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FORGED OR TRUE?

THE BLACK DIARIES OF ROGER CASEMENT. By Peter Singleton-Gates and Maurice Girodias. Grove Press. 536 pp. $7.50.

Donat O’Donnell 

THIS large and lavishly illustrated book contains, in addition to the title material, a short journalistic history of Ireland, a similar account of colonialism in Africa and copies of Casement’s long-available and long-forgotten reports on the Congo and the Putumayo. The only parts of the book which are likely to interest a

reader today are the so-called “Black Diaries” themselves. These reproduce typescripts obtained by Mr. Singleton-Gates in 1922 and alleged to be copies of diaries of the late Sir Roger Casement for the year 1903, while he was a British Consul in the Congo Free State; and for 1910, when he was British Consul-General at Rio de Janeiro and a member of a commission engaged in investigating conditions in the Putumayo rubber plantations. Both these diaries, especially the second, contain accounts of pederastic experiences.

The typescripts were presented to Mr. Gates in 1922 by “a person of some authority in London” as ‘a kind gesture to a journalist and writer.” Mr. Gates adds: “I was informed, and I saw no reason to doubt my informant, that the typescripts were true copies of the diaries found in Sir Roger Casement’s lodgings in Ebury Street some time before his arrest on Good Friday in 1916, and that the same typescripts were identical with those circulated in London and Washington after Casement’s trial and condemnation, in an effort to discourage efforts for his reprieve.”

Casement was sentenced to death in 1916 for the part he had taken in trying to obtain help from Germany for the Irish Rising. Many people in England and America signed petitions for a repeal - mainly on the ground of his humanitarian services in South America and on the Congo - and the British Government of 1916 made use of the obscene passages In the alleged diaries by showing them to influentla1 people in order to destroy sympathy for Casement and thereby mitigate the adverse propaganda effect of his execution. It is an interesting comment on the psychology of the time that this device worked quite well and that many respectable, and humane people withdrew their signatures to the, petition – presumably on the ground that homosexuals deserve to be hanged for treason.

In Ireland, and much more recently in England, the authenticity of the diaries was called into question. A book called The Forged Casement Diaries by a Dr. Maloney induced Yeats to appeal to Alfred Noyes - who had helped to pass the ‘documents around in America - to recant.

And Noyes, many years later, did speak his bit in public, in a book called The Accusing Ghost, in which he declared himself convinced that the obscene passages in the diaries, at least, were not by Casement. A heated controversy in the English and Irish papers followed, but was necessarily inconclusive because hardly any of the participants had even seen, and none had studied, the original documents.

The British Home Office refused to release these on the rather Pecksniffian ground that they did not wish to blacken Casement’s memory. The effect of ‘this was really to leave the “forged diary” theorists party in possession of the field. They could argue that the official who interrogated Casement and … three diaries - Sir Basil Thomson, Assistant Commissioner, at Scotland Yard - has left five materially different accounts of the circumstances, including dates, in which the documents were discovered. They also were struck by the coincidence that, while several Casement diaries and notebooks exist, the only extant Casement diaries containing obscene material should be precisely those in the possession of the Home Office: if they were authentic, why were they not produced?

This phase of the controversy was ended in July when Mr. R. A. Butler, Secretary of State for Home Affairs, stated in the Commons that he would place the diaries in the Public Record Office where they would be available for inspection by trained historians and other responsible persons competent to express an opinion on their authenticity.

He added that he had had them examined by a leading handwriting expert who believed them to be genuine. While this brings the whole controversy down from a largely speculative to a more pragmatic plane, it is hardly likely that the authenticity of the disputed passages can ever be determined beyond doubt. Indeed, a Dublin handwriting expert has since examined the documents and declared the passages to be forgeries.

Mr. Butler’s action in handing the documents over to the Public Record Office is a welcome one, in keeping with his reputation as a sensible and liberal man. It would have been even more in keeping with that reputation if he had found it in himself to express some regret for the use’ which a previous British government made of the documents in 1916. Mr. Butler obviously believes the documents to be genuine. Even if they are genuine, however, the use made of them remains shameful, by what are generally believed ‘to be Mr. Butler’s standards’.
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