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Alongside the release this week of British official papers on the 1981 hunger strike 
we have access this year for the first time to the papers of the intermediary Brendan 
Duddy and in particular to the ‘red book’ in which he recorded the progress of intense 
negotiations in July 1981. Duddy, a Derry businessman with strong personal 
connections across the political spectrum, acted as an intermediary in intensive secret 
contact between the British government and the Provisional Republican leadership 
during three extended periods between 1973 and 1993. He was at the centre of a 
series of secret contacts and communication from 1973 onwards that culminated in an 
IRA ceasefire and a series of secret formal meetings in 1975 between the IRA 
leadership and senior British officials that took place in Duddy’s home. During the 
second period, in 1980–81, Duddy was at the centre of intricate negotiations aimed at 
resolving the hunger strikes and between 1990 and 1993 he was intensely active in the 
back-channel contacts that culminated in a secret IRA ceasefire offer to the British 
government. 
 

Duddy’s papers, deposited at NUI Galway and available to researchers later 
this month, show that communication through this channel aimed at resolving the 
prison dispute did not end when the first hunger strike was called off in December 
1980. Instead, contact stretched into January 1981 as attempts were made to settle the 
dispute on the basis of the document the British government had sent in to the 
prisoners on 18 December 1980. On 3 January 1981 Duddy flew to London for a 
meeting with a senior British official in the Park Lane Hotel. According to notes for a 
memoir that Duddy wrote some years later, the British official he met there told him 
that the December 1980 document provided the basis for a settlement and that no 
more would be available from the British government. Duddy records that the British 
gave repeated reassurances during this period that progress would be made and 
insisted that patience was required on the part of the Provisionals. 
 
Duddy’s papers also indicate that by January 1981 he was dealing not with Michael 
Oatley, the MI6 agent most prominently associated with this communication, but with 
a senior British official code-named Tom. It was almost exclusively with Tom that 
Duddy dealt during the spring and summer of 1981. It was not the first time that Tom 
had been involved in this secret channel of communication. Throughout much of the 
IRA ceasefire of 1975 Tom had been in charge of the secret contacts with the 
Provisional leadership. It was not the first time either that Tom and Duddy had 
negotiated on a hunger strike. It was Tom who had been at the other end of the line in 
late 1975 and early 1976 as Duddy unsuccessfully attempted to negotiate an end to 
the hunger strike of IRA prisoner Frank Stagg. 
 
Duddy also recalls a meeting in London towards the end of March 1981, a few weeks 
after the beginning of the second hunger strike, at which Tom told him that there was 
no room for movement whatsoever and that no concessions would be forthcoming. A 
message in Duddy’s papers which appears to have been sent to the British after 
Sands’ death states that "It would create immense difficulties for Frank and the rest of 
the board should No. 2 be allowed to go. They are already under intolerable pressure, 
in an increasing number of different ways”. It appears to refer to the IRA Army 



Council’s position should a second hunger striker die. Duddy recalls in his notes that 
he had a further meeting with Tom in a London hotel in early June at which Tom 
restated the British government’s refusal to move. 
 
What is notable about these contacts is that the channel of communication appears to 
have been in intermittent operation from the first negotiation in December 1980 
onwards. The intense contacts in July 1981 were not an isolated event but the latest 
phase in a pattern of contact stretching back over the previous eight months. 
 
According to Duddy the first indication of the possibility of movement in the British 
position came at a meeting in London towards the end of June or early July at which 
Tom suggested for the first time that movement might be possible if the Provisionals 
publicly indicated a willingness to compromise. The British papers released this week 
indicate that the British were feeling the increasing weight of international pressure 
by this stage and were beginning to urgently seek a solution. Duddy understood this 
change of tone to be of great significance and conveyed this to the Provisional 
leadership. The prisoners subsequently issued a statement on 4 July stating that they 
were happy for the five demands to be extended to all prisoners in the North, thus 
softening their claim to political status. Tom then called Duddy on 5 July with an 
offer of concessions by the British government on some of the demands. 
 
There then followed a period of intense negotiation over the phone, recorded by 
Duddy in the red book and recorded by the British in a series of notes released this 
week from the UK archives. The red book records an intense and accelerating series 
of phone calls between Duddy and Tom stretching across July 1981 aimed at 
achieving a negotiated settlement of the hunger strikes. The gist of many of these 
messages, if not their exact wording, was first revealed by the Provisionals to 
journalist David Beresford who recounts them in his book Ten Men Dead but 
Duddy’s diary provides a fuller account as well as sparse personal notes that link 
some of the formal messages. The notebook also indicates the care the British 
government took to avoid exchanging documents, preferring instead to convey 
detailed statements to Duddy as verbal messages that he painstakingly wrote out in his 
diary before conveying them to the Provisional leadership.  
 
One set of entries written by Duddy as efforts accelerated in mid-July 1981 conveys a 
sense of the pressure and the intensity of the contacts that sometimes stretched long 
into the night, as well as the struggle involved. In this case, a request for clarification 
became a struggle over delay, as illustrated by the following sequence. Duddy’s 
diaries and notes, like his phone conversations, were always coded to frustrate anyone 
who might be listening in. In this case the workers are the hunger strikers and the 
shop stewards (SS) are the Provisional leadership. June is Duddy while N is a 
colleague of Duddy’s who was also involved in these contacts. 
 

1: 2am [sic] Sunday 19th July All words will be explained. 
2:10am Call to say if the shop stewards found our last communiqué helpful 
then a fuller explanation of the words but not for at least 24 hours. 
June said the two workers would die and that the position was irrational. 
Tom said he was not in a position to move but June insisted that he Tom 
should. 
3:00 am Please get an encouragement N to SS. 



4:00am June to Tom. 
4:55am N to SS. 

 
This intense series of contacts failed to produce an agreement and the following night 
Duddy wrote in the notebook: 
 

The position has gone dead. Neither side can nor will move. Everyone is tired. 
Time is running out. It is 1:33am July 20th 1981. I am almost defeated. I can’t 
move forward. The British are asking for their plan to be accepted. 
“A” won’t move... I am so tired. 

 
After a few more lines the record trails off just as the negotiations did. 
The intermediary, Brendan Duddy, had been intensively involved in the 1975 
negotiations between the Provisionals and the British government. When contact 
between the British government and the Provisional leadership was renewed from late 
1980 onwards Duddy was hopeful that it was the beginning of a reengagement 
between the two sides. If the two sides could reach a negotiated settlement of the 
hunger strike it might provide a starting point for a reengagement that could lead to a 
political settlement. Critics of the Provisional leadership represent the collapse of the 
hunger strike negotiations as part of a Sinn Féin electoral strategy that led ultimately 
to the politicisation of the movement and a consequent ‘sell-out’. We might equally 
see the collapse of negotiations as a failure that delayed productive engagement 
between the two sides for a further decade and that pushed the final peace settlement 
further into the future. 
 
Selected documents from the Brendan Duddy papers at NUI Galway, including 
extracts from the red book, are available online at 
http://archives.library.nuigalway.ie/duddy/ 
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