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INTERVIEWER:
So, we’re having a bit of a chat now about ways of staying connected with others during the COVID-19 pandemic. Maybe we can start with not assuming that everyone is on the internet. So, what can we learn from your experiences of communicating in the past to help people keep connected today? Michael, do you want to start on this one? 
MICHAEL:
Well, the means of communicating required communal cooperation. If I wanted to talk to a person who was maybe five or six cells away from me, another person couldn't talk to a fourth person at the same time. So, we needed cooperation to be able to communicate with whoever you wanted to communicate with. And that was at the one-to-one level. And then we had other levels, which was from one wing to another via shouting, and therefore you needed cooperation so other people couldn't be talking at the same time. All of our communication between each other as individuals, within the group, within our wing, within the remit of the Irish language-- which then became a mutual solidarity indicator. It was almost as if the Irish language within that situation was used as an indicator of defiance against the system. 

DAVID:
It's amazing the inventiveness that can be used.  

MICHAEL:
Yeah, it is. But we needed it. Even though it was a one-way system, we at least were in contact with the outside world. And to a degree, you can see how that can operate out here at the moment where it's essential to some people. I mean, if you don't have a mobile phone or if you don't have the internet, it could be some sort of communication, even if it's only one way or if it's a nod in the street or somebody shouting hello. It's not bad. It's always something better than nothing. 

DAVID:
I was thinking back to a time in prison when obviously the prison system did not want communication between the various groups. One way to overcome this was that the people in Special Category actually made up their own flags and then started using semaphore. So there actually is photographic evidence of men up on the roof [of the Compounds]. One man would decipher, and one man would then do all the different angles of the flags. And there was a receiver down in the other compound taking all this down and then putting it into message. And therefore, the message was relayed securely. 

MICHAEL:
David might be aware of-- we had loads and loads of friends outside of the prison. And one of the ways they use to communicate with us, which is strange, are lorry horns at night. And it's not really often talked about, but the one thing you did notice later on in the evenings after 10 were car horns in the distance. Or lorry horns. You know the [MAKES HORN SOUND] that the big lorries-- People communicating with us letting us know that they were passing and that they were thinking of us. And there were some people in our wing whose brothers were lorry drivers and who themselves had been lorry drivers. And these boys, they knew the sounds of different horns. They knew who the people were who were tooting. And it was nice. It was nice to hear a horn in the distance. There was somebody was saying hello or how are you or thinking about you. And I can relate it a little bit to today, whereas the smallest of hellos or a nod or not ignoring somebody walking past you or giving them a nod of the head - they're important wee things to let people know that they're not alone, even though they're on their own. Little indicators, I think, can give a boost. Personally speaking, I know from experience that hearing that thing, that impersonal horn way in the distance - it did give a lift. And I think for those people who are in their isolation, they should know, they're merely on their own. They're not alone in this situation. 

DAVID:
Michael, if I could just follow that up - it's a thing that's sort of got away from modern day practice, but when I think back to where I was, they were so, so important. To receive a letter was something special, and for some of the men in there who may not have been as well-connected or didn't have family coming up, to receive a letter was really uplifting. And the thing about a written letter is you know that someone has sat down to think about you, to put their thoughts on the paper. It really was a very tangible means that someone was thinking about you and you were not on your own. Were you guys [on the blanket protest] allowed to keep letters, did you receive them, or--.
MICHAEL:
You got one letter a month and we weren't able to write letters, but we had our own communications system by writing on cigarette papers with smuggled pens and smuggled cigarette papers. And it's-- and wrapped up in a little stretch and seal. That was our ways of getting letters out, but no, you had no formal through-the-system permission to write letters out. No. We didn't have anything like that. No. 

DAVID:
--which would just reinforce your sense of isolation. 

MICHAEL:
Yeah, it did. But it's like how people are nowadays within their own homes. There's loads and loads of ways of not being isolated, even though there is a major restriction on you leaving your home and interacting with others. We found the ways around it. And people are doing it, as you see - the Italians standing on their verandas singing or shouting. To a degree, you have it on a Thursday evening here - people go out their doors and clapping for the NHS staff and other staff doing similar type of work on our behalf. I go out with the bin lid and bang it, and it gets a bit of a laugh with them within the area because the banging of bin lids used to be an old saying years ago used by Republicans that the British military were moving into areas. It was a way of communicating without words that there was problems ahead. I still have the bin lid lying at the back, and I take that out and I bang it. And I bang it this time, as opposed to decades ago, in favour of people and support of people, as opposed to warning other people that the enemy was approaching. Over to you, David. 

DAVID:
One of the things people really do need to encourage themselves is about widening their range of interests and taking-- doing something they maybe haven't done before. And curiosity is great -except apparently for cats-- is to start looking the places that you normally wouldn't look. And going back to the whole idea of the phone calls, I have been ringing people that I normally would not be ringing, because I know I would see them in the course of my life. But now I don't. So therefore, it does seem a bit strange to ring them, but I do pick the phone up. And I've been receiving phone calls. So, despite the fact that we are socially isolated, we're maybe a bit more connected.

MICHAEL:
I like that phrase. That was very good. 

DAVID:
Thank you, Michael. 

MICHAEL:
I like that now, David. Have I told you that one before? [LAUGHS] And what was it again, we might be socially isolated, but we're connected?  
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