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An eviction siege in 1886, during the Land War of the 1880's. Below
a Connacht family still defies eviction from their cottage even
after its being breached by battering ram.
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óRobert Carr, answering questions on the riot
some days after it had apparently ódied downó,
said that the modern conditions which existed
at Gartree did not in anyway contribute to the
violence and destruction which took place.
Well, notto put too fine a point on it, the
opposite view should be taken. è The condi-
tions, call them modern or what you will,
appear to have contributed to a great extent
to the violence and destruction which took
place there, and maybe even contributed to
the escape attempt.

Before looking at the chain of events that
lead up to it, some mention must be made of
the history common to alrnost all the prison-
ers over in Gartree at that time, for all oÃ_

 _

them have served sentences before, and share
a common experience of indignities, insults,
injustices, atrocious conditions, provocation,
hurniliation and brutality in relation to their
irnprisomnent. But also, two other things:
many of the prisoners there had been ófitted
upó on conspiracy charges and jailed on the E
grounds of supposition and inference. A1-~
though we have a tendency to regard óCon-
spiracy' as a device only used again-st known
ópolitical dis sidents', in fact the politics of
the matter are not so mysterious 01" peculiar
to the left. Apart from its being erected and '
used against early trade-unions, cdn1bina-
tions etc. , _for a long tirne ithas been used to
gather in all known bank-robber s, hijackers
and the like. The state through its V3-1"iO1.1S

1
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agencies, prirnarily the police and "the courts,
has been using the charge of conspiracy on
anyone who is a danger to accurnulated
wealth. It's a sort of security operation put
into practice to protect the Bank of Great
Britain Ltd. -

The other relevant factor was the Park-
hur st Riot of 1969, for many prisoners were
moved afterwards from Parkhurst to Gartree.
In outline, what happened at Parkhurst was '
some 40 prisoners having taken too much of
the brutality, provocation and violence direc-
ted at them over two orethree years from the
warders, staged a sit-down in an association I
room and demanded to see the governor. ó '
Instead, some 200 warders gathered outside,-
armed themselves with riot-sticks (it was a ó .'
quite straightforward and peaceful demon-ó
stration) and charged into the room and beat
every prisoner up. Then later on they formed
themselves into a two-column ógaunt1etó along
which I1'lJII18IóO't1S prisoners were made to walk,
being beaten by each and every warder (about
80) along the way. The outcome of it was
-that 9 prisoners were put on trial, found
guilty and sentenced to extra terms of inl-
prisomnent ranging from 18 months to 5
years. (No-one has yet published extracts
from that trial. Maybe we should; it is an
education: all liberals and reformers should
read it.) What came out at the trialwas that
one warder received a superficial: out on the
neck, whilst some 700 stitches had to be put
in the wounds of some 20-odd prisoners. The
doctor of theprison was the only one who
went against their conspiracy; he said at the
trial that he had never seen anything so brutal
and terrifying as what had been done to a 9
handful of prisoners. The Home Office,ó after
a suitable lapse of tirne, opened what they
called an experirnental wing in the prison óto
treat violent prisonersó.

Finally it should be said that sentences of
prisoners at Gartree range from 5 years to
life-plus-20 years. More than enough reason
to escape, in fact strange i.f they didn't try to.ñ

Most of the prisoners. go to Gartree havingó-
passed through the re-allocation prisons of
Wormwood Scrubbs, Wandsworthor Winston -
Green, Liverpool (the most brutalising,
man prisons irnaginable; even Karkov does
not have allook with any of these prisons).
And so they go to Gartree where they expect
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to spend the greater part of their lives, and
they find the food is absolutely terrible and
the work long, boring and exploitative. It 1S
no surprise that between April and November
1972 there were 28 strikes, demonstrations
and protests, and the great majority of them
over those issues. In answer to a question
from Bernadette Devlin in the House of Com-
mons, Mark Carlisle the Under-Secretary of
State informed us that prison guard-dogs are
allocated Ã2. 50 per week food allowance .
while prisoners are allocated Ã1. Z0 per Week-

The food situation must be considered at
the same tirne as the work situation for the
two are indivisible. Gartree is a ónewó pri-
son. There is an óirnprovementó from the
usual prison work of sewing mail-bags etc.
to one of assembly line factory work, and
very much evidence that our government has
decided that prisoners are all of a sudden
real economic propositions and that prisoners
could be profitable (last year the profit from ,
prison work was Ã10 million). So now they _
face 40 hours a week,ó in assembly line work,
to produce these goods, to make this profit,
but be paid between nothing and Ã4. 50 per
week and be fed sloppy and unwholesome food
on which to try to do the next day's wonk.
Top wages in practice are certain to be no-
where near Ã4. 50, knowing prisons, prob-
ably around -Ã1. 00. Out of this after buying ,
tobacco, toothpaste etc. in most prisons '
people try to supplement their diet.

But whatever they do the prisoners do not
possess one single ócivil rightó of any descrip-
tion, no way of putting forward any feelings
or grievances, except by demonstration or
strike. '

Then there_occurred the one day sit-out
demo in support of PROP and the Charter of
Prisoners Rights, in conjunction with other
prisons. It was conducted peacefully, order-
ly and without any intimidation. What hap-
pened after? The authorities locked everyone
up, inrlposed a fine of one or two weeks wages,
solitary confinement and in some cases óloss
of re-missionó i, e, a sentence of extra irnpris-
onrnent. The Home Office also spent thou-
sands of pounds óputting up roll after roll of
barbed wire-around the edges of all the prison
,1-Qgfs, Actions calculated to increase any
bitterness and frustration. '
































































