








right on top of a bomb, increasing the risk
of settingito .Andmanychemicalsni ers
deployed in Iraq detect only the molecules
produced by decaying TNT—notammonium
nitrate. Jieddo scientists have been work-
ing for four years on a means of detecting
homemade explosives at adistance; a solu-
tion has so far eluded them. They have also
been trying to figure out how to detect the
electrical blasting caps used to detonate
many types of IEDs, so they can be set o
from a safe distance.

Perhaps inevitably, some of the best
means of beating the Afghan bombers have
proved to be the simplest: Many vehicles
are now protected by front-mounted roll-
ersthat trigger mines ahead of a convoy. If
in doubt, troops are trained to simply get
outand look for clues like disturbed ground
or apile of trash that wasn’t there the day
before. “Even today, with all the technol-
ogy,” says Jarkowsky, “the best detector
ofan IED is the human eye.”

In the meantime, the kitchen-table arms
race continues. At the National Training Cen-
teratFort Irwin, Jieddo hosts 10 one-month-
long rotations of troops a year, hoping to
make them familiar with IED innovations

justasinsurgents start using them. “As soon
as we stop training in one type of device,
that's the one they start using, because that’s
the device that becomes effective,” says
Je rey Gagnon, who oversees Fort Irwin’s
Jieddo unit. “So we have to keep the train-
ing up across the whole spectrum.”

The task of trying to keep up with the
Afghan bombsmiths falls to the men of the
Terrorist Exploitation Network workshop,
housed in a dun-colored metal shed on the
outskirts of the Fort Irwin complex. From
here, Rodolfo Llamas and his men—with
the help of two contractors who do nothing
but make IEDs five days a week—distribute
300 to 500 replica bombs a month into the
replica Afghan and Iraqgi towns that make
up the Box. Each device is handmade and
works exactly like the original, but detonates
apair of nonlethal M-80 simulated charges.

Late one afternoon in April, Llamas shows
me the latest device they’ve been working on,
justinfrom Afghanistan. A neatly made ply-
wood box about 8 inches high and 5 inches
square, ithas alength of replica detonation
cord emerging from the base. Llamas pulls
the box open, revealing a layer of soft foam
and a wooden plunger attached to the lid.
When stepped on or driven over, he says, the

foam iscompressed and the tip of the plunger,
whichis saturated with achemical, descends
intoachamber at the bottom of the box. That
chamber contains a second substance, and
when the two chemicals mix, a pyrotechnic
reaction ignites the end of the detonation
cord, which leads to an explosive charge.
The box is the logical conclusion of years
of reverse evolution in insurgent weapons
technology. Without a power source, a blast-
ing cap, or a single piece of wire or metal
contact, it has no electromagnetic or metal-
lic signature. Linked to a charge mixed up
fromodorless homemade explosives, packed
beneathadirtroad, itwould be all butimpos-
sible to detect: a Flintstones land mine. “It’s
a block of wood, basically,” Llamas says.
And although the wooden IED was found
and photographed in Afghanistan and has
been carefully reconstructed thousands of
miles away here in the Mojave Desert, the
Taliban insurgents apparently remain one
step ahead of technicians here. The pyro-
technic chemical mix remains a mystery.
“We don’t know what it is yet,” Llamas
says. “We'restill trying tofigure that out.” [
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