Scotland beneath the surface
At our general meeting on the 18th of September, Orkney U3A  was taken on a fascinating tour of the caves, mines, tunnels and structures of subterranean Scotland – the wonders underneath our feet. The speaker was Bruce Keith, a retired chartered surveyor and author. His third book, which provided  the material for his illustrated talk, is entitled ”Scotland beneath the surface”.
From archaeology to coal mining to civil engineering, Bruce’s talk was a tour de force of facts and figures - and photographs. Speleology, cave-dwelling, hydroelectric power, water supply, sewerage, bunkers, escape tunnels and transport were all grist to Bruce’s mill. Even many structures which we would think of as being above ground have a deep underground component – the invisible foundations. Wind turbines, viaducts, aqueducts, and tower blocks all need deep anchors.
There were many surprises. The 15-million-gallon underground crypt-like Alnwickhill Reservoir was constructed in Liberton in Edinburgh in 1875 – and subsequently a housing estate was built on top of it. The longest sea cave in the UK, at 382 metres, is the Hol o’ Bordie in Papa Stour, Shetland . The 120 vaults in the arched structure supporting South Bridge in Edinburgh were used to house indigent people for 84 years from 1790. Marischal College in Aberdeen is the second-tallest granite building in the world. Underneath Paisley Abbey there is a perfectly preserved, beautifully architected twelfth century drainage system – rediscovered only in the 1990s. In 1955 the ‘Tunnel Tigers’ set a tunnelling record by digging through 170 metres of rock in seven days to complete the St Fillan tunnel for the Hydro-Electric Board. They were earning the equivalent of £200 per week and received a bonus of £20 for their record effort.      
But these are merely random nuggets of detail in what was a mine of information, impossible to summarise. Yet Bruce’s talk represented only a tiny fraction of the coverage of his book. We were well informed and entertained (and some of us purchased a signed copy of “Scotland beneath the surface”  on the spot).     
[u3a provides opportunities for people who are no longer working full-time to come together to learn, volunteer, continue their interests and take up new pursuits.  There is more information about us on our website www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/u3a. You can email us at info@orkneyu3a.org]

    

