
Basic Background 

From July of 1972 Irish Republican prisoners in the six counties of the north of Ireland were 

given Special Category Status as Prisoners of War by the British government. This was 

withdrawn March 1st, 1976 by the British Labour government in response to the government 

again enacting the policy of “criminalization” of the Irish Republicans fight for freedom of the 

counties. 

With this withdrawal of POW status male Irish Republican Prisoners would now be sent to The 

H Blocks prison (known by the government as HMP The Maze) and required to wear a prison 

uniform, and do prison work. The women in Armagh prison, while allowed to wear their own 

clothes were denied political status also and were no longer on a separate political wing in the 

prison.  The women choose to protest by making their cloths most like a paramilitary uniform 

and refusal to do prison work.  

Kieran Nugent was the first to be convicted in a diplock court under these new terms. When he 

arrived at the H Blocks and was handed the prison uniform; he refused to wear it and was 

instead given a blanket to wrap around his body. This was the beginning of the Blanket Protest, 

as more Irish Republican men and women were convicted and sent to the H Blocks and Armagh 

prison, many chose not to wear the prison uniform and instead embarked on the blanket 

protest.  

The refusal to wear the prison uniform also meant the refusal to do prison work and the men 

and women on the blanket also lost privileges such as packages and visits.  

The blanket protest became the no wash protest, then the dirty protest; both in the H Blocks 

and in Armagh prison. The prisoners were asking for 5 specific demands: 

1. The right to not wear the prison uniform (the right to wear their own clothes) 

2. The right not to do prison work  

3. the right of free association with other prisoners, and to organize educational and 
recreational pursuits; 

4. the right to one visit, one letter and one parcel per week; 

5. The full restoration of remission lost through the protest. 

The escalation of the protest was not getting the prisoners what they wanted: The return of 
Special Category/Political Status, so the decision was taken by OC of the Irish Republican 
Prisoners, Brendan (Darkie) Hughes to take the inevitable next step and begin a Hunger Strike. 
Hunger strikes had been used by Irish Republican prisoners in previous campaigns as they 
fought for Political Status since the British always tried to criminalize the struggle.  



The first prisoner to pay the ultimate price was Thomas Ashe who died after being force fed in 
1917, in the 1920’s six men died while on hunger strike. The hunger strike was also used in the 
1940’s with another three deaths and in the 1970’s with the deaths of  Michael Gaugan (1974) 
and Frank Stagg  (1976) both men died from force feeding while on hunger strike.  

The 1980 Hunger Strike began on October 27th with six IRA and one INLA prisoner. In December 
they were joined by three women in Armagh Prison.  With Sean McKenna slipping into a coma 
and the word that the British had a possible offer on the table; Brendan decided to save 
McKenna’s life and end the Hunger Strike on December 15, 1980. Once the strike was called off 
the British reneged on the possibility of any offer.   

In January 1981, Bobby Sands, now OC of the IRA prisoners began discussion of re-starting the 
Hunger Strikes. This time would have the men begin their strikes on a staggered schedule; with 
Bobby as the first to begin.  

The women of Armagh again stepped up to join their comrades on hunger strike; however, the 
decision was made for this to be an action by the men only. Sands also decided he would step 
down as OC so he would not have to make any important life and death decisions while on 
strike, and Brendan “Bik” McFarland became the OC.  

On March 1st, 1981; Bobby Sands refused food….thus began the second hunger strike. 
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