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Underground with the men
who monitored nuclear bombs

ast week’s page con-

cluded 15 feet below

ground in the Royal

Observer Corps (ROC)
nuclear monitoring post
near Portadown.

I'dnegotiated a 20-runged
rugged ironladderinsidea
narrow concreteshaft toget
down to the17x10ft rectan-
gularbunker, about7 ft high
with2-ft-thick concrete walls
and ceiling.

“Compactandbijou”,
quippeditsrestorer-curator
Alistair McCann.

Furnished withdesks,
chairs, workbenches,a
double bunk-bed and atiny
‘ensuite’ chemical toilet, it's
packed with gadgetry, tech-
nical equipment, mapsand
charts.

“The moment you'dhear
therumble;” Colin Woods told
me, pointing at what looked
likea clock, “that needle
wouldgoup!”

It was theominously-
named Bomb Power Indica-
tor, crucial to Colin’s dutiesas
Leading Observerin thebun-
kerfrom1983to1991. “The
needlemeasures thebomb's
pressure wave;” he added.

Anotherdevice ‘with
aweebuttononitmarked
Teletalk,” he continued, “an
observer would press that and
callout ‘tocsin 45 post, toesin
45post’”

Portadown was num-
ber 45 post (of 58 ROC posts
across NorthernIreland) and
‘tocsin’ wasthe code word for
anuclearexplosion.

There were 10 observers
attached to 45 post who'd have
been alerted by radioand tel-
evision.

Eachobserverhada ‘grab
bag containingextracloth-
ing “and we were encour-
aged to bring books, puzzles,
gamesand magazines”, Colin
recounted, “anything that was
going to make life that wee bit
moreinteresting; alsostuff
like sweets, extra carbohy-
drates, pasta, spicesandrice.
Tknow someof the observers
overin England actually wall-
papered theirbunker tomake
ithomefrom home!”

He pointed toarow of
water canistersunder the

canisterson the floor

Leadit ver Colin W

bunk-bed that were regularly
refilled “sowe constantly had

afreshwatersupplyin there...

forwhenever;” Colin added.

Andshould ‘whenever’
come “we'd have worked out
ashift schedule called ‘Stage
One Operations?” Colinex-
plained, “with threeofuson
dutyatanyonetime. The first
three would get the postup
andrunning”

Number oneobserver
went toROCHQin Lisburn
for supplies - “cardboard box-
esfullof rations,” Colin out-
lined, “dried and tinned food,
dried milk and all therest
of it-hewould have picked
that up, and fuel to cook it
with, and would have stored
ithere”

Numbertwostayedinthe

bunker, at the Teletalk, com- “keep everythingasvaried
municatingwith HQ and the andinterestingas possible”,
other posts,and “recording Colinexplained.
anythingandeverythingthat Hepresseda button that
happenedin the post diary”, setoffaseries ofloud bleeps.
Colinadded. “Thatwascalled ‘the
Numberthree “‘changed soundof peace™, he ex-
the photographic plates and plained, “aslongas that was
otherapparatusupstairsthat ~ going nothing was happening,
needed settingup, like the but you never wanted to hear
radiomastandhavetheradio  this!”
ready togo if we needed to Hepressedanother but-
useit.” tonwhichset offa deafening,
‘With Stage One complete unnerving, wailing siren fol-
“we'd have informed HQ, lowedby aloud, continuous
moved to Stage Two Opera- recording-‘attack warning
tionsand changed designa- red,attack warningred....
tionssothat weweren'tdoing “Onceyouheard thatyou
the samejob all thetime.” knew inter-ballistic missiles
In 1 losi orwh elsewereon their
they'dhavetostayinthebun- ~ wayandwedwork todo,”
ker foruptothree weeks so said Colin, calmly explaining
they'd need changedutiesto whatwould have happened

¥
Portadown ROC post

next. There was a pinhole tiveclothing.
cameraoutsideon top of the “Some posts were sup-
hatch called the Ground Zero  plied with coats, thick coats,”
Indicatorwhich indicatedthe  Alistair McCanntold me,
compass directionof theex- “but there were nogas masks,
plosion-itwasanobservers therewereno NBC (nuclear,
duty toretrieve and replace biological and chemical pro-
th ic paper. tectil nothinglike

Another observer would that”
have read the pressureon the
Bomb Power Indicatorand @ Thebunkerreopens
activated the ‘Tocsin 45 post” next April, withatleast one
callout “and we'd have been monthlyentrance free open
feedingback theinformation  day. Detailsat facebook.com/
toHQ, constantly keepi ibunk
eyeonradiation levels,” ex-
plained Colin.

Theobserverswerealso GOTYARNS JOKES OR JAPES?
required togooutsidetotake ~ +SEND THEMTO:
additionalreadings, tocrank ~ ROAMERNEWSLETTER@GMAIL.
thewarningsirensandfireoff ~ COMORNEWSLETTER, SUITES302
flares. 303, GLANDORE, ARTHURHOUSE,
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Ulster’s own underground
was ready for nuclear attack

uring World War One

teams of civilian vol-

unteers scanned the

skies over south-east
England for marauding Ger-
man zeppelins.

They became the Royal
Observer Corps (ROC}in
1941 following their remark-
able contribution todefence
during the Battle of Brit-
ainand in the early 19508,
with increasing incursions
by Soviet warplanes, they
transitioned into-a cold war
nuclear detection, report-
ing and monitoring organi-
sation.

Former Coleraine Chron-
icle editor Hugh MeGrattan,
4 ROC member for 34 years,
reminisced here recently
about the organisation’s
workin Northern Ireland
and Bushmills artist, author
and broadcaster Brian Willis
shared memories ofhisdad's
ROC duties in Dorset during
‘World War Two.

Hugh explained how
Ulster's ROC unit, No. 31
Group, was formed and or-
ganised, and how one of its
many abandoned bunkers,
near Portadown, has been
fully restored.

1visited it on European
Heritage Open Day several
weekends ago, before it shut
down for the winter.

1t was an absolutely in-
triguing subterranean ex-
perience and as there's far
toomuch to recount on one
page, there'll be more here
next Saturday.

Just offalittle country
road near the M1, close 10
Portadown, a short path
leads through a small, neat-
ly-tended, fenced-off field to
three hefty concrete steps
aside asubstantial, square,
concrete hatch.

Several metal tubes and
something that looks like a
large, slatted air-vent pro-
trudefrom the grass nearby.

“Thisis Portadown Nu-
clear Monitoring Post,” said
Alistair MeCann, who re-
gards himself as its curator’,

He hasevery right to
- it was back in 2009 that
hestarted renovating and
L equippingit, restoring the

bunkerto what it waslike 70
years agowhen it was built
and officially christened
‘Belfast 45 Post’.

*There were 58 of these
all over Northern Ireland.”
Alistair continued, “and
1.6000f themin the UK.”

I wondered about mem-
bership of the ROC.

“Over here, roughly
around oo but it changed
all the time,” Alistair ex-
plained, “a post could have
12 members, a post could
have four members and
there were 100 peopleinthe
Group HQ in Thiepval Bar-
racksin Lisburn.”

Alistair's grandfather
Jjoined the ROC while train-
ing to be avetin Edinburgh
during WWiland “wit-

ok

PORTADOWN
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nessed the very first Luft-
waffe bombing raid of the
war, over the Firth of Forth.”
When he came home he
served on the Lurgan ROC
post “situated in the field
behind the house that I grew
upin” Alistair reminisced,
adding, “it was through that
that I said, ‘1 am going to re-
store a post in his memory.™
After he passed his driv-
ing test Alistair visited
“every single one of them
that was still remaining all
around Northern Ireland.”
He chose Portadown's to
renovate. There'sa vividly
illustrated eross- section of
the bunker ona display pan-
elinthe fleld, which Alistair
referred to before I ventured
underground.

“From ground level to the
base of the bunker is about
15 feet,” he detailed, “and
there’s just one central metal
ladder from an access hatch
onthesurface, inaconerete
block.

“You climb down into the
bunker and there’s a sump
at the bottom to collect any
rainwater just in case you
leave the hatch open.”

As Alistair listed its facts
and figures it became clear
that this was no mean con-
struetion- and therewas a
very good reason.

“The walls are probably a
fool to two feet thick of pre-
cast, poured concrete, bitu-
men lanked.

"There'sa brick layer
around that which has more

‘only way 1y

bitumen tanking and then
there’s gravel and soil on that
aswell,

“That would give a pretty
reasonable protection fac-
tor for any of the observers
down there from nuclear
blast and also from the ra-
dioactive fall-out.

"Altogether, there's one
large room, a toilet and the
ladder whichis the only
way inand the only way out.
The room is about 17 feet at
itslongest point, its width
isabout g to 10 feet and it's
about 7 feet high. It's com-
pact and bijoux would be the
best words todescribe iL”

“The moment you'd hear
the rumble,” said Colin
Woods, pointing towhat
looked like aclock on the

wall, “that needle there
measures the bomb's pres-
sure wave going over the
top and that needle would
goup.”

Colinwas Leading Ob-
serverinthe Portadown
ROC underground bunker
from 1983 to 1991 and next
Saturday he’ll be deserib-
ing what it was like working
there during the cold war.

The bunker reopens next
April. See facebook.com/
nibunker
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