The truth about an iconic Manchester emblem and the top secret hidden city beneath our
streets
Everyone knows about the Manchester bee, but in the 80s and 90s the dove was a more common
sight on the city's streets
Damon Wilkinson, Manchester Evening News, 21st July 2018
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It’s an iconic Manchester emblem - what’s the story behind it?
The bee isn’t the only creature that is a Manchester icon.
The other is the dove. Throughout the 1980s and 90s doves used to appear all over the city, on street
signs, on buses and posters, accompanied by the legend: “Working for a nuclear free city.”
In the noughties, the bird of peace had all but disappeared from the city’s public spaces - but it has
now made a reappearance in the Northern Quarter, on t-shirts and jumpers.
The story behind it is one of classic Manchester defiance - and intrigue. Behind it lies the story of a
top secret, underground town, and fear of apocalypse at the height of the Cold War.

On November 5, 1980 Manchester became the world’s nuclear free city - placing itself at the forefront
of the campaign to ban atomic weapons.
The city council called upon the government to ‘refrain from the manufacture or position of any
nuclear weapons of any kind within the boundaries of our city’ - and called for local authorities
throughout Great Britain to do the same.
Moston councillor Bill Risby, who died in a car crash in 2009, was one of the forces behind the move.
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Speaking in 2005, on the 25th anniversary of the resolution, he said: “Establishing the council’s
nuclear free policy was one of the proudest moments of my life. At the time no one could have
foreseen how the movement would grow.
“In 1980 the United States and the then USSR were sliding towards nuclear war in Europe. Ordinary
people felt powerless to stop it. Our resolution was a declaration of hope.
“In the decades that followed 4,000 towns and cities worldwide declared their support.”
It was especially fitting that the campaign began in Manchester.
This is the city where in 1917 Ernest Rutherford split the atom, which led to the technology needed to
create the bomb.
Rutherford, who was knighted and received the Nobel prize for his work, never set about to use
nuclear power for military purposes - he was investigating radiation and exploring the possibility of
seeing inside the atom, then the smallest visible particle in the world.
But his discovery had paved the way to the most terrifying standoff in history.
Manchester, however, was determined to prove the world could take another path.
Civic leaders believed the only way to prevent a nuclear apocalypse was disarmament, rather than
the infamous ‘mutually assured destruction’ doctrine that had held sway since the 60s.
That was based on the principle that if the other side knew initiating a nuclear strike would also
inevitably lead to their own destruction, they would be irrational to press the button.
The council’s opposition to nuclear war was public - but what was happening underground?
For years urban myth had it that an entire city existed beneath the streets of Manchester.
But most people thought that was just a fantasy.
But with the easing of tensions between East and West the truth slowly emerged, revealing some
fascinating facts about Manchester’s preparations for a nuclear attack.
In ‘99, Adam Moss wrote in the M.E.N.: “There is a town, of sorts, directly beneath the heart of our
city. It doesn’t have its own cathedral or shops, but it was built for people with their own sub-culture,
secrets and special powers. These people weren’t, as the playground believed, comic book
superheroes.
"They were, in fact, British Telecom engineers. There is a bunker and a web of tunnels 112ft below
Manchester, constructed during the Cold War to house the technical elite who would keep
communications intact in the event of a nuclear attack on Manchester. Its location was a secret and
its two entrances were anonymous doorways in Chinatown and at the back of the Piccadilly Hotel.
“It was called Guardian, and was built in 1954, when the tensions between the Eastern bloc and the
west were at their most acute. Apart from being on standby for a nuclear attack, Guardian was also a
fully operational fault repair centre for the city’s domestic and business telephone systems. British

Telecom staff worked down there, carrying out normal business but, were never allowed to reveal the
secret of their workplace.”
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“We all had to sign the Official Secrets Act,” said BT spokeswoman Pat O’Keefe. “It’s still there now,
underneath York Street, with tunnels connecting to Ardwick and Salford. It is defunct these days and
no-one goes down there at the moment because there is some problem with the safety of it. But it is,
to all intents and purposes, a small town. It has a full set of offices and connecting corridors, sleeping
quarters, food supplies, kitchens, a telephone exchange and toilet accommodation.
“The tunnels were designed to carry cables to existing telephone systems but people could travel
down them too. It was capable of withstanding an atom bomb blast but not a hydrogen bomb.”
Guardian had its own 574ft deep water well and 35-ton concrete doors.
It had a canteen and an aquarium full of tropical fish. There was a mess room too with its own piano
and pool table. But staff denied all knowledge of its nuclear capability. When questioned by an MEN
reporter about its real purpose as recently as 1983, one BT engineer said: ‘What nuclear shelter?
Maybe someone knows more than we do but, as far as wen are concerned this is just an
Underground telephone exchange’.
While journalists speculated about what secret preparations had been made below-ground, aboveground Manchester was calling for nuclear weapons to be got rid of before they could be used.
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Thirty five years ago Greater Manchester Council produced a fascinating and chilling pamphlet called
Emergency Planning and Nuclear War in Greater Manchester, which laid out in stark, terrifying detail
the utter devastation a nuclear attack would bring.
Then GMC leader Bernard Clarke set the tone on the first page, writing: “As long as Britain remains a
major nuclear target, plans to help people in Greater Manchester survive a nuclear war are
unrealistic.
“If there were a full-scale nuclear attack on Britain for most people in Greater Manchester the chances
of surviving longer than a few days or weeks would be very small.
The Labour-controlled GMC’s position on the matter went against the official advice coming from the
Conservative government, given most famously in its 1980 booklet Protect and Survive, which,
among other measures, gave guidance on how to construct a fallout shelter under the stairs or
kitchen table using sandbags and bits of furniture.
But this, the GMC was adamant, was the wrong way to go.
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In 1980 Blackley and Broughton MP Graham Stringer was a councillor in Charlestown and one of
original proposers of the nuclear-free city idea.
“In a lot of ways society in the 80s was as split as it is now following Brexit”, he said.
“There was the miners’ strike, the Moss Side riots, protests against cruise missiles. We were a very
divided country. Margaret Thatcher was loved and hated in equal measure.
“The nuclear free city movement was a part of all that.
“It was a symbolic act of resistance against the Government allowing American cruise missiles to be
sited in the UK and against what we saw at the utter irrelevance of the Protect and Survive booklet,
which talked about whitewashing your windows and things like that. It was an irrelevance, it was
viewed as a joke.”
The booklet didn’t quite go that far, but anyone reading it could be under no illusions about the GMC’s
position.
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“The Government clearly want us to believe that planning can help us survive and recover from a
nuclear war,” reads one passage under the heading ‘Would the plans work?’.
“It cannot. As long as Britain remains a major nuclear target, talking of meaningful ‘civil defence’ in a
nuclear war is a cruel confidence trick.
“Planning for such a situation is not only unrealistic: it is also dangerous because it can lead people
into thinking that nuclear war might not be so bad after all.”
Declaring Manchester a ‘nuclear-free zone’ was a world first, but by the end of 1982 150 local
authorities had joined Manchester in opposing the arms race. That year, the government wanted to
stage a National Civil Defence exercise to show its stomach for nuclear war. But the Nuclear Free
local governments refused to take part, and to date no such rehearsal exercise has ever taken place.
In 1984, Manchester hosted the first International Nuclear Free Zone Local Authorities Conference in
Manchester, in the years that followed, thousands of towns and cities declared themselves nuclear
free.
Firstly it has endured as an icon of the city’s values, and as a bit of cult nostalgia, inspiring the name
of a band, ‘Working for a Nuclear Free City’, and then a line of locally-designed clothing at Thomas
Street skate shop Note.
But that symbol would take on extra poignancy after the Manchester bomb.
Note produced a new line bearing the dove logo, with half of all proceeds donated to charity.
The Manchester bomb caused a trail of death, destruction, injury, trauma and grief that stretched from
here to the Outer Hebrides.
Years before that, Manchester was uniquely candid with citizens about the impact of a nuclear attack.
In the booklet Emergency Planning And Nuclear War in Greater Manchester it’s claimed that if a
single one mega-ton bomb - 50 times the size of the explosive dropped on Hiroshima in 1945 - was
detonated, 8,000ft above Manchester, it would ‘completely destroy the city centre and would do
severe blast damage as far away as Stockport, Ashton, Worsley and Hale’.
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For a radius of 12 miles, taking in towns such as Wilmslow, Marple Bridge, Rochdale, Bolton and
Lymm, people would be at risk of injury from flying glass and debris.
People ‘in the open and in line of sight’ of the explosion in towns such as Swinton, Stretford,
Withington, Audenshaw, Failsworth and Prestwich would receive third degree burns.
And first degree burns could be expected ‘as far away’ as Altrincham, Gatley, Stockport, Radcliffe and
Worsley.
“The number of casualties would depend on many factors, but for example at lunchtime on a sunny
summer’s day, with people lightly clad, perhaps 200,000 people would be severely burned,” the
authors wrote.
“Many others would suffer damage to their eyes from seeing the explosion and while most would
recover their sight, many would not.”
The blast would destroy about half the major hospitals in Greater Manchester with the remainder
badly damaged and the doctors and nurses who survived ‘would have little choice but to follow the
official policy of neglecting all but the most lightly injured’, the pamphlet warned.
Gas, electricity and sewage systems would be wiped out and there would be a high risk of firestorms,
potentially as deadly as the blast itself.
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And then we get on to the radiation.
If the same bomb exploded at ground level large quantities of radioactive debris would be taken up
into the atmosphere and spread far and wide by wind and rain.
Improvised shelters would provide some protection, but most people ‘would not know if they had been
exposed to fallout or not and would therefore suffer the added terror of suspecting that every ailment
was the beginning of radiation sickness’.
Even if Greater Manchester escaped a blast but the rest of the UK was targeted the booklet predicts
about 80 per cent of people in surrounding counties would die, leaving Manchester ‘an oasis in the

desert, ringed by devastation, cut off from all services, awaiting fallout and with its limited reserves of
food and water attracting, and being exhausted by, bands of desperate refugees’.
And that, believe it or not, was the best case scenario.
In 1982 the organisation Scientists against Nuclear Arms assumed seven bombs would be aimed at
our region, targeting Beswick, Old Trafford, Bolton, Manchester Airport - then called Ringway - and
Burtonwood airbase.
Greater Manchester would also be affected by the fallout from the other 159 bombs assumed to have
fallen across Great Britain.
In this doomsday scenario 1.4m people would be killed or seriously injured by the blasts in Greater
Manchester and about 1m would be affected by radiation.
Within two months it was predicted 2.6m of the region’s 2.8m people would be dead.
It’s an utterly bleak insight into the incomprehensible misery a nuclear war would bring.
But the iconic dove symbol endures, to this day, as a reminder that Manchester stands for peace.

