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Our simple message to everyone will be ‘smash H-Block’

that is what we shall build around
Bobby Sands



Hunger Strike
(October-December 1980)

We call on the Irish people to lend us their support for our just

demands and we are confident that this support will be very much
in evidence in the coming days.

We call on all solidarity and support groups to intensify their efforts.’

Statement by republican prisoners, Long Kesh

at the start of the first hunger strike.

At a press conference held on 13 October 1980, the chairman of
the National H-Block Committee ‘said that every effort would
be made to make the hunger strike unnecessary’” Indeed, until now
this had been the raison détre of the Committee. Still, the group’s
press statement admitted that many H-Block activists thought
that, ‘sooner or later, the prisoners would be forced to embark on
a hunger strike’’ The Committee now pledged its unconditional
support for the prisoners and used this opportunity to announce
details of the various anti-H-Block actions planned for the coming
weeks.

While the mainstream media tended to give short shrift to the
statements issued by the National H-Block Committee, quite a bit
of attention was paid to a statement released by the Irish Commis-
sion for Justice and Peace (ICJP). This group, which had been set
up by the Irish Catholic Bishop’s Conference in the late 1960s, had
sent a report to the Northern Ireland Secretary of State weeks
earlier but had received no response other than a formal acknowl-
edgement. Given the imminent hunger strike, the ICJP decided to
go public with its views.
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The ICJP announced that: ‘Like the European Commission
on Human Rights, we must express our concern at the inflexible
approach of the State authorities who are “more concerned to
punish offenders against prison discipline than to explore ways
of resolving such a serious deadlock™* 1t was, however, equally
critical of the other parties to this conflict, noting the ECHR’s
rejection of ‘political status’ and calling ‘on the prisoners and those
who have influence on them ... to de-escalate the protest’’ Their
report summed up the views of many moderate Irish nationalists;
it also highlighted the dilemma for many such moderates. While
many abhorred the violence of the IRA, they also found themselves
increasingly at odds with Britain’s policies in the North.’

It would not be long before the National H-Block Committee
claimed a certain degree of success in its newly invigorated
campaign. In a circular sent out to eighty affiliated action groups
(as well as a number of ad hoc committees looking to build action
groups), the Committee stated: ‘Interest in the issue is mounting
and people who have, in the past, hesitated to take a stand are now
giving of their time and energy to resolve the situation. Scarcely
a day goes by without several publicity successes, both nation-
ally and locally.” But these alleged ‘publicity successes’ were soon
overshadowed by the assassination of two more H-Block activists.
In the early morning hours of 15 October, gunmen smashed
down the front door of Ronnie Bunting’s West Belfast home. They
charged up the stairs towards the bedrooms where they shot dead
Bunting and his comrade Noel Lyttle. His wife Suzanne was shot
several times and was seriously injured in the attack. While no
organization claimed responsibility for the murders, Bunting’s
widow later argued that the SAS must have been involved in the
killings because they were ‘too well planned and carried out by
men who were cool and calm and knew what they were doing’*
Though Ronnie Bunting was associated with the anti-H-Block
campaign, he was better known for his involvement in both the
political and military wings of the Irish Republican Socialist
Movement. As a Protestant so publicly associated with militant
Irish republicanism, he had become a hate figure for loyalist
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paramilitaries. Lyttle, on the other hand, had briefly been part of
the National H-Block Committee’s executive. He had a long history
of involvement in republican left politics but had only just joined
the IRSP.’ An article in the Starry Plough, the newspaper of the
IRSP, later declared that the two had ‘died as they lived - as revolu-
tionary socialist republicans murdered in a conspiracy hatched
by the combined military forces of British Imperialism in the Six
Counties’"”

Less than one week later, a home in West Belfast’s Twinbrook
estate was raided just before a Relatives Action Committee
meeting was due to take place. Those arrested were taken to
Castlereagh interrogation centre and questioned about local anti-
H-Block activities.” Newspapers described the controversial raid as
‘SAS-style’, though both the Army and RUC refused to say whether
or not the SAS was involved. The SDLP’s Joe Hendron later said,
‘People in Twinbrook see a similarity between this operation and
the killing of Ronnie Bunting last week and they are terrified out
of their minds!™”

Meanwhile, the National H-Block Committee issued a state-
ment pointing out the similarities between the Twinbrook raid
and the murders of Miriam Daly, Noel Lyttle and Ronnie Bunting.
They claimed that there was now an ‘orchestrated campaign by
the British government to take any steps - including murder - to
break the H-Block protest’.” Though allegations of security force
involvement persisted, the UDA later admitted it had carried out
the killings. In the short term, however, the organization simply
stated:

The H-Block issue is the latest in a long line of Provisional IRA
propaganda in their attempt to discredit the State of Ulster. Let the
people who are embarking on this campaign be aware that the UDA
will not be drawn into a sectarian war, but that it will use every
means at its disposal to eliminate those who pose a threat to the
State of Ulster and all its people.™

In mid-October, a letter written by Minister of State Michael
Alison appeared in the New York Times. Under the headline ‘Father
Berrigan’s Misconceptions About Ulster Prisons’, the NIO official
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refuted a number of claims made in an op-ed article penned by
the activist priest. He stressed that the prisoners themselves were
responsible for the conditions that they found themselves in. ‘All
were tried publicly before civilian courts, with the normal rights
of legal representation and appeal, not military judges’.” He then
concluded by stating: ‘As for the effect of the [prison] protest on
opinion here, the fact is that local meetings in support of the
protesters attract only handfuls of people’® But, just days later,
over 17,000 marched in Belfast in support of the prisoners.”

As the anti-H-Block campaign stepped up its activities, the
Northern Ireland Office dramatically increased its spending on
public relations. A short, glossy brochure entitled ‘H-Block: The
Facts™ was soon produced, copies of which were distributed to
embassies in the United States, Europe and beyond.” ‘H-Block: The
Facts’ explained the background to the protest and the Govern-
ment’s attitude towards it. It was stressed that ‘notable progress’
had been made ‘in establishing a modern prison system with first-
class facilities for work, vocational training, education and recre-
ation’* All this and more was available to the conforming prisoner.

The British Government had already made it clear that there
would ‘be no compromise on the principle of political status’” Still,
as the then-Prime Minister later wrote in her memoirs, ‘[t]here were
several discussions among ministers in the interim to see what
concessions might be made to avert the strike’” One such conces-
sion - offered just days before the hunger strike was to commence
- was the replacing of the prison uniform with ‘civilian-type’
clothing issued by the prison authorities. While the Government
maintained that this idea had been discussed for several months,
its timing roused Unionist fears and anger.” Still, it was rejected
outright by the protesting prisoners as ‘an attempt to defuse the

momentum of growing support for the blanket men’**

In late October, the Republican Movement placed a full-page
advertisement in the North’s main nationalist newspaper calling on
activists to support a forthcoming march. It reminded supporters
that ‘the sound of marching feet in protest must be heard loud
and clear on the streets of Belfast, and indeed all over Ireland’®
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This demonstration - held on the last Sunday of the month -
was the first of a series of activities organized by the National
H-Block Committee throughout the hunger strike period. In the
weeks ahead there would be token fasts, pickets, rallies and public
meetings the length and breadth of the country.

The H-Block Committee’s Belfast march attracted thousands
and was dubbed ‘the most significant show of support to date for
the Smash H-Blocks campaign’”® Journalist Gerry Foley wrote that
Bernadette McAliskey: ‘watched the ... demonstration streaming
into the Busy Bee shopping centre ... with tears running down her
face. It was as if the civil rights movement that she knew eleven
years ago had resumed its march.”” Though this was certainly an
overstatement, one could see the logic in such sentiments. As one
prisoner later put it, ‘it was a good start ... if it can be said that there
is a good start to such a sad event’”®

Though the Committee had opposed a hunger strike in the
H-Blocks, there was little it could do now to stop it. The morning
after the march, IRA Volunteers Brendan Hughes, Raymond
McCartney, Tommy McKearney, Leo Green, Sean McKenna and
Tommy McFeeley - along with INLA Volunteer John Nixon -
refused food. The choice of seven hunger strikers was meant as a
nod to the seven signatories to the Easter Proclamation of 1916. On
a more pragmatic note, however, the men were also drawn from
five of the North’s six counties and this would help mobilize activ-
ists from across Northern Ireland.”

In a special appeal to all H-Block action groups, hunger striker
Brendan Hughes stated: ‘Death most certainly awaits us unless
you, on the outside, can build a united, strong and co-ordinated
showing of concern”” This, in turn prompted the National
H-Block Committee to urge activists to redouble their efforts on
behalf of the prisoners. It was claimed that the campaign had
already gained ‘great momentum’, that more action groups were
coming together and that the media were ‘being forced to examine
the H-Block question because of the pressure of Action group work
and tenacity’”

The National H-Block Committee certainly tended to overstate
its role in forcing the media’s hand. More often than not, however,
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it complained about the media and its supposed silence on the
H-Block question. Nevertheless, days into the hunger strike,
Ulster Unionist MP Robert Bradford publicly asked both radio and
television to employ ‘a self-denying ordinance of silence regarding
support for the hunger strikes’’” A similar request was made by the
General Board of Assembly for the Presbyterian Church in Ireland.
This, of course, was an impossible request which was only made
all the more so when - barely a week into the protest - Fianna Fil
TD and MEP Sile de Valera accused the Prime Minister of issuing
‘callous, unfeeling and self-righteous statements ... in regard to the
position of the H-Block prisoners’”

Comments such as de Valera’s were rare among ‘mainstream’
politicians and she was quickly rebuked by her party’* While
her words enraged Unionist politicians, their anger was soon
assuaged when West Belfast MP Gerry Fitt stood up in the House
of Commons and declared:

1 do not want to see any coffins coming out of Long Kesh, but 1 did
not want to see any coffins coming out of little churchyards and
chapels in Northern Ireland, when the victims of these murderers
were being carried out. | cannot forget how many funerals there
were of the victims of the men of violence.”

He then called on the Government to ‘show their resolution and
not allow themselves to be blackmailed by people giving support
to the hunger strike’*

As his biographer later noted, reaction to Fitt’s speech was
immediate - ‘almost as soon as he had finished speaking, stones
and paint had been thrown’ at the family home on Belfast’s Antrim
Road.” Less than two weeks later, the Belfast Telegraph reported
that a local councillor from the Republican Clubs had her home
‘daubed with H-Block slogans, following her refusal to support the
campaign for political status’*® Though neither politician would be
intimidated, their outspoken views on the prison crisis soon cost
them dearly at the polls.

A growing number of people were giving support to the
hunger strike and the campaign for political status. Activists were
responding to Sinn Féin’s call ‘for massive protests on the streets,
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outnumbering anything seen in the last decade’” Within days of
Fitt’s Commons speech, a work stoppage and march in Derry City
generated tremendous support. As one local campaigner observed:

alarge crowd of demonstrators poured into and eventually filled the
Guildhall Square. Their banners identified schools, local estates and
communities, women’s and youth groups and, despite the official
trade union movement’s condemnation of the action, numerous
workplaces and trade unions.*’

It had been over a decade since so many people had taken to the
streets.

By early November, the National H-Block Committee claimed
that there were 125 affiliated action groups throughout Ireland.
In an internal report on these groups, the Committee noted how
‘[slome have a very Republican profile while others are almost
entirely “humanitarian™.* Likewise, some groups were described
as ‘very well-organized and effective’ or ‘relatively successful and
active’, while others simply as ‘newly formed.* Those action
groups considered to be particularly strong included Sligo, Cork,
Galway, Tralee, Wexford and Dun Laoghaire. On a county level,
Leitrim, Mayo, Monaghan and Mid/South Meath were also identi-
fied as strong. Most Northern areas had already been organized
by the Relatives Action Committees, though some new groups -
mainly Youth Against H-Block groups - had come together. Still,
the report identified a number of ‘weak’ or ‘marginal’ areas where
‘special attention should be directed’.”

The H-Block Committee’s tiny Dublin office - ‘where their
only equipment was a golfball typewriter and a Gestetner’ - kicked
into overdrive.** A November circular sent to all action groups by
Cristin ni Elias, secretary of the Activities Sub-Committee, stated
the group was ‘spending money as fast as it comes in’* Most of
this money was being spent on publicity and it was claimed that an
‘incredible amount of ... material in the form of leaflets, posters and
stickers ... [was] being sent out every day’** Committee affiliates
were urged to send proceeds of a national fundraising effort to the
Dublin office without delay. An ‘Action Group Levy’ - a minimum
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of £10 per week - was also requested of the various local H-Block
committees to help pay campaign expenses.

Press releases had already been sent out announcing activi-
ties ranging from token fasts in Navan, to torchlight parades in
Monaghan, to public meetings in Buncrana. Large ‘regional rallies’
were being planned in counties Waterford, Kerry, Donegal and
Louth. A Trade Union Sub-Committee announced that it was
organizing a conference at Dublin’s Ormond Hotel. H-Block activ-
ists from the Tralee Action Group (including IRA man and future
Sinn Féin TD Martin Ferris) embarked on a walk from Tralee to
Dublin to help raise awareness and support for the hunger strike.

Activists were reminded that ‘[e]very town and village in your
area should be leafleted and postered’ in advance of the Commit-
tee’s forthcoming national demonstration in Dublin.” This event
was billed as a ‘mass lobby and march to Leinster House’, with the
stated aim of convincing ‘Mr. Haughey to pressurize the British
government to change their stance’ vis-a-vis the prisoners.*
In the South, members of the Ddil and local councillors were
approached and asked either to sponsor or to participate in the
action. Meanwhile, advertisements appeared in Northern papers
urging ‘all elected councillors in the 6 Counties ... to withdraw
from the district and city councils now and not to return until the
H-Block issue ... [has] been resolved’*” Neither request met with
much success.

The National H-Block Committee’s ‘Leinster House Lobby’ took
place on Saturday, 22 November. Supporters gathered at Dublin’s
Parnell Square before setting off to Kildare Street. It was claimed
that the demonstration ‘took more than an hour and a half to cross
over O’Connell Bridge’ and that ‘the first marchers had reached
Leinster House before those at the back had moved off’>° While
crowd estimates ranged ‘from twelve to over twenty thousand’, it
was without doubt the largest show of support for the prisoners
that Dublin had ever seen.”

Outside government buildings, a number of speakers took
their turn at the platform. Maura McKearney, mother of hunger
striker Tommy McKearney, and former blanket man Liam Carlin
addressed the crowd. So too did Independent Fianna Fail TD and



100 Smashing H-Block

MEP Neil Blaney, who argued that politicians had ‘nothing to fear
and a great deal to gain by showing themselves in favour’ of the
men on hunger strike.”” Sinn Féin’s Martha McClelland then told
the crowd that women in Armagh jail would soon be joining the
deadly protest.”

Margaret Thatcher had already reiterated that the British govern-
ment would ‘never concede political status to the hunger strikers,
or to any others convicted of criminal offences in the Province’™*
Nevertheless, a line of communication had been established with
republicans ‘[tlhrough a contact in the British Foreign Office’”
None of this was known by rank-and-file anti-H-Block activists.
Indeed, only senior members of the Republican Movement were
aware of this. Thus, in the public arena things appeared as confron-
tational and fractious as ever.

The propaganda war was now in full swing, though in many
respects the British government found itself playing catch-up. In
mid-November, Minister of State Michael Alison briefed American
journalists in London. Before the end of the month, the Belfast
Telegraph reported that two Tory MPs — Mr John Biggs-Davison and
Dr Brian Mawhinney - had embarked on a seven-day east-coast tour
of the United States.”* All of this led Sinn Féin’s Danny Morrison
to quip: ‘For an issue which according to British propaganda is not
“political”, the H-Blocks are certainly preoccupying a lot of the
British government’s time.”

Closer to home, efforts to counteract the prisoners’ campaign
soon backfired. In what journalist Chris Ryder called ‘an unusu-
ally bold move’, a camera crew from Britain’s long-running current
affairs programme ‘World in Action’ was allowed into the H-Blocks
to shoot a documentary.”® While the programme aired a number
of opposing views on the prison protest, a brief interview with IRA
hunger striker Raymond McCartney incensed Unionist politicians.
One newly elected MP - the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP)’s
Peter Robinson - ‘sent a telex to the Director General of the
Independent Broadcasting Authority before the programme aired
calling on it to be either banned or have the “offensive” interview

dropped’”’
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The day after ITV had broadcast the programme, Ulster
Unionist leader James Molyneaux raised the issue of the inter-
view with the Prime Minister. His party colleagues also lodged
their protests. While Mrs Thatcher shared their ‘distaste at seeing
convicted murderers on television’, she believed ‘the Government
... [had] absolutely nothing to hide about the Maze prison or about
their attitude to those on hunger strike)” Days later, the Revd
Robert Bradford - one of Molyneaux’s colleagues at Westminster
- challenged the Government to bring back capital punishment.
He argued: ‘If we are ever going to get rid of terrorists in Northern

Ireland - terrorists convicted in the courts should be shot.®

On 1 December, three women - 1IRA Volunteers Mairéad Farrell,
Mary Doyle and Mairéad Nugent - joined the hunger strike.”
It was later admitted: ‘There had been much debate [within the
Republican Movement] ... concerning their desire to play their
full part on the protest.” Nevertheless, a press release from Sinn
Féin emphasized that ‘Irish women have [always] taken their places
in the struggle on equal terms with their brother Irishmen’® It
was not surprising that they had made this decision. What was
unexpected, however, was that two weeks later six members of the
Ulster Defence Association would go on hunger strike demanding
segregation from republican prisoners.”

The loyalist hunger strike put the leadership of the UDA in an
awkward position. While the organisation had been calling on its
supporters to help them in their fight for segregation, it had also
referred to IRA hunger strikers as ‘Judas lambs [being led] to the
slaughter’®® A statement which appeared in the Belfast Telegraph
admitted: ‘There is disagreement within the hierarchy of the UDA
regarding the time of this action.” Initially, the hunger strikers’
names were not released; however, other imprisoned loyalists began
to show their support for the men. A number of UDA and UVF
prisoners refused to leave their cells; others joined the ‘clean’ protest
and refused to wear prison clothing. The head of the Church of
Ireland, Dr Robin Eames, later told the protesting loyalist prisoners
that ‘[o]ne result of your protest action is to cause division and bewil-
derment within the community from which you came’*®
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In the days that followed, thirty more republican prisoners
joined the hunger strike. Over sixty new action committees had
come together since the strike began. Clearly the heightened sense
of crisis in the jails contributed to this rapid growth. The National
H-Block Committee claimed that the ‘vast majority of these ...
[bodies were] elected local committees, a few ... [were] ad-hoc
groups of activists.” Many of the groups also set up subcommit-
tees focusing on the women in Armagh, youth outreach or trade
union support. A big push was also being made for another mass
mobilization in Dublin.”’

Two weeks after the National H-Block Committee’s first major
demonstration in Dublin, a second march and rally took place
in the capital. This time campaigners made their way from St
Stephen’s Green to the British Embassy in Ballsbridge. Protesters
were stopped before reaching the embassy by Gardai dressed in
full riot gear. Though some minor stone-throwing incidents did
occur, the event was well stewarded and largely peaceful. Sinn
Féin’s Daithi O Conaill and the IRSP’s Osgur Breatnach spoke from
the platform, as did the father of hunger striker Tommy McFeeley
and ex-prisoners Shirley Devlin and Joe Maguire.”

Before therally outside the British embassy concluded,anumber
of trade unionists took to the platform to plug a planned day of
industrial action on 10 December. Though these labour activists
spoke only in a personal capacity, they included the deputy general
secretary of Local Government and Public Services Union, Phil
Flynn, and the general secretary of the Amalgamated Transport
and General Workers Union, Matt Merrigan. While it was later
claimed that ‘thousands of workers responded to ... [the] strike
call’, such actions were not without controversy.”” Soon after, it was
reported that [tJraders and industrialists in the County Monaghan
border town of Castleblaney ... set up a Citizens Action Committee
to protect the town from what they described as intimidation by
H-Block campaigners’”

Organizers of the day’s events claimed that this action was even
larger than the Leinster House march. They later printed a flyer
claiming that RTE’s coverage of both ‘marches was totally false and
calculated to minimize the growing support for the demands of
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the Hunger Strikers’”* Anti-H-Block activists had long argued that
they were not given proper coverage on Ireland’s national broad-
casting network and there was more than a grain of truth to such
charges. At about the same time as these mass demonstrations,
an RTE journalist and presenter named Mary McAleese wrote:
‘Consistently H-Block coverage is biased at worst, misguided at
best.” McAleese later became the eighth President of Ireland.

The 1980 hunger strike ended on 18 December after fifty-three days
(the women in Armagh came off their hunger strike the following
day). With hunger striker Sean McKenna just hours from death,
the prisoners decided to accept an offer from the British govern-
ment which they believed might offer some sort of a solution. The
National H-Block/Armagh Committee put out a press release the
following day saluting ‘the thousands of people who flocked to the
banner of the hunger strikers.”® It went on to claim that

[the] strength of a roused people was demonstrated on the streets,
in offices and on factory floors. That strength coupled with the
heroic stand of the prisoners made possible yesterday’s victory.
That strength is also the guarantee that the British government
will implement the five just demands of the prisoners. Any reneging
by the British will bring the people back onto the streets in even
greater numbers.”

But many activists were not so sure this was a victory, and nor were
the prisoners.
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