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ABSTRACT - BUNKEROLOGY — A CASE STUDY IN THE
MEANINGS, MOTIVES AND METHODS OF URBAN
EXPILLORATION

This dissertation investigates the motives and meaning-making practices of ‘urban explorers’. It
does so by analysing, as a case study, the motives and actions of a community of urban explorers
who systematically trace and visit former Royal Observer Corps nuclear monitoring bunkers, of
which there are some 1,600 across the UK.

Through this case study approach I seek to excavate the motivations of practitioners of this
branch of urban exploration, something that I style ‘bunkerology’. The manner of my analysis is
interpretive, hermeneutic and ethnographic in orientation.

The study comprises:

e a review of academic and published participant commentary upon urban exploration and
bunkerology and the application of theoretical insight from cultural studies, social
theory, tourism studies and aesthetics drawing in particular upon Fish (1980), de Certeau
(1988 & 1998), Virilio (1994), Auge (1995), Lennon & Foley (2000), Woodward (2002),
Urry (2002); Fantinatto (2005), Edensor (2005), Dodge (2006) and Haakonsen (2009);
and

e a thematic analysis of 400 internet pages, including a review of over 200 ROC Post visit
accounts (text and images) on the urban exploration forum 28dayslater.co.uk.

The study examines the following core questions:

e How do childhood, inquisitiveness, adventure, fantasy, transgression, archaeology,
research and aesthetics interact to motivate this practice? and

e How, and to what extent, do these urban exploration forums operate as ‘interpretive
communities’ (Fish 1980) by which legitimate forms of signification are created and
controlled for such places?

The study shows the operation of relatively stable (and sophisticated) signification processes at
work in bunkerology — and the existence of an internet based culture that shapes and supports
the circulation of accounts of such urban exploration. The study finds that ROC Post
bunkerology, because of the small and generic nature of the places under investigation, has
foregrounded the ‘survey’, serial and taxonomic aspects of urban exploration, de-emphasising
tropes of fantasy, adventure, danger and transgression which may have greater significance in the
motivation and performance of other areas of this practice.
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PROLOGUE: IS 4 RUIN MEANINGLESS?

"For 1 know some will say, why does he treat us to descriptions of weeds, and make us hobble after him over

broken stones, decayed buildings, and old rubbish?"

Preface to A Journey into Greece by George Wheeler (1682) (quoted in Woodward 2002)

“T would hunt these grey forms until they wonld transmit to me a part of their mystery...why wonld these

extraordinary constructions, compared to seaside villas, not be perceived or even recognized?”

Paul Virilio, writing in the 1960s of abandoned coastal defence bunkers on the French

Coast, Bunker Archaeology (1994)

“Where and in what time 1 truly was that day at Orfordness I cannot say, even now as 1 write these words.”

W.G. Sebald (2005) writing of his indescribable experience visiting the ruins of the

atomic weapons testing ground at Orfordness, Suffolk.

T started off exiploring WW2 bunkers, then gradually got interested in the Cold War relics. That got me in touch
with the usual suspects, and since then, I take in all the aspects of Urban Exploration, from the smallest bunker
to the largest factory or hospital. I've had some good times with good people, and some adrenalin-fuelled nerve-

busting ones as well. It's all good.”

An Urban Explorer’s (X22) internet testimonial

Previous page:

Second World War coastal pillbox, Northumberland (photograph in the style of Virilio 1994).
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1. INTRODUCTION

Glimpsed in the darkness, deep inside the disused underground chamber is a man,
hanging precariously from a rusty ladder. A sudden flash reveals his rather expensive

looking camera...

Entrance hatch to abandoned ROC
Monitoring Post, Northumberland



1.1 INTRODUCING URBAN EXPLORATION

This dissertation has its origins in a chance conversation with an estates manager a few years ago.
The manager was complaining about the trouble he was having with incursion into his

abandoned subterranean facilities by “wrban explorers”, whom he dismissed as:
“Tust a stupid bunch of reckless, thoughtless adults. They should grow up.””

It occurred to me that there was probably a lot more “to it” than that — that urban exploration
would have its own (sub) cultural logics. I made some enquiries and found an abundance of lucid
and structured accounts of urban exploration (or ‘urbex’ as it is otherwise known) on the
internet. These accounts included literary quality travelogues and photographic essays describing
site incursions; elaborate information sharing networks and a sophisticated culture of

membership (common language, entrant vetting and the like).
An influential user guide to urban exploration defines the activity as:

"secking out, visiting and documenting interesting human-made spaces, most typically

abandoned buildings..." (Ninjalicious 2005: 4)

And urban exploration (for those who choose to write about their activities on line) appears to
be conducted (i.e. lived) for the purpose of generating these accounts and offering them up for

scrutiny by the urban exploration community - and/or the wotld at large (Dodge 2000).

The following is a fairly typical account of an urban exploration foray, in this case an exploration

of an abandoned World War 2 deep shelter in 2008:

"Drove down here on a quiet Friday night in March with X1, X2 and X3’ and spent a good 2-3 hours
wandering around mapping the tunnels out and taking in the views. It's an interesting (and very large)
complex: for sure and is luckily still in pretty good shape - a few bits of chalked Motorhead graffiti from
'§3 were all I spotted..."

This account was posted to a urban exploration internet forum site www.28dayslater.co.uk.

Accompanying this short text were twelve photographs cataloguing, in moody high definition,

the structure and ephemera of this abandoned subterranean place: corroded light switches; a

!'In this dissertation italic text indicates quotes extracted from internet or published first-person participant accounts
of urban exploration. Quotes that are not in italics are taken from other (referenced) commentary sources.

2 The identity of urban explorer forum participants has been rendered anonymous in this Dissertation (see
discussion at Section 5.5). Each X reference corresponds to a specific individual.

9
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"1980s coke can near graffiti dated 1983"; a leaking oil drum; and views of the shelter tunnel,

showing its shape and form.

Beneath the posted account was opportunity for registered members of the forum to post
comments on the account and/or to supplement or correct the account's interpretation of that

place. All of this is visible to the general public.

As an academic engaged in teaching and researching the realities of law and property
management I wish to better understand the cultural logics of urban exploration, and in
particular to explore the ways in which the urban exploration sub-culture is perpetuated by its

internet community.

1.2 A CASE STUDY FOCUS: BUNKEROLOGY

This dissertation cannot hope to cover the wide spectrum of incursions and inquiry that appear
to fall within "urban exploration". The 28dayslater forum subdivides the pursuit into (at least) the

following sub-disciplines:

Sub-discipline Elaboration Originating threads (as at
14 July 2009)
Asylums and hospitals 5,712
High stuff Cranes, towers, aetials etc 458
Industrial sites Factoties, collieries 1,685
Leisure sites Cinemas, holiday camps, 414

swimming pools

Military sites Airfields, munitions factories 639

and depots, pillboxes, barracks

ROC posts Cold War observation bunker 1,575
network
Underground sites Caves, mines, bunkers, 843

tunnels, drains, sewers

10




Sub-discipline Elaboration Originating threads (as at

14 July 2009)

Other sites Churches, railways, schools 735

and anything else

In this dissertation I shall seek to enquire into the cultural logics of urban exploration by looking,

as a case study, at one form of that practice, what I call ‘bunkerology’.

I have coined the phrase to reflect the study and knowledge-making (i.e. the -o/g)) nature of
reported bunker exploration practices. Within the term bunkerology I group together activities
involving the researching, inspection, exploration and enjoyment of (mostly abandoned)
twentieth century defensive structures, in particular Cold War era nuclear bunkers and Second

World War pillboxes.

I have selected bunkers as my focus because as a field of urbex, it appears particularly accultured,

in two senses:

e First, that bunkerology, as a practice, appears to foreground the 'study' and 'survey'
aspects of urban exploration - therefore appearing to lay bare for scrutiny urban

exploration's meaning-making, and meaning-sharing cultural processes; and

e Sccondly, that the motivations and narrative devices commonly to be found in
bunkerology appear particularly influenced by discourses of heritage, militarism, political

inquiry and memorialisation.

Also, in my scoping research into urbex, bunkers frequently emerged as a theme lurking deeply
embedded within a number of forms of urban exploration practice. The military bunker is a
trope that gets applied in the sense making of even non-military places. Here, in the description
of images of a power station control room by an interviewee in Fantinato's (2005) documentary

on industrial urban exploration:
" this control room, its some sort of Russian military, Cold War, kinda feeling..."

The military theme often appears as a backdrop to even "rural" wandering. Sinclair (2009: 4)

writes of the dark military themes emergent in his walk-time reverie:

11




".. tarmac airstrips of second world war bomber squadrons returned to agricultural disuse. The sinister
barn that may conceal racks of battery chickens or a deflated Zeppelin. These sites, come upon by

accident, prick our imagination, provoke reverie."

The abandonment of Cold War military structures during the 1990s saw the birth of this new
area of urban exploration. Places inviting re-discovery and/or presetvation by those drawn to
them. An aesthetic lure is found by commentators such as Solznit (2006: 4), who opens her
history of walking with an account of a writers-block breaking stroll along one of her favourite
haunts. Solznit alludes to a powerful aesthetic attraction for her of the "odd collection of objects and
cement bunkers on the asphalt pad” that she passes that once served as a radar station for the Nike

missile battery down in the valley.

To find beauty, poetry or significance / value in the military infrastructure / architecture of the
20th century is also to open a new chapter in landscape history - for it is a direct counter to the
pastoralism of the original proponents, like William Hoskins who decried in his pioneering work,

The Making of the English Landscape (1985) (originally published in 1954):

"the obscene shape of the atom-bomber, laying a trail like a filthy slug upon Constable's
and Gainsborough's sky. England of the Nissen hut, the 'pre-fab', and the electric fence,
of the high barbed wire around some unmentionable devilment...Barbaric England of

the scientists, the military men, and the politicians: let us turn away."

For Cocroft et al (2004), their survey of Cold War archaeology - their professional bunkerology -
commissioned by English Heritage, is a project to examine what lay behind that fence, the
physical remains of that 'unmentionable devilment' and thereby illuminate a new aspect of the

complex landscape history of Britain.

1.3 NARROWING THE FOCUS: ROC POSTS

During my literature review it became clear that trying to empirically investigate all forms of
bunkerology would also be a task too big for this dissertation. Therefore, my empirical
investigation has focused primarily upon the account and meaning making practices exhibited by
a handful of urban explorers in the researching, inspection, exploration and enjoyment of one

type of abandoned bunker: Royal Observer Corps (ROC) monitoring posts (ROC Posts).

12



Around 1,600 of these small underground bunkers were constructed from the mid 1950s,
distributed evenly across the country to serve a nationwide nuclear monitoring role. These
bunkers were often located on countryside hilltops, close to means of ready access for their
crews. The bunkers comprised a single underground pre-cast concrete room buried at 10 feet
depth, accessed via a hatch and ladder well. The bunker would have been manned by three ROC
members in times of international tension. Their job would be to measure nuclear blasts and fall
out and to report this information by telephone to larger area (and thereafter regional) bunkers.
The network of ROC posts were abruptly abandoned in 1991 when the ROC was suddenly
stood down. As we will see, many of these bunkers now remain accessible to bunkerologists, in

various degrees of ruin.

In contrast to the more exotic, rarer and relatively difficult still to access regional and national
command bunkers, the small, localised, rudimentary and generic ROC Posts offer empirical
advantages for my project — for the bunkerologist has to work harder to 'make meaning' in his

forays to these site, hopefully making those cultural processes easier to spot and analyse.

13



2. CONTEXT, METHODOLOGY & RESEARCH DESIGN

2.1 MY BACKGROUND & ORIENTATION

I first encountered urban exploration (in its amateur industrial archaeology guise) as a child,
raking over a Victorian lead mine's midden pit with my father, searching out antique pop bottles.
This, and study of economic history as a teenager gave me a lasting interest in the remains of
industria. That interest served me well when I became a lawyer specialising in the evaluation of
decommissioned industrial and military sites during the 1990s and eatly part of this decade. My
job took me through factories, into blast furnaces, down coal mines and across military sites. 1
experienced the thrall of such visits as a job, and can see the appeal of exploring such places for

those who undertake urban exploration as a hobby.

My research work since moving into academia has concentrated upon how site owners and their
visitors perceive risk and safety at such places. This dissertation project, whilst not concerning
itself with law and liability, is a further installment in that enquiring into the cultural formation of

readings of place and how those conventions in turn affect how a place is accessed and used.

2.2 MY EPISTEMOLOGY & ONTOLOGY

"It is no longer possible for social analysis to dispense with individuals, nor for an
analysis of individuals to ignore the spaces through which they are in transit" (Auge

1995: 120)

I follow Auge on both counts. Mine is an interpretivist perspective. I want to investigate the
motives, meanings and methods employed by participants in this variant of urban exploration
and I want to understand how individuals, and their ideas about places, influence their behavior
towards those places. Specifically, I wish to enquire into the thrall of ROC Posts. Why and how
these derelict “non-places” (Auge 1995), invisible to many, become the subject of specific
fascination, enquiry and investigation by a few. In doing so I am also drawn by Lennon &
Foley’s call (2000: 169) for investigation of the motivation and meanings brought by participants
to what they call ‘dark tourism’, for ROC Posts are places of dark purpose, potential refuges for

a select few against the apocalyptic threats of the Cold War.
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In this enquiry I wish to investigate how participants’ accounts of their exploration operate as
the basis of a set of practices which form a culture, a set of established meanings and meaning-
making conventions for this community, in short to study (following Geertz 1977:448) “[stories]
they tell themselves about themselves”. I am conscious that making meaning (which I take to be
a signification’ process entailing noticing and interpreting) is natural — an everyday activity, but it is
not objective. My interpretation of urban exploration will be a narrative construct formed by my
own signification, as ‘reader’ of what I seek out and see during the study. Accordingly I need to

be aware of myself within this project.

My study is ethnographic in aim — in that it seeks through immersion to learn and then offer a
‘thick description’ of ROC Post bunkerology. I note the ambiguous nature of that concept
(Ponterotto 20006), and intend by it an analytical and theoretically informed approach to
description. This dissertation will present analysis and theoretical development interlaced within

the description of the two points of focus: the why and how urban explorers do what they do.

The subject of my study takes place within the same society and mass-culture as my own. It is
also undertaken by people with similar backgrounds and leisure interests to my own. However, I
had only a passing awareness of this community before studying it. It was important therefore
for me to render this community (and its culture) “anthropologically strange” (Atkinson

1990:165) in order to be able to perceive its assumptions.

My study is, in part, auto-ethnographic, in that it derives from my own journey attempting to
come to ‘learn’ bunkerology and simultaneously to excavate for study its cultural logics. I am
conscious of the ability of a researcher to construct the findings that he presents - and that some
measure of social construction is unavoidable. I am interested in urbex and bunkerology. My
interest brings me to this topic. My interest in studying physical incursion (trespass) and the
management of derelict places predisposes me to be drawn to aspects of urbex that foreground

issues that appeal to my presumptions.

Through reflection I seek to interrogate my subjectivity through a hermeneutic, reflexive

approach (Alvesson & Skéldberg 2000): I must enquire into the motives and meanings of both

3 Used here in the semiotic sense of a viewer (or community of viewers) choosing to make an object into a sign
through a process of meaning imposition. I acknowledge that this expression (like ‘semiosis’) is not always used in
this active sense — more traditional semiotic usage would assume that the viewer’s reading of the sign is more passive —
entailing the decoding of the phenomenon to release a pre-existing (and largely non-negotiable) meaning (Fiske
1990: 46; Thwaites et al 2002: 32). The active sense that I prefer is characteristic of reader-response theory (Fish
1980; Eagleton 1983: 85).
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myself, and those who I seek to study. I have sought to immerse myself in this ‘culture’: although
the study has been largely ‘desk-bound and has focused upon observation via the study of urbex
texts (internet, video, photographic and in book form) rather than physical participation. By
using a mixed array of enquiry methods and sources (see Section 2.4.3 below) I have attempted
to achieve a triangulation, a cross-checking, of my understanding of the phenomenon under

investigation.

As befits an interpretivisit approach, analysis and data gathering were conducted iteratively and
inductively. The "write up" and sense-making of bunkerology was carried out in parallel to my
on-going reading and internet ethnography. The following diagram, entitled “My Hermenentic

Journey” seeks to maps graphically the following intertwined aspects of my investigative journey:

e The influence of my pre-knowledge and pre-experience in shaping the path that my

research and analysis took (follow the brown arrows);

e The influence and application of theory in the formulation of my evolving understanding

of the subject under scrutiny (follow the black arrows); and

e The interaction between academic, book, film, photography, internet and personal
experience sources in the formation and direction of my ‘finding out’ (follow the red

arrows).
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Primarily generation of this ‘map’ has served as an analytical process for me — whilst I have tried
to render my journey intelligible to a reader (and therefore have applied some simplification of
my journey) I wish to show the contingent (in the sense used by Kendall & Wickham (1999:5) to
depict a Foucaultian approach to event analysis) and subjective nature of my sense-making. The
map makes clear to me how my own biography and the serendipitous nature of my enquiry steps
led to the ‘sense’ being assembled for me in the particular way (and ordering) that it did. This
analytical reflection therefore bolsters my understanding of my own epistemological and
ontological theoretical orientation: broadly existential phenomenography — a perspective (after
Heidegger (Eagleton 1983: 62)) in which dwelling within time and existing cultural codes work to
shape (albeit approximately) my subjectivity and my perception of, and engagement with,

phenomena.

However my aim in revealing this subjective journey is not to entirely relativise my work. Rather,
to present for the reader an adequate account of my presence in this research, so that my
(inevitable) shaping influence, can be taken account of in the reader’s own hermeneutic journey

in reading this dissertation.

2.3 “CULTURE” AND “COMMUNITY”

A brief justification of two ontological concepts should be offered at this stage, in relation to my
use in this dissertation of the expressions “culture” and “community”, particularly in relation to
description of urban exploration as a community replete with its own identifiable culture /

subculture.

I appreciate that ‘culture’ is a disputed concept within contemporary social anthropology, and
that post-modern critics oppose the Geertzian faith in the existence of a singular homogenous
culture within any community (Eriksen 2001). By the post-modern view members of supposed
communities have variant understandings (readings) of that discourse — such that no singular
culture can be said to exist external to the event/moment specific interactions and (action-
otiented) interpretations of the individual participants (and/or of the individual ethnographer:
Clifford & Marcus 1986; 1997; Strain 2003). Alternatively, that because modern social life
involves ‘membership’ of a myriad of status / identity groups, to use the expression for such
fleeting and instrumental interactions is to stretch the notion of ‘community’ (or sub-culture)

beyond breaking point, as for Sardar — dismissing the possibility (wrongly — in my view) that the
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associations that he denigrates may indeed provide significant meaning, identity and support to

their members - (2006: 743):

“belonging and posting to a Usenet group, or logging on to a bulletin board community,
confirms no 