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Christmas Day 1998,

the forecast was the temperature to set to a very
respectable 70 degrees. Not bad for Cambridge in terms of
historical records. In terms of recent years though it was
unremarkable. Mid-summer temperatures of over 80 degrees were
unremarkable ever since the move had been completed.

 


The Move, I decided to give it the capital letters it
had in the popular press and official papers, that had been a
stroke of genius.

The winter of 1948 had been dreadful. The
cold had killed hundreds. People had gone hungry. Industry had
ground to a halt. The economic recovery from World War 2 was set
back five years in five weeks. For Britain it was a disaster,
another severe winter like that could destroy everything the
country had achieved.

The Government struggled to find ways to
ameliorate the situation. There was no money. There was not enough
coal in the right places. The food arriving in the docks could not
be moved to the shops. What could be done? What could they do? How
do they prevent the cold and snow stopping the country?

How could the Government prevent cold and
snow causing death and chaos in Britain ever again? This was the
challenge sent to every university, every research facility, civil
and military, and every policy think tank in the country.

 


The answers came back, weak on ideas and thin on
detail. The civil service panel set up to review the ideas rejected
them all in very short order. Then the panel sat down to review
what resources could be applied to solving the problems caused by a
severe winter.

The list was fairly short; the army, but no
petrol for the tanks, the air force, but no fuel for the planes,
the navy, more ships than the navy could use and loads of coal. Not
a lot really.

That was until the Chief Science Officer on
the committee overheard a conversation in the staff canteen. One of
the juniors in the Department of War was trying to impress one of
the typists.

“I wish I was back in the Azores. I was vere
in ’44 and ’45” he boasted. “Even in winter, it was never less than
65 degrees. I kid yer not! I fink they should tow us sarf to find
some nice wever!”

The CSO took a few moments to decipher the
strong London accent. Eventually, he had most of it translated into
the King’s English.

The Azores, a group of Portuguese Islands in
the Atlantic. They are about 1000 miles south of London. The
climate he recalled was pretty much that, a climate, that saw daily
temperatures between 65 and 80 degrees. Moderate rainfall and few
real storms. A nice place to avoid the cold and snow of the UK.

“Tow us sar… sorry South” he thought.

“Who could he mean by “they”?” he mused.

The only towing he could think of was the
barges being towed up and down the Thames by tugs.

Boats pulling things…

More ships than the Navy could use…

Lots of coal at the ports…

It was a silly idea, a very silly idea, it
would never work, or would it?

 


Next morning, he set his team to work on the
theoretical problems.

 


Two weeks later the Tech Team came back with an
interim discussion paper. Subject to one condition it would be
possible to tow the country. It would slow to start with but the
speed would build up steadily as inertia was overcome. Then the
problem would be trying to stop at the right place. That would be
easy to calculate on the move as all the information could be
updated on a daily basis using real data rather than a mathematical
model.

The one condition was, however, a real
biggie. They had to overcome the forces of friction.

The weight of the country was, as the
scientist doing the briefing put it, “bloody huge!”. The surface
area the weight was acting over was in the region of 90,000 square
miles.

Either the mass had to be reduced, the
surface area changed. Both were sort of constants given this was
Britain. The only other option was to somehow change the
coefficient of friction.

That was going to be a tricky one.

Three weeks later a young research student at
Kings College, Cambridge identified the solution. He had been
looking at data about earthquakes that revealed that it wasn’t just
vibration that made buildings fall down. There was an effect that
caused the soil and rock around the foundation of a building to
turn almost to liquid.

When this happened whole buildings would tilt
and slide on their foundations. If and it was a big if this effect
could be created underneath Britain as the moving force was applied
the slide could get started. So there it was the theoretical model
all in place.

All that was needed was a practical plan, the
resources to make the plan reality and the political will to make
the resources needed available.

The Chief Scientific Officer phoned the
Cabinet Office to see if he could get a slot on the agenda for a
Cabinet Meeting. He was in luck, the response to “Winter Crisis”
was going to be a debate in Parliament in the next week or so. The
Cabinet were keen to be able to talk about interventions they were
investigating. His presentation would be heard on Thursday.

 


As it turned out he was pushing at an open door. The
Government was keen, the plan used lots of existing resources that
were considered, by many, to be a waste. It offered a chance to
keep unemployment down. The key political factor, always the key
factor, was that the Government, this party, would be seen to be
improving the lives of every person in the country. Well pretty
much every person, there would be a few who would be anti the
idea.

When the announcement was made by the Prime
Minister, in response to a carefully prepared question from a
Government Back-Bencher the world went crazy. The Russians accused
the British of trying to colonise the Atlantic. The Americans took
the contrary position offering technical assistance and protection
from Russian aggression. The French were delighted that the
perfidious Albion would be further away. Britain’s oldest and
longest established ally Portugal were gleeful that their friends
would be coming closer. They even suggested establishing the St
Georges trading partnership. Both England and Portugal having St
George as their national saint. The name was changed under a
barrage of complaints from the Scots and Welsh.

 


The work started before the following summer. All
along the south coast of England a Wales they started sinking huge
concrete and steel anchoring posts which would be used to connect
the tow ropes. All over the country drilling rigs were set up and
holes were drilled thousands of feet into the ground. Hundreds and
hundreds of holes drilled in each county, hundreds of holes punched
deep underneath each and every city.

In the dockyards of Portsmouth, Plymouth,
Portland, Sheerness, Chatham and Rosyth, mothballed and
decommissioned ships had their engines overhauled and serviced.
Unnecessary guns, armour and electronics were removed. Strong
reinforced towing points were fitted to the sterns of corvettes,
destroyers, cruisers and battleships. Later the same teams started
on lend-lease liberty ships and troop carriers. Thousands of ships
capable of generating millions of horsepower.

Inland the army were placing all the war
surplus explosives in the hundreds of thousands of deep, deep holes
in the ground. The huge industrial complexes that had built the
bombs that rained down on Germany were back in business. This time,
the bombs they were building were genuine “Earthquake” bombs.

The RAF were charged with all the
communications and making sure that as much weight was airborne at
the critical moments. They also flew as many people as possible to
assorted Commonwealth and European countries for safety and to
reduce the total mass of the ships would need to get moving.

 


New Year’s Day, January 1953 in a modified Lancaster
bomber the new Queen pressed the big blue button that gave the
command to the ships to start pulling. The ships moved forward
taking the slack and stretch out of the ropes and chains anchoring
them to the south coast.

Sixty seconds later a light flashed and the
Queen pressed the big red button that detonated the thousands of
bombs and charges deep underground. The whole country shook to its
foundations but because of the care and precision in the
positioning of the charges, there was little damage to buildings on
the surface.

It was mid-February when they were able to
confirm that Britain was nine inches further south than it had
been. It had worked.

 


Many of the islands around Scotland. the Isle of Man,
the Channel Islands and a few other little islands were not part of
“The Move.” The populations had been offered the choice of
relocating at some stage or joining a nearby country. The Orkneys
decide to
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