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Boston Camp 
Alistair Fraser 
 
There is an air of eeriness about the place today. An eeriness that tells you that once 
people lived and worked here; and how! Once, it had a population of over two 
thousand people with up to eight thousand meals served daily. There were two 
shops, sick bay, barber, post-office, police station, cafeteria, cinema, snooker and 
table tennis halls, licensed club and two beer only bars, or wet canteens, as they 
were called. 

 
This ‘village’, remnants of which can still be 
seen today on the landward side of the A836, 
opposite the site, became home for the men 
who came from every corner of Britain, in the 
50s, to build Dounreay. It was also home to 
many of the first UKAEA employees, 
including the constabulary, before houses 
were completed on Pennyland Farm, on the 
western outskirts of Thurso. 
 
Much of this camp was already there, built in 
the ‘40s, as part of the airfield complex. The 
buildings were the nissen-hut type, and 
formed a number of individual groupings. 
Each group of huts had a name reflecting its 
aviation connection, eg Hurricane, Swordfish, 
Martinet, Corsair, etc. The employees of 
Whatlings Ltd of Glasgow, the main building 
and civil engineering contractor, formed the 
biggest single occupancy unit. 
 
With the decision to build a nuclear station, 
the camp was not only given a new lease of 

life but also expanded. Kitchen facilities were upgraded, a new dining room was 
added making a total of four, and four further accommodation blocks were built. 
These facilities became known as Boston Block, thereby continuing the aviation link; 
Boston being the name of a plane built by the Douglas Corporation. In time the whole 
complex became known as Boston Camp. 
 
The nissen-hut accommodation was ‘open-plan’, with rows of folding iron beds, laid 
out hospital style, around the sides. Each person was supplied with a chair and 
locker. Depending on the size of the hut, there would be either one pot-belly stove in 
the middle, or one at either end. This was their source of heat, and during spells of 
inclement weather, their method of drying clothes. Little wonder at times the 
atmosphere resembled a laundrette!  Some huts had washing and toilet facilities 
attached whilst others had large communal facilities. Thick brown linoleum was the 
sole floor covering. Conditions were pretty spartan. 
 
The new accommodation was modern in comparison. Each unit was of ‘H-block’ 
design, each leg having two rows of four-bedded rooms separated by a corridor, with 
toilet and washing facilities, including showers, in the link section. Each room had a 
chair and locker per person. 
 

 
A winter’s day at Boston Camp 
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The accommodation provided for 
managerial and supervisory staff 
was marginally better.  Although 
they lived in the older nissen-huts, 
these were adapted to form single 
rooms. The beds had wooden ends, 
the floor-covering was linoleum plus 
a rug. Instead of a locker, there was 
a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. 
Pure luxury – 50s style!  
 
The three staff quarters each had a 
lounge with easy chairs and small 
tables.  In the corner was the latest 
invention, a radiogram, which 
automatically played up to ten 
records. It was the era of the balladeer and orchestra. But Dennis Lotus, Teddy 
Johnson, Ambrose and Joe Loss were facing competition. Brash, loud, unknown 
newcomers like Bill Haley, Elvis Presley and Tommy Steele were vying for attention! 
 
Feeding this army of construction workers was a major undertaking. Canteen staff 
worked round the clock preparing from scratch. There were no frozen packs, no ‘just 
add milk or water’ mixes and no microwaves!  Instead it was half carcases of meat, 
hundredweight sacks of peas, lentils, flour, sugar, potatoes and vegetables. Tea and 
butter came in tin-foil lined crates. Bread was delivered from Inverness, by the van-
load, every second day. Milk came from Scrabster dairy farm in twenty gallon churns.  
Other necessary commodities came from food wholesalers on almost a daily basis. 
 
Workers were conveyed to and from the site in a convoy of buses. Meals had to be 
served quickly in order to keep the queues of men moving. They wanted it quickly 
because they were hungry, and because they did not want to be late for work, 
otherwise they would lose time. An army of time checkers employed by UKAEA 
would see to that!   

 

Thursday, being pay-day, was an 
important day. Then, all pays 
were made up in pay packets. 
The money was delivered from a 
bank in Thurso to Dounreay 
under police escort. The Boston 
Camp post-office stayed open 
until nine in the evening to allow 
the men telegraph money to their 
homes in the south.  
 
Social life in the camp centred 
round the cinema that showed 
films every night except Sunday, 
the snooker hall, the wet 
canteens and the cafeteria. The 
cinema also served the spiritual 
needs of many of the camp 
residents. Each Sunday evening 
religious services took place. 
 

 
A typical staff bedroom 

 
The camp shop 
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Buses ran regularly, especially at the weekend, between the camp and Thurso, 
which became the main social centre. During the summer, games of football were 
held between teams made up from employees of firms, or individual camps. There 
would also be visits from local Caithness teams. Dances were held in one of the 
dining halls and there were visits from the boxing booth promoters, including Johnny 
Smith, Clydebank.           
    
By 1958 the first phase of construction was over, Whatlings left site and were 
replaced by W & J R Watson of Edinburgh, who constructed the original airfield. The 
next two years saw a steady decline in the number of camp residents. There were 
less construction workers and most of the UKAEA personnel moved into newly built 
houses in Thurso. In 1960 it ceased as a residential camp. The kitchen and dining-
room facilities remained in use for a couple of years longer, to cater for those still 
involved in construction work on site. 
 
With the government announcement in 1966 to construct a prototype fast reactor at 
Dounreay, it was felt that Boston camp would again be required for incoming 
workers. In the event it never re-opened. By then, the construction industry was less 
labour intensive, machines were doing what a decade earlier required squads of ‘pick 
and shovel’ men. The camp’s days were numbered. 
 
Whilst much emphasis at Dounreay today is placed on restoration, it is easy to forget 
that a major area of UKAEA’s landholding was restored over thirty years ago. When it 
became clear that there was no further need for Boston camp UKAEA decided to 
remove the majority of the buildings. They were dismantled, concrete bases removed 
and services isolated and sealed off. Gradually much of the area was returned to 
farmland, its original use.  
 
Boston block was stripped of all items that had re-sale value. Doors, beds, wash-
hand basins, baths, WCs, shower trays and hundreds of taps were laid out in an 
open space at the camp and a public auction was held. For one final day the place 
echoed to the cacophony of noise so reminiscent of its former role as people, 
perhaps unwittingly, bought a piece of history. 
 
The accommodation blocks were mostly sold off. Part of one was converted into a 
house and can still be seen in pristine condition, not a million miles away! 
 
All that remains now are buildings that were left at the request of the individual 
farmers to whom the land was returned. The place had witnessed great change and 
upheaval but, as always, only the land endures. 
 
 
 
Historical footnote.  When W & J R Watson constructed the Dounreay aerodrome in the 
‘40s, their site agent was Peter Smart.  During this period, he and his wife Doris lived in 
Forss.  In the mid-fifties, a small-time criminal called Peter Manuel carried out a number of 
murders around Uddingston and Burnside in Lanarkshire. Among them was Peter Smart, his 
wife and their eleven year-old son Michael whom he shot whilst ransacking their house. On 
14th January 1958, Manuel was executed in Barlinnie prison for their murder and that of four 
other people. Before going to the gallows Manuel confessed to another eight unsolved 
murders
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