  Both had a low opinion of him, with stories of untrustworthiness and petty 
thieving. 
 
One day he walked into the US embassy on Malta and volunteered to be a CIA agent 
reporting to them on Libya.  The CIA didn’t really have anyone on the inside in Gaddafi’s 
regime, and he exaggerated his position in the JSO, so they took him on.  One of the first 
things he did was name both Megrahi and Fhimah as JSO officers, and report that Fhimah 
was in possession of explosives.  However, was this true, or simply a disgruntled employee 
getting back at superiors he didn’t like? 
 
Megrahi has always denied being a JSO officer, as did Fhimah.  The judges accepted that 
Fhimah wasn’t, but decided that Megrahi was.  There was however no other evidence to 
confirm that.  
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Was Giaka a credible witness?

• Very disappointing as an informant

– Various fantastical and self-aggrandising claims

– Produced no information on Lockerbie for 2½ years

• The CIA realised he knew very little and was stringing them 

along for money and favours

• In July 1991, after Megrahi had become the chief suspect, 

the CIA called Giaka in and threatened him with severance 

unless he gave them good information on Lockerbie

– He suddenly testified that he saw Megrahi and Fhimah at Luqa

airport on 20th December 1988 with a brown Samsonite suitcase

• The judges rejected his evidence as self-serving lies

– Except for the bit about Megrahi being a member of the JSO

JfM

 

 

Should we believe Giaka?  This is a long story, and these are only the highlights – or 
lowlights, if you prefer. 
 
Giaka was originally the star witness for the Crown.  Without the evidence he produced two 
and a half years after the bombing, the case wouldn't have been strong enough even to 
issue indictments, never mind come to court.  However, it became clear he was very much a 
Walter Mitty character, whose only interest was in what he could get out of the Americans.  
The crucial story about the two accused at Luqa with a suitcase matching the right 
description was quite patently invented to placate his American employers, and it worked.  
He and his wife were relocated to the USA and given new identities under the witness 
protection programme. 
 
This all came out in court, despite the then Lord Advocate, Colin Boyd, trying his best to 
prevent it.  The judges rejected everything Giaka said, apart from the bit about Megrahi 
being a JSO officer.  So, you pays your money and you takes your choice. 
 
The other thing to point out though is that even if Megrahi was indeed some sort of Libyan 
spook, that fact alone would not prove he bombed Pan Am 103.  There are a lot of strange 
people with questionable backgrounds and allegiances floating around Europe and the 
Middle East, and they didn’t all bomb that plane.  
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3.  The “false” passport

• Megrahi was at Luqa airport that morning, catching a flight back to 

Tripoli after an overnight stay on Malta

– His flight, LN147, checked in at the same time as KM180, at the adjacent 

check-in desk

• He was using a passport in the name of “Ahmed Khalifa Abdusamad”

– This was a “coded” passport legally issued by the Libyan passport office

– He used the passport from time to time for personal travel

• He made no attempt to conceal his presence on the island

– He stayed in a hotel where he was well known, and claimed a Libyan Arab 

Airlines staff discount

– He had business meetings (with Vincent Vassallo) using his own name

• His reason for using the coded passport was personally embarrassing, 

but not criminal

JfM

 

 

Megrahi’s use of a passport in a false name has often been represented as him using a 
forged, illegal document.  That was not the case.  Coded passports are issued by most 
countries, to citizens with legitimate reasons for concealing their identities.  Megrahi was 
given his Abdusamad passport to facilitate the wheeling-dealing he was engaged on when 
trying to source goods, in particular aircraft parts for Libyan Arab Airlines, in defiance of the 
sanctions imposed on Libya at that time.  His own passport showed him as an employee of 
Libyan Arab Airlines, which was a problem in that respect. 
 
He shouldn’t have been using it for personal travel, but he did, more than once.  Once, when 
travelling to Mecca, just because it was the one that came to hand.  His reason for using it 
on this occasion doesn’t seem to have been to conceal his identity, because he left a trail a 
mile wide, and actually used his own name whenever he didn’t have to produce the 
passport. 
 
He refused for many years to say why he used the coded passport on this specific occasion, 
but that was revealed earlier this year by the media, against his wishes.  In the 1980s Malta 
had a reputation in Libya as a place of fleshpots and decadence.  Megrahi’s wife Aisha was 
strongly opposed to his visiting the island, and became irate when she knew he was 
travelling abroad.  To head off her displeasure, he left his own passport conspicuously at 
home, and travelled on the coded passport, which she didn’t know about. 
 
The investigators were in fact unable to prove that Megrahi was Abdusamad until he himself 
brought the passport with him when he travelled to Camp Zeist more than ten years later 
and voluntarily handed it over.  Not the actions of a guilty man, one might think.  
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4.  The Maltese clothes

• Several of the blast-damaged items were identified as 

having been manufactured on the island of Malta

– The manufacturer of a pair of trousers was able to identify the 

shop they had been supplied to

– The shop was a small outfitters called “Mary’s House”, in a 

suburb only three miles from the airport at Malta, owned by 

Edward Gauci and his two sons

• Tony Gauci was first identified as the clothes seller in 

September 1989

– He remembered the sale, a few weeks before the bombing

– He described the customer, the date, and the items purchased
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Next, we need to consider the source of the clothes identified as having been packed in the 
suitcase with the bomb. 
 
This was detection in the true Peter Wimsey tradition.  The clothes still had all their labels, 
and many of these survived the blast.  They turned out to be so new that the manufacturers’ 
records were still available.  One of the items was so unique that it could be definitely linked 
to a small, nearby shop.  And even though about nine months had passed since the sale, 
the shopkeeper remembered it, and could describe the customer.  Not only that, he 
spontaneously named other items he sold to the same customer, which also matched items 
found blast-damaged in the wreckage. 
  
This sounds positively surreal, and the story has been called into question.  There is reason 
to suspect the forensic team may have massaged the items they decided had actually been 
in the bomb suitcase to be a better match to the list Tony provided.  There are certainly 
discrepancies in Tony’s statements, particularly relating to shirts.  At first, he was absolutely 
sure he didn’t sell the man any shirts.  Later, after questioning by the detectives had made it 
clear shirts were very interesting, he suddenly remembered he did sell him a couple of shirts 
after all.  Nevertheless, unless there was fabrication and conspiracy well beyond anything 
I’m prepared to contemplate, the basic finding stands.  Some of the clothes packed with the 
bomb were bought new from Tony Gauci’s shop only a few weeks before the disaster, and 
Tony had some memory of the transaction.  
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Who bought the clothes?

The mystery shopper

• Libyan

• About 50 years old

• Over 6 feet tall

• Dark-skinned

• Large head

• Heavily-built

• 36" waist, 18" collar

• The 42" jacket would 

have been too small

Abdelbaset al-Megrahi

• Libyan

• 36 years old

• 5 feet 8 inches tall

• Light-skinned

• Head seems a normal 

size

• Normal to slight build in 

1988
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This is the description of the purchaser Tony gave to the police in September 1989.  He said 
quite a lot about the man’s body size and shape, not surprisingly as he was sizing his 
customer up for the fit of clothes.  He said relatively little about the man’s face.  Overall he 
seems to have been describing a big man, and the age estimate of around or over 50 years 
was maintained over a number of interviews. 
  
Did that description fit Megrahi?  [Fly in right-hand element.] 
  
Libyan, check - though even that is questionable, because there is some doubt as to 
whether Tony could reliably differentiate Libyans from other Arabic speakers.  But the rest is 
wildly out.  At least four inches too short, 14 years too young, wrong skin colour, and wrong 
body shape.  
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When did this happen?

23rd November

• Wednesday

• Football match in 

the evening

• Light rain in the 

evening

• Christmas lights 

not up

• Normal midweek 

day

7th December

• Wednesday

• Football match in the 

afternoon

• No rain recorded

• Christmas lights 

switched on the 

previous day

• 8th December was a 

public holiday

Tony’s memory

Judges’ conclusion – the day of the purchase was 7th December

• Late November or 

early December

• Midweek

• Early evening

• Paul was watching 

football on TV

• It was raining

• The Christmas 

lights were not up
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The date of the purchase was important, because any suspected purchaser had to be shown to have 
had the opportunity to be at Mary’s House at that time. 
 
Tony said it was a few weeks before Christmas, but before the Christmas lights had been put up.  He 
remembered it was midweek, not a weekend.  The sale happened in the early evening, not long 
before closing time, and he estimated the man came into the shop about 6.30.  He was alone in the 
shop because his brother Paul had skyved off home to watch a football match on television.  He 
remembered it was raining, heavily enough that the customer bought an umbrella and put it up as he 
left the shop. 
 
The dates were narrowed down to these two, both Wednesdays, the days of two legs of a European 
Cup tie.  On 23

rd
 November the match was in the evening, but on 7

th
 December it was played in the 

afternoon.  This isn’t a huge point, because Paul could simply have stayed away after watching the 
match, but it does lean towards the November date. 
 
The meteorological evidence was crucial.  Records from Luqa airport, only three miles away, showed 
light rain at exactly the right time on 23

rd
 November, whereas there was no rain recorded at all on the 

evening of 7
th
 December.  The detailed records of the Christmas lights were not presented at Camp 

Zeist, however the Minister for Tourism noted in his diary that he performed the grand switch-on 
ceremony in Sliema on 6

th
 December.  Although both days were Wednesdays, 7

th
 December wasn’t 

really an ordinary midweek day, because 8
th
 December is a public holiday in Malta – the Feast of the 

Immaculate Conception. 
 
I think most people would say, of this evidence, that the day was far more likely to have been 23

rd
 

November, with perhaps an outside chance of 7
th
 December at a pinch. 

 
[Fly in last line.]  The judges gave no particular reason for deciding on the December date, other than, 
“it could have been that day”.  The lack of any rationale for this finding was one of the major points in 
Megrahi’s favour advanced by the SCCRC.  Of course the prosecution were pushing hard for the later 
date, because Megrahi was known to have been on Malta on that date, using his own passport on 
that occasion, and again staying openly at the Holiday Inn.  There were no records of his being 
anywhere near the island on 23

rd
 November.  
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Tony’s images

Artist’s impression

Tony said this was a 

good likeness of the 

customer

Photofit

Tony said this looked 

about ten years too 

young

Megrahi himself

Photograph taken 

in February 1992 

when he was 39
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Tony created these two images in September 1989, nine or ten months after he actually saw 
the man.  The thing that strikes me is that they look like two completely different people.  To 
me, this reinforces the impression that Tony didn’t remember the man’s face as well as he 
remembered his body shape and build.  The question of skin colour is also important.  Tony 
said the man was dark-skinned, but nobody asked him, how dark?  Libyan people come in 
quite a range of skin tones, from almost Caucasian to almost negro, and it has been 
suggested that Tony’s original description might have been of a negro or mixed-race man. 
 
Could it have been Megrahi?  [Fly in Megrahi’s picture.]  This picture of Megrahi is a good 
likeness, and although it was taken more than three years after Tony sold the clothes, it’s 
probably the closest image we have to his appearance in 1988.  I suppose it could have 
been him in the sense that he’s a clean-shaven man with a full head of dark hair, but there’s 
certainly no striking resemblance, to either image.  Also, as Libyans go, Megrahi was about 
as light-skinned as it gets.  
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The photospread

• Tony said all the men were 

too young to be the 

customer

• How many of them actually 

look like the images he 

produced?

• Is there one particular 

picture that stands out as 

being different from the 

others?

• Could you guess which was 

the suspect’s picture?

• The policemen present all 

knew which picture was “it”

• Are any of these photo-

graphs recognisable as 

Megrahi?
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Now, we have to fast-forward almost 18 months, to February 1991.  It’s now well over two 
years since that wet evening in 1988 when Tony Gauci saw the suspect for half an hour or 
so.  In the intervening period Tony had been shown scores of pictures and had picked out 
two or three images as resembling the customer, but none of these had gone anywhere.  
Megrahi became a suspect in January 1991, not because the police discovered his presence 
at the airport or anything like that, but because the CIA passed a photograph of him to the 
investigators and said, more or less, see if you can get anything on this guy.  So they made 
up this photospread including the picture they were given, and showed it to Tony. 
 
We could spend an hour or two playing guessing games with this lot, but maybe some other 
time.  First, Tony rejected all the images, saying all the men were too young – even four and 
nine, who seem to me to be in their forties.  The police, quite improperly, urged him to go 
back and have another go, suggesting that the photo might be an old one and the man have 
been older when Tony saw him.  He then chose one of the images, though once again he 
only said the man resembled the customer. 
 
To my eye, only about half of these pictures really look anything like the images Tony 
produced.  A couple of them seem to be very young lads.  The real trouble is, most people 
agree that one of these pictures clearly stands out as being different from the others, and 
this could imply it’s the suspect’s picture.  I mean, why use such a crappy picture in a lineup 
like this – unless that’s all you have, and you have to include it?  Another huge problem was 
that about eight cops in the room knew which picture was the suspect’s, including John 
Crawford who was sitting beside Tony and has described his own rising excitement as Tony 
seemed to be homing in on the right image.  The likelihood of a witness picking up subtle 
(and perhaps not-so-subtle) clues in this situation is well-known, and the practice is now 
banned. 
 
Finally, is any picture in that array actually a recognisable likeness of Megrahi?  
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Megrahi’s passport photo

This was Megrahi’s 1986 

passport photograph
Yes, really This is the picture they 

didn’t use

JfM

 

 

[Let them look.  Then fly in the middle picture and caption.]  They say if you look like your 
passport photo, you’re not fit to fly. 
  
This copy of Megrahi’s passport photo was obtained by the CIA from Czechoslovakia.  It 
seems to be a bad photocopy.  The original has been shown on TV, and it is – barely – a 
recognisable likeness of its subject, who seems to have had both mumps and a bad hair 
day.  The likeness is pretty much lost in the photocopy, and it’s probably even worse in the 
cropped version in the photospread.  [Flip back to previous slide quickly.]  Does it count as a 
positive identification if a witness picks out a photograph of the suspect which is such a bad 
likeness it’s more or less unrecognisable?  I have no idea, actually. 
  
The odd thing is, the CIA gave the police two photographs of Megrahi, that one and another, 
which was in colour.  [Fly in third picture.]  It obviously shows a younger Megrahi, but at least 
it looks like a person and not a charcoal smudge.  It’s also recognisably Megrahi’s face.  It’s 
a mystery why they chose the black-and-white picture for the photospread, because they 
never used it again.  When they issued the indictment against him a few months later they 
used the colour photograph, and they used it again on the “wanted” posters.  It became quite 
an iconic image to illustrate the Lockerbie case. 
  
There have been persistent rumours that Tony was indeed shown the colour picture and 
failed to pick it out, but these have never been substantiated.  The police did consider 
showing Tony a much better picture of Megrahi which became available in December 1991, 
but they decided against it, “for fear of tainting what he has already given us”.  His selection 
of the grainy cropped picture in February 1991 as “resembling” the clothes purchaser was 
allowed to stand as Tony having positively identified Megrahi as the man who bought the 
clothes.  
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The identity parade

• April 1999, over ten years after Tony saw the customer

• Widespread publicity, with good, recent photos of Megrahi identifying 

him as the “bomber”

– Paul was collecting articles about the case, some illustrated

– Tony had one of these articles, with a recent picture, right up to four days 

before he attended the identity parade

• “Foils” were poor matches and some were much too young

– Megrahi was one of the two oldest men in the line-up, with the only older 

man being just 5 feet 3 inches tall

• Megrahi was “visibly nervous”, and was the only man wearing leather 

shoes rather than trainers

• Tony said, “Not the man I saw in my shop, but the man who look a little 

bit like is....” and pointed to Megrahi

JfM

 

 

Fast forward again, this time to 1999.  It’s now over ten years since Tony saw his infamous 
customer.  Megrahi has surrendered himself for trial and Tony has been brought to the 
Netherlands to identify him in the flesh. 
 
The defence objected strenuously to this exercise, because various pictures of Megrahi had 
been all over the media in the intervening years.  Anyone who had been following the case 
could have picked him out of a line-up without ever having seen him in person.  And Tony 
had definitely been following the case.  Not only that, between the quality of the stand-ins, 
most of whom could be ruled out on grounds of age, height or ethnicity, and Megrahi’s 
nervousness and distinctive shoes, it probably wouldn’t have been all that hard for any 
random passer-by to have spotted which was the suspect.  The defence objections were 
over-ruled. 
 
The only real question was, would Tony decide to make the identification, or admit that after 
ten years, one photofit, one artist’s impression, a few dozen assorted pictures in 
photospreads, two TV documentaries, one feature film, several magazine articles and a lot 
of news coverage featuring Megrahi as the suspect, he had no remaining recollection of 
what the original customer really looked like – if he had even remembered his face well in 
the first place? 
 
Tony came good, but still hesitantly, still only speaking of a “resemblance”, and in fact 
beginning his statement by saying that Megrahi was not the man he saw in his shop ten 
years previously.  Nevertheless this was good enough.  Tony had picked the right man out of 
the line-up.  



25 
 

What was Tony thinking of?

• May never have retained a good memory of the man’s face

• Recollections confused by helping prepare photofit and artist’s 

impression

• Confused further by being shown scores of photographs of possible 

suspects and “foils”

• Keen to help police

– Seems to have believed the police knew Megrahi was the bomber, and it 

was up to him to make their case stick

• Influenced by brother Paul, who knew all about the $4 million reward 

that was advertised

– The family business had money problems

– Paul was collecting photos and press cuttings for Tony, and eventually 

shared in the reward money for “maintaining the resolve of his brother”

• The judges decided Megrahi was definitely the clothes purchaser

JfM

 

 

Memory is a subtle and complicated process, and subsequent attempts to identify a stranger 
seen only once can seriously confuse anyone’s recollections.  It’s known that preparing 
photofits and artist’s impressions, and looking at multiple photographs, actually decreases 
witnesses’ ability to identify the right person.  In fact what research there is suggests that the 
ability of a witness to identify a stranger seen only once declines to random chance after less 
than a year – and this is worse if the stranger and the witness are of different races. 
 
It’s clear that Paul was leaning on Tony and probably coaching him to pick out the right 
person.  It also seems that Tony may have believed it to be his duty to “get this right” and 
make sure the “bad man” didn’t get away.  And there was the little matter of the reward 
money, a life-changing sum. Tony’s behaviour during the trial always seemed conflicted.  He 
picked Megrahi from the ID parade – but then said he wasn’t the purchaser, he only looked 
like him.  He was extraordinarily reluctant to point to him in the dock in court, and had to be 
prompted quite shamelessly. 
 
But on the other hand, in the witness box he back-tracked on much of his original evidence 
regarding height, age, skin colour, Christmas lights and rain, always to favour the 
prosecution case.  It was later discovered that the magazine article he had been perusing 
which contained Megrahi’s photograph also had a handy check-list detailing the exact points 
where Tony’s original testimony differed from the Crown case. 
 
The real leap of inference was made by the judges.  They heard the conflict and saw the 
uncertainty, then decided that naturally it was very difficult for a witness to be certain after 
such a long period of time, but after all Megrahi had been on the island on 7th December, 
and he was the suspect, therefore they concluded that he had indeed been the man who 
purchased the clothes.  
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5.  The timer fragment

The tiny PCB fragment was picked out of a blast-damaged shirt collar

JfM

 

 

This is the most widely discussed piece of evidence in the entire case.  Its significance is 
two-fold.  It was said to prove that the explosive device was of Libyan manufacture because 
it was one of only 20 such items which were exclusively supplied to Libya as a custom-made 
order in 1986.  And its presence, or the presence of something like it, was necessary to 
explain how the device managed to transit through three airports and three different flights 
before exploding on the third leg of its journey nearly 12 hours after being introduced into the 
baggage system. 
 
Many myths have sprung up around the fragment.  It has been said that it was found in the 
depths of the Kielder Forest in Northumberland, eighteen months after the disaster.  In fact 
the shirt collar is recorded as being found in this field in Roxburghshire on 13th January 
1989, by the regular search team. It has been suggested that paperwork and other 
anomalies point to the fragment itself having been introduced into the chain of evidence 
months later, however this photograph which was taken in May 1989 when the shirt collar 
was examined for the first time tends to refute these suggestions to some extent.  Other 
alleged anomalies in the provenance of the fragment, suggesting it was substituted at a later 
stage in the process, appear to be without foundation. 
 
The real anomaly is that this fragment, which seems to sit there screaming “look at me, I’m a 
freaking great CLUE!” was ignored completely for four months, from May to September 
1989.  Another nine months passed while the Scottish police tried unsuccessfully to figure 
out what it was, before a CIA expert identified it almost immediately when he was finally 
shown a photograph of it by an FBI agent.  Thus, its influence on the investigation only 
began in the second half of 1990.  
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Visual identification

Lockerbie fragment Intact MST-13 timer circuit board

JfM

 

 

The fragment was shown to be visually identical to a corner of a circuit board in a timing 
device that was known to originate from Libya, a thing called an MST-13.  The manufacturer 
was traced and it transpired that the timers had been made especially for the Libyan armed 
forces, and only 20 of them were ever delivered.  This resulted in the direction of the inquiry 
shifting to Libya, at about the time the first Gulf War was blowing up.  It’s quite possible that 
this development was politically convenient in the months leading up to the beginning of 
Operation Desert Storm, but the actual reason for the change of direction was this fragment 
of fibreglass, which had been in the chain of evidence incognito for over a year.  
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Megrahi and the timers

• MST-13 timers designed and supplied by a Swiss firm 

called MEBO

– Specialised in electronics for military use

– Close links with Libya, also the DDR and the STASI

– Small outfit, owned by the colourful Edwin Bollier

• Timer identification strong but not conclusive link to Libya

– Three-year gap between supply and the PA103 disaster

• Megrahi had dealings with MEBO

– Rented an office in the same building as MEBO

– Expressed an interest in taking a financial stake in the firm

– Not involved in the supply of the timers, or with MEBO at that time

• Very weak link to Megrahi, in isolation

– Many people dealt with Bollier and MEBO over the years

JfM

 

 

The MST-13 timer identification did indeed provide a solid link to Libya, but it wasn’t 
unshakeable.  The Lockerbie disaster happened over three years after the timers were 
delivered to Libya, and examples had shown up elsewhere in Africa since then.  Libya was 
notorious as a supplier of munitions to terrorists of all shapes and sizes, most notably 
including the IRA.  It was never impossible that some other nefarious outfit had got hold of 
one or two of them. 
 
The link to Megrahi himself was much weaker, even though the fragment was described as 
the “golden thread” linking him to the bomb.  He knew Bollier, and had dealings with MEBO, 
but not at the time the timers were supplied, and not in connection with the timers.  Taken 
together with other evidence, that is certainly suggestive – if the other evidence is solid.  
However, if Megrahi didn’t buy the clothes in the bomb suitcase, and if he was not at the 
airport at the time and place the bomb was smuggled into the baggage system, merely being 
a Libyan with a suspicious background and having had dealings with MEBO isn’t evidence of 
anything.  
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The time of the explosion

• The plane blew apart 38 minutes after take-off

– Total time in the air would have been about 7 hours

• With the plane on time, the explosion occurred over land

– Incriminating clothes (brand new with labels attached) and other 

fragments waiting to be picked up

• An explosion on the tarmac would have been non-lethal

– The plane disintegrated due to explosive decompression at 31,000 

feet, it was not blown apart by the Semtex

• Even a fairly modest delay to the plane (by Heathrow 

standards) would have seen it still on the ground at 19.03

– Everyone would have had a nasty shock, but that’s all

• MST-13 timer could deliver a delay of at least 99 hours

JfM

 

 

The traceability of the clothes is a particularly strange anomaly in this saga.  There must be 
half a dozen good ways to source clothes that can’t be traced back to the purchaser – a 
second-hand shop, a cash purchase at a big anonymous department store, rob a washing 
line –  but buying brand new locally-manufactured clothes in a small owner-run shop at a 
quiet time of day is not one of them. 
 
But still, with these clothes in the suitcase, labels and manufacturers’ lot numbers still 
attached, the bomb exploded at a time when it could not possibly have been over the ocean, 
and in fact at a time when there was a distinctly non-zero chance that the plane would still 
have been on the tarmac.  If the connecting flight had been delayed just a little bit longer, if 
the captain had decided to stop to unload the no-show passenger’s suitcase, if the weather 
had been just a little bit worse, if there had been a mechanical problem or a sick passenger 
even the proverbial cock-up on the catering front, all that evidence would have been right 
there to be picked up within about a hundred yard radius.  And nobody would have been 
killed.   
  
With a digital countdown timer, this risk was completely unnecessary.  
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Atlantic crossing

No matter how prompt the takeoff, or which route was assigned, there is no 

possibility the plane could have cleared the British Isles by 19.03.

JfM

 

 

Megrahi was a trained flight dispatcher.  He, better than anyone, knew the sort of delays that 
occur on the tarmac every day of the week.  The MST-13 timers were versatile and could be 
set for much longer delays than the 12 hours or so from Malta to Lockerbie.  Why would 
Megrahi – why would anyone with a reasonable complement of marbles – set a countdown 
timer to explode so early in the flight?  Set it for half an hour or an hour before the plane was 
due at JFK, to give maximum leeway for delay, surely.  Or if you want the evidence to have 
the maximum chance of disappearing into Davy Jones’s locker, set it for a couple of hours 
before arrival.  That would be about 11pm GMT, still four hours later than the actual 
explosion. 
 
Well, the plane did blow up only 38 minutes into its flight time.  Is there another explanation 
for that which makes better sense?  Yes, of course there is, it’s just that it doesn’t involve an 
MST-13, or indeed any other sort of countdown timer.   
  
But – was there really an MST-13 timer in the Lockerbie debris in the first place?  
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MST-13 timer?  Really?

• Tiny chip was analysed in great detail

• There was one crucial difference from the reference timer

– The coating on the circuitry of the reference timer (known as “tinning”) was 

a tin/lead alloy (70% tin, 30% lead), which is standard

– The tinning on the fragment was 100% tin, which is non-standard

• A theory was advanced that the lead had vaporised off in the explosion

– This hypothesis was never tested

– The metallurgy results on the tinning were not revealed to the defence

• Forensic evidence in court declared that the fragment was “similar in all 

respects” to the reference timer

• Testing conducted by the defence team in connection with the second 

appeal showed that the explosion would not have removed the lead

– The fragment was not from one of the MST-13 timers, all of which had 

normal alloy tinning. 

JfM

 

 

This revelation was actually the big reveal of John Ashton’s 2012 book, Megrahi: You are my 
Jury.  It was ignored by the press in favour of minor points which could be spun as 
incriminatory or headlined as salacious.  The headlines should have been about the 
revelation that the so-called “timer fragment” of printed circuit board could not have 
originated from one of the 20 MST-13 timers supplied to Libya. 
 
Printed circuit boards have a coating on the circuitry known as “tinning”, to facilitate solder 
adhesion.  This coating is normally a tin-lead alloy, however the tinning on the chip found at 
Newcastleton was pure tin, which is very unusual.  This was known and remarked on in early 
1990, before the visual identification with the Libyan timers had been made.  After the visual 
identification this difference was brushed aside.  Consulting scientists suggested that the 
lead content had perhaps vapourised off in the explosion, but never tested this hypothesis, 
and in court the forensic witness simply presented the two items as being identical. 
 
Compare this stratagem with the Maguire Seven case.  Fingernail scrapings were said to be 
positive for handling explosives, and nothing else could have caused that result.  Forensics 
were aware that other things could give false positives, but concealed this from the defence 
and the court.  The conviction was eventually quashed when it was proved that handling 
playing cards gave the same reaction, and they had indeed been playing cards.  The 
remarkable thing is that it was the same forensics officers who testified against the Maguire 
Seven in this area who dealt with the Lockerbie evidence.  This is why the renowned English 
defence solicitor Gareth Peirce is supporting Megrahi’s case – she represented the 
Maguires, and was appalled to find the same personnel involved in Megrahi’s conviction.  
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What was the fragment?

• A copy made elsewhere for the Libyans 

when they ran out of the first batch?

• A cheap knock-off acquired by A. N. Other 

terrorist group?

• A bit of somebody’s pocket calculator?

• A cunning fabrication by the CIA?

• Frankly, we have no idea

JfM

 

 

The Libyan government tried to order more MST-13 timers from MEBO, but MEBO couldn’t 
supply them.  It’s not impossible they got copies made and that the copies had the non-
standard tinning. 
 
Anyone else could have had copies made – there were examples circulating in various 
trouble hot-spots. 
 
The visual identification was indeed very striking, and it took a long time to find a circuit 
board that matched the fragment.  It seems very unlikely it was from another innocent 
electronic item, but who knows? 
 
The theory that the CIA had it made and planted it in the chain of evidence is a popular one.  
There are a couple of problems with that though.  First, it seems to have been there as early 
as May 1989, which seems a bit soon after the disaster for complicated misdirection.  And 
second, if the CIA were fabricating “evidence” they knew would be subjected to detailed 
forensic testing, why would they have used an unusual coating that would single the 
fragment out, rather than the standard coating? 
 
Really, we have no idea.  All we can say is that the principal evidential link to Libya has been 
broken, and indeed it can’t even be said for certain the fragment was even part of a count-
down timer.  
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Let’s take stock

• No credible evidence to confirm that Megrahi

was a Libyan intelligence officer

• There is a reasonable explanation for his 

use of a passport in a false name

• The evidence that he bought the clothes in 

the bomb suitcase doesn’t stand up

• The notorious PCB fragment was not from 

one of the 20 unique items sold to Libya

JfM

 

 

This summarises four of the five evidential points against Megrahi.  The first two aren’t 
directly incriminatory in any case – being a Libyan spook travelling under a false name 
wouldn’t on its own make him guilty of mass murder, without direct evidence linking him to 
the atrocity. 
 
The main thrust of the SCCRC report was the presentation of evidence indicating that he 
was not the man who bought these clothes.  If accepted, this removes the only direct 
connection shown between him and the crime. 
 
And we really have no idea what that fragment of circuit board was, except it wasn’t what the 
prosecution said it was. 
 
What is left is the routing of the bomb on to Pan Am 103 from Malta, and Megrahi’s presence 
at the airport at the time it was alleged to have happened.  This is where it gets complicated.  
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THE INTERVAL JfM

 

 

If you like, now would be a good time to pause this presentation and make a cup of tea. 
 
See you shortly! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Is that you back?  We’ll carry on then.  
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Malta, and airport security JfM

 

 

The decision in August 1989 that the bomb had flown into Frankfurt unaccompanied on a 
flight from Malta is the key to the entire case.  This decision wasn’t because of anything 
discovered at Malta though, it was because of a piece of documentation from Frankfurt 
suggesting an unaccompanied item might have come off that flight and been transferred to 
the Pan Am flight.  The investigators put that together with the discovery that the clothes in 
the bomb suitcase had been manufactured and indeed purchased on Malta, and decided 
that was that.  From then on, the investigation was wholly focussed on the Mediterranean 
island as the “scene of the crime”. 
 
However, was an unaccompanied item loaded on to KM180 in the Mediterranean?  
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The Malta security system

• Aircraft kept under guard overnight

– The plane for KM180 had just come from the repair 

workshop

• Staff had no predictable rota

• Luggage was checked for explosives on arrival air-

side, by military personnel

• Items counted as they were loaded on to the plane

– Head loader relayed this number to the flight dispatcher

– Flight dispatcher ascertained number of items checked 

in by radio from terminal building

• If the numbers didn’t match, the flight didn’t go

JfM

 

 

Malta lies fairly close to some trouble hot-spots, and the island’s airport had been involved in 
a major hijacking incident only three years previously.  The airport authorities were very 
security-conscious as a result, and had devised a unique system.  The Maltese military was 
heavily involved at the airport, both in guarding aircraft and checking for explosives. 
 
The Boeing 737 which became KM180 had been in for repair and was being worked on 
overnight, and nobody could have been sure it was going to fly on 21st December anyway.  
Not only was there no opportunity to plant anything in the plane, the loadmaster testified that 
he had looked inside the hold before starting to load, and it was empty. 
 
Staff rotas were irregular and not published, so that neither the check-in clerks nor the 
loaders knew which flight they would be dealing with until they came on-shift. 
 
The double-counting system was particularly cunning.  The flight dispatcher was required to 
radio the terminal to find out how many items had been logged into the computer for the 
flight.  Then he asked the head loader how many items he’d just loaded.  If these two 
numbers weren’t the same, the plane was going nowhere until the discrepancy was 
resolved, with the passengers having to disembark and identify their own luggage if 
necessary. 
 
KM180 was good to go, with 55 items checked in and 55 items loaded.  
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Flight KM180

• 39 passengers, with 55 items of luggage

– Including a German TV crew returning from making a 

travel documentary

• Nobody had booked to travel on PA103

– The obvious ploy of sloping off at Frankfurt didn’t happen

• Nobody’s luggage went missing

– This rules out any substitution to keep the count right

• None of the passengers were Arab, or Muslim, or 

had any terrorist connections

– All the passengers were interviewed and most gave 

evidence at Camp Zeist

JfM

 

 

The reason there was so much luggage for only 39 passengers was the equipment 
belonging to the TV crew, who had multiple items between them.  The other passengers 
were ordinary holidaymakers and businessmen. 
 
If you were going to fool that bag-counting system, how would you do it? 
 
The obvious move would be to book a ticket for New York via Pan Am 103, taking care to 
conceal your identity, keep your nerve flying over the Med with a bomb in the hold, then 
slope off at Frankfurt leaving your suitcase with the ticking bomb in it to be transferred to the 
Pan Am flights.  That’s the only way to arrange it without having an airside accomplice, but it 
didn’t happen.  Nobody made such a booking. 
 
If you had airside access, you might try to switch a legitimate item for the appropriately-
tagged bomb suitcase.  The trouble is, that would result in someone’s luggage being left 
behind at Malta, which didn’t happen. 
 
Or you might have someone who travelled on the plane primed to lie about having picked up 
all their luggage, to conceal such a bag-switch.  There’s no evidence at all that happened 
either, and some of these passengers were certainly given the third degree.  
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So how was it done?

• Prolonged investigation on Malta never found out

• No airside terrorist was identified

– None of the airside staff reported anyone or anything 

there that day that shouldn’t have been there

– Assumption that 56 items had been carried on the flight 

was never substantiated

• Prosecution implied a mass conspiracy of Maltese 

staff to falsify the paperwork for the flight

– No evidence was found to substantiate this

• The judges decided it must have happened 

anyway

JfM

 

 

This is where it starts to get surreal.  The Frankfurt evidence was certainly enough to justify 
the suspicion that Malta was the starting point, but what do you do when years of single-
minded investigation fail to find any sign at all that a bomb was smuggled on to that plane?  
Well, if you’re the Lockerbie investigation, it seems that you decide it must have happened 
anyway, and proceed on that assumption.  The paradox was that Malta had by far the 
tightest security system of any of the three airports involved, and was the only one that could 
essentially prove an extra item hadn’t been snuck on board.  Neither Frankfurt nor Heathrow 
counted luggage, and both were huge airports where anyone in the right overalls could 
wander just about anywhere they liked.  Malta was tight as a duck’s arse, and they could 
prove it. 
 
Frankly, I’m astounded.  The judges agreed this was a serious problem for the prosecution 
case, but then simply ignored it and proceeded on the assumption it must have happened 
somehow.  I’m left with the bizarre image of the stork flying alongside KM180 as it crossed 
the Med, somehow insinuating that extra suitcase into the hold in mid-flight. 
 
To put it more simply, how would the world look if that bomb had never been within a 
thousand miles of the island of Malta?  Why, exactly as it does look.  
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Where did Megrahi come in?

• Caught LN147 to Tripoli

– That flight checked in at the 

same time as KM180

– The two flights were at 

adjacent check-in desks

• Did not check in any hold 

baggage

• Did not go airside

The judges decided he must have done it anyway

JfM

 

 

So, what did Megrahi have to do with all this?  Not a lot, as it happens.  He was certainly at 
the airport when that flight left.  It seems likely the investigators initially suspected that he 
had checked in the bomb suitcase for his own flight home that morning, and once it was on 
the tarmac an airside accomplice switched its tags for tags routing it to the Pan Am flight.  
There were a few things wrong with that idea though. 
 

• Megrahi didn’t check in any luggage.  He only had hand luggage for the half-hour flight, 
as he’d only spent one night on Malta. 

• That plan wouldn’t have fooled the bag-counting exercise – the flight dispatcher would 
have spotted the extra item on KM180, and indeed a missing item would also have been 
noticed on the Tripoli flight. 

• There was no airside accomplice.  Originally Lamin Fhimah was supposed to have done 
that, as he had an airside pass that hadn’t been cancelled even though he no longer 
worked at the airport.  However the prosecution were unable to show he had even been 
at the airport that morning, let alone airside, and he was acquitted in court.  Megrahi had 
no airside pass, and was never seen airside – where he would have stuck out like a sore 
thumb. 

 
[Fly in last line.]  
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The Frankfurt evidence

The printout of the computerised loading list for PA103A, 

kept as a souvenir by IT technician Bogomira Erac

JfM

 

 
 
So, what was so compelling about the evidence at Frankfurt that trumped all that and proved 
that an invisible suitcase must have been levitated on to KM180 by someone who never 
went near the aeroplane?  This is it. 
 
This is an extract from a printout of the computer loading record for PA103A.  Each item 
being sent to the flight was placed in an individual bar-coded tray, which was then swallowed 
up into an entirely automatic transfer system.  The line of code for each tray documents its 
travels through the system, from the point of entry from its incoming flight or the check-in 
desk, to the departure gate. 
 
The Frankfurt investigation was seriously hampered by the fact that nobody at all in the 
airport remembered that the computerised records of items going through the central 
transfer system were over-written after a week, and no back-ups were saved.  Without these 
data, it was impossible to tell what had been loaded, in particular what had been transferred 
from incoming flights.  About a month after the disaster, one of the technicians in the 
baggage department revealed that she had saved a printout of the data relating to PA103A, 
which she had generated the evening after the crash while playing amateur detective.  The 
German police initially thought there was nothing significant there, and didn’t share the 
information with the main inquiry.  However in August 1989 when the Maltese origin of the 
clothes was identified, they recalled that their initial analysis of the baggage movements had 
included a flight from Malta, and produced the printout. 
 
The whole thing is a list of 111 entries more or less like this.  The two important numbers are 
these, in yellow.  S0009 designates the coding station where this tray was entered into the 
system, and Z1307 is the time it was coded, seven minutes past one in the afternoon.  The 
only way to tell which flight the item came from is to find that particular coding station and 
look at its worksheet, to find out which flight the baggage handlers were dealing with at that 
particular time.  
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Worksheet for V3 206 JfM

 

 

We’re told that S0009 was the designation for this workstation, where Mehmet Candar and 
Yaser Koca, both Turkish baggage handlers, alternated between heaving the cases from the 
wagons into the bar-coded trays on the conveyor belt, and entering the outgoing flights for 
each item into the computer system.  The last entry on the list is a flight being coded 
between four minutes and ten minutes past one – or maybe it was 16 minutes past, 
depending on how you read Koca’s writing.  That flight was KM180. 
 
So far so good, but like most things, it wasn’t that simple.  These worksheets were kept 
mainly for internal billing purposes, and although they could be and were used from time to 
time to trace items through the system, that was a bonus, not the primary purpose.  It 
became clear looking at the rest of the entries that some items were more traceable than 
others.  
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Analysis of the printout

• 111 items on the printout

– 86 of these were from the check-in desks

• 25 items transferred from incoming flights

– Only 10 were traceable to legitimate luggage by 

matching with the appropriate worksheets

• 9 easily matched to four transfer passengers

• One matched to a “lost luggage” item being sent to catch up with 

its owner in the USA

– 15 items couldn’t be matched to legitimate luggage from 

the entries on the worksheets

• The “Malta” item was only one of these fifteen

JfM

 

 

The 86 items from the check-in desks can be ignored, because they’re not the ones we’re 
interested in.  That leaves a list of 25 items entered at the coding stations that dealt with the 
incoming flights.  You’d think you just had to check which coding station the printout referred 
to, check which flight was being coded at the relevant time, and then check which passenger 
or passengers on that flight were booked for PA103A.  However, that only works for ten 
items, including one legitimate unaccompanied item.  For the other fifteen, the worksheets 
either don’t show anything at the time shown on the printout, or show a flight with no known 
luggage for the Heathrow flight.  
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The 15 mystery items

• Two trays coded at 11.31, linked to an Air India flight with 

no luggage for PA103A

– Said to be redirected luggage from a delayed Lufthansa flight which 

was rebooked on a different route from its owner

– This was pure guesswork, not supported by the paperwork

• Eleven items coded 11.59-12.00, at a coding station which 

was in a gap between flights at that time

– Six of these were plausibly linked to luggage from a delayed Berlin 

shuttle, which had also missed its connection

– This was also guesswork, not supported by the paperwork

– No clue what the other five items were

• One item coded at 13.07, linked to KM180 from Malta

• One item coded at 15.44, linked to LH1071 from Warsaw

JfM

 

That’s right, no less than fifteen of the 25 trays didn’t match up to flights on the worksheets 
with legitimate luggage for the Pan Am flight. 
 
The first two trays were said to belong to a passenger who missed a morning connection to 
the USA.  He himself was re-booked on a Lufthansa flight, but the baggage department re-
booked his luggage on PA103.  This really happened, but according to the worksheet these 
two trays were coded when an Air India flight was being dealt with.  In fact Mr. Weinacker’s 
two cases could just as easily be two of the five unidentified in the next group, leaving the 
two 11.31 items a complete mystery. 
 
The group of 11 items was coded in double-quick succession.  It looks like a batch of 
luggage from a Berlin shuttle, but there were apparently only six items of luggage for 
PA103A on the shuttle in question.  And even that much is guesswork, because the 
worksheet doesn’t have any entry for a flight being coded at that time. 
 
The 13.07 item, as we saw, matched KM180, but there was no luggage on KM180 for the 
Pan Am flight. 
 
The 15.44 item was matched in just the same way to LH1071 from Warsaw, which also had 
no legitimate luggage for the Pan Am flight. 
 
Thus, even if we accept that we know what eight of these items actually were, that still 
leaves seven items completely unidentified.  We have no idea whose they were or where 
they came from, and we have not just one but three flights showing an item or items coded 
for PA103A, even though they were not carrying any legitimate luggage for that flight. 
 
A number of items were found on the ground at Lockerbie which were never identified, and 
any of these could have been the tray coded with the Malta flight, or indeed any of the other 
six mystery trays.  Alternatively, these items could have been among the luggage unloaded 
at Heathrow.  They certainly can’t all have been the bomb.  
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The x-ray screening

• All items transferred from other airlines went 

through a security x-ray at the departure 

gate

• The operator had been warned of a possible 

attempt to smuggle a bomb on a plane 

disguised as a radio-cassette recorder

• He did not see any radio-cassette recorder 

in the luggage he screened for PA103A

JfM

 

 

Like the rest of the Frankfurt evidence, this part is quite confused.  The x-ray operator, Kurt 
Maier, noted he screened 13 pieces of luggage, which Pan Am insisted were all the 
“interline” luggage there was – that is, luggage that had come in on a non-Pan-Am flight.  
Given that five of the 25 transfer items weren’t linked to any incoming flight it’s difficult to be 
sure about that, but if whatever was in the mystery tray had an Air Malta tag on it, then it 
would have been one of the cases that were x-rayed. 
 
A plot had been uncovered in Frankfurt in October 1988, aimed at smuggling a bomb on 
board an aircraft disguised as a Toshiba radio-cassette recorder – exactly what the 
Lockerbie bomb was determined to have been.  As a result of that, the security staff at 
Frankfurt had been given a specific warning to look out for such devices. 
 
Kurt Maier was terminally ill at the time of the Camp Zeist trial, and unable to attend.  His 
earlier testimony was seriously misrepresented in court, but when he gave evidence in 
person in the USA in 1992 he insisted that in December 1988, because of that warning, he 
would have called a supervisor if he had seen a radio-cassette recorder in a suitcase.  He 
didn’t call his supervisor, so he was confident there could have been no radio in any of that 
batch of luggage.  His contemporaneous note read “nothing significant observed”.  
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You guessed it….

• Eight known items of passenger luggage only matched to 

computer entries by guesswork

• Seven further computer entries completely unidentified

• Eleven of these items coded at a coding station that was 

apparently idle at the time

• Three flights appearing as having items transferred to 

PA103A, even though they were carrying no legitimate 

luggage for that flight

• No radio-cassette seen in any of the x-ray screened luggage

Nevertheless….

• The item that seemed to have come from the Malta flight 

must have been the bomb
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The Frankfurt baggage-tracing system was all very well as far as it went, but one comes up 
against its limitations pretty quickly.  Coding anomalies seem to have been the rule rather 
than the exception, at least with the transfer baggage.  Eight items of passenger luggage 
that were known to have been transferred were only matched up to computer entries by pure 
guesswork.  That still left no less than seven computer entries with no match at all.  We have 
no clue what any of these were, who owned them, where they came from, or how they came 
to be entered into the system. 
 
Items were noted as having been entered into the system at a coding station that was 
apparently idle at the time, according to the worksheet, which rather puts paid to the claim 
that every item coded would always be recorded on the paperwork.  And not one but three 
flights were identified from the worksheets as seeming to have carried items coded for 
PA103A, even though they had no legitimate luggage for that flight. 
 
The court didn’t enquire what the other six unidentified items might have been.  Tray 8849 
had been coded while KM180 was being dealt with, and KM180 had come from Malta, and 
the clothes had been sold on Malta, therefore tray 8849 must have been the bomb.  And the 
x-ray screen must have missed it.  The possibility that the terrorists had bought clothes on 
Malta, well away from the airport they planned to infiltrate several weeks later, was never 
seriously considered. 
 
That’s the evidence that trumped the watertight Luqa bag-counting system, and the general 
absence of anybody doing anything at all suspicious at that airport that morning. 
 
Yes, really.  
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The Frankfurt luggage?

Piecing together the wreckage recovered on the ground, it was discovered 

that the explosion had occurred inside the single baggage container that 

held the luggage transferred from the Frankfurt flight

JfM

 

 

But the explosion happened inside the baggage container that held the luggage transferred 
from the Frankfurt flight.  So the bomb suitcase must at least have come in on the feeder 
flight, right? 
 
No, not necessarily. 
 
Certainly, there have been a number of suggestions that the bomb entered the luggage 
system at Frankfurt itself.  Clearly, the Frankfurt baggage system was pretty insecure, but no 
compelling evidence ever emerged to support any of these theories. 
 
The compelling evidence points elsewhere.  
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Heathrow airport JfM

 

 

Heathrow.  The baggage container wasn’t empty when it was wheeled out on to the tarmac 
at Heathrow to collect the transatlantic luggage from the feeder flight.  



48 
 

Heathrow baggage handling

• Luggage checked in at Heathrow was taken to the 

baggage build-up shed

– All but one of the containers on PA103 originated there

• Luggage transferred from incoming flights was 

collected in the interline shed

– The container which exploded (AVE4041) was the one 

which came from the interline shed

• Before the container was used for the Frankfurt 

luggage, a number of items were placed in it in the 

interline shed

JfM

 

 

The area at Heathrow we are interested in is the relatively quiet interline shed, where 
luggage to be transferred from an incoming flight to an outgoing one was sent.  The 
container that housed the explosion was the only one on the plane which originated from 
that shed.  Before it was wheeled out on to the tarmac to collect the luggage from the 
Frankfurt flight, it had been used to collect a number of cases that came in from other flights 
earlier in the day.  



49 
 

John Bedford’s evidence

• Security staff x-rayed luggage as it arrived piecemeal into 

the shed

– No tally or record of number of items x-rayed

• Bedford then sorted the items for the correct flights and 

loaded the containers

• By quarter past four he had placed a row of suitcases 

upright along the back of the container for PA103

• All was quiet, so he went for a tea break

• On his return he saw two additional cases in the container, 

lying flat, side by side at the front

– The left-hand case was “a brown or maroon hardshell, the kind 

Samsonite make”

JfM

 

 

John Bedford was the loader in charge of the interline shed.  He labelled the container to 
collect luggage for PA103 in the early afternoon, and loaded the cases as they came in.  He 
put them upright in a row along the back, handles up.  At quarter past four he went off for a 
cup of tea and a chat with another employee, and he was away for about half an hour.  
When he came back, he saw two more cases in the container, lying flat in front of the others, 
handles facing away from him. 
 
Accounts differ after that.  Bedford says the x-ray operator, Sulkash Kamboj, said he’d put 
the cases there himself after x-raying them.  Kamboj denied all knowledge of such a 
conversation, and said it wasn’t his job to put luggage in the container.  Unfortunately, unlike 
Maier who was doing the same job at Frankfurt, he kept no record of what he x-rayed, and 
had no idea how many items he’d screened. 
 
Bedford’s unprompted description of the left-hand case is the eye-opener.  “A brown or 
maroon hardshell, the kind Samsonite make.”  He gave his first statement about this in early 
January 1989, weeks before the investigators examining the results of the litter-picking 
exercise going on across Roxburghshire had identified the bomb suitcase as a Samsonite 
hardshell in a maroony-bronze finish.  
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Position of the explosion

Left, container loaded with suitcases

Right, schematic of the position of the container in the plane’s hold, 

showing the estimated position of the explosion

JfM

 

 

On the left is a similar baggage container loaded with suitcases.  Note the particular shape – 
the left-hand side has an extra overhang section designed to fit the container to the curved 
shape of the plane’s hull, and so maximise the use of the available space.  The row of 
upright cases Bedford described would have been behind the two piles of cases that can be 
seen at the front.  The bottom cases of the two stacks would correspond to the two extra 
cases he reported seeing. 
 
On the right is a diagram is taken from the Air Accident Investigation Branch report into the 
crash.  The position of the explosion was in the front part of the container.  It was estimated 
to be ten inches from the floor of the container, and just within the overhang section.  The 
red-hatched section represents the area of blast damage to the hull of the plane. 
 
You’d think that was a slam-dunk, wouldn't you?  Bedford had seen a suitcase appear 
mysteriously in the lower front left-hand corner of the container, before the flight from 
Frankfurt landed.  He described that suitcase as a brown-ish Samsonite hardshell.  The 
explosion happened in the lower front left-hand corner of the container, and the suitcase 
containing the bomb was identified as a brown-ish Samsonite hardshell.  The investigators 
had all that information by the end of February 1989.  Why wasn’t that the key to a quick 
solution to the case, promotions, the Honours List, and everyone getting back to the wife and 
bairns at night?  I have no idea, but the fact is that suitcase was ignored completely. 
 
You can see from these pictures that the explosion might have been in either the bottom 
case or the one on top of it, depending on exactly how the cases were loaded into the 
container.  The bottom case was the mystery item Bedford described.  The one on top of it 
must have been one of the items transferred from the Frankfurt flight.  From the very earliest 
days of the inquiry the investigators were convinced the bomb had flown in from Frankfurt.  
Bedford’s evidence didn’t put even the slightest dent in that conviction.  
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1989-1991 reasoning

• Bomb suitcase must have been on the second layer

– Position was too high for the bottom case

• Assuming cases loaded flat, not partly into the overhang section

– Signs of another case under the bomb suitcase

• If you read the bumps in a certain way

• There was no suitcase on the second layer before 

the Frankfurt luggage was added

• Therefore the bomb flew in on the feeder flight

• This was the argument presented to and accepted 

by the 1990-91 Fatal Accident Inquiry

JfM

 

 

Considering they had an absolutely fantastic clue sitting right there on the bottom layer, the 
investigators were remarkably keen for the forensics guys to find that the exploding case 
was on the second layer.  The forensics guys obliged.  However, the explosion was said to 
be only ten inches from the floor of the container, and even if you ignore the fact that this 
figure must have some margin of error, the bottom case only needs to have been loaded 
partly into the overhang section (as has been done by whoever loaded the mock-up 
container seen on the previous slide) [flip back for a moment] or to have shifted there due to 
in-flight turbulence, to find itself in that position. 
 
Forensics also claimed to see a “shadow” of another case below the bomb suitcase, in the 
pattern of damage to the container floor.  The floor was a sheet of aluminium that had been 
ripped up in a chaotic explosion, then fallen 31,000 feet through a storm on to goodness 
knows what, with the bits lying out in the open for a week or so before being carted in with a 
bunch of other debris from the plane.  Well, maybe.  But maybe not.  There’s more than one 
way of interpreting the pattern of bumps seen on that piece of metal. 
 
But that was the logic for paying no attention to the mysterious brown Samsonite described 
by Bedford.  That was under the bomb, it wasn’t the bomb itself, so it didn’t matter.  This was 
the reasoning presented to the FAI in 1990, and it was accepted by the sheriff, who dutifully 
found that the bomb had flown in on the flight from Frankfurt.  
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So what was under the bomb?

• Sidhu, the baggage handler who loaded the Frankfurt 

luggage, testified that he didn’t move the Heathrow items

– Three police statements, also under oath at the FAI

• Bedford’s Samsonite must have been under the bomb 

suitcase, and so must have been blown to bits

• None of the six passenger bags loaded at Heathrow was 

blown to bits in that way

– None of them was a brown hardshell, either

• The only unidentified fragments of blast-damaged luggage 

contributing to the mix recovered on the ground were from 

the bomb suitcase itself

• There was NOTHING under the bomb suitcase

JfM

 

 

The flaw in that reasoning is that nobody had ever identified what the Bedford suitcase 
actually was. 
 
Amarjit Sidhu, who loaded the items from the feeder flight, was absolutely adamant that he 
didn’t move the Heathrow luggage at all, but simply put the Frankfurt stuff on top.  So, if the 
bomb was in a suitcase he transferred from the feeder flight, Bedford’s mysterious suitcase 
must have been immediately under the bomb suitcase.  In which case it would have been 
pretty much pulverised. 
 
There were only six legitimate passenger bags loaded into that container in the interline 
shed, and all of them were recovered and matched to their owners.  None of them was a 
brown or maroon hardshell, and more importantly, none of them was damaged in the way a 
suitcase directly underneath the bomb suitcase would inevitably have been damaged.  So it 
wasn’t one of the known accompanied items. 
 
The investigators were obsessively interested in any blast-damaged fragments of suitcase, 
and ample fragments were recovered of the bomb suitcase itself and of the suitcases above 
and around it.  No blast-damaged fragments were found from an innocent item of 
unidentified luggage.  So it wasn’t a stray item of misrouted or forwarded luggage that had 
been loaded at Heathrow either. 
 
There was nothing under the bomb suitcase.  There is nothing else the Bedford suitcase can 
be, other than the bomb.  It’s that simple.  But the investigators were so fixated on Frankfurt 
that they didn’t see this, and the sheriff at the FAI didn’t see it either.  
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U-turn at Camp Zeist

• Sidhu was not called to testify whether he had or hadn’t 

shifted the Heathrow-origin luggage

• No details of the legitimate luggage loaded in the interline 

shed were presented

– The court was not told how many items there should have been, or 

whose they were, or what they looked like, or what condition they 

had been recovered in

• The only suitcase recovered with damage consistent with 

its being flat against the bomb suitcase, a Frankfurt item, 

was presented as having been underneath it

• The court was invited to speculate that Sidhu had shuffled 

the Heathrow items randomly among the Frankfurt items, 

therefore the Bedford suitcase could have been anything

JfM

 

Somebody seems to have noticed, in 1999.  After initially notifying the defence that they would 
lead a case broadly similar to what had been presented to the FAI in 1990, the Crown withdrew 
that notification.  Instead, a very odd selection of evidence was led, which was mainly noteworthy 
for the things it rather conspicuously wasn’t saying. 
 
Although Sidhu’s actions were obviously of crucial importance, he wasn’t called as a witness, nor 
were his statements or earlier testimony referred to.  Although the identity of a suitcase loaded in 
the interline shed was obviously of crucial importance, no baggage records were presented even 
to show how many items Bedford should have handled, never mind what they were. 
 
Only one suitcase had been identified by forensics as showing damage consistent with its having 
been flat against the bomb suitcase, one of the Frankfurt items belonging to a student named 
Patricia Coyle.  If the bomb had been on the second layer, you’d expect there to be two items in 
that condition, but there was only one.  Originally, that had been assumed to have been on top of 
the bomb.  However, in order to continue maintaining that the explosion had been on the second 
layer, the Crown needed to show something as having been below it.  There was no possible 
candidate among the Heathrow-origin items, so they abandoned the scenario they had relied on 
at the time of the FAI, and presented the Coyle case as having been on the floor of the container, 
under the bomb.  What might have been on top of the bomb was left to the imagination. 
 
This stratagem allowed the inference that Sidhu had moved the Bedford case away from the 
area of the explosion, and it might vaguely have been any of the unspecified and undescribed 
Heathrow-origin luggage.  It also, of course, allowed the inference that he had simply replaced 
the Bedford case on top of the Coyle case.  This rather reasonable interpretation was advanced 
by the defence, but the judges were having none of it.  The Bedford case must have been 
replaced far away from the explosion, and another brown-ish Samsonite which came off the 
Frankfurt flight at just the right moment must have been put on top of the Coyle case. 
 
The fact remains, however, that if Sidhu didn’t move the Heathrow-origin suitcases, and he 
repeatedly said he didn’t, the mysterious brown or maroon suitcase Bedford saw in the interline 
shed at quarter to five was the bomb, beyond any reasonable doubt.  
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Other considerations

• Bag counting

– Baggage handler consensus was seven items in the container at 

Heathrow

– Only six legitimate items identified that should have been in the 

container

• Position of the explosion

– The bomb was as close as it could have been to the skin of the 

plane

– Heathrow was the only place a terrorist could have influenced the 

positioning

• Packing and orientation of the suitcase

– The bomb suitcase (like the mystery suitcase) was loaded flat with 

the handle towards the back of the container

– The ghetto-blaster must have been packed down one side of the 

case
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There were several more points which were either not presented at Camp Zeist or were 
glossed over, which also support a Heathrow introduction. 
 
There was no formal bag-counting at Heathrow, but the consensus among the people who 
saw the container was that there were seven suitcases in it.  Only six legitimate 
accompanied items could be identified that should have been in it. 
 
The AAIB diagram showed how close the explosion was to the skin of the plane.  The 
amount of Semtex involved wasn’t very great, and it is believed that if the explosion had 
been further inboard, the damage would have been much less catastrophic.  If the bomb had 
flown in from Frankfurt, the positioning would have been entirely by chance as the baggage 
handlers happened to throw the cases.  Only at Heathrow could a terrorist have influenced 
the positioning of the case. 
 
It wasn’t just the positioning, the orientation of the case was also exactly right to make the 
explosion as lethal as possible.  Bedford described the handle of the mystery suitcase as 
facing away from him, and the same was true of the bomb suitcase based on where the 
handle was recovered.  Now think about the way that suitcase must have been packed.  
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Packing the suitcase

In fact the radio must have been packed 

down one side of the case, not across.
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This illustrated arrangement of the contents of the case is obviously wrong, given that the 
suitcase was loaded flat with the handle towards the back of the container, and the explosion 
was at the extreme left hand side of the container.  The ghetto-blaster must have been 
packed down the right-hand side of the case, so that it was on the left hand side once the 
thing was swung round with the handle facing away. 
 
This is a very unintuitive way to pack a case.  If a terrorist was intending to wave goodbye to 
it at Malta, or even at Frankfurt, why pack it like that?  He couldn’t influence which way round 
the baggage handler would place the thing.  The asymmetrical placement of the radio is just 
one more thing that suggests whoever was packing the case expected to have control over 
the way it was placed in the container at Heathrow.  
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The Heathrow break-in

• In the early hours of 21st December 1988 there 

was a break-in into that area of Heathrow airside

– A padlock was described as being “cut like butter”

• This was reported at the time, but not acted on

– The security guard concerned contacted Megrahi’s

defence after his conviction, concerned that he had not 

been called as a witness

• This evidence was rejected by the first appeal

– As the court accepted that Heathrow security was 

abysmal, knowing there had been an actual breach 

would have made no difference
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Opinion is split on the significance of the break-in.  Ray Manly, who discovered it, said it was 
the worst security breach he had encountered in many years in the job.  Others dismissed it 
as an employee taking a short-cut out of hours.  The circumstances of this evidence being 
concealed from the defence at the time of the initial trial have been the subject of recent 
controversy.  The evidence did come before the first appeal, but the judges decided it would 
have made no difference.  I think you have to go to the best law schools to think of that one. 
 
This was only one of a worrying number of things that were either concealed from the 
defence entirely, or buried deep in the files and omitted from the prosecution case. 
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Timing of the explosion

• The 38-minute explosion was irrational

– No leeway for a delayed take-off

– Explosion over land risked leaving traceable evidence

– Early explosion could have allowed the plane to reach an airport

• MST-13 timer capable of running for at least 99 hours

– Easily capable of being set for 5 or 6 hours into the flight

• Barometric timers work in an entirely different way

– The device remains safe indefinitely at sea level

– As the plane climbs, the hold pressure drops.  This is detected by a 

barometer, and the device becomes active

– A capacitor begins to charge, giving a longer delay to allow the 

plane to climb higher

– When the capacitor is charged, it triggers the bomb
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I already mentioned a number of reasons why the very early explosion made no sense.  The 
most obvious is that the plane could quite easily still have been on the tarmac if the pilot had 
missed his slot for any reason, in which case nobody would have been harmed, and the 
evidence would have been right there to be collected.  Even as is was, with no delay, the 
explosion over land still allowed these traceable clothes and so on to be recovered.  If the 
small amount of Semtex had been placed further from the hull, and the damage hadn’t been 
quite so catastrophic, the plane might have managed an emergency landing.  And so on.  
With a countdown timer, it would have been perfectly simple to set the thing to explode way 
out over the Atlantic. 
 
A countdown timer isn’t the only way to blow up a plane in flight.  Barometric or altimeter 
timers capitalise on the reduction in cabin pressure which occurs during the first few minutes 
of a flight, and use that pressure drop to trigger the bomb.  Later versions of these devices 
also had a capacitor to extend the delay so that the plane would be higher and further from 
the airport when the explosion happened.  
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Barometric timer

• It takes about 7 minutes for an 

ascending flight to reach the 

altitude where a device like 

this would be triggered

• The capacitors varied, but 30 

minutes was a common delay

• The Lockerbie bomb exploded 

38 minutes after the wheels 

left the tarmac

• A device like this would have 

had to have been loaded at 

Heathrow
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These timers are a completely different kettle of fish from digital countdown timers.  The time 
that would elapse was dependant on the specifications of the capacitor and could not be 
controlled by the operator.  Devices like this wouldn’t allow a flight to get a long way out to 
sea, as 45 minutes was the longest delay of any of the items found.  Their great attraction for 
aircraft bombers was that it didn’t matter how long the flight was delayed, the countdown 
wouldn’t start until the plane was airborne. 
 
A number of flights were attacked using this sort of device in the 1970s, but these versions 
didn’t have the extra delay allowed by the capacitor, and they exploded at relatively low 
altitude without catastrophic break-up.  After these attacks, some airports started putting 
suspect luggage into chambers where the air pressure could be dropped to see if anything 
exploded.  The devices that were discovered in 1988 had the extra refinement of the time 
delay, which would have fooled a pressure chamber, and also delayed the explosion in the 
air until the plane was high enough for a catastrophic decompression. 
 
If the Lockerbie bomb was actually a device of this nature, with a 30-minute capacitor, it 
would have been expected to explode around 35 to 40 minutes after take-off.  And the 
device would have had to have been loaded at Heathrow – otherwise it would have gone off 
over Belgium, or maybe the Tyrrhenian Sea.  
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The PFLP-GC

• The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine –

General Command

• Radical extreme terrorist group

• Attacked airliners using barometric devices in the 

1970s

• Cell busted in Frankfurt in October 1988 with the 

modified time-delay version, built into a Toshiba 

radio-cassette recorder

• Suspected to be in the pay of Iran, in revenge for 

the US shooting down of flight IR655 in July 1988
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The appalling history of this terrorist group has been explored in depth by several books on 
the Lockerbie disaster, and I’ll only touch on it here.  In October 1988 they came up on the 
radar of the Frankfurt police, who busted the gang in possession of a device quite spookily 
similar to the Lockerbie bomb, Toshiba radio and all, except that it was triggered by the 
barometric time-delay system described on the previous slide.  This bust was the reason the 
Frankfurt x-ray operators had been warned to look out for radio-cassette recorders packed in 
suitcases. 
 
This group were the initial suspects for Lockerbie, to the point where official announcements 
were made of their imminent arrest for the atrocity.  It was believed they were sub-contracted 
by Iran to carry out the much-threatened revenge for the shooting down of an Iranian airliner 
in the Gulf of Hormuz by a US cruiser less than six months before Lockerbie. 
 
It’s always been unclear why they were dropped as suspects, but it seems that no 
connection was ever made between any of the members of the group and the actual placing 
of a device on to Pan Am 103.  This was complicated by the investigators’ insistence from a 
very early stage that the bomb could not have originated at Heathrow, and concentrating all 
their attention on the feeder flight, and latterly Malta.  Of course, if this was one of the 
pressure-activated devices being produced by the PFLP-GC, and the transatlantic flight was 
the target, it must have been introduced at Heathrow. 
 
Abdelbaset al-Megrahi said before he died that as he had been falsely accused, he did not 
wish to accuse anyone else.  That’s not the purpose of this presentation.  However it is 
relevant to acknowledge another set of plausible suspects, and a different modus operandi 
that makes a great deal more sense in the context of the Lockerbie evidence than the tale of 
the invisible levitating suitcase and the three-flight hop from Malta.  
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Logic of a Malta loading

• Explosives check by Maltese army had to be fooled

• Bag-counting system had to be fooled

• Security x-ray at Frankfurt had to be fooled

• Suitcase had to avoid becoming lost luggage

• Three flights had to be reasonably up to time, with the 

transatlantic leg delayed by no more than about 45 minutes

• Heathrow baggage handler had to place the suitcase 

outboard and the right way round

• Buying traceable clothes so close to the airport when the 

actual introduction was so cleverly concealed would surely 

have been the act of a madman

JfM

 

 

As a plan, the Malta introduction didn’t have a lot going for it. 
 
The explosives check might not have been too big a problem, because I doubt if the devices 
in use by the Maltese military could have detected very much inside a closed suitcase.  It’s 
still a complete mystery how the bag-counting system could have been fooled though.  The 
concealment of the Semtex in a radio-cassette recorder might have fooled the x-ray 
screening, except of course the operators were on alert to check any radio-cassette recorder 
because of the recent PFLP-GC bust. 
 
Who knows how luggage becomes left behind and misrouted, but it does, all the time.  If that 
had happened in this scenario, the bomb with all its traceable labelled clothes would 
probably have exploded in a luggage store somewhere.  Very handy for the police.  Even if 
the suitcase hadn’t got lost, it had two more connections to make on the way, and then it 
was dependent on the transatlantic flight not missing its take-off slot.  In northern Europe, in 
the middle of winter, at Heathrow for goodness sake!  Finally, the plan was dependent on the 
Heathrow baggage handlers getting the suitcase into just the right position, and the right way 
round, for the Semtex to be as close as possible to the skin of the aircraft. 
 
The Maltese clothes are also a conundrum.  The plan at the airport must have been 
supernaturally perfect. And yet this machiavellian plot also involved buying new, traceable 
clothes in a rather conspicuous manner only three miles from the airport and only a couple of 
weeks before the Big Day.  And for no reason anyone understands, it was necessary for the 
man who bought the clothes also to show his face at the airport at the time the bomb was 
being undetectably smuggled on to the plane.  And to set the timer so early that there was a 
damn good chance these clothes were going to be found, one way or another.  Right….  
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Logic of a Heathrow loading

• The worst security of all three airports

• Convenient baggage container routinely sitting all 

afternoon in quiet interline shed

• Minimal chance of misrouting or even being 

moved

• Opportunity to place the suitcase in the optimum 

position in the container

• Essential if a barometric device was to be used

• Overwhelmingly the best fit for the evidence

JfM

 

 

Heathrow, in contrast, didn’t present much of a security challenge.  It was freely 
acknowledged that anyone in the right overalls could have gone pretty much wherever he 
liked.  (Frankfurt wasn’t much better actually.) 
 
That baggage container was an absolute gift, if the terrorists had someone who was familiar 
with the baggage handling procedure for this flight.  It routinely sat around in the interline 
shed for most of the afternoon, with cases being added at irregular intervals.  In addition, the 
practice of then using the same container for the Frankfurt transfer luggage allowed for the 
possibility that a subsequent investigation might have to consider more than one airport as 
the possible point of origin of the bomb. 
 
Direct access to Heathrow would eliminate all the risks of the three-flight hop, lost luggage, 
misrouting and so on.  It also allowed the terrorist to place the suitcase in the optimum 
position so that the Semtex was right next to the hull.  And it allowed a barometric device to 
be used, which meant it didn’t matter if the plane missed its slot, or was subject to a very 
long delay. 
 
Taking everything into consideration, and realising that the provenance of the Bedford 
suitcase is pretty much screaming “BOMB!”, a loading at Heathrow fits the evidence better 
than any other theory, and certainly far better than the leaps of faith required to support the 
Malta theory.  
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Reasoning of the court

• The clothes were bought on 7th December

– No reason given for this finding

• As Megrahi was on Malta on that date, and he was at the 

airport when the bomb was introduced, he must have 

bought the clothes

– False passport, alleged JSO connection and dealings with MEBO 

also taken into account

• Frankfurt records should be taken at face value, therefore 

an unaccompanied item was carried on KM180

– Since the man who bought the clothes was present when that flight 

departed, that item was the bomb

• As Megrahi bought the clothes and was present at the 

scene of the crime, he was “the Lockerbie bomber”

JfM

 

 

Many people have remarked on the chain of reasoning published in the Zeist judgement.  
The judges maintained they were weaving together sufficient circumstantial evidence to 
construct a case “beyond reasonable doubt”.  However there is a name for this logical 
fallacy, and that is petitio principii, or circular reasoning.   
 
In essence, the assumption that Megrahi had been at the scene of the crime was used to 
support the finding that he was the man who bought the clothes, despite the very 
questionable nature of Tony Gauci’s evidence.  Then, the assumption that the man who had 
bought the clothes was there at the time was used to support the finding that Malta was 
actually the scene of the crime, despite there being no evidence that Maltese security had 
been breached. 
 
There’s another little circle of reasoning at the top.  Why pick 7th December as the day the 
clothes sale took place, when the weather records and so on all favoured 23rd November?  
The judges didn’t say, but the police notes make it clear they were pushing for 7th December 
because it would incriminate Megrahi, who was elsewhere on 23rd November. 
 
This aspect forms a large part of the SCCRC conclusions, and one of their main findings 
was that there was no reason in evidence for the conclusion that the clothes purchase had 
occurred on 7th December.  The Commission itself uncovered the evidence that the 
Christmas lights were already lit on that day.  And as you can see, if you take away that 
particular point, the point the judges started with, the circle is broken and the reasoning 
unravels.  
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Buried evidence

• The Heathrow break-in

• The metallurgy results on the timer fragment

• The CIA evidence that Giaka was a lying scumbag

– The Lord Advocate, Colin Boyd, lied to the court in an attempt to 

prevent this being revealed

• The baggage reconciliation showing that Bedford’s suitcase 

was not legitimate luggage, and Sidhu’s evidence

• Various contradictory statements by Tony Gauci

• Evidence that the Gauci brothers were motivated by a 

desire for reward money

• The infamous “Public Interest Immunity Certificate” 

document

JfM

 

 

One of the main reasons behind the calls for an independent public inquiry into this case is 
the evidence that was withheld or concealed from the defence.  This is only a sample list.  
Taken together, the cumulative effect was to cover up weaknesses in the prosecution case, 
and play down the evidence for a different modus operandi.  A number of demonstrably 
untrue statements were made to the court, such as Allen Feraday’s statement under oath 
that the PCB chip and the reference MST-13 timer were similar in all respects, and Colin 
Boyd’s statement that the redacted CIA cables contained nothing that impinged on the 
credibility of Giaka.  Documentation of police procedure from early in 1991 reveals an 
investigation less interested in uncovering the truth, than procuring evidence against 
Megrahi and Fhimah. 
 
However, more perplexing than that, is the fact that the judges delivered a guilty verdict on 
Megrahi at all, given the highly inferential nature of the evidence presented against him.  
Reading the opinion of the court, one is repeatedly struck by the fact that the burden of proof 
seems to be reversed.  Improbable explanations that implied guilt were time and time again 
preferred to more probable explanations that implied innocence.  It seemed that if a way 
could be found whereby the prosecution’s contention might conceivably have occurred, no 
matter how unlikely this was, that scenario was the one preferred.  Unless a public inquiry 
can investigate this aspect impartially, the full story may never be known.  
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In conclusion JfM

 

 

To end where we began, at Dryfesdale.  Two hundred and seventy people lost their lives 
that day, from tiny babies to frail elderly people.  Do we honour their memory by clinging to 
this conviction at all costs?  Is it more important to have someone to revile as “the Lockerbie 
bomber” than to try honestly to find out what did happen? 
 
I don’t know what happened.  If you allow some really determined special pleading, it’s 
possible to poke holes in the Heathrow theory too – though far fewer holes than in the other 
possible theories.  There were once suspicions that the device had been checked in by an 
innocent mule at Frankfurt.  Or that an extra suitcase had simply been added to the pile of 
luggage waiting to be loaded at the Frankfurt departure gate.  Or what about the other six 
transfer items at Frankfurt that nobody could explain?  Or what about Patricia Coyle’s 
suitcase, which was just as badly damaged as the bronze Samsonite? 
 
The investigators will say they looked at all of these, and discounted them.  However, not 
one of them is less probable than the tale of the 56th suitcase that wasn’t, and the man who 
didn’t go anywhere near the aeroplane, and didn’t have any accomplice.  Abdelbaset al-
Megrahi died protesting his innocence.  If he was indeed the 271st victim of Lockerbie, do we 
want the label of “bomber” to be attached to his memory for ever more? 


