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Welcome to Iris, the republican magazine.

For some time now in republican circles there
has been a recognition of the need for a regular
publication to facilitate extended discussion and
explanation both of Sinn Féin policy and the
republican view of wider contemporary events.

Using the extra space that a magazine provides,
Iris aims to complement the weekly news coverage
and comment of An Phoblacht and to provide a more
in-depth analysis than is possible in a weekly
newspaper.

Iris is a title with a distinguished history and was
originally the name of a republican weekly
commentary which appeared from 1973 to 1980. The
Irish word for journal, Iris also spelt the intials of the
Irish Republican Information Service which brought
out the original publication,

Iris was subsequently the title used for what
sought to be a quarterly publication launched in
April 1981 by Sinn Féin’s Foreign Affairs Bureau.
Aimed mainly at a foreign readership, considerable
difficulties were faced in geiting the magazine
published on a regular basis, The second issue
came out in November 1981, delayed by the
momentous events of the Hunger Strike of that year.

Iris was re-organised under a new editorial

‘ ers

board in 1982 and the magazine was developed
on a wider basis to include historical, analytical
and discussion features, cultural articles and
political notes. A high quality and well produced
magazine, Iris was published at regular intervals
up to 1993. The magazine proved exiremely
popular among republican supporters throughout
Ireland and abroad and was a highly important
educational tool for republican activists as the
struggle developed and evolved throughout the
1980s and 1990s. The last edition was published
in 1993.

Relaunched now by Republican Publications, Iris
will be published on a quarterly basis. We aim to
bring you the best of what the original Iris did well -
thought provoking articles and analysis around
topical political issues coupled with features of
historical and cultural interest. Above all Iris aims to
promote the concept of ongoing education and
strategic thinking among republican activists and
supporters.

In this histeric anniversary year, we thought it
fitting to mark the return of Iris with a special edition
dedicated to the memory of the sacrifice of the
Hunger Strikers of 1981. We hope readers find the
contributions both informative and inspring.

SEAN MACBRADAIGH,
Editor
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BY GERRY ADAMS

Remember their sacriﬁce
— Continue the stmggle

A chairde,

I want to welcome back Ii1s after an absence
of 13 years. The return of this popular republi -
can publication 15 a positive development and
a sign of the central importance of discussion,
debate and education to the ongoing develop-
ment of the republican struggle.

Appropriately in this commemecrative year,
the first edition of the re-launched /ris concen-
trates on the 25th anmiversary of the 1981
hunger strikes. The heroism and selflessness
of Bobby Sands, Francis Hughes, Raymond
McCreesh, Patsy O'Hara, Joe McDonnell,
Martin Hurson, Kieran Doherty, Kevin Lynch,
Thomas McElwee and Michael Devine
brought our struggle to the attention of the
world and inspired freedom-loving people
everywhere

The hunger strikes ultimately also had a
huge influence on the course, direction and
nature of the struggle itself.

For eight long menths 1n 1981 the world
witnessed extraordinary scenes as ten incredi-
bly couragecus young Inish republicans died
slow, agonising deaths on hunger strike in the
H-Blocks of Long Kesh

The conditions that led to the hunger strike
were created when the Bnitish Government,
supported by an Insh Government, tried to
criminalise Irish republicans. Their logic was
stmple: with hundreds of political prisoners,
how could the Insh republican struggle be
depicted as the erinunal conspiracy portrayed
by Bnitish propagandists?

The British Government decided that the
prisons were to be a “breaker’s yard’ for the
republican struggle It didn’t want a settle-
ment. [t wanted victory But the republican
prisoners — young women in Armagh Jail and
young men clad only in blankets in the H-
Blocks — would not be cnnmunalised. In
extraordinary circumstances they took on the
entire might of the Bnitish state.

The brutal reality of British rule in the Six

55

The Hunger Strikers cut
through the wall of
political censorship
which existed in those
days and people were
forced to take sides in
what was an epic
struggle for justice

29

A chairde,

Ba mhaith liom failte a chur roimb filleadh
Iris, 1 ndiaidh 12 bliain as ldthair. T4 filleadh
na hirise seo ina fhorbairt dearfach a léirionn
an tabhacht a bhaineann le diospdireacht,
cumarsdid agus oideachas 1 bhforbairt na
streachailte poblachtinal

Ta sé foirsteanach go bpléann an c€ad lea-
gan athseolta le comdradh 23 bliain den stailc
ocrais. Chuir crégacht agus cdsmhaireacht
Bobby Sands, Francis Hughes, Raymond
McCreesh, Patsy O'Hara, Joe McDonnell,
Martin Hurson, Kieran Doherty, Kevin Lynch,
Thomas McElwee agus Mickey Devine, chuir
siad streachailt s'againne ar leibhéal domhan-
da, spreag siad dacine gach ait, daoine ar ghra
leo saoirse

Bhi tonchar ollmhér ag an staile ocrais ar
threo agus nadtr na streachailte féin

Ar feadh ocht mi fada bhreathnaigh an
domhan ar radharcanna dochrerdte nuair a
fuair deichnear poblachtinach 6g créga bas
mall créite ar stailc ocrais sna H-Blocanna ag
Ceis Fhada

Le tacaiocht rialtas na hEireann, ba € rialtas
na Breataine a chruthaigh na coinnfollacha
arbh 1ddr 1ad ar an stailc ocrais. Iarracht coir-
pigh a dhéanamh de phoblachtanaigh na
hFireann a bhi ann. Bhi loighic simplf acu -
leis na céadta cimi polaitidla, cad € mara
thiocfadh le lucht bolscirachta na Breataine an
streachailt phoblachtanach a léird mar
chomheheilg chéirpeach

Shocraigh rialtas na Breataine go meadh na
priostin ina 'breakers yard' don streachailt
phoblachtanach. Ni raibh s€ ag 1arraidh socr,
bhii s€ ag 1arraidh bua Ach ni raibh na cimi
poblachtanacha sasta - mna 6ga in Ard
Mhacha agus fir 6ga sna H-Blocanna gan
orthu ach pluideanna - go geaithfai leo mar
chéirpigh. Sna ciinsi neamghnacha seo, thug
siad dushlan do chumhacht an stéit
Bhreatnaigh.

Nochtaiodh briiiditilacht riail na Breataine

2 'RIS the republican magazine




Counties was starkly exposed in 1981
Nationalists across Ireland reacted in sadness
to the deaths of each of the hunger strikers

As the political establishment in Dublin sat
1n shameful silence, people 1n the North faced
down British Army and RUC riot squads,
while in the South thousands of people
stopped work; young people walked out of
schools, many businesses closed; tens of thou-
sands took to the streets Dublin city centre
came to a standstill

The hunger strikers cut through the wall of
polincal censorship that exasted in those days
and people were forced to take sides in what
was an epic struggle for justice

After the hunger strike ended and ten men
were dead, the British Government moved to
bring about the prisoners’ five demands The
prisoners won but at a terrible price. The
British Government's strategy 1n Ireland lay in
tatters

Over the course of the past year, republi-
cans throughout Ireland and beyond have
taken part 1n events to commemorate the
hunger strikers who died 1n Long Kesh 25
years ago. As they did so, they also remem-
bered the sacrifices of Michael Gaughan in
1974 and Frank Stagg in 1976

The return of Iris coincides with a potential -
ly new phase in the peace process. This fol-
lows the talks at Saint Andrews in Scotland

Republicans are engaged in the necessary
task of strategising and discussing how we
advance our struggle at this time. In recent

* Young people carry images
of the ten H-Block martyrs
and of Michael Gaughan and
Frank Stagg, at a huge rally
to mark the 25th anniversary
of the 1981 Hunger Strike,
Belfast 2006

55

Bhris na Stailceoiri
Ocrais tri bhalla na
cinsireachta a bhi ann
san am agus bhi ar
dhaoine seasamh ar
thaobh amhdin nod ar
thaobh eile sa
streachailt ar son na

29

cora

sna Sé Chontae in 1981 B'adbhar bréin & do
naisiintéiri nuair a fuair na stailceoiri ocrais
béis, ina dhuine agus ina dhuine.

A gus bunaiocht pholaititiil de chuid Bhaile
Atha Chath ina dtost natreach, thug muntir na
Sé Chentae aghaidh ar scaudeanna ciréibe de
chuid Arm na Breataine agus CRU, O dheas
stad na milte duine de bheith obair, shitul
daoine 6ga amach as scoil, dhruid gnénna agus
mhairsedil daoine ar na sraideanna in milte.
Thaing stad 1omlan ar lar Bhaile Atha Cliath

Sharaigh na stailceoiri ocrais beag den chin-
seorreacht a bhi ann sna laetha sin agus bhi ar
dhaoine cinneadh a dhéanamh faoin taobh ar a
raibh siad sa streachailt eipice ar son céra

I ndiaidh don stailc ocrais, agus deichmiir
fear marbh, shocraigh nialtas na Breataine go
dtabharfai a getiig n-€ileamh do na cimi.
Bhuaigh na cimi ach dhiol stad go daor as. Bhi
straitéis rialtas na Breataine in Firinn ina
smudrin

Le bliain anuas ghlac poblachtdnaigh in
Eirinn agus thar séile péirt in ocdid{ leis na
statlceoiri ocrais a fuair bas sa Cheis Fhada 25
bliain 6 shin a chuumhmd. Agus 1ad ag
déanamh seo, chuimhnigh siad fobairt! Michael
Gaughan in 1974 agus Prank Stagg in 1976

Combhthiteann filleadh Iris le tréimhse nua
fheéideartha eile 1 bprdiseas na siochédna
Tagann seo 1 ndiaidh cainteanna Chull
Aindreasa 1in Albain

Ta poblachtanaigh 1 mbun diospdireachta
tabhachtaf ar straitéis agus cad is féidir linn a
bhaint amach ag an am seo. Tharla go lecr for-
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years there have been many positive but chal-
lenging developments. Republicans have been
at the heart of all this and we have met the
challenges in a decisive and unified way.

So too with this phase

There are elements of the British and Insh
Governments' agreement at Saint Andrews
that many republicans and nationalists would
have difficulties with The text needs to be
scrutimused carefully and needs to be looked at
in the context of the peace process and our
overall aims.

The most important outcome of the Saint
Andrews talks is that DUP leader Ian Paisley
said yes, even 1if 1t was a qualified yes and
even 1f he has wobbled since then. The fact 1s
that Jan Paisley’'s conditional yes at Saint
Andrews 1s a positve shift for, and from,
rejectionist unionism.  That is good for the rest
of the people of this island

Republicans have to be magnanmimous but
we also have to be vigilant that the two gov-
ernments do nothing that would undermine the
Good Priday Agreement or 1ts political institu-
tions.

The big political lesson of the hunger strike
was that republicans could not get the Irish

- b S

55

The fight for political
status in 1981 was a
fight for the future of
the republican struggle
itself. Republicans today
must strive to ensure
that the momentous
sacrifice of the Hunger
Strikers is remembered
and built upon

29

bairti dearfacha a chur dushldin romhainn le
blianta beag anuas. Bhi poblachtanaigh 1 lar

seo ar fad agus thugamar faoi na dushladin go
dermhneach agus aontarthe le chéile.

Is amhlaidh leis an tréimhse seo.

T4 gnéithe den aontil a rinne rialtais na
hEireann agus na Beatamne ag Cill Aindreas a
bheidh 1na fhadhb do phoblachtdnaigh agus
naisiinaithe. Beidh senidi cliramach de dhith
ar an teacs 1 gecomhtheacs proiseas na siochana
agus cuspdiri s'againn san iomlan.

Ba € an rud 1s tdbhachtai a thainig amach as
cainteanna Chill Aindreasa na go raibh cean-
naire an DUP, Ian Paisley, dearfach, fii mas é
gur érnigh sé éiginnte é shin Is é firinne an
scell go raibh an glacadh cionnicllach ag Cill
Aindreasa ina bhogadh dearfach idir 6 agus
d'aontachas an diiltaithe Sin rud maith don
chuid eile de na dacine ar an cilean.

Caithfidh poblachtanaigh 1dmh an chairdis a
ofrail ach caithfimid bheith ar an airdeall nach
ndéanfaidh ceachtar den dé nialtas aon rud a
dheéanfadh dochar do Chomhaonti Acine an
Chéasta na na hinstiitud pholaititila

Ba € an ceacht mdr polaititiil 6 thréimhse na
stailceanna ocrais na nach féidir brath ar naltas
na hBirean tabhairt faoi dhushlan naltas na

4 IRIS the republican magazine




* Clad in blankets in memory of the sacrifices made during the prison struggle in Armagh qnd the H-Blocks of Long Kesh.
Casement Park, August 2006; (left) In tribute to a fallen hero — Volunteers of Oglaigh na hEireann fire a volley of shots over

the coffin of Bobby Sands MP

Government to stand up to the British
Government. In the period opening up, we
need to ensure that the Insh Government
stands by the Good Prniday Agreement and
asserts 1ts role as a co-equal partner with the
Bntish

We need to ensure that the two governments
don't take short-term decisions that could
cause problems down the rcad

So these are challenging but exciting times
Asn the past, [ris will record developments
and provide a forum to discuss these matters.

The fight for political status in 1981 was a
fight for the future of the republican struggle
itself Republicans today must strive to ensure
that the momentous sacrifice of the hunger
strikers 15 remembered and built upen

We must, in our own way and in our own
tume, continue the struggle for which they ulti-
mately died: a united, independent Ireland
with justice and equality for all our people

55

Todhchai na streachailte
a bhi'i geeist i 1981 sa
troid ar son stadas
polaitivil. Ba chdir do
phoblachtdanaigh an lae
innid cuimhnid ar an
iobairt sin agus muid ag
dul ar aghaidh

29

Breataine. San am ata le teacht caithfimud cin-
nte a dhéanamh go seasfaidh rialtas na hBire-
ann an féd ar son Comhaontd Acine an
Cheasta agus go n-éileoidh s€ a ait mar phairt-
neir comhionann le naltas na Breataine

Caithfimid a chinntid nach ndéanfaidh an da
rialtas cinnti gearrthréimhse a dtuocfadh leo
bheith 1ina n-idér fadhbanna ar ball

Seo tréimhse dhushldnach ach ta si
spreagiil Mar a rninneadh san am a chuaigh
thart, deanfaidh Jr1s taifead ar fhorbaurti,
soldthréidh & féram pléite ar an abhar seo

Bhi an troid ar son stadas polaititiil ina
throid ar son todhehai na streachailte
poblachténai, Caithfidh poblachténaigh cinnte
a dhéanamh go geuumhneofar agus go gewrfear
le hiobairt ollmhér na stailceoiri ocrats

Caithfinud 1ndr ndéigh féin agus inar n-am
féin, leantiint leis an streachailt a bhfuair siad
bés ar a son - Eire aontaithe, Fire neamh-
spleach agus Eire an chomhionannats.

IRIS the republican magazine 5



Hunger strike martyrs in the struggle for freedom

BY SEAN MacBRADAIGH

Hunger strikes have deep roots in Inish
society and in the Irnish psyche. Fasting
in order to bring attention to an injustice
was a feature of early Insh society and
the tactic was incorporated into the
Brehon legal system The hunger strike
tactic has been used by Insh republican
prisoners in struggles for humane con-
ditions and political status since 1917

The early use of hunger strikes by
republicans was countered by the
British with force-feeding, culnunating
in September 1917 in the death of
Thomas Ashe in Mountjoy Prison

A participant n the 1916 Rising,
Thomas Ashe was released as part of
the General Amnesty 1n June 1917 and
was elected President of the Insh
Republican Brotherhood.

Re-arrested for sedition and incite-
ment of the population 1n July 1917 and
sent to Mountjoy Jail, Ashe demanded
Prisoner of War status including the
right to wear his own clothes and asso-
ciate with his fellow inmates When the
authorities refused Ashe and six other
prisoners went on hunger strike Ashe
was put in a straightjacket and force-fed
by the authorities On the third day,
Ashe collapsed shortly after the proce-
dure

It was later discovered that the tube
used to force-feed Ashe had pierced his
lung, among other complications. He
was released immediately from the
prison and taken to the nearby Mater
Hospital Two days later, he died of
heart and lung failure

The brutal manner of Ashe's death,
together with the executions of the
leaders 1916 Rising and other atrocities
committed by the crown forces, gal-
vanised people behind the struggle for
independence

1920s
In the autumn of 1920, dunng the Tan
War, the British had withdrawn political
status, which had been won after the
death of Ashe and a two-week mass
hunger strike in Mountjoy Jail in April
1920

On 11 August, a mass strike was
again mmtiated, this tme in Cork Jail,
when 60 IR A members, most of whom
were held without charge or trial,
demanded reinstatement of political sta-

i
» Michael Fitzgerald and Joseph Murphy

I 4

» Tony Darcy and Sean McNeela

If Leembed, Vile mmn
sheald be detised

——
irtharitiem (Epeilal
Pewers) Loty

=¥ i

= Sean McCaughey

tus and release The Bnush, having
hardened their atutude against status
following the Apnl strikes, opted torisk
the deaths of POW s rather than make
CONCESSionNS

In the weeks that followed, the
Bnitish released or transferred many of
the 60 until only 11 were left Three of
these were Terence Mac Swiney, the
Sinn Féin Lord Mayor of Cork, who
joined the strike on 12 August, Michael
Hitzgerald, and Jossph Murphy On 16
August, Mac Swiney was sentenced to

two years but said his strike would con-
unue. He was deported to Bnxton
Prison

Michael Fitzgerald died cn hunger
strike on 17 October On 25 October
both Terence Mac Swiney and Joseph
Murphy died

Following Mac Swiney's death, the
hunger strike in Cork Jail continued for
a further three weeks The remaining
mne prisoners en hunger strike ended
their fast on 12 November 1970

After the end of the Insh Civil War in
October 1923, up to 8,000 IRA prison-
ers went on hunger strike to protest at
their continued detention by the Free
State regime (a total of over 12,000
republicans had been interned by May
1923); On 2 September 1923 Joseph
Whitty of Wexford died on hunger
strike in the Curragh camp, to be fol-
lowed by Dinny Barry in Newbridge
Camp on 20 November Two days later
another hunger striker, Andrew
O'Sullivan, died Following the ending
of this hunger strike, the Free State
authorities released women republican
prisoners, Most of the male republicans
were not released untl the following

year

1940s
In the third week of Apnl 1940, 65
years ago, two Insh republicans held in
jails by the 26 County government -
Sean McNeela from Ballycroy, County
Mayo and Tony Darcy from Headford,
County Galway - died on hunger stnke
i the struggle for political status for all
republican prisoners

Leading republican Sean
McCaughey was arrested by Free State
forces in September 1941 and sen-
tenced to death, commuted to life
imprisonment at Portlaose Prison Ina
forerunner to the Blanket Protest of the
late 1970s and early 1980s, republican
prisoners at Portlaocise refused to wear
prison umform and were left locked in
their cells for 24 hours a day with only
a blanket to cover them

Such treatment continued for five
years until Sedan McCaughey began a
hunger strike. On 4 May 1946, after 16
days, he escalated his protest to a
hunger and thirst strike A week later
McCaughey died

6 ’R’S the republican magazine




FAR
AWAY
FROM
MAYO

BY SEAN MacBRADAIGH

Al 15 years of age Michael Gaughan,
like many other Irish people of his age,
emigrated from his County Mayo home
to England where he worked as a
building labourer. During his years in
England he witnessed the Civil Rights
Movement in the Six Counties beaten
ofi the streets and the Orange state
thrown into crisis by the uprising of the
nationalist population. He visited the
Six Counties itself, involved himself in
Irish republican politics in Britain and
then joined the ranks of Oglaigh na
hEireann to strike a blow for the
liberation of his couniry.

Gaughan was one of the earliest
IRA Volunteers to be imprisoned in
England in this phase of the struggle,
being sentenced lo seven years at the
Old Bailey in London, in December
1971, for his part in a bank raid. He
spent the first two years of his prison
sentence in Wormwood Scrubs in
London and then was moved lo the
Isle of Wight's top security prison at
Albany. Among the other Irish political
prisoners there at the time were fellow
Mayo man Frank Stagg (sentenced
with other IRA Volunieers in Coventry
the previous November to ten years
imprisonment on the vacuous charge
of conspiracy to cause explosions) and
Paul Holmes.

As Irish political prisoners they all
refused to be criminalised and would
not carry out prison work. They started
their collective protest in January 1974
and were soon transferred to Albany's
infamous punishment wing. The
conditions were appalling; the cells
were close to a rubbish dump and
often invaded by rats. The British
Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, later
admitted there were rats there and
ferrets to catch them. November 1973

* Micahel Gaughan

had also seen the trial in Winchester of
the Belfast Ten - Dolours and Marian
Price, Hugh Feeney, Gerard Kelly and
six others - who had been arrested
following bomb explosions in London
the previous March. Having received
life sentences, the Price sislers,
Feeney and Kelly immedialely began a
hunger strike for repatriation to prisons
in Ireland. They were brutally force-fed
for a total of 206 days.

Michael Gaughan and Frank Stagg
joined this hunger sirike on 31 March
1974, first of all in solidarity with the
hunger sirikers and also for the right to
wear their own clothes and not to do
prison work.

FORCE-FED
On 22 April, 23 days into their hunger

strike, Gaughan and Stagg were force-
fed for the first lime. They immediately
escalated their demand to one for
repatriation and were moved to
Parkhurst Prison, also on the Isle of
Wight. "The mental agony of waiting to
be force-fed is gelling to the stage
where it now oulweighs the physical
discomfort of having to go through it",
one of the hunger strikers wrote to a
relative. But the physical discomfort of
force-feeding was considerable.
Describing the procedure Gerry Kelly
wrole: "Force-feeding is a process
which is not so hard to describe in its
physical aspects, but difficult to convey
in its psychological effects. Six or eight
warders would enter the cell, pull the
bed to the centre of the floor, surround
me and then jump on me, pinning my

'R'S the republican magazine



legs and arms and grasping me by the
hair. When they had control of my body
they pulled me along the bed and up to
the high metal bed end. At this point
my head was forced backwards over
the bar by pulling my hair until the neck
was siretched straight, | was thus held
in a position in which | could make no
movement.

“If the doctor in charge was not
present during that time (he often
removed himself from the scene,
perhaps to avoid responsibility) he
would then enter with his equipment.
He and the warders would then
proceed to try to open my mouth. As
time went by methods changed little,
but at first it was clumsy and crude,
pulling my upper and lower lips apart in
opposite directions; pressing down on
my chin or pushing my nose upwards
(this normally led to nosebleeds),
pushing and grinding knuckles into my
jaw muscles.

"If this didn't work large forceps
were sometimes run violently along my
gums to get me to open my teeth. They
later discovered a more subtle method
by using a thin, hard plastic ryles tube
which was pushed up my nasal
passage. When it hits off the back of
your throat it makes you want to vomit;
once you dry-retch, your teeth part
voluntarily; a wooden or metal clamp
was violently thrusi between my teeth.
When | overcame the urge to vomil
and managed to keep my teeth closed,
they discovered that by moving the
ryles tube back and forth, rubbing it
against the sensitive inner tissue at the
back of the nose, they could cause a
searing pain. | can only describe this

* Micahel Gaughan's remains paass
through Dublin city

pain as like a hot knitiing needle being
pushed in between my nose and eye.

"Inevitably they succeeded in
opening my mouth on most days. They
would then thrust in a wooden clamp,
which contained a hole in the centre
through which a rubber tube was fed
into the throat. This part | always found
the most frightening and it did not
diminish through repetition. It is painful
and if the tube goes down the wrong
passage it can be fatal."

DEATH
Visitors to Michael Gaughan and Frank

Slagg were only allowed lo see them
through a glass screen, supervised by
prison warders. In fact, Michael
Gaughan's last visit with his mother,
three days before his death, took place
in such circumstances. Because the
prisoners were being force-ted, Michael
Gaughan's death on 3 June, 1974
came as a shock. He died from
pneumonia, the force-feeding tube
having pierced his lung. He was 24
years of age. The death of Michael
Gaughan caused a major controversy
in British medical circles and the use of
force-feeding was later abandoned by
the British. More immediately, the four
Belfast hunger strikers were promised
repatriation and ended their hunger
strike on 7 June. Frank Stagg, having
received a similar undertaking, ended
his fast ten days later. But Stagg was
later to die on hunger sirike after
having been forced on a number of
successive hunger strikes when
concessions were given by the
administration and later withdrawn
again when he gained sirength.

From the Isle of Wight to Ballina,
Michael Gaughan's funeral broughi
thousands of people onto the streets.
On Friday, 7 June and Saturday 8
June, thousands lined the streets of
Kilburn in London and marched behind
his coffin, which was flanked by an IRA
guard of honour. On Saturday his
remains were mel by thousands more
in Dublin and, flanked by IRA
Volunteers again, were brought to the
Franciscan Church on Merchants’
Quay. On Sunday morning the cortege
began the long journey to Ballina,
stopping in almost very town and
village en route, as the people turned
out to pay their last respects.

In Ballina, there was a Requiem
Mass al the Cathedral. As the coffin
was borne outside, a volley of shols
was fired over it, before it was taken to
Leigue Cemetery, io be buried with full
honours in the republican plot. Michael
Gaughan was the first of 12 Irish
republicans to die while on hunger
strike in this phase of the struggle for
freedom. In his last message to his
republican comrades he said: "l die
proudly for my country and in the hope
that my death will be sufficient to
obtain the demands of my comrades.
Let there be no bitterness on my behall
but a determination to achieve the new
Ireland for which | gladly die. My loyalty
and confidence is to the IRA and let
those of you who are left carry on the
work and finish the fight."

8 IRIS . republican magazine



FRANK
STAGG

BY SHANE MacTHOMAIS

On 12 February 1976 Frank Stagg died on hunger
sirike in Waketfield Prison, England.

Stagg, from Hollymount, County Mayo, came from a
long line of Irish republicans. His father had fought in
both the Tan War and the Civil War on the republican
side. By the 1970s, Frank, who like so many from the
West of Ireland had emigrated to England, worked as a
bus conductor in North London. He joined Sinn Féin in
Luton in 1972 and shorlly afterwards joined the |IRA.

In April 1973, he was arrested in Coveniry and
charged under the 19th Century Conspiracy Laws,
which were used to convict all members of an IRA unit
of the same crime, regardless of degree of involvement
- so that a driver could be charged with a shooling or
an unarmed man with possession of a gun carried by
another man.

Stagg and six others were convicted of conspiracy to
commit arson. He was given a ten-year sentence.

He was taken first to Albany Prison on the Isle of
Wight, where, demanding that he was a political prison-
er, he refused prison work and was frequently punished
with solitary confinement. In March 1974, having been
moved to Parkhurst Prison, he and fellow Mayo man
Michael Gaughan joined a hunger strike begun by the
Price sisters in Brixion and their comrades Hugh
Feeney and Gerry Kelly, demanding repatriation to
Ireland.

All were force fed by the authorilies, despite the facl
that such inhumane methods were being condemned
by Amnesty International and the Court of Human

* Hugh Feeney, Gerry Kelly,
Dolours Price, Marian Price;
(right) Frank Stagg (circled) as
a schoolboy in Mayo

BODY WAS STOLEN
 THE PRO BRITISH DUBLIN
G@mmm'i’ OF THE DAY.
THE num““‘m mucﬂ HE
ILIVED W7LL BLOSSOYN WHEN HIS
mww ARR »m@m W
l_lmmumm oF MAYO:
. o ErEcTRYBY
"HIS COVRADES AND FAMILY.

Rights. The Price sisters, Kelly, and Feeney succeeded
in achieving repatriation to the Six Counties but Stagg
and Gaughan were refused.

Stagg suffered force feeding for 70 days, a bar-
barous procedure thal took the life of Michael
Gaughan. Following Michael Gaughan's death, negoli-
ations were begun and the hunger strike was called off.
But the talks were a trick to halt the sirike and prevent
further highly publicised deaths.

Instead of meeting the demands, the authorities
moved Frank to a solitary confinement punishment cell,
where he remained under 23-hour lockdown. He was
allowed no furniture, radio, newspapers or cigarettes,
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and was prevented from sleeping by a bright light burn-
ing in his cell day and night.

DEATH

In Wakefield Prison, on 14 December 1975, Frank
Stagg began his fourth and final hunger strike, with the
demand again for repatriation. Frank battled against
siarvation for 62 days before he died on 12 February
1976. He last request was "to be buried next to my
republican colleagues and my comrade, Michael
Gaughan".

Michael Gaughan had been buried in Ballina, County
Mayo, with republican honours, which had embar-
rassed the then Fine Gael/lLabour Government under
Liam Cosgrave. Now they faced the prospeci of anoth-
er high-profile funeral of another Irishman who had
died in an English prison while they had sal back and
done nothing.

The plane carrying the coffin was diverted from
Dublin, where Stagg's widow and friends were waiting,
to Shannon, and the body was hijacked by 26-County
security forces. [t was taken by helicopter to the ceme-
tery al Ballina and buried in a haslily arranged plot and
covered over in concrete. A 24-hour guard was put in
place lo prevent the family from exhuming the coffin. A
Requiem Mass was allowed to the family, but they boy-
coited it in proiest al not being allowed to have the
funeral that Frank wanted.

The following Sunday, the Republican Movement
held its own ceremony at the Republican Plot, despite
a massive police presence. A volley was lired and fol-
lowing an oration by Joe Cabhill, a solemn pledge was
made that Frank's body would be moved lo lie beside
his comrades in accordance with his wishes.

Some six months later, when the guard had been
removed, since the expense could not have been justi-

+ (clockwise from above) Frank Stagg's mother at
Shannon Airport; Frank Stagg; Sean Stagg, overcome
with grief, is manhandled by Gardai at Shannon Airport
as the remains of his brother are snatched once again to
be airlifted away by a military helicopter; Token fast in
Belfast in support of Frank Stagg; Sinn Féin demonstra-
tion in support of Frank Stagg, Grafton Street, Dublin

™ o
el

fied indefinitely, a parly of IRA Volunteers tunnelled into
the concrete under cover of darkness and buried him
as he wished, next to Michael Gaughan.
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BY JIM GIBNEY

It changed th

In my political lifetime I have been wit-
ness to some heroie, distressing and trau-
matic events since as a 14-year-old I took
to the streets, with others, to defend the
people of the Short Strand, in East
Belfast, in the summer of 1969. All of
these events have left behind their mark.
Each carries particular circurnstances,
particular memories, some more deep-
rooted in my consciousness than others.

Conflicts, especially of an armed
nature, challenge those directly involved
at the core of their being. Conventional
armies of occupation, like the crown
forces, have infinite resources to draw
from. Their personnel are trained for the
task at hand. Republicans, who confront
them in pursuit of freedom, rely almost
exclusively on their innate skills and intu-
ition. By and large republicans are self-
taught, trained and driven by idealism.

There have been many instances over
the decades of struggle for independence
of individual bravery by IRA volunteers
and members of Sinn Féin. Each of us
can recall examples of such outstanding
courage which was personally inspiring.
In my case, I am in the privileged position
of being a close witness to one of the
greatest acts of selflessness and dedica-
tion in the long struggle for Irish inde-
pendence- the Hunger Strike of 1981,
when ten young men died. This sacrifice
has no comparison in the annals of Irish
history.

Prior to the second hunger strike, start-
ing in March 1981, I visited women pris-
oners in Armagh jail including Mairéad
Farrell and Mary Doyle, who were both
on the first hunger strike. The third

hunger striker in the prison was Mairéad
Nugent. Women prisoners wore their own
clothes but, like the men in the H-Blocks,
they were deprived of political status.
The first woman to protest for political
status was Brenda Murray from Belfast's
Short Strand. The protest started on 1
December, 1976, a few months after
Kieran Nugent started the blanket protest
in the H-Blocks. Thirty women were on
protest at the time of the Armagh hunger
strike.

While they were on hunger strike, I vis-
ited Bobby Sands, Francis Hughes,
Raymond McCreesh, Martin Hurson, Joe
MecDonnell and Tom McElwee. Most of
the visits took place in the prison hospi-
tal, although I visited Joe McDonnell and
Martin Hurson separately in the general
visiting area of the H-Blocks.

The Hunger Strike started on 1 March
and ended on 3 October. [ started visiting
the lads a few weeks after the hunger
strike started; my visits ended sometime
in July.

» Bearing the names of the
Hunger Strikers on symbol-
ic blankets, Belfast August
2006

55

| can still see Martin

sitting across the table
from me in the visiting
cubicle. When | met him
for the first time, he
shook my hand
vigorously, as if | was a
long lost friend
returning after years of

29

separation
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55

Joe McDonnell ina
guffaw of laughter
brushed aside my
queries about his
health, his weight, his
blood pressure etc. He
was more concerned
about how my love life
was going than he was
about his circumstances

29

* Republican POWs in the
Cages of Long Kesh in the
early 1970s. Bobby Sands
can be made out at the very
back in hat, playing the
guitar

55

My last memory of
Kieran is him waving to
me from the Threes as |
left for my final court
appearance in 1977. |
was released. | never
saw him alive again

29

&
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My privileged position put me in the
company of a group of remarkable indi-
viduals: the lads on hunger strike and
their families. In my memory, many times
over the last twenty-five years, | have
revisited those five months in 1981. They
were horrendous months for the lads and
for their families. They were horrendous
months for me.

I sat by the beds of young men whose
life ebbed from them as they spoke. I
shared that same small space inside a
small cell with their families. We watched
them slowly fade away from this life. It
was hard to believe it at the time and the
passing of 25 years does not make it any
easier to come to terms with.

Inside my head I carry a story - what I
saw and experienced. It is both heroic
and tragic.

I visited Bobby more often than any of
the other hunger strikers. [ visited Martin
Hurson and Joe McDonnell less often
than the rest. I carry images of those vis-
its around in my mind.

I can still see Martin sitting across the
table from me in the visiting cubicle.
When I met him for the first time, he
shook my hand vigorously, as if I was a
long lost friend returning after years of
separation. He had the broadest smile
and his lips were covered in a white sub-
stance. He had forgotten to wipe away
the residue of toothpaste from his mouth

as he rushed out of the wing to get his
visit. Ex-prisoners will be familiar enough
with that experience.

Joe McDonnell in a guffaw of laughter
brushed aside my queries about his
health, his weight, his blood pressure etc.
He was more concerned about how my
love life was going than he was about his
circumstances. Joe was 19 days on
hunger strike at that stage.

[ shared a hut with Joe when we were
both interned in Cage 3 in 1973. Like me
he was a teenager. Unlike me, he was
very vocal, a practical joker. He was
always in the middle of craic with his
pals. A night's sleep was a luxury if Joe
and his mates got going after lights-out at
11.30pm.

In the hut next to us was Kieran
Doherty. He was a striking figure, tall,
long-legged, striding around the yard of
the Cage. He was quiet and friendly. Our
paths crossed again in the autumn of
1976. We were on landing three in
Crumlin Road jail. We walked the yard
together. I got to know Kieran better. You
knew from his gentle but firm manner
that he was a man to rely on in a tight sit-
uation. He was hard to rile but had a tem-
per when goaded too far. My last memo-
ry of Kieran is him waving to me from
the Threes as I left for my final court
appearance in 1977. I was released. |
never saw him alive again.
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I visited Bobby several times with his
mother and sister. All the visits took place
in Bobby's cell in the prison hospital. To
say they were difficult visits for me per-
sonally is an understatement. Bobby as
always was at pains to relax the atmos-
phere to try to have a normal conversa-
tion.

The strongest memory I have of being
with Bobby was a few days before he
died.

I had just left Raymond McCreesh's cell
and was passing Bobby's. | noticed the
cell door slightly ajar and walked in.
Bobby was lying back with his head rest-
ing on his pillow. The bed clothes were
raised off his body. By his head were the
rosary beads brought to him by the Pope's
envoy Father Magee. By his bed were his
mother and sister.

He sensed my presence as I came into
the cell. He sat up and asked, "Wha's
that?" [ told him. He stretched out his
hand and I held it. He told me he was
blind and couldn't see me. His eyes were
opened and orange in colour. I did not
know what to say. I asked how he was. He
told me to tell the lads he was hanging in
there. I left him. He died a few days later.

The following week I had to pass by the
cell where Bobby died on my way to visit
Raymond McCreesh. The cell door was
firmly shut. It would open again and hold
other hunger strikers who would die there
as Bobby did

Raymond was in bed, weak, unable to
move without great difficulty. My memory
is that I was on my own with Raymond
but this is highly unlikely. One of his
brothers, Malachy or Michael, would have
been there.

Raymond told me that Francis Hughes,
who was in a cell facing him across the
narrow corridor, had had a terrible night.
He thought he was dead but Francis lived
for another few days.

I first met Francis Hughes on a visit
with his father and John Davey, later a
Sinn Féin Councillor, shot dead by loyal-
ists. It was on the visit he told his father
that he was going on hunger strike. He did
so in what could only be described as a
matter-of-fact way, as if he was imparting
an ordinary piece of uneventful informa-
tion.

The next time I was in Francis's com-
pany I was with his brother Oliver and his
mother in a cell in the prison hospital.
Francis was on hunger strike. He was sick
from an early stage of his hunger strike
and was sick while we were there. He had
difficulty moving and lay still on his bed.

His brother Oliver told Francis that he
had been speaking with the Pope's envoy,
Fr. Magee, who had been speaking with
Thatcher. She told Fr. Magee she would
not give in to the prisoners’' demands. In
that case, said Francis to us, there will be
coffins coming out of this place.

A short time later [ returned to the cell
next to Francis. By this time Francis was
dead and buried. His cousin Tom

55

| recall Tom saying to
his mother that he
would not be going

McElwee was in the cell. He was in an back to the H-B[Otlﬂ, to
advanced stage of hunger strike. He was -
in bed conserving his energy. His mother the awful conditions,
and sister were by his side. By this stage unless he had the five
five hunger strikers were dead.

I recall Tom saying to his mother that demands for the lads.

he would not be going back to the H-
Blocks, to the awful conditions, unless he
had the five demands for the lads. He
never returned to the H-Blocks. A few
weeks after the visit, Tom was buried
alongside his cousin Francis in a grave-
yard in Bellaghy in South Derry.

On one of my many visits to the prison
hospital I saw Patsy O'Hara sitting in a
darkened cell. He was wearing a multi-
coloured dressing gown. He was in a

He never returned to the

99
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He [Bobby Sands] told
me he was blind and
couldn't see me. His
eyes were opened and
orange in colour. | did
not know what to say. |
asked how he was. He
told me to tell the lads
he was hanging in
there. | left him. He
died a few days later

» Jim Gibney with Bobby
Sands’ mother 1981

L T Y R
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wheelchair. A prison warder was rushing
me on. Pasty saw me and waved his long
thin arm at me and smiled. His white
teeth flashed in the dimly lit cell. I can
still see him in my mind's eye.

I smiled and waved back. Many, many
times over the last 25 years [ have wished
[ had shook his hand, stopped a while
and spoke a few words with him.

On another occasion, in the company
of Margaret and Alfie Doherty, Kieran's
parents, a prison warder ushered us into a
small room at the entrance door of the
prison hospital.

From behind the closed door of the
room we heard shuffling and whispered,
exerted voices. That morning, Joe
McDonnell had died. [ believe the exerted
voices were of those carrying Joe's body
from the hospital on his last journey
home to his family.

Over the 25 years many books, articles,
theses, films and plays have recorded the
heroism of the Hunger Strikers - rightly
so. However, little has been said about
their relatives and what they went
through durning those agonising months.

They were practically prisoners them-
selves when their sons were moved to the
prison hospital. They moved in with them
to be there as the clock ticked away on
their lives.

Their relatives faced many difficult
moments while they sat by their beds
watching them slip away. The pressure

must have been unbearable.

I recall one occasion, in the company
of Bobby's mother and sister, when we
were called into the doctor's surgery
inside the prison hospital. We were on
our way to visit Bobby.

On the table was a small cassette
recorder which was turned on. The doc-
tor was clearly recording the conversa-
tion. Without as much as an expression of
concern, sympathy or apology, he told
Mrs. Sands the most intimate details of
how Bobby's life would end.

He concluded by saying to her that she
could prevent all of this from happening
by taking Bobby off the hunger strike.
Her response was to ask to be taken to
her son.

When we arrived in Bobby's cell he
was in bed, He knew there was a delay
and asked why. His mother tried to brush
his query to one side but he insisted and
she told him what the doctor had said.
His response was to tell his mother to
ignore such remarks and to listen to what
he wanted and no one else.

For me these were heart-rending rare
moments. For the Sands family and for
the other families, they were part of their
hourly experience while their sons died
on hunger strike,

The people of Ireland and in different
parts of the world were transfixed for
seven months by the Hunger Strike of
1981. I recall a journalist at the time
describing the events of those months as
"a conveyer belt of coffins” coming out of
the H-Blocks. It was an incredible human
and political drama.

Bobby Sands, in one of his many
comms from the prison, captured the
mood of the prisoners on hunger strike
and the protest for political status when
he said that what was lost in the prison
struggle was lost for the Republic and
what was won was won for the Republic.
In that awful year, much was won for the
Republic, although at a terrible price.

When the Hunger Strike ended on 3
October, ten men were dead; over sixty
had lost their lives, most on the streets of
the Six Counties.

The struggle was changed forever —
and those close to the Hunger Strike
were, as well,
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Four years On the Blanket

A Hunger-Strike which IRA prisoners
commenced in Belfast Prison in May
1972 ended 35 days later when British
direct-ruler William Whitelaw gave in
and granted 'special category status',
that 1s, political status to the political
prisoners. From then unul 1976, many
thousands of Insh men and women
served their prison sentences under
this special category regime in the
cages of Long Kesh, and 1n a wing of
Armagh women's prison. Between the
years 1971 and 1975 thousands of
additional prisoners, interned without
trial, 'enjoyed' a similar status in
Armagh, Magilligan, Belfast prison,
the prison ship Maidstone, and Long
Eesh.

The existence of thousands of pris-
oners, interned and sentenced under a
regime which recogmsed them as
political prisoners, combined with the
popular support they enjoyed, the
intensity of the armed struggle plus

* The prison ship Maidstone

popular dissatisfacton with British
policies, and 1n many quarters with the
British presence itself, forced the

Brnitish government, after some earlier
political and military miscalculations,
to instigate a number of classical
counter-insurgency mMeasures
Primanly, the objective was to isclate
those engaged 1n the resistance strug-
gle from their support and to 'nor-
malise' life 1n the Six Counties.

CRIMINALISATION

This attempted ‘1solation and normali-
sation' policy took on a number of
forms, all interlocked. For example,
there were various attempts at political
normalisation, the so-called 'primacy
of the police', the gradual withdrawal
of Bntish army uwmts and the
Ulsterisation of Bnitish military forces
plus the 'eriminalisation’ of the prison
population. This enmunalisation
attempt was part of the overall effort to
project the resistance struggle as a
crimunal conspiracy and ran parallel,
during a confused period of the armed

'RIS' the republican magazine
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struggle, with a propaganda thrust
which saw the use of such termunclogy
as 'paramilitanes’, ‘Godfathers', 'mafia’
etc, etc, by Brntish government
spokespersons

A major obstacle to this crimunalisa-
tion policy was the fact that almost two

NBAY) \‘\l.\lNl
\‘\mﬁw

thousand prisoners, recognised by the
Bnitish government as political prison-
ers, were held under a British prison
regime which directly contradicted the
Briish government's propaganda
claams Long Kesh, by name, internal
regime and appearance was known

* H- Block march, Dublin, 1978
(middle) Relatives Action
Committee march, Derry (bottom}
H-Block cell during the Blanket
and No-wash protests

worldwide as a concentration camp
and the large number of political pris-
oners drawn from all over the Six
Counties enjoyed - through famuly,
community and local connections -
maxmum support

In January 1975, a Bntish commis-
sion (The Gardiner Commission)
made a number of important recom-
mendations. These included the phas-
ing-out of political status and the end-
ing of internment Long Kesh had
already been renamed HMP The Maze
A 30% remission scheme was intro-
duced to accommeodate the release of
sentenced prisoners and to add to an
already confused situation the
internees, 1n an exercise thinly dis-
guised as a humanitarian gesture, were
released

H-BLOCKS
An arbitrary date, 1 March, was set
and the British declared that anyone
arrested after that date would not be
treated as political prisoners and would
serve their sentences in new cellular
accommodation

The H-Blocks, designed to max-
tmuse the control of prisoners in four
small wings of twenty-five single cells
instead of the traditonal large wings,
were born In British terms, the strate-
gy was simple Linked with other
counter-insurgency measures, against
the background of a de-escalating and
politically confused resistance strug-
gle, the prison population was to be
decreased to a small number of ‘ordi-
nary' prisoners accommodated 1n HMP
Maze

Outside the prison, however, the sit-
uation started to change, the British
without the benefit of internment
orders employed new 'legal' methods
to intern their opponents and to demor-
alise an uncompromusing population

CONVEYOR BELT

Castlereagh torture centre came 1nto its
own, rules of evidence were changed,
extra Diplock (non-jury) courts were

16
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brought in, judges were appointed and
the H-Block conveyor-belt went into
full gear Now instead of internment
the British had a legal -looking process
of arrest, charge, remand, trial and sen-
tence. That the arrests were arbitrary,
the charges based on forced confes-
sions, the remands lengthy, the trials
farcical and the sentences totally
unjust was incidental The propagan-
da-machine adequately covered all
that. At least in the beginmng,

BLANKET AND
NO WASH PROTESTS
It failed however to take account, as
did all the policy makers, of the new
generation of politcal prisoners
Instinctively they refused to accept the
new status quo, refusing to co-operate
with the prison regime or to accept
prison discipline Refused their own
clothes the politcal prisoners were
clad only in a blanket, and as ther
numbers increased and the Blanket
Protest strengthened news of beatings,
deprivations and maltreatment began
to leak out of the H-Blocks of Long
Kesh and the women's prison in
Armagh

In March 1978 eighteen months
after the start of the blanket protest,
with over 300 protesting prisoners, the
prison adnumstration stepped up 1ts
harassment and forced the blanket men
on to the no-wash, no slop out protest.

- Belfast marchers in support of
the Blanket Protesters; (below)

highlighting the conditions and
torture

This was to last for a full three years
and arose essentially because the men
were refused washing or toilet facili-
wes. The same thing was to happen
later in Armagh in PFebruary 1980,
when the prison administration
attacked the women political prison-
ers, assaulting them and withdrawing
toilet facilities.

The majority of protesting prison-

ers, both men and women, were in
their late teens or 20s and over 80%
were imprisoned solely on the strength
of forced confessions. They were
refused from the beginning of their
sentences all exercise facilities, read-
ing or writing matenal, and access to
radio or newspapers. Keptincellson a
purnishment diet, with loss of all remis-
sion and without furniture, they were
constantly beaten and harassed A
protest campaign, mostly confined to
the Six County ghettoes, was conduct-
ed on their behalf by Sinn Péin and
Relatives Action Groups.

CARDINAL O FIAICH

It was not until Cardinal, then
Archbishop, O Piaich visited the pris-
oners on 31 July, 1978 and condemned
the conditions under wiich the prison-
ers were being held that public interest
increased. He said, "Having spent the
whole of Sunday in the prison, I was
shocked at the mhuman conditions
prevailing 1n H-Blocks 3, 4 and 5
where over 300 prisoners were incar-
cerated. One would hardly allow an
amimal to remain in such conditions,
let alone a human being The nearest
approach to it that I have seen was the
spectacle of hundreds of homeless
people living 1in sewer pipes 1n the
slums of Calcutta. The stench and filth
in some cells, with the remains of rot-
ten food and human excreta scattered
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around the walls, was almost unbeliev-
able In two of them I was unable to
speak for fear of vomiting

"The prisoners’ cells are without beds,
chairs or tables. They sleep on mat-
tresses on the floor, and 1n some cases
I noticed they were quite wet. They
have no covening except a towel or
blanket, no books, newspapers or read-
ing matenal except the Bible (even
religious magazines have been banned
since my last visi), no pens or wntng
matenal, or TV, or radio, no hobbies or
handicrafts, no exercise or reception
They are locked in their cells for
almost the whole of every day and
some of them have been in this condi-
tion for more than a year and a half "

THE 5 DEMANDS

Public interest had also been aroused
by the Amnesty International report of
June 1978 which stated categorically
that, "maltreatment of suspected terror-
ists by the RUC has taken place with
sufficient frequency to warrant estab-
lishment of a public inquiry to investi -
gate1t"

However, the plight of the H-Block
and Armagh prisoners again faded to
some degree from the public view,
until the establishment of the National
H-BlockiArmagh Committee in
October 1979. This committee, elected
from a broad based campaign, advo-
cated, with endorsement of the prison-
ers, five basic demands whose imple-
menfation would resolve prison dead-
lock. The five demands were:

(1) No prison uniform

(2) No prison work

(3) Free association

(4) Full remission

(5) Visits, parcels, and recreation-
al/educational facilities.

In March 1980, Cardinal O Fiaich
agamn visited the pnison, and the fol-
lowing day he and Bishop Edward
Daly met Bntsh direct-ruler
Humphrey Atkins for talks to attempt
to settle the crisis, especially since the
Blanketmen were now advocating
hunger strike as a way out of the dead-
lock

In an attempt to create an atmos-
phere conducive to a settlement and to
take pressure off the British admuims-
tration, the IRA quetly ceased its
attacks on prison officials. These talks

- Supporting the women prsioners on hunger strike at Armagh jail 1980

dragged on for over six months before
Cardinal O Fiaich and Bishop Daly
had to admit they were getung
nowhere.

The Blanketmen and protesting
women prisoners, totally exasperated
finally commenced hunger-strike on
27 October 1980 The first H-Block
hunger-strike which was to last 33
days saw the greatest nationalist
mobilisation 1n Ireland since the early
days of the civil nights anti-internment
campaign. That peaceful and disci-
plined campaign, organised by the
National H-Block/Armagh Comnut-
tee, attracted on a single 1ssue scores of
thousands of people and united people
of different political persuasions. The
campaign itself came under attack
from British and pro-Bntish elements,
and campaign leaders John Turnley,
Miriam Daly, Neel Little and Ronnie
Bunting were murdered while
Bernadette and Michael McAliskey
were wounded

1980 HUNGER STRIKE ENDS
The hunger-stnke ended on 18
December 1980 when the British gov-
ernment presented two documents to
the seven men who had fasted 53 days
The three women hunger strikers
ended their hunger strike the following
day On Thursday afternoon, 18
December, as the condition of hunger
stnker Sean McKenna rapidly deterio-
rated, the Britsh mumster 1n charge of

the Six Counbes - direct ruler

Humphrey Atlans - suddenly and with-
out public explanation postpcned a
statement he had been due to make to
the British parliament and ensured that
1t was delivered to the seven hunger
stnkers 1in the pnson hospital along
with a 34-page document entitled
‘Regimes in Northern Ireland Prisons -
Prisoners' day to day life with special
emphasis on Maze (that is the H-
Blocks, and Armagh)

This document was new to the men
and to the general public and was a
major elaboration of how far the
Bnitish government had gone in meet-
ing the political prisoners' five
demands. '"If they choose to live, the
condittons available to them meet in a
practical and humane way the kind of
things they have been asking for," said
Atkans

The fact that a Brntish cabinet min-
1ster postponed a parliamentary state-
ment to send it to protesting republican
priscners in order to seek a settlement
to the 53-day-old hunger strike was a
unnque act of political recognition in
itself and the delivery of the 34-page
document reinforced tlus political
recognition.

The delivery of the document and
the ending of the hunger-strilce ushered
in a new atmosphere and Bobby
Sands, the Blanketmen's O/C, was
given freedom to haise and meet with
the hunger strikers in the prison hospi-
tal and each of the Block O/Cs and 1t
was with him that the jail governor met
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directly, thus conferring recognition of
the republican command structure
This recognition was reinforced when
on Friday, 19 December, all of the H-
Block O/Cs were brought out of their
blocks for a further meeting with
Bobby Sands in H-Block 3. Bobby
Sands himself publicly expressed sat-
1sfaction at the new era of co-operation
mside the jail, unprecedented since the
British government had embarked
upon 1ts policy of crimnalisation in
march 1976

However, to the dismay of the pris-
oners, within days the atmosphere in
the prison changed as the spotlight
shifted away from the jails. All the
document's phrases about the situation
not being static, work not being inter-
pretated narrowly and the pnison
regime being progressive, humane and
flexible were scon shown not to be
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worth the paper they were written on

The Blanketmen had hoped to move
about 30 men off the blanket and no
wash protest before Christmas day but
were stopped by Governor Hilditch
who told Bobby Sands that nobody
would be moving anywhere until they
put on prison-issue clothing and con-
formed

In Armagh jail the governor refused
even to discuss with the women the
question of self-education classes, as
outlined in the document

On 9 January, in the Briush
Parliament, Humphrey Atkins publicly
reneged on his 18 December statement
by reversing the order in which the
men would receive their own clothes

The prison administration tried to
force the men to unconditionally end
their protest but at a further meeting
between all the H-Block O/Cs on 11

+ 1980 hunger
strike march,
Belfast

"'i

—

January it was decided to attempt in
a step-by-step process and a princi-
pled fashion the de-escalation of the
protests. Thus, following a period in
which the prisoners co-operated to
their utmost with a stubborn regime,
on 27 January, 96 prisoners smashed
up cell furniture in a fit of frustra-
tion

The reaction from the prison admin-
istration was swift and brutal. Over 80
prisoners were assaulted, beaten in
wing shafts, left overnight without bed-
ding or blankets or drinking water,
refused toilet facilites and had meals
interfered with or withdrawn altogeth-
er

It was back to square one. Despite
calls from the Blanketmen to those
who had appealed to them to abandon
their hunger striker, none, from bishop
to politician, spoke out

» Press conference announcing an end to the 1980 hunger strike. From left: Danny Morrison, Gerry Adams & for-
mer Blanketmen Kieran Nugent and Joe Maguire
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MARY DOYLE, a republican prisoner in Armagh

Women's Prison dlll'illg the years Of‘ pl’iSOll pI'OtE"S[ took

part in the first hunger strike in 1980. Here she talks to
ELLA O'DYWER about her recollections of the period.

The first ime Mary Doyle went to jail was
in March 1974 when, at the age of 18, she
was charged with causing an explosion and
sentenced to five years.

With the 50% remission in practice at
the time, Mary got out of jail in September
'76, having served two and a half years.
Her mother had been murdered the year
before. Mary was back in jail again in 1977,
charged with planting incendiary devices.
Political status was gone at this stage.

"The screw and governor took great
delight in telling me I was now an ordinary
prisoner. There were two other women
charged with me and when the three of us
were brought into reception, there were
some screws there from the time I'd been
in before. They were saying, "Yous don't run
the jail now; we do. You're now only an
ordinary crim and you remember that." [
laughed at them because 1 knew what I
was. [ was a political prisoner and whatever
they came up with wasn't going to change
that." Mary was on remand for 14-and-a-
half months and in 1978 "I got eight years.
I didn't recognise the court.

"The no-work protest was going on so [
automatically joined that after [ was sen-
tenced. There was no uniform in the
women's jail, so it wasn't like the men. We
didn't have to wear a blanket. Our protest
was the no-work protest and we were
locked up all the working day, from about
8.30 in the morning until 5.30 in the
evening. You got out for lunchtime for a bit.
You got out in the evening for what they
called evening association. In the evening,
when you got out it was to clean your cells,
wash your clothes and the like."

But morale in the jail was high.
Comradeship was strong. "After my mother
was killed, the girls all rallied round me. If
anyone saw anyone else down, everybody
rallied round. There was great comrade-
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| laughed at them
because | knew what |
was. | was a political

prisoner and whatever

they came up with

wasn't going to change

that
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ship." Then there was the no-wash protest.
"I went on the no-wash protest in
December '78. That continued until
February 1980. Then one day they came in,
male and female screws. They locked us in
two association rooms. Some girls were
badly beaten. They were looking for our
black gear.

"Volunteer Kevin Dee Delaney had died
the month before. When Volunteers died
we had commemorations in the yard. We
had one in January for him. They locked us
up all day in the association rooms and
went in and took the black gear and
wrecked our cells. Our personal photos and
letters were torn up. The cells were left like
a pit.

"They took us out one by one and put us
back into our cells. I think they threw us in
a sandwich that night. We had asked to use
the toilet facilities and we were denied. It
was mostly two to a cell and the chamber
pots could only hold so much.

"The following day Mairéad Farrell, who
was OC at the time, demanded to see the
governor and for us to be allowed use the
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toilets. She also insisted on our right to get
an hour's exercise. So they started letting
us out one at a time. They'd only let four
out at a time to the exercise yard.
Everybody automatically ran to the toilet
but they had the toilets locked.

"As | said, the chamber pots would only
hold so much. We had no alternative. When
the doors opened we had no alternative but
to empty the pots over the suicide wire.
That is initially how the no-wash protest
started in Armagh. It wasn't something we
had chosen to do ourselves. It was forced
upon us."

By December that year the women had
decided to join the first hunger strike. This
was an idea that had been discussed
amongst the women POWs since the sum-
mer that year.

"We thought about it seriously. It wasn't
something we took lightly."

Three women - Mairéad Farrell, Mairéad
Nugent and Mary Doyle herself - joined the
fast and remained on it until it ended. "I
had thought long and hard about it because
I couldn't just think of myself. My Daddy
wasn't in the greatest of health and he real-
ly hadn't gotten over my Mummy's death.
But then I supported the hunger strike and
I wasn't going to expect someone else to
do something [ wouldn't do. Also when

- Republican POWS at

Armagh Jail; (below) Mairéad

Farrell in Armagh Jail cell
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your back is to the wall - and I find this
with republicans in any situation in jail -
you get stronger and more determined. You
get the courage from somewhere. When
you know you're in the right you won't let
them beat you."

Asked how she thought she would have
felt if the hunger strike had continued and
she had faced death, she said: "Unless
you're in that position you can't really say.
I'd like to think I'd have had the courage to
see it through, because I went on it with
that commitment. My family would have
been my only thought and I'd like to think
they'd have had the courage."

Mary Doyle has two children. Asked
how she would feel if they got involved in
republicanism and went to jail and on
hunger strike as she had, she said, "I'd be
100% behind them. I'd be a hypocrite if I
didn't. But I hope those days are well
behind us. What we went through was to
make a better life for our children and
everybody else.”

Doyle has a lot of praise for the women
and men who never went to jail, the people
who "looked out for you, who had their
doors open for you, who fed and clothed
you."

Doyle finally got out of jail in 1983. She
now works in the North Belfast Sinn Féin
office. She enjoys her work very much and
is very proud of her past.

"I've no regrets. I've some brilliant mem-
ories, obviously sad ones too, but lots of
happy memories. I've met people I'd never
have met otherwise, people from different
parts of the country. There are people [
met over 30 years ago who I'm still in con-
tact with."
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RAYMOND McCARTNEY is a Sinn Féin MLA for Derry. In 1979 he was
sentenced to life in prison for political offences. On arrival at the H-Blocks
he immediately joined the Blanket Protest. He was 22 years old. Around this
dme the idea of undertaking a hunger strike was very much on the agenda
in the Blocks and was the subject of much debate through the cell windows
and doors at night and between prisoners sharing cells. Here, in
conversation with ELLA ODWYER, Raymond McCarmey talks about events
leading to the first hunger strike in 1980, the course of the strike itself and
shares his thoughts the subsequent and fatal 1981 Hunger Suike.

SUPPORT
THE
HUNGER
STRIKE
DEMANDS

HATIONAL H-BLOCK ARMAGH COMMITTEE
30, MOUNTJOY S0., DUBLIN 1.
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First of all you asked

yourself had you the
desire and strength to
go on the strike. Can |
commit myself to this?
Am | prepared to die?
The answer was yes
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"What struck me was that, even in 1979,
there were people already convinced that a
hunger strike was the next step. By Autumn
1979 there was speculation that a hunger
strike would be undertaken to commence
with the visit of the then Pope.”

A tactical decision was later made to
cancel that plan and instead to increase
public awareness of the prison issue and
approach the likes of Cardinal O Fiaich and
then there was the formation of the H-
Block/Armagh Committee.

On O Fiaich McCartney says: "He was a
man of great integrity. There was no doubt

about that. What we started to realise was
that he was also quite restricted by his
office. It wasn't a case of his being the
Cardinal, the number one man and there-
fore the whole Church would roll in behind
him. But he knew that what we were asking
for should be granted. What we wanted
was political status and he tried in the best
way possible to help us."

The prisoners realised that they needed
to define exactly what they wanted, thus
the 5 Demands.

"The British wanted to change things
overnight from a context in which there
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* Bernadette McAliskey adrresses a H-Block rally oustide Leinster House, 1980
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was political status to a context of crimi-
nalisation, If they thought they could tumn
us, they were in cuckoo land."

Well over 100 people volunteered for the
hunger strike and the prisoners took
strength from each other and the bond was
very close. "The person sharing your cell
would have been the person you would
have shared many confidences with, shar-
ing stories, letters and whatever news was
available."

Initially, seven men - Tommy
McKearney, Sean McKenna, Leo Green,
Raymond McCartney, Brendan Hughes,
John Nixon and Tom McFeeley - joined the
fast on 27 October 1980, with the idea that
they would be replaced on their deaths by
others. The response to the absence of
food varied from individual to individual.
Sean McKenna's health declined quickly.
Asked if he thought he would die himself
on hunger strike, McCartney says: "I was
one of the people who argued for hunger
strike and when that was accepted outside,
the process of selecting Volunteers began.

"First of all you asked yourself had you
the desire and strength to go on the strike.
Can I commit myself to this? Am [ pre-
pared to die? The answer was yes. But will
I die? That question was never answered
because there was always a hope, particu-
larly from the model of 1972, that the
hunger strike would force the British gov-
ernment.

"But the ten men who died on the 1981
Hunger Strike answered the question. They
did die. If someone asked me if I thought
I'd have gone through with the hunger
strike, I don't think it's a question you can
really answer. Laurence can answer it
because he went into a coma. So whatever
battle has to be fought within those last 48
hours I think you can only give a view of.
Till you're in that position I don't think you
can look back and say, yes I would have
died."

McCartney talks of the pain encoun-
tered by the families: "In one way hunger
strike is a very selfless act. But in another
way involvement in struggle is a selfish act.
You make decisions and you expect your
family to go along with it. You can be very
focused about your revolutionary goals, but
the lives of families are heavily affected."

On 1 December three women — Mairéad
Nugent, Mairéad Farrell and Mary Doyle
— joined the 1980 hunger strike and con-
tinued on the fast until the hunger strike
was brought to an end on 18 December.

"On the basis of the information avail-
able to him, the O/C of the Blocks,
Brendan "The Dark' Hughes, took the deci-
sion to call an end to the strike. It was a
tough decision

"Sean McKenna had gone downhill, he
was very weak. You wouldn't have known
him. The Dark at this stage was hopeful of
a just resolution. There was to be a docu-

- Raymond McCartney on
Hunger Strike
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We found out almost
immediately after the
end of that [1980]
hunger strike that the
Brits weren't prepared
to resolve the issve.
What they were about
was an attempt to
criminalise and smash
the struggle and the
second hunger strike
would take that fight
back
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» Sean McKenna and
Brendan Hughes; (right top)
Show of solidarity; (right
bottom) Brendan Hughes on
Hunger Strike
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The ten men died for us
all. That same

willingness to sacrifice
everything for what you
want to achieve is still
very strong in
republicans today and
it's that same
willingness to make
sacrifices take will take
us to where we're going
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ment which would realise in a broad sense
the five demands. The Dark made his deci-
sion on the basis of the document that was
coming to the jail. [ think he made the cor-
rect decision. People could analyse after-
wards, and rightly that he and we were out-
manoeuvred. But hindsight is a wonderful
thing.

"Brendan Hughes could have been put in
a position where he could have held out for
the document and Sean would have died. If
the Brits had approached the whole crisis
in good faith, the thing could have been
resolved. We found out almost immediately
after the end of that hunger strike that the
Brits weren't prepared to resolve the issue.
What they were about was an attempt to
criminalise and smash the struggle and the
second hunger strike would take that fight
back."

In 1982 the prisoners were asking them-
selves "where from here?" The decision
was made to come off the No Wash
Protest and to "go into the system, hollow
it out and burst it." This they succeeded in
doing, as demonstrated in their ability by
1983 to bring off one éf the most impres-
sive prison escapes in modern history.

In 1994 Raymond McCartney was
released from prison having served 17and
a half years. Initially he became involved in
setting up ex-prisoner groups and with
work with Coiste na nlarchimi, the commit-
tee for Republican ex-prisoners. In latter
years he undertook the challenge of
becoming a Sinn Féin MLA. Again as with
his personal process of self-assessment he
asked himself at the outset if he had what
it took to see the job through.

"] asked myself if | had the desire and
capacity to do the job. I thought it through
and went for it."

A very positive grain traces itself
through McCartney's reflections on the
hunger strikes of 1980 and 1981 and
indeed through his general approach to life,
Asked if his reflections of the time were
about sadness and grief or if there was
anything uplifting about the memory of the
time, he gave a brief account of two recent
visits he made to the H-Blocks.

“T went up to the Kesh recently. It was a
dark and cold day. My mood seemed to
reflect the day, I felt a cloud over me. A
couple of weeks afterwards I made another
trip up. Some of the McElwee family were
with me, Mary Nelis and Jim Clarke. It was
a beautiful, sunny day. I remember when I

came home that night saying to Rose, my
wife, that I felt really, really uplifted that
day. And I said to her that that's the way it
should always be. Despite all the sadness
there are things about that period that
should uplift people. Because when the
pressure was o, people stood tall. When
people had to be counted, these people
stood up and were counted. The ten men
died for us all. That same willingness to
sacrifice everything for what you want to
achieve is still very strong in republicans
today and it's that same willingness to
make sacrifices that will take us to where
we're going."
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LE FEARGAL Mac IONNRACHTAIGH

ANl Ghaeilge i streachai
yhrfosmn na Ceise Fada

"In the circumstances I was surprised
that the morale of prisoners was so
high. From talking to them it is evident
that they prefer to face death rather
than be classed as criminals. Anyone
with the least knowledge of Irish history
knows how deeply rooted this attitude is
in our country's past. In isolation and
perpetual boredom they maintain their
sanity by studying Irish. It was an
indication of the triumph of the human
spirit over adverse inaterial
surroundings to notice Irish words,
phrases and songs being shouted from
cell to cell and then written on each cell
wall with the remnants of toothpaste
tubes."

— Cairdinéal Tomas O Fiaich 1978
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Bhi an dul chun cinn
dochreidte ar fad,
déanta na firinne. Ag an
tis, ni raibh ach
seachtar nd ochtar de
bhunadh na gcdsanna
le Gaeilge; i ndiaidh
bliain go leith bhi 300
cimi le Gaeilge ar a

Is décha go seasann forbairt na Gaetlge 1 rith chomhfhiosach de chuid tidardis an phriostiin dtoil.

agdid na pluide idir 1976-81 amach 1 stair na agus Rialtas na Breataine a bhi ann chun - Jake Mac Siacais
priostintachta sa chaor gur bhldthaigh an tean- brostii laethtiil na geimi a bhaint ar shutil

ga 1 geoinniollacha uafasacha mar dhéis chu- Mhothaigh siad go mbeadh meath siceo- ”
marsdide larnach sa streachailt in éadan laiochta de thoradh ar an leamhas agus an

coirpeachta sa Cheis Fhada I ngeall ar an aonarachas agus go geuirfeadh seo stop leis

seasamh a ghlac cimi na plwde, nior an agdid gan mhaoill

ceadaiodh aclaiocht choirp agus b'éigean Mheas siad an sc€al go contrailte agus

daofa fanacht sa chullin an 13 ar fad ach nuair a d'ardaigh lion na ndaoine ar an phluid

amhéin deich mbomaite ar maidin nuair a sa bhliain 1977, nnneadh dualgas scriostiil na

ligti amach 1ad fa choinne niochdin. Bhi mbairdéiri nios deacra. Daoradh Jake Mac

neamhchead ar leabhatr, ar phaipéir nuachta, Stacats chuig na blocanna leathbealaigh frid

ar phinn, nd ar fhoinsi léitheoireachta ar bith 1977 agus minionn s& an fhorbairt a thaimg

agus ni raibh ceadaithe acu ach tocht, pluid ar dhlithphairiocht agus ar mhisneach na

agus crois chordin Mhuire Beartaiocht gcimi leis an struchtiir nua a bhunaigh siad

IRIS the republican magazine 25



* Priosunaigh
poblachtdanacha ar
phardid sa Cheis Fhada
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Chénaigh siad sna
coinniollacha priosdin is
mishldintidla san fhichid
haois agus is comhartha
éagsilachta é gur
thorbair an Ghaeilge i
mbrocamas agus in
ainnise na
timpeallachta seo
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Thosaigh dream beag againn ag bearti
pleananna agus mud ar athchur 1 mBéthar
Chroimghlinne Bhi taithi na gedsanna againn
agus shoeraigh muid eagar a chur ar mhuintir
na mblocanna 1 bhfcirm ranganna oideachais.
Usdideadh an pholaitiocht le meon cogaidh a
spreagadh agus an Ghaeilge le spiorad agus
féinaithne a thégdil .. Diishlédn ollmhdr a bhi
ann de bhri go raibh muid faoc ghlas sna cil-
lini an 12 ar fad gan diseanna ar bith. Bhi
‘scatrteotr’ in achan sciathdn agus scairteadh
seisean na ranganna amach an doras 1
bpréiseas fadalach foghraiochta. Thosaigh an
Ghaetlge ar bhonn slandala agus chriochnaigh
s€ mar theanga labhartha na mblocanna. .Bhi
an dul chun cinn dochreidte ar fad, déanta na
firinne Ag an tis, ni raibh ach seachtar né
ochtar de bhunadh na gedsanna le Gaeilge; i
ndiaidh bliain go leith bhi 300 cimi le
Gaeilge ar a dtoil

Nior bhlthaigh an teanga diichais 1 gcoin-
niollacha chomh sainitil namh 1 stair na
bpriostinach Eireannach agus shabhiil sé
priostinaigh shoghonta ¢ ghabhail ar mire1
dtimpeallacht mhidhaonna Ar leibhéal praiti-
citiil, d'fhorbair an Ghaeilge 1 georas pirimide
a thug dualgas miinteoireachta do bheagnach
achan duine, dar le Breathnach, ‘theagasc
daoine le Gaeilge mheasartha daoine le
beagén Gaellge agus theagase dacine le
beagan Gaeilge daocine gan Gaeilge ar bith
agus d'fhds s€ mar sin c€ nach raibh ach
dornan beag daoine ag an bharr le Gaeilge
liofa acu '! Sa chaoi seo, 1s sampla léiritheach
i an Ghaeilge don tsli ar chruthaigh na priosu-
naigh céras oideachais neamhfhoirmitiil s'acu
féin1 nth agdid na pluide. MNior tugadh stadas
cliarlathach do dhuine ar bith fao: leith agus

ghlac an 'dalta’ rél agus freagracht an ‘mhuin-
teora' nuair a bhain siad caighdeén dirithe
amach Niorbh é1gean do dhuine ar bith a
bheith cailithe de réir cntéir acaduiil, nf raibh
de dhith ach a bhetth toilteanach an méid a
bhi agat a theagase d'fhoghlaimeoiri ar
chaighdean nios {sle againn ag an am
céanna * Chuidigh an cdras cumarséide seo
leo bheith neamhpléach ¢ tidaras na
mbairdéiri agus fid gnathnail na n-tdaras
phriosiin féin. Bhi siad dbalta straitéis a
bheartd ar chursai agdidiochta agus teach-
tarreachtai béil a chur 6 sciathdn go sciathan
agus o clullin go cillin go homlan sacr 6
thuiscint na mbairdeéiri

Le himeacht aimsire, bhi cumhacht
dhéchasach | meanma na geimi ach d'fhés
gniomhaiochtai briidiilachta na mbairdéiri
dd bharr Cuireann an t-iarphriostinach Garai
Mac Roibeaird sios ar exspéireas pearsanta

Diardaigh imeaglii de réir a chéile; nior
ligeadh diinn an phlwd a chaitheamh ag
fagail an chillin fa choinne niochdin B'€igean
diiinn a ghabhail lomnocht; 1arracht chun
muud a ndirid a bhi ann Rinneadh ionsai
gednal ar mhiinteoiri Gaeilge  Is cumhin
liom l1a amhéin ag scairteadh ranga amach ag
inse an dorais agus shleamhnaigh bairdéir
sios agus chaith s€ wsce te frid an doras ar
m'aghaidh. Tugadh greadadh dom go munic
fosta ach leanadh miiinteoir 1asachta ar
aghaidh leis an rang dd ndéanadh na bairdéri
1onsaithe tae né da dtugadh siad greadadh
don mhuintecir 1 rith rang Gaeilge... Bhi mud
neamhgheillitiil agus thaispedin seo uilig
diiinn go raibh fuath acu dér dteanga
dhiichais; rud a thug tuilleadh inspreagtha
diiinn 3

D'aithin na bairdéir{ tdbhacht na Gaeilge
san fheachtas in €adan coirpeachta agus sa
troid ceithre uair 1s fiche 1n €adan leadrdnach-
ta Thug an teanga misneach do mhuintir na
pluide de thairbhe gur chruthaigh s€ balla
dobhrniste idir aigne agus féiniilacht s'acu
agus 1arrachtai mullteacha na n-idards San
atmaisfear seo, thosaigh an agdid 'no wash'
agus shocraigh na cimi nach bhfagfadh siad
an cillin in am ar bith fid amhdin don lei-
threas B'éigean daofa fearadh [cac] sacu a
chur thart ar na ballai leis an bholadh a
mhaoli, Chénaigh siad sna coinniollacha
priostin 1s mishlaintdla san fluchid haots
agus 1s comhartha Sagsilachta € gur fhorbaur
an Ghaeilge 1 mbrocamas agus 1n ainnise na
timpeallachta seo

Chothaigh seo fuath agus eagla 1 measc na
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mbairdéiri; bhi siad neamhchumachtach agus
neamhabalta dinit na gemi a bhaint ar shitil
Thagair an t-iarchime Peadar Whelan don
phointe seo, ‘Irish was a weapon we used
against the screws leaving them feeling total-
ly frustrated and excluded Our expression of
identity left them feeling totally powerless
Knowledge 1s power and ignorance dimin-
ished their sense of power and control '4

I ndiaidh ceithre bliana d'agéidiocht dlman
sa phriosiin 1 gcomhar le feachtas tuirsitil ar
na srdideanna taobh amuigh, shocraigh na
priosunaigh ar stailc ocrais mar rogha dheire-
anach sa troid 1n éadan dhigeantacht na
Breataine. Mar 15 eol duinn uilig a bheas ag
déanamh comdradh ar an stailc ccrais i
mbliana, rinne Rialtas na Breataine
neamhaird ar ghuth daonlathach an phobail
agus le digeantacht 1ondiul, lean siad le
polasai na coirpeachta I ndiaidh sé1d 1s
seasca, fuair Bobby Sands bas ar stailc ocrais;
poblachténach, file, cecltdir agus muinteorr
Gaeilge. Lean naontr eile €; Francis Hughes
Raymond McCreesh, Patsy O'Hara, Joe

MeDonnell, Martin Hurson, Kevin Lynch,
Kieran Doherty, Tom McElwee agus Mickey
Devine agus d'€ag siad uilig sular cuireadh an
stailc ar ceal ar an 31 1d de Dheireadh
Bomhair Ar duis, nior ghéill na Sasanaigh
dacfa ach cead a geuid éadaigh féina
chaitheamh ach de réir a chéile, agus le tul-
leadh feachtasaiochta eile, fuair na priosu-
naigh an stddas polaitidil a bhf tuillte acu

Ma ghlacainud stair agus traidisitin an
phoblachtdnachais 1 ngélbheann san aireambh,
ba bheag seans praiticitiil a bhi ann go n-éire-
odh le polasaf na coirpeachta. Thug an
réamhshampla stainitit] agus an tacaiocht
chumhachtach ar an tacbh amuigh neart fior-
luachmhar d'fheachtas na bpriostinach 1
geoinne bholscaireacht ‘choirpeachta’ na
Sasanach. Rinne said iarracht na priostinaigh
a bhriseadh, ach d'aontaigh siad le chéile 1ad
chuig lerbhéal dlithphédirtiochta agus icbartha
thar cuimse 1 stair na priostinach Eireannach.
Rinne said 1arracht an bhéim pholaitiiil a
bhaint én streachailt naisitinta; ach tharla a

mhalairt, d'diséingh Shinn Féin mar fhérsa
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Mhair agoid na pluide
ar feadh ciig bliana
agus sa tréimhse sin
d‘aosaigh fir oga le
chéile, armdilte le
teanga dhichais s’acu,
idé-eolaiocht pholaitivil
agus mothichdin
chomrddaiochta
bunaithe ar dea-mhéin

do chdch
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polattital nua agus polaitiodh an pobal naisid-
nach le féinmhuinin ldidir I bhfirinne,
seasann an Cheis Fhada mar shiombail agus
mar shampla dealraitheach don easpa tuis-
ceana a thaispedin na Sasanaigh ar shice an
phoblachtinachais agus ar an cheist Birean-
nach 1 geotinne

Mhair agéid na pluide ar feadh ctiig bliana
agus sa treimhse sin d'aosaigh fir 6ga le
chéile, armailte le teanga dhiichais s'acu, 1de-
eolaiocht pholaititiil agus mothtichain chom-
rédaiochta bunaithe ar dea-mhéin do chach.
Léiriodh seo go tragdideach sa stailc ocrais
nuarr a fuair derchnitir bas in 1obairt neamh-
leithleasach faoin mhana biobalta a diisdid
Sands, 'Greater love than this hath no man
than that he lay down his life for his friend.3
Mhothaigh siad fitintas pearsanta agus
d'fhéach siad orthu féin ni mar ‘chimi
cogaidh' amhéin ach mar 'dhiograi seciri’
cultirtha agus polaitiila. D'fhoghlaim agus
labhair na priostinaigh Gaeilge ar chiitseanna
pratticitila agus polaitidla agus d'aithin siad
an luach dothomaiste a bhi aic1 mar fhriotal
culttirtha Dfheidhmigh si mar shlanaitheoir
sna coinniollacha uafésacha, bhrostaigh si an
intinn, thug sf faoiseamh 6n leadrdn Mar dis
fhéimidlachta, dhltthaigh si comradaithe le
cheile agus d'thag s€ naimhde scoite amach.
Dar le Peadar Whelan:

"Learmng and speaking Insh became a
crucial part of our struggle against crimunality
and helped form our identity We had to fight
to learn and speaking it was a form of resist-
ance. Every time we spoke Irish, we were
telling our enemy that we were Irish republi-
cans, protesting and struggling We weren't
going to let them silence us *&

Is seinaimunt choitianta { seo 1 measc
iarchimi na Ceise Fada agus aithnionn siad
chembh rithabhachtach s a bhi s€ sa bhua in
aghaidh an tsrutha treascaigh D'fhréamhaigh
an neart inmhednach seo ¢ fhealstinacht
chumhachtach nar thuig lucht an ansmachta
agus 18 abhar morchiiise do phriostinaigh
phoblachtdnacha go seasann focail an
mhairtinigh Bobby Sands mar chur sios cirid-
nach ar an fheal sinacht seo, 'Glacann siad ar
sacirse ach fanann mianta na sacirse indr
geroithe. Ni feidir € a bhriseadh agus ni feidir
leo stop a chur lendr geuwd smaointe né lendr
gewd cainte'?

Dréirigh lets an Staile Ocrais an t-dth a
fhail ar chorrai agus crof na ndacine ar fud na
hEireann Den chéad uair le fada an 1a, bhi
baint ag Gaeilgeoiri aitheanta le feachtas

‘polaititiil' 1 bhfoirm thacaiocht srdide don
Staile Ocrais; bhunaigh said brighripa darb
ainm 'Gaels against H Block' I ndiaidh na
statlee, chuir Sinn Péin beéim 1r ar chursai
cultirtha agus mheéadaigh ballraiocht an
phairti le diograiseciri teanga a fuair sprea-
gadh 6 mhuintir na mblocanna ® In mBéal
Feirste, d'ardaigh lion na ranganna Gaeilge,
bhunaigh Sinn Féin Roinn an Chultiir,
thaimg fas forneartmhar ar Bhunscoil Phobal
Feirste [an chéad Bhunscoil 1anGhasilge 1
dtuaisceart na tire], bhi feachtas forleathan le
logainmneacha srdide a chur suas as Gaeilge,
agus bunajodh an péipéar Gaeilge laethuil
LA Labhraionn Féilim O hAdhmaill, fear a
bhi gnfcmhach san athbheochan, ar an splainc
a chruthaigh na féidearachtai seo:

Bhi na stailceciri ocrats agus cimi na plu-
ide mar splainc mhismgh ag an phobal seo
Spreag siad daoine leis an Ghaeilge a fhogh-
laim go héinithe nuair a chuala daoine fa
dtaobh de na coinniollacha uafasacha, an
bhruiditilacht agus an ganntanas diseanna
Diiirt daocine 'ma ta siadsan dbalta fulaingt
lets an teanga a fhoghlaim, thig linne € a
dheéanamh le muinteoiri, d1seanna agus tm-
peallacht ceart'.. Mhothaigh daoine faoi chois
fosta agus d'amharc siad ar an Ghaeilge mar
ais le taispeaint gur Eimmaigh a bhi 1onfu,
nuair a bhi gach duine eile a ra nach raibh seo
amhlaidh ?
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Déla na bpriostinach féin, d'aithin dacine
ar an taobh amuigh feidhm na Gaeilge mar
mhedh éifeachtach le féinaithne a chur 1n 1l
Ina theannta sin, scaoileadh sacr a lan priosd-
nach a d'imir péirt luachmhar san athbhechan
cultirtha seo. Ba lér gur ardaigh tdbhacht na
teanga sa phobal ndisiinach mwnin a thaimg
chun einn sa chomhtheéacs polaititil dr

I geombhar le1s na lumeachtai sin, bhi
Bunscoil Phobal Feirste 1 mbun fas mll-
teanach 1 durdtha an ama seo agus tugadh
aitheantas Rialtais daofa don chéad vair in
1984 1 ndiaidh tri bhliana déag gan cuidii
airgeadais. Nil amhras ar bith ar O
hAdhmaill, a rinne taighde ar figitir{ fais na
scotle, fan phriomhchiiis taobh thiar den fhas
seo:

Ta ardmholadh tuillte ag bunaitheoiri na
cead Bunscoile go hdinthe don chinneadh a
ghlac stad in 1977 nuair a d'oscail siad na
doirse do phéisti nér tégadh le Gaeilge Thdg
siad bunchloch ach murach feachtas na
bpriostnach agus an Stailc Ocrais, nf bheadh
an fas céanna sa Ghaelscolaiocht Is finc
staire € gur dhirigh mad aird an phobail ar an
Ghaeilge agus cuireann figiiiri na scoile ton-
char s'acu in 14l 10

I mBéal Peirste, cuireadh leis an acht
rathiiil seo gan mhaoill; bunaiodh Naiscoil sa
Tra Ghearr 1n 1982, dha cheann eile in Ard
Boin agus Cill Bhui in 1984 sular bunaiodh
an dara Bunscoil, Gaelscoil na bhFal, in
1986. Ar bhealach indireach, d'fhéadfai a
mhaiomh go siclraionn an fhorbairt dhochre: -
dte a thaimig ar an Ghaelscolaiocht ar fud an
Tuaiscirt go dif an 1a atd innid ann 6 iobairt

shiorafl na stailceoiri ocrais agus dicheall
cultiirtha mhuintir na Ceise Fada 1 gcoitinne.

Ni mér ditnn wlig an rol rithabahchtach a
d'imir streachailt na Ceise Fada sdn athb-
heochan culturtha agus 1 bhfds an
Gaeloideachais a mholadh agus a chuimhnid
snd cwumhneachain 1 mbliana. Lena chots sin,
ta dualgas ar phoblachtdnaigh dha oiread nios
mé otbre a dhéanamh chun fis Bobby Sands
agus na stailceoiri ocrais a chur 1 gerich agus
dis streachailte, athghiniiina a dhéanamh don
teanga. Caithfear an Ghaeilge a fhoghlaim
agus daoine eile a spreagadh chun { a fhogh-
laim agus chun { a labhairt Is fédir linn an
Ghaetlge a chur ar ais 1 mbéal an phobail
agus tonsenamh dicheilimthe a fhorbairt a
cruthaionn féiniilacht radacach polaititiil én
fhéimidlacht chulttirtha. Nil amhras ar bith go
mbeidh fuinneamh réabhldideach agus
dedshampla stairitil na n-1archimi poblachta-
nacha 1omlan nachtanch do streachailt
chultirtha na milaoise tire

1 Agallamh le Mac Ionnrachtaigh, Iiil 2003.

2 Ibid.

Agallamh le Mac lonnrachtaigh, Meitheamh

2003.

O'Hagan 1991, 4.

Beresford 1987, 77.

O'Hagan 1991, 4.

Ni Mhaille, IRIS [November 1982], 29.

O hAdhmaill 1985, 37,

Agallamh le Mac lIonnr achtaigh, Liinasa

2003.

10 Agallamh le Mac Ionnrachtaigh, Linasa
2003.
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Is féidir linn an
Ghaeilge a chur ar ais i
mbéal an phobail agus
tionscnamh dichoilinithe
a fhorbairt a cruthaionn
féinivlacht radacach
polaitidil on
fhéinidlacht chultirtha
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* Mick O’'Donnell, Bobby Sands, Gerard Rooney and Tomboy Loudon in the Cages of Long Kesh

BOBBY SANDS LEADS
NEW HUNGER STRIKE

Bobby Sands was born in 1954 1n the pre-
domunantly loyalist district of Rathcoole
in North Belfast The eldest of four chil-
dren, he left school 1n 1969 and went to
work, apprenticing as a coach-maker. In
1972 hus famuly moved to a nationalist
housing development called Twinbrook,
in West Belfast, having endured years of
sectarian intimidation and harassment

Bobby joined Oglaigh ha hBireann in
his young teens and at the age of 18 he
was arrested, subsequently spending three
years in jail. Six months after his release,
he was re-arrested on active service fol-
lowing a bomb attack He was taken to
Castlereagh and interrogated for seven
days.

Refusing to talk or recognise the court,
Bobby Sands was sentenced to five years
in the cages of Long Kesh, assigned to
Cage 11

Sands was released 1n April of 1976
and re-arrested in October of the same
year Now married, with a three-year-old
son, he was sentenced to 14 years in Long
Kesh

Earlier in 1976 the British Government
had introduced legislation to phase out
the special category status under which
political prisoners in the North were
detained and which had been achueved by
a hunger strike by republican prisoners in
1972 The new legislaton was the central
policy plank of renewed British efforts to
depict the IRA campaign as a 'criminal
conspiracy'. All political prisoners arrest-
ed after 1 March 1976 were now to be
treated as 'erinunals'

Bobby Sands gamned a reputation for
being particularly steadfast in his oppo-
sition to increasingly brutal treatment
from the guards A number of guards
during this time had a habit of drenching
political prisoners with hoses, particular-
ly in winter. The prisoners learned to
stay clear of windows when they spotted
these guards cleaning nearby One day as
the call went down from cell to cell,
relaying a warmng to stay clear of the
windows because the screws were com-
ing with the hose, Bobby, hearing the
warning, stepped up to the window,

deliberately making himself a target
While the guard turned the full force of
the hose on lhim, he stood unmoving,
refusing to back down as the water
poured over im Only when the guard
had given up and moved on did he turn
from the window A cell check later
found him lying hypothermic and semu-
conscious in a flood of icy water on the
floor of his cell

On 27 October 1980, following the
breakdown of talks between British
Direct Ruler Humphrey Atkins and
Cardinal O Fiaich, the Catholic primate of
all Ireland, seven pnsoners in the H-
Blocks began a hunger strike. Bobby
Sands volunteered for the strike but when
the then-O/C of the prison, Brendan
Hughes, went on hunger strike he
appointed Sands as hus replacement

During the 1980 hunger strike Baobby
was given political recognition by the
prison authorites. The day after a semor
British official visited the hunger strikers
Bobby was brought half a milein a prison
van from H-3 to the prison hospital to
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- Bobby oustide one of the Nisen Huts
in Long Kesh; (below) Bobby (circled)
as a young boy on a local soccer team

visit them. Subsequently he was allowed
several meetings with Brendan Hughes
He was not involved in the decision to
end the hunger strike, which was taken by
the seven men alone But later that night
he was taken to meet them and was
allowed to visit republican prison leaders
in H-Blocks 4, S5and 6

On 19 December 1980, Bobby Sands
1ssued a statement that the prisoners
would not wear prison-issue clothing nor
do prison work. He then began negotia-
tions with the prison governor, Stanley
Hilditch, for a step-by-step de-escalation
of the protest.

But the prisoners' efforts were rebuffed
by the authoriies: *We discovered that
our good will and flexability were in
vain," wrote Bobby *It was made abun-
dantly clear duning one of my 'coopera-
tion' meetings with prisoner officials that
strict conformity was required, which 1n
essence meant acceptance of criminal sta-
tus *

In the H-Blocks the British saw what
they thought was an opportunity to defeat
the TRA by attempting to criminalise
imprisoned republicans, but the blanket-
men, perhaps more so than those on the
outside, appreciated before anyone else
the grave repercussions and so they
fought back

Bobby Sands volunteered to lead a
new hunger strike

The second hunger strike began on 1
March 1981 and was led by Bobby Sands

Unlike the previous hunger strike, vol-

unteers would join at different stages
thus slowly maximizing pressure on the
British Government This staggered
approach would also avaid a situation
where a number of volunteers might die
at the same time. The priscners' thinking
was that two or three hunger strikers
dying at once would have no more effect
on the British than a single death
Another tactical move came the day
after the beginning of the fast when the
425 nonconformung priscners i the H-
Blocks called off their dirty protest, thus
centralising public and media attention on
the plight of the men on hunger strike
Bobby Sands believed that his death
could secure the five demands and save
the lives of lus fellow hunger strikers
For the first 17 days of the hunger strike
he kept a secret diary 1n which he wrote
s thoughts and wviews, mostly n
English but occasionally breaking into

Irish. On the first day of his hunger
strike he wrote

Sunday 1st

I am standing on the threshold of
another trembling world. May God
have mercy on my soul.

My heart is very sore because 1
know that I have broken my poor
mother's heart, and my home is
struck with unbearable anxiety. But
I have considered all the arguments
and tried every means to avoid
what has become the unavoidable:
it has been forced upon me and my
comrades by four-and-a-half years
of stark inhumanity.

I am a political prisoner. I am a
political prisoner because I am a
casualty of a perennial war that is
being fought between the oppressed
Irish people and an alien, oppres-
sive, unwanted regime that refuses
to withdraw from our land.

I believe and stand by the God-
given right of the Irish nation to
sovereign independence, and the
right of any Irishman or woman to
assert this right in armed revolu-
tion. That is why I am incarcerated,
naked and tortured.

Bobby Sands was to last 61 days on
hunger strike. His sacrifice was to inspire
a new generation of republicans and the
whole world was to see how Britain
behaved towards those who would not
bow down to her will

On 1 March 1981, 25 years ago, Bobby
Sands began the first day of his hunger
strike
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Four on hunger strike

Belfast republican Bobby Sands com-
pleted his third week on hunger stnke
for political status in the H-Blocks of
Long Kesh on Sunday, 22 March 1981
His comrade Francis Hughes from
South Derry completed his first week
on the strike the same day. Also on that
day, Sands and Hughes were joined on
their fast to the death by two other
blanketmen, Raymond McCreesh from
South Armagh and Patsy O'Hara from

Derry city.

BOBBY SANDS

Bobby Sands was born 1n Belfast on 9
March 1954 He became involved in
active republicamism in his rmud-teens
and when he was 18 he was arrested in
Lisburn and charged with weapons
possession. He was sentenced 1n early
1973 to five years’ imprisonment,
which he served as a political prisoner
in the cages of Long Kesh

Sands continued as an active repub-
lican after his release in April 1976 and
was re-arrested ssx months later duning
an IR A operation.

After 11 months on remand, Bobby
Sands was sentenced to 14 years’
imprisonment. When he was moved to
the H-Elocks in late September 1977,
he refused to wear a priscn uniform,
and went on the blanket protest.

Later, under the pen name Marcella,
he wrote articles for Republican News
In the H-Blocks Sands suffered routine
abuse from the prison administration
and was foreibly bathed and scrubbed
down with deck brushes on numerous
OCCasions.

He was FRO of the blanketmen
until he succeeded Brendan Hughes as
OC when Hughes went on the first
hunger strike in 1980

Sands played a major part in repub-
lican resistance to cnimunalisation in
the H-Blocks and conducted negotia-
ttons with the prison governor in an
attempt to resolve the prison crisis -
negotiations which foundered when
the British adopted an intransigent atti-
tude

FRANCIS HUGHES

One of the most fearless and active

young Volunteers 1n the armed strug-
gle against Briish occupation, 25-
year-old Prancis Hughes from
Bellaghy 1n South Derry joined the
hunger strike on 16 March 1981
Descnibed as *the most wanted man 1n
the North", Hughes was on the run for
three years and despite thousands of
wanted posters all over South Derry he
remained 1n the area, often living out-
side in the fields and hills while Bnitish
forees scoured the countryside for um
In March 1978 two IRA Volunteers
dressed in mulitary umform were
crossing a field when confronted by
five undercover SAS soldiers. Two
British soldiers were shot in the shoot-
out that ensued and the IRA Volunteers
escaped the immediate vicinity. A full-
scale manhunt was mounted by hun-
dreds of Bntish soldiers and RUC
Thirteen hours later, Francis Hughes
was found lying under gorse bushes
He was badly wounded and had lost
much blood The word Treland' was
emblazoned across the jacket of lus
mulitary uniform He was trailed out of
the gorse but refused to answer any
questions

He spent ten months in the mulitary
wing of Musgrave Park hospital Asa
result of lus wounds, his thigh bone
was operated on and reduced by one-
and-a-half inches, leaving lim with a
steel pin in his leg and needing a
crutch

In August 1978, he was taken from
Musgrave Park to Castlereagh interro-
gation centre. For the next six days he
refused to answer any questions and
refused to eat or drink in case the food
or water was drugged. He was charged
with orgamsing and taking part 1n a
number of IRA operations

At his trial, which ended after 13 days
on 18 February 1980, he was given
several lengthy sentences, including
life imprisonment

When brought to the H-Blocks,
Hughes immediately went on the blan-
ket

RAY McCREESH
Raymond McCreesh was born 1n the
village of Camlough in South Armagh,

+ Bobby Sands and Francis
Hughes

the second youngest in a famly of four
brothers and three sisters After leav-

g school, he attended Newry
Techmical College, and served an
apprenticeship as a sheet-metal work-
er

In June 1976, at the age of 19,
McCreesh was arrested after a shoot-
out between the IRA and the British
Army near Beleek in South Armagh
After nine months on remand he was
sentenced in a non-jury court in March
1977

By the ume he embarked on the his-
toric 1981 hunger strike, Raymond
McCreesh had spent four years on the
blanket protest, and during that time
forferted his visits rather than wear the
prison uniform for the half-hour per
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* Raymond McCreesh and Patsy
O'Hara

month. He only took lus first visit with
his parents 1n 1981 to inform them that
he was going on the hunger strike

PATSY O'HARA

Patrick O'Hara was born in Derry city
on 11 February 1957 He was just 11
years old on 5 October 1968 when
along with hus parents, he took part in
the big civil nghts march in Derry
which was viciously attacked by the
RUC. A year later he again witnessed
one of the milestones in the conflict
when the RUC invaded, and were
defeated, during the Battle of the
Bogside 1n August 1969

Patrick, known to everyone as Patsy
joined na Fianna Eireann in 1970 and
although under-age, he joined Sinn

+ Armagh Jail

Féin in early 1971 A few months after
the introduction of internment his eld-
est brother Sedn was interned

In 1974 his home was continually raid-
ed by the Briush Army and he was fre-
quently harassed and beaten up by
them before being interned in October
After his release in Apnl 1975, O'Hara
joined the Insh Republican Socialist
Party, but within two months he was
re-arrested and framed by the British
Army He gpent ten months on remand
before being acquitted

The British Army and RUC continued
to harass the O'Hara famuly in 1976
and Patsy's brother Tony was arrested
and charged with a political offence
for which he was subsequently con-
victed on the basis of an alleged verbal
statement

Patsy was arrested again 1n September
1976 and charged with possessing
arms and ammumtion This was really
internment-by-remand and he was

released after four months, when the

charges were dropped

In June 1977 he was arrested in
Dublin, interrogated for seven days
and charged with holding a Garda at
gunpoint He was released on bail six
weeks later and in January 1978 he
was acquitted

Patsy was arrested once more in May
1979. He was charged with possession
of a hand grenade and was convicted
on the basis of accusations made by
two Bntish soldiers. He was sentenced
to eight years’ imprisonment 1n
January 1980 and immediately went
on the blanket protest

This week 25 years ago saw four
young men, from various parts of the
Six Counties, on a hunger strike to the
death in the H-Blocks of Long Kesh
as the republican leadership urged the
need for mobilisations and action 1n
support of their demands for recogmni-
tion as political prisoners.
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BY JIM GIBNEY

Key turning point in the struggle

I lud behind the wall of St Patrick's Catholic
Church, less than 200 yards from the front
door of Dungannon's Electoral Office in
Northland Row. From this safe distance I
could watch, unobserved, the comings and
goings at the office It was short of 2.30 in the
afternoon, a warm day as I recall now, some 25
years later.

My 1nside jacket pocket held a little prece
of paper, pregnant with historical change, of
far-reaching proportions for republicans Of
course at the ime I was completely unaware of
this. As I paced up and down the car park
belind the Church I was more concerned not
to be seen by anyone who would recognise me
and be alerted to my intentions. The little piece
of paper in my pocket was Bobby Sands' nom-
ination paper to contest the by-election for
Fermanagh and South Tyrone.

In Ballygawley Road housing estate, a few
mules away, Gerry Adams was situng by a
phone. He was in communicatuon with repub-
licans i1n Lisnaskea, the home town of the
recently-deceased MP for the constituency,
Frank Maguire Gerry wasalso in communica-
tion with me - not, I hasten to add, by mohbile
phone; they were yet to be invented - but
through immy MeGivern, a local republican,
in hus car.

Barlier, Gerry had given me my instruc-
tions. They were ssmple enough. If by 3. 50pm
Noel Maguire, Frank's brother, had not with-
drawn lus nomination papers for the by-elec-
tion then I was to withdraw Bobby's name
from the contest Four o'clock was the final
deadline to withdraw papers. Three o'clock
was the deadline for submiting a nomination
The leadership of Sinn Féin had decided that
Bobby Sands would not contest the election i1f
there was ancther nationalist in the field

At approximately 2 45pm the word from
Gerry, through Jimmy, was that Noel Maguire

- Frank Maguire MP
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Then another courier

arrived at the car park

with a more positive
rumour. Noel Maguire
was on his way to the
Electoral Office with the
local republican - but no
one knew for certain

why
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had been sighted in the company of a local
republican in Lisnaskea shortly after 2pm He
had not been seen since then. The grapevine
had 1t he had gone to ground My heart sank
with the news as I prepared myself to with-
draw Bobby's papers

Then another courter arrived at the car park
with a more positive rumour. Noel Maguire
was on his way to the Electoral Office with the
local republican — but no one knew for certain
why

Lisnaskea was a difficult hour's drive from
Dungannon. We were all on edge. Would Noel
make 1t to the office on tme? Would he be
stopped by the British Army at a checkpoint
and delayed deliberately until after the dead-
line? Why was he coming at all, if not to with-
draw his name? Maybe he was just comung to
tell the growing number of journalists outside
the Electoral Office that he intended to stand?

I was not prepared to believe anything
unless I saw it with my own eyes. Experience
of the previous few weeks taught me that It
was packed with highs and lows as republicans
grappled with what to do over Bobby's nomu-
nation

My anxious wait ended well within the tme
set for withdrawing a nomination. The solitary
figure of the white-haired Noel Maguire
ascended the steps outside the Electoral
Office It was obvious he had decided to pull
out of the contest In keeping with his gentle
demeanour, he announced 1n a soft voice to the
waiting journalists that he was withdrawing
from the by-election because he had been told
it would help save Bobby's life. He could not
have it on his conscience that any action of hus
would endanger another person's life

Noel Maguire's gesture was not only mag-
nammous. It was a pivotal moment which
shaped the future conduct of the republican
struggle in a dramatic and unexpected way
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Had Noel stayed in the contest, then Bobby
Sands would not have been elected MP for
Fermanagh and South Tyrone, because I would
have withdrawn his name from the election
And the year 1981 nmught not have been the
year the struggle changed so dramatically

Bobby's election rocked the Thatcher gov-
ernment and the Irish establishment It also
came as a huge surprise to many republicans,
with one very semor [RA man saying to me, as
we watched the news of Bobby's win on tele-
vision, that it was worth 20 bombs It was a
spectacular victory against all the odds. It gave
the prison struggle, and the struggle generally,
a much needed boost

Following Bobby's election,
Doherty and Paddy Agnew were elected TDs
and other prisoner candidates did well across
the 26 Counties 1n that year's general election
The election of two prisoner candidates as TDs
was also significant for another reason It

Kieran

ended Pianna Fail's reign as the domunant
party in the south. They never again formed a
government as a single party. That year also
saw Owen Carron hold Bobby's seat with an
increased majority 1n the by-election caused
by Bobby's death.

In the nuddle of all that was happening and
with Bobby's win in the bag, I argued internal -
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The election of two
prisoner candidates as
TDs was also significant
for another reason. It
ended Fianna Fdil's
reign as the dominant
party in the south. They
never again formed a
government as a single
party. That year also
saw Owen Carron hold
Bobby's seat with an
increased majority in
the by-election caused
by Bobby's death

29

- Joe Cahill addresses Smash H-Block
rally at the GPO, Dublin

by for Sinn Féin to contest the May local gov-
ernment elections, held less than a month after
Bobby's success. Not surprnisingly, I lost the
argument. Other orgamsations like People's
Democracy (PD), the IRSP the IIP and pro-
prisoner cancidates did stand, The SDLP lost
many of their council seats to these candidates
—ncluding that of their leader, Gerry Fitt, who
was stll a Westrunster MFP at the ume
Thereafter the struggle opened up a new front
contesting elections

The election successes of 1981 gave repub-
licans the confidence they needed to take the
leap 1nto the unknown electoral arena I was
not there for the internal debate which fol-
lowed 1981. I was off to jail for the next six
years. I can imagine it would not have been an
easy debate to win Republicans were very
suspicious of participating in any form of
struggle that they suspected was out of step
with pursuing the armed struggle For many, in
the leadership and elsewhere, participating in
elections was controversial and to be done
selectively.
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I was at an Ard Fheis in 1980 and heard
Sinn Péin President Ruairi O Bradaigh
denounce those republicans from Tyrone who
put a motion to the conference to contest local
elections 1n the Six Counties. Republicans 1n
the 26 Counties were already contesting local
elecuons. He warned delegates that anyone
advocating such a course of action would face
expulsion

Between that Ard FPheis and Bobby Sands's
election there was a low level debate among
some of the leadership of Sinn Féin about how
best to build Sinn Féin into a popular political
party and the role, if any, of participating 1n
elections. The opposition to fighting elections
was very strong. Indeed, thus was reflected 1n
the extreme opposition among Fermanagh
republicans to the proposal to stand Bobby

I proposed standing Bobby in the by-elec-
tion. It came to me in a flash on heaning the
news on the radio of Frank Maguire's sudden
death I thought it was a not-to-be-nussed
opportunity to highlight the hunger strike and
the protest for political status. I was to learn
very quickly that not all republicans were
taken by the 1dea

The opposition in PFermanagh centred on
the traditional republican hostility to elections
They were seen as a dangerous distraction,
summed up in the view that even if Sinn Féin
won every seat in the country, the Brits still
had to be forced out by arms. There was alsoa
genuine concern for the fate of Bobby and his
comrades Failure to win the seat would
strengthen Thatcher's main argument that the
prisoners did not have popular support.

The opposition held out over several meet-
ings against the combined persuasive powers
of Ruairi O Bradaigh, Daithi O Conaill, Gerry
Adams and Owen Carron —all arguing to stand
Bobby

For republicans 1981 15, understandably so,
one of the bleakest years of the conflict
because of the deaths on hunger strike of the
ten lads It is also a semunal year in terms of
opening up a new and challenging front par-
ncipating in elections This led to other, equal-
ly important changes - taking seats in Leinster
House and forcing republicans to build a sen-
ous party with a radical message.

It all started in earnest 25 years ago in
Enniskillen's Technmical College, when the
Returming Officer, in a breaking voice,
announced to the world "Sands, Bobby, Ant
H-Block/Armagh Political Prisoner, 30,492,
West, Harry, Unomust, 29,046.* Bobby Sands
was declared MP for Fermanagh and South
Tyrone

Thirty thousand,

four hundred

and ninety two. ..

On 9 April, 1981, the people of
Fermanagh and South Tyrone
went to the polls in a by-election
to fill the seat held by the late
Frank Maguire, an Independent
ME, who died just five days after
Bobby Sands began his hunger
strike. Upon hearing of his death I
doubt if any of us involved in the
H-Block/Armagh campaign
thought in terms of an election
with a prisoner candidate. Firstly,
the death of an MP does not
automatically give rise to a by-
election. A writ must be moved by
an MP in the House of Commons
to cause a by-election. Although
republicans were friendly with
some left-wing MPs, relations
weren't of the nature that they
would do your bidding. Besides,
such a call would have
presupposed the existence of a
concrete plan or strategy - when
there was none.

Bobby Sands' entry into
Fermanagh and South Tyrone was
an accident of history, and if
there is one person who can be
‘credited’ with allowing that
intervention then it is James
Molyneaux, leader of the Ulster
Unionist Party in 1981, and
arguably one of that party’s most
stupid.

Molyneaux thought that the
nationalist vote would be split
between the SDLP and an
Independent candidate and that a
single unionist candidate, in the
form of former party leader,
Harry West, would take the seat.
It was only when the election was
called that the idea was suggested
that the Smash H-Block/Armagh
campaign should make an
intervention. Around about the
same time that Bernadette

McAliskey let it be known that
she was prepared to stand but
would stand aside for a prisoner
candidate, others, most notably,
Jim Gibney from Sinn Fein, were
suggesting that Bobby Sands
should be put forward.

A meeting was held in
Monaghan and, incredibly, a small
minority of Fermanagh
republicans actually favoured the
candidature of Noel Maguire, the
former dead MP’ s brother.
However, at the end of the
meeting it was decided to stand
Bobby Sands, provided he got a
clear run against West. Noel
Maguire, under tremendous
emotional pressure, eventually
withdrew his name and the SDLP,
fearing a backlash, decided not to
put up a candidate, though Austin
Currie threatened to stand and
SDLP councillor Tommy Murray
who signed Bobby Sands’
nomination papers was dismissed
from the party.

I have never seen an election
campaign like it. Thousands of
activists were mobilised from
across Ireland to go to Fermanagh
and South Tyrone to help out in
the postering and canvassing. In
Dungannon and Enniskillen
offices were opened round-the-
clock. Some of us from Belfast
went up, thinking we were going
to teach the locals how to run an
election. What we discovered was
that working quietly away in the
background for decades were
people who had dedicated
themselves to the electoral
registers, ensuring that everyone
of voting age was on the rolls,
that the sick or those overseas
were registered for postal votes,
that people were trained in the
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DANNY MORRISON was editor of An Phoblacht/Republican News and Sinn Féin
Director of Publicity in 1981 and was a key contact between the protesting
prisoners in the H-Blocks and the Republican Movement outside the jail. A
former republican POW himself, Morrison was elected as a Sinn Féin member of

a Six County Assembly in 1982. He became a full dme writer in the 1990s. He
is secretary of the Bobby Sands Trust. This article first appeared in the
Andersonstown News on the 20th anniversary of the elecion of Bobby Sands.
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- The start of the Fermanagh and South Tyrone by-election: Owen Carron, Gerry
Adams, Bernadette McAliskey, Art McCaughey, Francie Molloy, Jim Gibney,

Marcella Sands (Bobby's sister), Maura McKearney, Rosaleen Sands (Bobby's
mother) and Pat McCaffrey

science of organising an election and
supervising the count. They were
brilliant.

At after-Mass meetings people
would emerge from chapel, stand and
listen, applaud and then make
generous contributions to the fighting
fund. I remember a group of Belfast
women return to the election office in
Dungannon totally despondent about
Bobby’s chances after they got an
extremely cold reception outside a
church on the Ballygawley Road.
Francie Molloy asked them to describe
exactly where they had made the
speeches. It turned out they had been
addressing and leafleting parishioners
leaving a Church of Ireland service!

In Enniskillen on the day of the
count we felt in our bones that Bobby

was going to win. You just knew it
from the atmosphere, the people
flocking to the polling stations,
queueing to vote. In the afternoon
when the returmning officer declared the
wvote I couldn’t contain myself and let
out a huge yell.

For years the British government
had been denigrating republicans,
declaring they had no support,
challenging them to go to the ballot
box. Bobby Sands got 30,492, with a
majority twice as large as Thatcher's in
her constituency of Finchley. Bobby's
election agent, Owen Carron, made
Bobby's acceptance speech and called
for dialogue to resolve the hunger
strike. Harry West got up and began to
make his victory speech, then
appeared confused, then realised that

the unthinkable had happened - Bobby
Sands had won!

That night I came back to Belfast
with Mr and Mrs Sands and Bobby's
sister, Marcella, and went into town to
do more interviews. In the car we
discussed the impact of Bobby’s
victory and the hope it gave that his
life might be saved, that Thatcher
would be compelled to recognise his
mandate. But that was not to be. Her
reaction was to amend the
Representation of the People Act so
that no Irish political prisoner in any
jail in the world could contest a
Westminster election. British
governments were later to continually
amend electoral rules - on
identification, on deposits, on local
government oaths - all with the
objective of excluding republicans, and
all of which failed because Sinn Fein
circumvented all obstacles by simply
adopting a pragmatic approach.

Republicans and electoralism could
have ended there in 1981, had not
James Molyneaux, again inexplicably,
moved another writ for another by-
election! Because of the exclusion of
prisoner candidates, this time Owen
Carron, a member of Sinn Fein,
standing on an anti-H-Block/Armagh
prison ticket, was nominated and was
elected, increasing Bobby’s vote, in yet
another dramatic election. Owen’s
election took place on 20th August, the
day on which Mickey Devine became
the last hunger striker to die.

In voting for Bobby Sands an