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Gerry Kelly,
pictured right,
with Robert
Russell,
pictured left,
and Bobby
Storey, pictured
centre. All
played a
prominent role
in the 1983
Maze escape
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Maze escape outrage points
to need for culture of
thoughtful remembrance

E may be in the throes of a global

pandemic showing no sign of

abating, but it would appear there

is still time and space to be found
for us to have a public argument about our
troubled history.

The latest spark of faux outrage, in a land
defined by divided identities and sharply
contrasting interpretations of the past,
relates to a tweet from Sinn Féin's Gerry Kelly
marking the mass escape from the Maze
prison in 1983 by Republican prisoners.

Given that the former IRA prisoner
participated in the escape and has for many
years featured in panel discussions retelling
the story of the largest prison escape in
British and Irish history, that should not have
been reason for much surprise nor comment.

In any conflict, prison escapes are regarded
as particularly daring and risky endeavours.
The audacious escape plan hatched and
successfully executed by British prisoners
of war in the Stalag Luft Ill camp in 1944 has
been recorded for posterity as The Great
Escape, celebrated in film where artistic
licence allowed many of the prisoners to
change nationality to become Americans.

There have been many prison escapes
throughout the centuries that stand out in
the pages of our history books,
including Red Hugh O’Donnell’s
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in a Western Australian penal colony pleading
for help to escape.

Devoy proceeded to organise for a whaling
ship, The Catalpa, to be sent halfway across
the world as part of a plan (which also
involved a secret agent in Australia posing
as an American millionaire) to steal the
Fenian prisoners away from their shackles in
Fremantle to freedom.

The unlikely plan proved a success,
reinvigorating the Fenian movement in the US
at the time,

Of course, there is another side to the
Maze story. The 1983 prison escape may
have been a significant landmark moment for
republicans still recovering from the death of
10 hunger strikers two years previously, but it
also cost the life of a prison officer who died

of a heart attack during the escape, whilst
several other officers on duty were seriously
injured.

Unionist politicians, including the UUP’s
Mike Nesbitt, objected to the tweet and
called for Gerry Kelly to be removed from
the Policing Board on the grounds that it
suggested he was not committed to
non-violence and exclusively peaceful and
democratic means,

This is a patently ridiculous charge
implying, as it does, that deviating from a
British/Unionist narrative of our pre-Good
Friday Agreement past should be grounds
for exclusion from a body created and tasked
with holding to account and helping develop
community confidence in policing more than
two decades after that accord.

Ironically, remembrance continues to be a
much more integral feature of unionist politics
and culture than for nationalists, whether
that relates to annually celebrating ancient
battles that led directly to the Penal Laws; the
foundation of a state undemocratically carved
out against the wishes of the vast majority of
Irish people; or commemorating British and
loyalist forces involved in conflicts up to and
including the most recent period.

It has been consciously woven into British

identity in this part of Ireland in a
manner contributing to unionism’s

escape on Christmas Day in 1591
from Dublin Castle, where he had
been held for four years after being
kidnapped by the British.

A century ago, Eamon de Valera
masterminded a remarkable escape
from Lincoln Prison after smuggling
a blank key into the jail inside a
fruit cake which a fellow prisoner
shaped into a master key, allowing
the 1916 leader to unlock the doors
and slip away to freedom,

In the 1870s, a prominent Irish
republican living in exile in New
York, John Devoy, received a letter
from a Fenian prisoner serving time

The real lesson of this episode it that
it serves as yet another reminder
of the need to develop a culture of
thoughtful remembrance, balancing
the sense of obligation and desire
to pay respect and acknowledge the
past with recognising the need to be
sensitive to the perceptions of others

exclusive appeal.

The real lesson of this episode
is that it serves as yet another
reminder of the need to develop a
culture of thoughtful remembrance,
balancing the sense of obligation
and desire to pay respect and
acknowledge the past with
recognising the need to be sensitive
to the perceptions of others.

Those with heads and hearts
firmly focused on the future know
that nation-building compels us to
not just agree to disagree about our
past, but to find a way to do so with
respect.
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‘Irish Army
Trained Bogsiders’

MEN from the Bogside were trained
in the South by the FCA [Local
Defence Force], it was disclosed
yesterday at the Dublin Arms Trial.
Mr Jim Gibbons (then Minister of
Defence), who was cross-examined
for four hours, said that a few days
after the abortive attempt to bring
arms into Dublin Port on March 25
[1970], Mr Neil Blaney (then Minister
for Agriculture) asked him to allow
his Department of Defence to be
used to import arms. Mr Gibbons
said he had refused to do so and
this angered Mr Blaney. After the
attempt to bring arms into Dublin
Airport on April 17 Mr Gibbons
claimed Mr Blaney tried to trap
him by handing him a letter from a
Hamburg arms dealer.
Cross-examined, Mr Gibbons
said nine men from the Bogside
had been enrolled in the FCA and
trained in Donegal by the Irish Army
in the use of arms.
‘When taoiseach Jack Lynch
learned of this practice, he

Gerrvmmandered
Council Under Fire

UPWARDS of 10,000 people are
expected to attend the monster
demonstration to be held today
in Enniskillen to protest against
the discriminatory policies of
the Fermanagh County Council
and against the imprisonment of
members of the Fermanagh Civil
Rights Association who refuse to
pay fines imposed on them for
forcibly occupying the County
Council offices. Six MPs will be
among the speakers.

Last night extra troops and police
were being moved into the town in
case of any outbreak of trouble.

Veto on Catholic
School Gontested

MR TURLOUGH O’Donnell, QC,
Counsel for the appellant at a
planning appeal yesterday, said
that without compulsory purchasing
powers, it was very difficult to get

a site for a voluntary [Catholic]
school. Mr O'Donnell was appearing
for the Bishop of Down and Connor
in an appeal against the decision

of Down County Council refusing
permission for the erection of a girls’
grammar school at Ballylisbrendan,
Comber Road, Dundonald.

Mr T C B Henderson, for the
County Council, said permission
had been refused because the
twenty-acre site was outside the
Matthew Stopline.

‘Peace by Poison’ Plan

WITH the ‘whole valley of the
Bogside one huge gas chamber’,
Nationalist President, Mr Eddie
McAteer accused the British Army in
Derry last night of planning to bring
‘peace by poison’ to NI.

As troops again sealed off the
Bogside and fired gas canisters to
dispel crowds of youths, the former
MP said: ‘The whole valley of the
Bogside is a huge gas chamber.’
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