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CHAPTER 1

Cast in Fire

Beirut, Lebanon. Sunday, October 23, 1983. Marines of the First 
Battalion, Eighth Marines—Battalion Landing Team (BLT) 

1/8—were quartered at the Beirut International Airport in an 
abandoned four-story building. They formed a part of the 24th 
Marine Amphibious Unit (MAU). The building also served as 
Marine headquarters. Earlier, it had housed the Lebanese Aviation 
Administration Bureau, the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO), Syrians, and Israelis. The Israelis had used the building as 
a field hospital during their invasion that June. Strategically posi-
tioned, it stood between Israeli units to the south and east of the 
airport and Muslim neighborhoods to the north.

At 0500, Lance Corporal Eddie DiFranco was standing watch 
at Post Number 6 in the parking lot in front of BLT headquarters. 
He watched curiously as a yellow stake-bed Mercedes-Benz 
truck—similar to vehicles that carried water—drove into the 
parking area, circled the lot, and left. An hour or so later, Lance 
Corporal John Berthiame at Post Number 5 observed a white 
Mercedes sedan on the nearby airport highway, moving slowly 
past the headquarters building. “[T]he guy driving,” he recalled 
later, “reached out . . . and took two pictures of the building, and 
I thought that was kind of strange.”1

At about 0620, a yellow truck—almost certainly the same one 
DiFranco had seen earlier—drove into the parking lot. It was 
packed with the military explosive PETN—equal to more than 
six tons of TNT. (PETN, or pentaerythritol tetranitrate, is a highly 
explosive organic compound in the nitroglycerin family.) In a 
burst of speed, it crashed through a five-foot-high wire barrier, 
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careened through an open gate, smacked down the Sergeant of 
the Guard’s sandbagged booth at the building’s entrance, hurtled 
into the lobby, and detonated in a flash of light and a thunderous 
roar.

The force of the blast lifted the entire structure, blew out the 
concrete pillars on the ground floor, and collapsed the upper 50 
feet of the building into a pile of rubble about 20 feet high. Scores 
of dead and wounded Marines lay sandwiched between the 
crumpled floors and ceilings. Examiners at the scene described 
the blast as perhaps the largest manmade, non-nuclear explosion 
in history.

The blast claimed the lives of 241 American servicemen: 220 
Marines, 18 sailors, and three soldiers. Another 128 Americans 
suffered wounds. It marked the deadliest single-day death toll for 
the U.S. Marine Corps since the first day of fighting on Iwo Jima 
in World War II.

At virtually the same time, a similar explosion toppled the 
nine-story Drakkar building about four miles away. It was home 
to the French First Parachute Chasseur Battalion. The blast killed 
58 paratroopers and wounded 15 more. The casualty count repre-
sented France’s worst military loss since the fighting ended in 
Algeria in 1962.

Both the Marines and the French paratroopers constituted 
elements of the Multinational Force (MNF). The MNF was an 
international peacekeeping force at the height of the Lebanese 
Civil War. It also included units from the United Kingdom and 
Italy. The bombings eventually led to the withdrawal of the MNF.

Though shocked by the Beirut bombings, few Americans 
grasped the significance of the twin blasts. A deadly new form of 
terror—on a scale never seen before—emerged from the dust and 
rubble of the MNF installations. Speaking later at a memorial 
service, Marine commandant General James Amos said, “The 
world we live in and what we knew of the future security environ-
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ment was forever changed. It was a new way to attack the West. It 
was a cowardly attack on freedom.”2

Evidence soon surfaced linking the bombings to a newly 
formed terrorist group known as Hezbollah (pronounced hehz-
buh-LAH, Arabic for “Party of Allah” or “Party of God”). The 
group took its name from a passage in the Quran, the holy book 

British soldiers lend a hand evacuating victims from the bombed-
out wreckage of the Marine headquarters building in Beirut. Almost 
25 years later, Hezbollah announced that Imad Mughniyeh, the 
suspected mastermind of the attack, had been killed. Mughniyeh 
was accused of many other attacks that killed hundreds of Americans 
and Israelis.
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of the religion of Islam, describing who will triumph over infidels 
(non-believers): “Allah has inscribed the Faith on their very hearts 
and strengthened them with a spirit of His own. He will admit 
them to gardens watered by running streams, where they shall 
dwell forever. Allah is well pleased with them and they with Him. 
They are confederates of Allah: and Allah’s confederates shall 
surely triumph.”3

Hezbollah, a Shia organization, was further known to be cre-
ated, supported, financed, and directed by the Shia regime of Iran. 
Colonel Timothy Geraghty, the commanding officer of the tar-
geted Marine BLT in Beirut, later wrote:

Unknown to us at the time, the National Security Agency 
had made a diplomatic communications intercept on 26 
September . . . in which the Iranian Intelligence Service 
provided explicit instructions to the Iranian ambassador 
in Damascus (a known terrorist) to attack the Marines at 
Beirut International Airport. The suicide attackers struck 
us 28 days later, with word of the intercept stuck in the 
intelligence pipeline until [three] days after the attack.4

Hezbollah had emerged from a loose coalition of radical Shia 
groups during the Israeli incursion into southern Lebanon in 
1982. Most of those groups were breakaways from the more mod-
erate Amal movement. They consisted mainly of a Shia underclass 
hoping to assert economic and political power for the first time. 
Inspired by the Iranian Revolution three years earlier, Hezbollah 
arose out of Iran’s efforts to assemble the militant Shia groups in 
Lebanon under one umbrella. It also owed its origins to Israel’s 
attempt to break up the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) 
by its incursion into Lebanon.

Former Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak noted many years 
later, “When we entered Lebanon . . . there was no Hezbollah. We 
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were accepted with perfumed rice and flowers by the Shia in the 
south. It was our presence there that created Hezbollah.”5

Hezbollah was cast in fire. It led the armed resistance against 
the Israeli invasion and occupation of a large part of southern 
Lebanon throughout the 1980s and 1990s. It is widely credited 
with forcing Israel’s eventual withdrawal in May 2000.

A group of 1,284 Hezbollah members raise their arms in a salute to 
their leader Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah and vow to continue fighting 
at a Martyr’s Day observance in Beirut, Lebanon, on November 11, 
2001. The United States condemned the group, listing it as a 
terrorist organization and requesting a freeze on its assets. But the 
Lebanese government disagreed. It instead recognized Hezbollah 
as a legitimate resistance group and denied the U.S. request.
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