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The Lark of Long Kesh: 

Bobby Sands and the Irish Republican Movement (1954-1981) 

 

     Bobby Sands died at the age of 27 in Northern Ireland’s Maze Prison on May 5, 1981, 

as a result of a sixty-six day hunger strike.  Having spent most of his adult years behind 

bars, Sands gained notoriety both as a prison activist and by winning a seat in the British 

Parliament shortly before his death, thus becoming a source of inspiration for the 

republican armed struggle and a catalyst for the politicization of Sinn Féin (the political 

wing of the Provisional IRA).  Indeed, Sands’ election and death spurred the republican 

leadership to adopt a new tactic, tabled at the 1981 Sinn Féin ardfheis (annual 

convention) to henceforth seek power in Ireland, “with a ballot paper in one hand and the 

Armalite [machine gun] in the other.”  

 

 

 



 

 - 2 - 

Early Life 

     Robert Gerard Sands was born in 1954 in Newtownabbey, County Antrim, a northern 

suburb of the city of Belfast.  The son of a Catholic postman, Bobby was the first of four 

children.  Despite a Protestant-sounding surname, the Sands family met with its share of 

discrimination at the hand of loyalists, being forced twice to relocate from two 

predominantly Protestant neighborhoods in which they lived.  A keen lover of sports but 

not much the scholar, Bobby left school at the age of sixteen to find work as an 

apprentice coach-builder.  He was soon forced by militant loyalists to leave this job, 

allegedly at gunpoint.  Sands married early and had one child, born when he was only 

eighteen.   

     Like much of the Western world, the Northern Ireland of the late 1960s was in the 

throes of political violence and was no stranger to the tensions of decolonization, class 

conflict, race politics, and haywire student revolts.  Young Bobby Sands lived his teenage 

years against a backdrop of mounting sectarian violence, the mobilization of British 

troops, and everything that this entailed: radical protest movements, police violence, 

riots, paramilitary attacks, martial law, curfews, and internment (imprisonment without 

trial).  Like many working class Catholics his age, Bobby Sands gravitated towards the 

armed republican cause.  It was a natural evolution given the tense political atmosphere 

that reigned in Belfast during the late 1960s and early 1970s.  Sands joined the 

Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA or Provos) in the wake of Bloody Sunday—the 

tragic events of January 30, 1972, when twenty-six unarmed protesters were shot by 

British paratroopers during a pro-republican civil rights march in Derry.  This event was 
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followed by the second forced eviction of his family and the internment of several friends 

and cousins.   

 

Imprisonment and the “Long War” 

     Sands was arrested in the fall of 1972 on charges of arms possession when a police 

raid uncovered four handguns in the house where he was residing.  He was condemned to 

five years in the Long Kesh prison (HM Prison Maze), where he took advantage of his 

special prisoner status to pursue his studies, learn the Irish language and write poetry.  It 

was in the “cages of Long Kesh” that Sands solidified his republican resolve, brushing 

elbows with prominent IRA men such as Gerry Adams.  Sands would emerge from this 

experience with the rank of O/C (officer commanding) and an unflinching faith in the 

revolutionary cause.  He was released in 1976, at which point he joined his parents, wife 

and child in West Belfast and resumed his activities as a community activist and leader of 

a republican cell.   

     Sands’ newfound freedom was short-lived.  Accused of bombing a furniture store and 

taking part in a shootout with the police, he was arrested again in 1977 and was allegedly 

tortured, an experience that marked him profoundly.  With insufficient proof to link him 

to the crime, the charges were dropped.  Sands was nonetheless found guilty of weapons 

possession and was sentenced to 14 years in the Maze prison’s fortified H-Blocks, where 

he wrote several articles under the pen name Marcella, written on toilet paper and 

smuggled out of prison, for the republican newspaper An Phoblacht.  With the recent 

revocation of special-category status for terrorist offenses committed in the United 

Kingdom after 1976 (the Irish Republic followed suit in 1977), the treatment of 
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republican prisoners had changed.  Apprehended revolutionaries were now being tried as 

common criminals and, as such, forced to wear prisoners’ clothing and perform 

obligatory penal labor, a situation that was to unleash a tempest among the republican 

prisoners.   

     Outside of the Maze, the republican mood was somber.  When the civil war broke out 

in 1969, there were many in the Republican camp who believed a British withdrawal was 

imminent.  By 1976, when Sands returned to the Maze, there were few who still shared 

this optimism.  The movement now found itself divided and low on resources, with little 

hope that a face-saving end to the troubles lay anywhere in sight. The traditionalist 

Dublin-based leadership of the PIRA, unprepared for a long war of attrition, was flirting 

with the idea of a truce and bilateral talks.  The opportunity for talks came and went, 

ultimately failing to produce any fruit.  The British stalled, the Irish Government was 

unsupportive of the IRA and just as relentless in its war against republican paramilitaries.  

To inject further fuel to the fire, a loyalist assassinations campaign was, by the late 1970s, 

galvanizing sectarian hatreds to new heights.  As a result, the Dublin leadership saw its 

tactics questioned by a large portion of Northern Provos, causing yet another split within 

the republican camp.  Led by Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness, the PIRA’s 

Northern Command was dedicated to fighting a “long war” by all means necessary, 

including, if necessary, electioneering.  For Adams and the northerners, an armed 

struggle without a clear and effective political project risked isolating the movement from 

the populace and bringing about its ultimate defeat.  The time had come to change tactics 

even if this meant losing the support of the traditionalist southerners.  But a move to 

politicization was a risky one tried before.  Without the necessary preconditions, it could 
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prove disastrous.  After all, even the more moderate SDLP had had little success pursuing 

a timid constitutional agenda for change.  Ironically enough, the catalyst for the change 

would come out of the efforts of a few dozen protesters locked inside the H-Blocks of the 

Maze Prison.  

 

Early Prison Protests 

     Bobby Sands found his true vocation as a leader and activist during his second stay in 

the Maze.  He and his fellow prisoners had a headstrong sense of being freedom fighters, 

representatives of the all-Ireland Dáil (elected assembly) of 1919, engaged in an 

international struggle against a colonial invader.  As self-proclaimed prisoners of war, the 

incarcerated republicans expected to wear civilian clothes, have greater mobility, enjoy 

greater access to literature and communications, and claim their rights as captured 

soldiers under the provisions of the Geneva conventions.  In the eyes of the British and 

Irish authorities however, members of the IRA were little more than thugs and terrorists.  

It should be said that the line separating the two interpretations was rather thin.  In order 

to fund their operations, both republican and loyalist militias had increasingly taken part 

in criminal activities, from gun-running to racketeering, and could therefore be tried and 

condemned for criminal offenses irrespective of the cause they espoused.   

     During this time, Sands took part in a number of protest activities calling for the 

reinstatement of special status and to decry their ill treatment at the hands of prison 

authorities.  Between 1978 and 1980, Sands and three hundred of his comrades took part 

in two forms of direct-action protest: the “blanket protest” and the “dirty protest”.  The 

first consisted of refusing to wear prison-issue uniforms and don nothing but a blanket.  
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The second entailed the deliberate neglect of personal hygiene and the smearing of 

excrement on the walls of their cells.  These acts attracted a substantial amount of public 

attention from republican and nationalist sympathizers, as well as irate unionists.  

However, the protests did little to change the minds of local authorities or of the British 

Government, now led by the uncompromising Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher.  Mass 

rallies were organized across Northern Ireland and urban violence flared, to no avail.  For 

the Maze prisoners, the time had come to resort to a more powerful weapon. 

 

The Hunger Strikes 

     Irish republicanism is a hybrid ideology, made up of traditional Catholic beliefs, 

eighteenth-century notions of liberalism and nationalism, and contemporary socialist 

revolutionary theory.  As such, it is permeated with symbols of martyrdom, both religious 

and political, from Christ to James Connolly and Ghandi. In addition to Sands, figures 

such as Wolfe Tone, Patrick Pearse and Michael Collins are but a few of the other tragic 

heroes remembered for their stoic devotion to the republican cause and the untimely 

deaths they suffered because of it.  By resorting to the symbolic act of the hunger strike, 

Sands and his fellow prisoners intentionally awoke, in the words of philosopher Richard 

Kearney, “a tribal voice of martyrdom, deeply embedded in the Gaelic, Catholic 

nationalist tradition” (quoted in Bew, Gibbon and Patterson, 1996).  It was a historical 

decision destined to draw widespread attention at a time when the republican cause 

seemed to have hit an insurmountable wall.  Too unpredictable to be trusted but too 

symbolically charged to oppose, the decision of the H-Block protestors to resort to a 

collective hunger strike was met like a hot potato by Gerry Adams, his republican 
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acolytes, and other nationalist leaders.  Adams did express support for the demands of the 

hunger strikers but reminded the media that the decision to call the strikes had been 

entirely that of the prisoners.  Nonetheless, the strike would end up playing directly into 

the hands of the new republican leadership, creating the popular mood of sympathy they 

had been seeking in order to modernize and politicize the movement in the new context 

of the “long war.” 

     The first wave of hunger strikes began on October 27, 1980, with seven republican 

prisoners simultaneously refusing their rations.  Thirty more were to join over the 

following weeks.  Sands, as Commanding Officer and coordinator of the effort, did not 

take part.  With mounting press coverage, the strike became front-page news.  It lasted 

for nearly two months until December 18, when the London-appointed Secretary of State 

for Northern Ireland, Humphrey Atkins, issued a statement that gave assent to many of 

the prisoners’ demands.  The strikes were immediately called off with no casualties. 

     The victory was brief and turned to bitter disappointment in the weeks ahead as the 

concessions were never fully applied—by fault of the prison authorities, according to 

Sands.  More importantly, it was revealed that neither Atkins nor Thatcher had any 

intention of revoking the criminal status of the republican prisoners.  Sands was outraged.  

Taking advantage of the convergence of all shades of anti-unionists, he took the initiative 

to launch a renewed hunger strike on March 1, 1981.  This time, he would go first and be 

followed by others intermittently, every few weeks, so as to stretch the crisis over a 

longer period to maximize media coverage and public outrage.  His correspondences and 

prison diary are a testament to his steadfast determination to die rather than see another 

round of protests fail.   
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Electoral Campaign 

     Five days later, an independent nationalist MP from Fermanagh-South Tyrone died 

unexpectedly.  Sands was subsequently nominated by local sympathizers to replace him.  

It was a golden opportunity for the hunger strikers to increase their visibility and hit 

Thatcher where it hurt most—with votes—to prove that the republican movement 

enjoyed widespread popular support.  Sands accepted to stand in the bi-election as an 

abstentionist H-Block candidate.  This caused a great dilemma among all shades of 

Catholic activists who did not support the IRA or the hunger strikers.  Nonetheless, all 

other candidates of a nationalist or republican persuasion withdrew their candidacy, 

claiming some level of solidarity with the hunger strikers. The ruinous consequence this 

might have on their careers (by running against a dying man) and on their political option 

(by splitting the vote and causing the election of a Unionist) no-doubt played heavily in 

their decision to withdraw.  This left Sands as the lone Catholic candidate to contest the 

vacant seat against the local Unionist candidate, Harry West.   

     Sands won the bi-election with a decisive 1,500 vote margin.  The victory was 

inspirational.  Two other H-Block hunger strikers would go on to win seats in Dáil Eirann 

(The Irish Parliament).  Owen Carron, Sands’ election officer, would later contest and 

win the same seat, opening the door for Adams and Provisional Sinn Féin (the political 

wing of the PIRA) to throw itself into the political ring and win seats in the Belfast, 

London, and Dublin parliaments, legitimizing the republican cause as a viable alternative 

to the leading nationalist parties, north and south of the border. 
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Sands’ Death and Legacy 

     Sands died on May 5, 1981—the sixty-sixth day of his hunger strike—with his 

supporters, family, and even the Pope’s emissary failing to convince him to end his 

hunger strike.  His funeral was attended by a hundred thousand people—the largest 

crowd ever gathered for the death of a republican official.  With an increase in riots and 

sectarian violence, the British government had seemingly won the day at the cost of 

worsening its political position.  Sands’ death was perceived by many as a symbolic 

victory for the republican spirit over colonial intransigence, drawing international support 

from all corners of the globe and ushering in a new era in Northern Irish community 

relations—no less tense than before, but in which revolutionary forces would henceforth 

play a significant role at the political table.     

     Over the months that followed, ten other strikers would follow Sands into the arms of 

death, gaining numerous concessions save the elusive white whale of political status.  

The strikes were finally called off on October 3, 1981, when, with international and 

domestic attention on the wane, the surviving strikers were compelled to give up their 

fast at the request of their families.   

 

Epilogue 

 On the side wall of Sinn Féin’s Belfast headquarters stands a large mural of one 

Bobby Sands, MP.  A caption reads: “Everyone, Republican or otherwise has their own 

particular role to play.”  Historical iconography such as this can be found all over 

Northern Ireland’s urban landscapes.  It plays an important role in the promotion of 

contemporary political causes, and in this case, of the Irish Republican movement.  



 

 - 10 - 

Interestingly, symbols of Sands’ role as a prisoner, protester, and member of an armed 

revolutionary association do not figure on the mural, nor do the traditional symbols of 

armed resistance such as the Irish tricolour, the machine gun and the balaclava.  An 

uninformed stranger might even believe he is facing the picture of a famous sports figure 

or assassinated civilian.  This, however, may not be accidental; for Sands, perhaps 

unwittingly, became the symbol of a new republican self-image that would take more 

than two decades to mature.  Despite the immediate failure of the H-Block hunger strikes, 

they would leave a deep imprint in Irish republican culture.  Sands specifically could be 

said to have initiated the first step in the transformation of the provisional IRA into a 

political rather than military force, which would culminate in the 1998 Good Friday 

Agreement, the end of the Northern Irish troubles, the decommissioning of the Irish 

Republican Army, and the election of a Sinn-Fein-DUP power-sharing government.  

 

Michel Jacques Gagné 
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