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When the clock speaks along our main lines of defence
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TERMS OF
REFERENCE

Geoffrey Taylor

LEONID BREZHNEV had his
detractors but it ought to be
said in his favour that he did
not launch a nuclear war when
that was among his range of
options. Indeed apart from in-
vading Czechoslovakia and Af-
ghanistan he lived out his days
in relative peace.

It was all the more disturb-
ing, therefore, that on the day
after he died, and the more
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civil defence inspector arrived
to check our nuclear warning
system. He was dissatisfied
with what he found and or-
dered it to be replaced. Last
week saw a further develop-
ment concerning the air-raid
siren to which I will come in a
moment.

It should perhaps be ex-
plained that in rural areas the
practice is for post offices,
coastguard stations, or other
public-spirited institutions to
house the loudspeaker on
which emergency messages can
be relayed. We fall into that
category along with about
11,000 others. The messages em-
anate (or would emanate: they
have not had to emanate so far)
from the United Kingdom
Warning and Monitoring Or-
ganisation, which is controlled
by the Home Office and
manned by the Royal Observer
Corps.

The receiving apparatus is
basically a voice-box and asso-
ciated electronics, and the
Mark II version is neater than
the old. It's not relevant now
but the old one had a high-
frequency cut-out which
interefered with my computer
when I was transmitting mes-
sages along the phone line, We

had to install a two-way switch
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of 241.6 million

while transmissions were in
progress.

This had two disadvantages.
Isolation of the receiver, even
for short periods, meant that
we might miss an urgent mes-
sage if it came. Indeed we
sometimes forgot to reset the
switch. Secondly it would not
be possible to run a war and
write for the newspaper simul-
taneously. The receiver has
now been put on a separate
circuit, so that in theory both
can happen at the same time.

When the speaker is turned
on and a test button pressed a
series of blips will be heard to
indicate that all is well. In an
emergency the receiver would
be on all the time, and instead
of the blips a voice from civil
defence HQ would give instruec-
tions about how to prepare the
village for the forthcoming as-
sault, whether by nuclear
weapon or cloud of radiation
from elsewhere.

1 suppose there's no harm in
discussing all this. I do so with
no subversive or investigative
intent, and I am not to be
numbered among the paranoi-
acs and freaks who make mock
of civil defence. Any mirth, and
it is slight, which attaches to
the subject is at the paranoiacs’
expense. A friend some miles

said that when Chernobyl blew
up it was the nuclear-free-zon-
ers and whitewashed-window
comedians who were first to
demand what precautions were
being taken and why they were
not being kept informed.

An article of faith among the
freaks is that Mrs Thatcher
will be comfortable because she
will have a bunker, and Mr
Hurd likewise. Chief constables
and lords lieutenant will be
safely underground, directing
operations while the rest of us
perish. If so we are among the
fortunate and 1 don’t envy
them when they emerge.

You would have thought,
however, that the INF agree-
ment between Shultz and
Shevardnadze would have
allowed some relaxation. Some
credible people, like Lord
Chalfont, think we shall be
worse off than before, but the
are in a minority. But by
unfortunate piece of timing
Shultz-Shevardnadze coincided
with an evening's refresher
course for those in the area on
the carrier line, as this part of
the UKMWO system is called.

We were advised to give the
manual siren an occasional
crank, which one of these days
I will do, though it is still in
the crate m.n which it was deliv-
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some 40 years ago on the foun-
dation of Nato. At any rate it
was long before we became
involved. Despite the crate we
are better placed than a col-
league in this dedicated corps
of citizens. When he got his
siren out for testing the dust-
men, thinking it too rusty for
use, took it to the dump.

We are advised to sound the
siren only in the event of immi-
nent physical attack. If the
message says that the hazard is
radiation drifting our way we
are instructed instead to blow
whistles and fire maroons. We
have a whistle somewhere but 1
am not aware that we have any
maroons. I can't find any in the
outhouse where the siren is
kept. 1 suspect that maroons
are not issued until they might
be needed (“during periods of
heightened international ten-
sion” is the phrase) because we
might let them off on bonfire
night. Come the maroons we
shall know things are getting
serious, but the time has not
arrived yet.

All in all we should probably
cope. One is less certain about
the top end of the organisation,
which depends largely on the
early warning station at
Fylingdales. Whereas we
should bring to the job all the
energy born of noveltv. and
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occupy our lives, I'm not su
that anyone who has sat and
gazed out from Fylingdales for
30 years, with nothing ever to
report, would be fully alert if
missiles appeared on screen.
It's what we call the Mathias
Rust effect.

The lesson of his flight to
Red Square is that vigilance
must never relax. Therefore the
Royal Observer Corps will not
relax a week today just because
Gorbachev is spending a few
hours at Brize Norton. One
can, after all, think of a few in
the Kremlin who might be
tempted to kill two birds with
one stone.

Scrutiny, in sum, of the ar-
rangements for the unthinkable
suggests they have been well
thought out. The only misgiv-
ing is a slightly doctrinaire one.

The carrier line to feed the
receiver turns out to be the
same as that used by British
Telecom’s speaking clock. But
the speaking clock has been
handed over to advertising in-
terests and inserts the brand
name of a watch every ten
seconds. Come the day 1 would
prefer not to be on stand-by at
the receiver and be told that
the bomb comes courtesy of
Accurist. I assume, however,
that UKWMO will have enough
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