CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN JEFFREY DUDGEON AND TIM O’SULLIVAN ON MILLAR GORDON AND EDWARD CARPENTER 

IRISH POLITICAL REVIEW OCTOBER AND DECEMBER 2010 AND FEBRUARY 2011
Letter by Jeffrey Dudgeon in Irish Political Review October 2010
Dear Editor, 

At the risk of providing an excuse for more abuse of the late Peter Hart, and of being seen to be underknowledged about events such as the Kilmichael ambush, I feel your latest attacks on him are inappropriate and disappointing (Victim of Academic Ideology?,  Irish Political Review September 2010). 

Whatever about the dead Kilmichael witness being interviewed, and Hart describes that person as a scout not an armed and fighting participant, his work is substantive, thorough and well written. That source may be anonymous but no more accessible than Meda Ryan’s reliance on lists of supposed Protestant informers for which there is “not an exact copy” let alone a reference as to their present location (Tom Barry p. 448). 

Without his books, I would not be aware of the level of the violence inflicted on southern Protestants in the 1916-23 period for whatever reasons, and the fact, let alone the details, outlined in The IRA at War of the killing of thirteen in the Dunmanway area of Cork after the truce.  

Hart’s chapter in The IRA and its Enemies, entitled ‘The Protestant Experience of Revolution in Southern Ireland’, was especially illuminating. Northern Unionists, being seriously unhistorical, have little or no remembrance of this period and southern Protestants don’t wish to know. 

As to the “determined silence of the academic faculties”, tribute to Hart has been paid by a number of his colleagues including Roy Foster and Fearghal McGarry, not to mention his media defenders like Eoghan Harris that you note. Hart was not “punished” or marginalised by his mentors and colleagues, even if he was not entirely supported on the tone or angling of his two IRA books. They display the understandable and antagonistic view of violence of the emotionally uninvolved, non-participant, in his case a Canadian’s.  

Look at the left and Irish nationalism’s response to American military actions in Iraq and NATO’s in Afghanistan to see something much more extreme, yet similar. 

Expecting full fact-checking before a book’s publication is absurd. It would double the costs. Facts per page in a book are numerous, and countless over a whole volume. I know in the case of mine on Roger Casement there are numerous corrections that need now made, both simple mistakes and errors, as well as addition of new details. But none affect the thrust of the book or the vast majority of the assessments made within it.  

I have spotted numerous misspellings and mistaken omissions in my book. Two new facts that since came my way were that Edward Carpenter discussed Casement’s homosexuality in 1915 - before his diaries were discovered, and that Casement’s Belfast companion, Millar Gordon signed the Ulster Covenant. 

A significant misinterpretation was made of what I took wrongly as a dispute between Joseph Conrad and Casement on the question of whether there was an indigenous custom of cutting off hands. 

There wasn’t. 

Yours sincerely 

Jeffrey Dudgeon

The Ghost of Admiral Hall knocks on the Door
A reply to a letter from Jeff Dudgeon in Irish Political Review October 2010 by Tim O’Sullivan 

Irish Political Review December 2010
Admiral Sir William Reginald ‘Blinker’ Hall was one of the most formidable men involved in the evolution of the intelligence arm in the course of the 20th century. He became Director of Naval Intelligence in November 1914 as plain Captain Hall. Some years later he was promoted to Admiral and in 1918 he was knighted. His nick-name ‘blinker’ was because his eyes suffered from an uncontrollable blink. Hall centralised the Royal Navy cryptographic section in the famed “Room 40”. As well as his appreciation of the value of breaking in to the supposedly secret communications systems of the enemy he had special skills in the field of counterintelligence. 

He had a special ingenuity in feeding the enemy false information. On one occasion, in order to mislead the Germans as to the strategic intentions of the British a fake version of the Daily Mail was printed with a headline about troop concentrations in the south of England. Hall played on the normal reaction humans have to information they distrust. They look for corroborating facts. Hall, as a master of feeding false information, contrived and deftly presented the corroborating material. He was a senior figure in the handling the Casement case. Anyone examining issues related to Casement during WWI would need to be aware of Hall’s modus operandi. 

As stated in Jeff Dudgeon’s letter, Millar Gordon or more formally, Joseph Millar Gordon, Myrtlefield Park, Belfast, did indeed sign the Ulster Covenant. So also did his widowed mother Ellen who lived in the house with him. They also appear in the Census of Ireland for 1911 as living in the house called Carnstroan, along with a servant, Sarah Walker. The Mother and son are registered as Presbyterians while the servant is Church of Ireland. Following Ulster Presbyterian custom the son uses the maiden name of the mother as a forename. In the census return he is 20 and his mother is 56. Millar was the only child of a bank manager. He was born in Larne.   

Casement knew an uncle, John Gordon, who was about Casement’s age and also a Bridge enthusiast. It is possible they knew each other from being in school together in Ballymena. Casement wrote to him from the Amazon on one occasion to describe a particularly spectacular hand of Bridge. John Gordon had inherited the family jewellers shop in Ballymoney. This friendship could have facilitated Casement being invited to stay in the Gordon home in Myrtlefield Park, Belfast. There are two surviving letters from Casement to his cousin Gertrude Bannister addressed from the Gordon house in Belfast. There is also a letter surviving from Joseph Millar Gordon to Casement in the archives as well as two postcards. These are written in the formal and polite manner men used when communicating in writing with each other in those times. There is no sense of a love affair being under way.  

J Millar Gordon progressed from being a bank employee to working in stock broking in Dublin. He moved to Dublin around 1920. In 1925 he married Mary Helen Martin in Rathgar Presbyterian Church. There were two sons from the marriage; James and David. Eventually he ran his stock broking business from an office in Anglesea Street. Millar retired to Greystones. In 1956 he died and was buried in Redford cemetery, Greystones. His mother Ellen was buried there in 1933 and his wife Mary found her last resting place there in 1967. Much of the above comes from Jeff Dudgeon’s Casement biography. The rest was gleaned from online sources.   

The controversial diaries paint a different picture of the relationship between Casement and Joseph (Millar) Gordon. There is a passionate sexual affair, especially from Casement’s side. They meet from time to time as circumstances permit. The affair began in 1907 when Millar was 17 or perhaps 16. In June 1911 Casement purchased a motor cycle for Millar or at least financed such a purchase. The Cash Book diary for June 2, 1911 records £25 for “motor bike for Millar”. This was a considerable sum in those days. The cost of delivery was also recorded; 18 shillings and three old pence for “Carriage of Motor Bike to dear Millar”. 

Archived correspondence has War Office Intelligence trace the motor bike mentioned in the diary via vehicle registration records. These show the vehicle had been registered in 1910 and then again in 1911 to one Joseph Millar Gordon of Myrtlefield Park, Belfast. So a banal public record has demonstrated the authenticity of the infamous diaries? Well, not quite.  

One can imagine, in 1916, some party had been shown some of the diaries and they refused to believe them authentic. They could have been shown the entry regarding the purchase of the motorbike and then the corresponding motor registration data. One piece of evidence backs up the other. The corroborating evidence the doubting mind required was produced. This was how Admiral Hall, the ingenious contriver of false information, what is nowadays termed disinformation, operated. 

 If a forgery is built around pre-existing circumstances and facts, then these can be used as false corroborative data. Take the example of the purchase of the motor bike. One explanation is that Millar Gordon really purchased a motor cycle in 1911 out of his own resources. He was the only child of a bank manager and held a position in a bank himself. It is plausible he could have afforded to buy a motorbike. An intelligence team could have researched various individuals known to Casement in order to uncover various forms of extravagance such as foreign holidays or the purchase of vehicles or animals. These outlays could then be worked into the contrived narrative as purchases financed by Casement. An alternative explanation is that, public motor registration records were straightforwardly forged themselves. Either way, the result is the same; a false impression was created and then reinforced. 

So, there are a number of possible ways to explain and interpret the Millar Gordon story as it appears in the diaries.   

What is most strange about the discovery of evidence in the diaries and elsewhere apparently linking Casement and Gordon in a homosexual affair is that so little was done about it. If the evidence was authentic then here was an opportunity to put Casement on trial not only for Treason but also for breaching codes of sexual morality. Millar could have been pushed into turning King’s evidence with the diary material used as leverage. Now there would be the evidence from the diaries backed up by the sworn testimony of Millar. Casement and his fellow Irish Republicans would have been disgraced. The British position in regard to American public opinion would have been enhanced. For the Germans it would have been another propaganda nightmare. Yet, there is no record of Millar being as much as interviewed by the authorities.  

Dudgeon, in his book, attempted to explain away this inaction in terms of British gentlemanliness and a certain incompetence. Not everyone was convinced.  

It is quite possible Joseph Millar Gordon went to the end of his days without a notion he was mentioned in the diaries as the lover of Casement and had he learned this would have found it both preposterous and laughable. He died in 1956 and the diaries were put on very restricted release in 1959. His identity as Casement’s favourite lover did not emerge until the 1990s, with the gradual release of MI5 files.  

Edward Carpenter and Casement    
Edward Carpenter was an English progressive political theorist, socialist, idealist and poet. He was active in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Unusually for the time he was openly gay. “Homogenic” was the word he coined and used in the place of the modern term; “homosexual”.  

In his letter Jeff Dudgeon claimed Carpenter “discussed Casement’s homosexuality in 1915, before his diaries were discovered”. This creates an impression that Carpenter took it for granted that Casement was, like himself, homosexual. This is misleading. What the evidence points to is that Carpenter discussed with Sydney Parry the possibility that Casement might be homosexual. Parry would, the following year, marry Casement’s cousin Gertrude Bannister. According to what appeared in Carpenter’s diary the discussion was inconclusive. I have received the text of what Carpenter wrote from a source Jeff will hold in the highest regard. The entry is simply this: "Talk about Casement (? homogenic)" The question mark says it all.  

Could the question have been prompted by rumours set in circulation by ‘Blinker’ Hall’s surreptitious activities?  

At this distance in time it is not possible to tell.

Tim O’Sullivan 
Casement: Forgery or Fact? 

Response by Jeffrey Dudgeon to Tim O’Sullivan’s December 2010Irish Political Review letter
Irish Political Review February 2011

Tim O’Sullivan in his Irish Political Review article in December 2010 asks me a series of questions about Roger Casement and the evidence that he was gay. He also complains that I attempt to explain away the Government’s inaction on pursuing him on a sodomy charge “in terms of British gentlemanliness and a certain incompetence.”

One question he asked was whether Sidney Parry’s discussion in 1915 with the pioneer gay activist and writer, Edward Carpenter, as to the possibility of Casement being ‘homogenic’ (Carpenter’s word), may have “been prompted by rumours set in circulation by Admiral ‘Blinker’ Hall’s surreptitious activities?” 

Messages to the Foreign Office from the British Minister in Christiania (Findlay) which mentioned Casement’s “improper and unnatural” relations with his Norwegian companion Adler Christensen were the first record of the Government being aware of this. They began on 29 October 1914 the day Christensen went to the British Legation in Norway’s capital Christiania to sell his secrets. 

Blinker Hall (Head of Naval Intelligence) presumably was advised of this as details of Adler’s description sent through the Legation had by early 1915 come to his attention (p. 132 ‘Blinker’ Hall: Spymaster by David Ramsay). However it was not until definitive proof came his way, not just of Casement’s sexual orientation, but of his activities with boys and men that he acted.

This was after the diaries were handed in on 25 April 1916 by a Mr W.P. Germain of Ebury Street where Casement had lodged before the war. That was after his capture in Kerry.

That the authorities, until Casement’s arrest, were not searching for, and through, his belongings in London or Belfast emphasises a certain (non-Soviet) complacency in officialdom, and, I would suggest, an indication that London was not intent on using his homosexuality against him. 

That is until Blinker Hall in league with Basil Thomson, Head of Scotland Yard, got into full swing, circulating the diaries or, more accurately, copies of pages from them. These two were essentially spin doctors who did what the Cabinet could not bring themselves to do.

Hall had earlier indulged in a daft and fruitless scheme involving the chartering of a yacht, the Sayonara (p. 130 Ramsay), and manning it with false American seamen. It sailed around Ireland seeking out Sinn Feiners, although creating more suspicion than intelligence leads. 

The voyage was partly prompted by misinformation passed to Findlay by Casement through Adler, who was by then a triple agent. Such a silly enterprise, compounded by Blinker’s later mishandling of decrypted intercepts regarding the Easter Rising, not to mention the Battle of Jutland, suggests he was not all he was cracked up to be.

The fact that Sidney Parry stayed overnight with Edward Carpenter, an early, indeed the first, English homosexual activist, suggests Parry was gay too, despite his later (chaste) marriage to Casement’s cousin Gertrude. 

Sidney Parry presumably had some understanding or notion of Casement’s nature from their acquaintanceship which led to the ‘homogenic’ discussion. I doubt Blinker was on their radar in 1915. Edward Carpenter’s diary entry simply adds to the circumstantial evidence of Casement’s homosexuality which oddly remains at issue. 

The gay venue I started in Belfast in the 1980s was named The Carpenter Club although it could now be called the Casement Society (or Club), as Brendan Clifford writes he once recommended, without offending many Republican or Unionist sensitivities. Except that Casement, unlike Carpenter, was no gay icon.

Another Tim O’Sullivan question was whether details of the registration of a motor bike purchased by Casement for Millar Gordon and so recorded in the diaries were forged to link the two as lovers. 

This is fanciful. 

The diaries tell of Casement grooming Millar from an early age. Whatever else, by the time of the execution in August 1916, Millar and his mother not only knew they had befriended a traitor but that he was a homosexual. On both counts they had cause to worry, especially as MI5 was closing in. 

Tim’s speculation suggests far too complicated a scenario of MI5 deception when he states, “if a forgery is built around pre-existing circumstances and facts, then these can be used as false corroborative data.”

However Millar’s full name and address were only provided to London three days before the execution, and no mention was made of the young man’s sexuality. 

This makes such speculation unsupportable.

The authorities’ slight knowledge of Millar is confirmed by a letter sent to the Home Office which read: “re Casement’s diary: I have ascertained that the individual referred to as “dear Millar” in the entries under date May 28th/29th 1910, May 13th/14th & June 3rd 1911 is a young man named Joseph Millar Gordon aged 26, a clerk in the Donegall Sq. Branch of the Belfast Bank who resides with his mother at Carnstroan – Myrtlefield Park Belfast. We traced him through the Motor Cycle which Casement gave him. (One Cyril Corbally registered a Triumph Motor Cycle F3044 in 1910 and in 1911 the number was transferred to J.M. Gordon.) Gordon has not been interviewed but if it was considered advisable to approach him on the subject we could easily arrange to have it done discreetly.”
Such a “contrived narrative” based on the motor bike would only work if Millar had been known to be gay, even if Casement never laid a finger on him. 

As I wrote, “If the diaries were forged, military intelligence was now on a wild goose chase which could collide with the truth. For if Millar was interrogated and convincingly denied any sexual aspect to his relationship with Casement then the whole conspiracy could come to grief.”
The official paper trail in 1916 then dies out, leading to a reasonable supposition that, again, the authorities chose not to be vindictive or ruthless and left Millar Gordon alone. 

Margaret O’Callaghan reviewing my book in History Ireland in 2003 wrote, “Jeff Dudgeon claims to have discovered the identity of Casement’s Belfast boyfriend. In this he merely reproduces the fairly dubious findings that I have seen on Kv intelligence files [at Kew], parts of the case for Casement’s homosexuality being cobbled together by Hall and others in the six weeks before Casement’s death…The tracing of a bike to Millar Gordon was sufficient in 1916 to indicate that he was in fact Casement’s lover, and Dudgeon proceeds on the assumption that this is the case. His corroboration lies in the Black Diaries.” 

This is largely stating the obvious, as we know evidence of Casement’s homosexuality, otherwise, comes from Adler Christensen’s statements, and a number of inferences and reasonable deductions. 

That the Black Diaries are the core proof of Casement’s sexual orientation is the case, but it should not be a problem for historians as the evidence therein is enormous and the surrounding details well corroborated. 

That the Bible carries almost all the evidence for Jesus has not made it difficult for historians to accept his existence, or for Christians to believe in him for two millennia. 

The question is repeated by Tim as to why London did not charge Casement with sodomy (something which was bruited about at the time), to destroy his reputation, not to mention to taint his cause of Irish freedom.

This was a proposition favoured by Hall and Thomson. However on grounds of taste and fairness, the establishment was not taken with it. There was also a paucity of evidence, the diaries and Adler Christiansen aside. Getting a treason conviction seemed difficult enough in legal terms. 

Although no Old Bailey jury would have acquitted Casement of treason, the form had still to be gone through. 

One Norwegian who claimed to have witnessed sexual activity in a Christiania hotel was brought to London but he was not to be used. Adler did unexpectedly reappear, this time at the British consulate in Philadelphia, offering to give witness against Casement but before his proposal was considered he bolted.

Despite the temptation, London largely restricted its use of the diaries to ensuring America did not insist on a reprieve. Casement’s revealed instruction to Berlin to encourage German-inspired sabotage there, if not Mexican revanchism, had also rather cooked his goose in the US.

Another example of relative non-vindictiveness by London was the dropping of the treason charge against Casement’s co-accused, Daniel Julian Bailey (Beverley), a sergeant in the Irish Brigade, who also came off the submarine in Kerry. This British soldier was simply returned to the ranks and sent abroad despite his weasely responses as to what he had not heard on the submarine. 

After the deed was essentially done, Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, insisted that the diaries were to circulate no further, particularly in America. But did the existing circulation ensure Casement’s non-reprieve and are the British to be blamed for so using them? 

As Brendan Clifford reminds us, using the Masaryk example, whether Casement was a traitor depends entirely on whose side you were on. But to regard it as inappropriate for the diaries to be used against Casement is to think like much of the Liberal establishment in London. 

In almost any other country it would have been unthinkable NOT to have used them. Homosexuality (buggery) was a crime punishable by life imprisonment, even if many Advanced Liberals of the time were acquainted with practitioners of that criminal vice.

Clifford in November’s Irish Political Review makes play of one fact only, that the American journalist, Ben Allen, who had been shown some Casement diary documentation in 1916 said, after seeing the diaries themselves in Kew in 1959, that they bore no resemblance to the earlier papers he saw. 

The items shown around in 1916, particularly in America, seem to have been photographs of diary pages although at least three of the four diaries or journals were later typed up by the Home Office. Those typescripts ultimately formed the basis of Peter Singleton-Gates’s 1959 book The Black Diaries. He obtained them from Sir Basil Thomson who was ironically to fall victim, in Hyde Park, to a public sex charge relating to one Thelma de Lava. 

A part of the early 1903 diary was torn out, perhaps to show around, but it does not sound like what the radical journalist saw. That he saw something dissimilar to the known diary versions may have been an important part of the (weak) case against authenticity but it amounts to little if you get to see the diaries themselves. Their texture and sensation is tellingly authentic.

John Quinn, the Irish-American oil company lawyer, art collector and friend of Joseph Conrad and Casement, wrote, unhappily, after viewing diary copies (photographed pages), “there was a great resemblance and that if I had there and then to give testimony on the subject I should be compelled to admit the genuineness of the handwriting.” 

Brendan Clifford wrote in November, “The 1916 affair is about the British state” and he is correct, but the great failing of Irish Republicanism is separation from the truth, a failing well-attested to in the last forty years. 

Exaggeration, and denial of the obvious, ill becomes a cause of substance, rendering it ultimately ineffectual, where it matters most, in Ireland.

Jeffrey Dudgeon

