Session 3, Audio 1: Our minds are free

[image: image1.png]AQstanun
uadQ 9yl





Time to Think
Open University Journeys in British and Irish prisons during the years of conflict, 1972-2000
Oral History interview transcript

Important
Every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of this transcript, however no transcript is an exact translation of the spoken word, and this document is intended to be a guide to the original recording, not replace it.

In some cases, interviewees may have made changes to the transcript.

Personal/sensitive information regarding individuals who may be living has been removed from transcripts where necessary.
Copyright and Permissions 

Rights owned or controlled by The Open University. 

All use of this transcript in part or in full requires prior permission from The Open University Archive.

This transcript must not be shared beyond Open University Staff without prior permission from The Open University Archive.

Please contact university-archive@open.ac.uk to discuss possible use of the content.

This audio appears in the OpenLearn course, Coping with isolation: Time to Think: https://www.open.edu/openlearn/health-sports-psychology/coping-isolation-time-think/content-section-overview 

INTERVIEWER:

David and Michael, can you talk a little bit now about different ways of passing time? So, for example, ways of finding freedom or escape through your mind during confinement. David, maybe you can start.

DAVID: 
OK. In terms of being a Special Category
 [de facto prisoner of war] prisoner in Long Kesh [Compounds] in the late '70s and early '80s, people have to remember the context of that time. There was no all-day TV. There was no all-day news, and we had very limited-- we’d actually no access to the outside world. We didn't have phones. We didn't have so many things that are taken for granted today. So therefore, you lived in that sort of concrete, surrounded bubble, and you had to make the best of your time. So, for me, a lot of the day was taken up with studying or reading. One of the sort of wee phrases I remember from the ‘80s was, ‘escape with a good book’. And that certainly was one of the strategies that myself and a lot of my colleagues used. And there was an awful lot of books about, of all different sorts and types. And you could find that if you got engrossed in a book - whether it be a factual book or fictional - you could actually escape for a while and just forget about everything around you. But I appreciate that some of the conditions you were held in, you didn't even have access to books. 

MICHAEL: 
Well yeah, the books which we had access to [in the H blocks] were made-up books with people telling stories out the door at night. [CHUCKLES] And actually, it was very clever of somebody to think it up as an idea. But for those first couple of years, no, we had no literature. And we had just people's verbal book-telling, storytelling. And [CHUCKLES] I think we used a lot of-- I think we used a lot of imagination, because I remember hearing somebody would say a book - let's say, The Tales of Huckleberry Finn [The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn]. And then eventually when I got hold of the-- you know, after a few years, you get hold of the book, it didn't represent at all what was told out the doors. They just, they took a label, and they made up their own stories to it, you know? But it was quite entertaining, yes, quite entertaining. And it was escapism for an hour or so. 

DAVID: Creative, creative, very creative. 

MICHAEL: Yeah. 

DAVID: 
But there was a struggle as regards where I was in the Special Category, that there was a high degree of censorship. So, they were a real pain at times that they would stop various books coming in. 

MICHAEL: 
The-- in my first few years as a sentenced prisoner, we were on the blanket protest. So, we didn't have any of those. But when we came out after the hunger strikes into, basically into normal prison life, we were-- the rules only allowed fiction. And this is where entering into The Open University was very important, because once we signed up for Open University, all of a sudden, we were getting non-fiction books in through The Open University. You know, when you're doing social sciences; politics; society; you name it, economics, et cetera. 

DAVID: 
Well, as I say, one of my main means of escape was The Open University. And I learned to type in the prison. I'd never typed before outside. It was a bit of a laborious process. But in order to do the essays and stuff, it was well worth it. And as you remember, some of the essays were quite demanding. And that would take a fair bit of study time. And looking back now, I don't know how people on the outside do Open University courses [CHUCKLES], because we had all the time in the world in there, whereas outside, you have lots of other things to be using your time with. 

MICHAEL: 
Yeah, I think that there was an indirect learning about time management. The university, you had a target maybe a month away. And time management was quite important to get the stuff done. I mean, from my own point of view, I was a person in prison with absolutely no concept of when I would ever get out, bar by escaping. So that was in my reality of my day-to-day living. When I got up in the morning, I knew there wasn't-- that there was absolutely no prospect of me ever going home. So, you had to have things which took your mind off the harshness of the reality that you were living in. In earlier discussions, David there was speaking about indeterminate sentence - people, their life, was subtly different from other people's lives in the prison. We weren't going home because at that stage, you had no idea what would end the situation that had you doing a life sentence. Thankfully, we did eventually have the Good Friday Agreement
. But therefore, escapism probably isn't the right word for what I would say was the mental state. It would probably be thinking of other things - reality things, not necessarily escapism. But it would be taking your mind off-- you couldn't possibly sit all day thinking about the negatives about being a life-sentence prisoner. Therefore, you did things to get your day through as best you can. And given that I was a political prisoner, most of the things which I was doing was to make me a more aware person within my political world, assist others in their development politically, and just basically chalk off time until there was a political settlement. That was what I had in my horizon. David, have you in the Cages [Compounds, the Maze and Long Kesh Prison] any views on that? 

DAVID: 
Well, in terms of - again, it's just a personal view - the pain of imprisonment, I never regarded there as home, although I at one point spent a third of my life in that place, and as you said, with no date and no prospect. So, it was a case of trying to reduce the uncomfortable realities that we were living with, that you wanted to do something that you could immerse yourself in. Because, believe it, at night-time when you're locked up, you're still locked up. So, it was escape from that, and I suppose trying to be productive and trying to be-- put a positive slant on things, that we did have a future. We didn't know when it was coming, but we might as well be ready for it whenever it came. And that was the thing about The Open University. It was the long haul, but it was worth it. And it certainly was going to be worth it once we got out. 
MICHAEL: 
Yeah, but once you started on the OU programme, you knew you had a good about 6 years, maybe 8 years of things ahead of you to tick off. Sounds awful now, looking back on it, but that’s how it was. Yeah, but people, if they're able to find something which is-- or some things which will assist them in an easier passing of the time, or if they hear others recommend it as something which will ease their passing of the time, they should maybe take-- give it a go. Give it a go and see how it turns out for themselves. 

� Special Category Status (SCS) was given to those charged with political offences under British Emergency Powers from 1972. until it was withdrawn by the British Government in 1976 





� Most commonly known as The Good Friday Agreement (GFA), but officially titled The Belfast Agreement, the GFA was reached in multi-party negotiations and signed on 10 April 1998 (which was the date of Good Friday that year). It was the major political and constitutional breakthrough in the peace process relating to ending the most recent period of the conflict in and about Northern Ireland which had started in 1968.
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