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REPORT: This report fills out the remarks which appeared in the last issue of Irish Political Review

13th Annual Roger Casement Symposium

Buswell’s Hotel, Dublin

28th Nov 2009 

Jack Moylett

--------------

In his introduction, the secretary of the Roger Casement Foundation, Jack Moylett, spoke of how the Foundation had recently got the Write-On computer program up and running. This specialized software system has been developed to facilitate the study and analysis of handwriting and handwritten documents. It allows comparable samples of handwriting to be brought together on screen for viewing, examination and analysis. For example, it allows hundreds of handwritten occurrences of the same word to be viewed on the one screen for purpose of comparison.

Documents, either in the original or in the form of good quality copies have to be scanned into the system. The resulting digital copies have to be catalogued in the computer’s memory. Corresponding exactly faithful typescripts for each document have also to be entered into the system and catalogued. Much of these are already available as digital files which can be obtained from various sources and automatically copied into the computer. Others will have to be typed in manually. There is a great deal of work to be done. 
All the questioned diary material will be scanned into the system. When all the source data, consisting of a large and varied amount of samples of Casement handwriting, both authentic and alleged, has been scanned in, and it is accompanied by corresponding texts, and has been catalogued, the resulting database will be available to interested experts.

At the end Moylett read out to the audience a moving collection of thoughts Casement had written down the day before he was executed. The words came across as vital and immediate. Casement’s dominating thought, he said, was that Ireland would, as far as possible, be kept out of the Great War then raging. He also referred to the spiritual comfort he derived from the Catholic faith which he had, in his final days, accepted. 
Paul Cullen

-------------

The title of this talk was “The Prerogative of Grace”. The theme centered on a number of paintings by Sir John Lavery. He was married to the striking American born Hazel, a woman younger than him by twenty years. Hazel, also known as Lady Lavery had been a source of fascination, in turn, for Michael Collins and then Kevin O’Higgins. 
Sir John had produced two versions of his painting of the Central Court of Appeal hearing of the Casement case. He wrote of the paintings in his biography; “Life of a Painter” which appeared in 1940.

It appears Sir John had been in the habit of leaving coded messages in his paintings. One of the versions of the painting has Casement, from his seat in the courtroom, waving goodbye to a mysterious woman. 
Micheál MacDonncha

------------------------

The title of this talk was “Roger Casement, Irish Unionism and Irish Unity.” The speaker has for a long time been a member of Sinn Fein.

Regarding the question of forgery MacDonncha spoke of such activities as intrinsic to the way Britain operated at the time of the independence struggle. There had been a case where Dáil Eireann notepaper had been used to make apparent threats against certain individuals. Thus the Dáil, as a respectable political assembly, was being brought into disrepute, not only nationally but internationally. The threatening statements were forgeries. The Irish Bulletin, the main publicity sheet of the movement, got out the message that forgery had been involved. This foiled the British in what they had attempted to do. Also forged editions of the Irish Bulletin itself were used by the British in an attempt to fool journalists.

At the end of his days Casement had as his ‘central purpose’ the fight for Irish independence. In his writings he made a case for Irish unity and sovereignty. Given the above and the British penchant for forgery, unless proven genuine, the questioned “black diary” matter must be presumed to be bogus.

In answer to a question from the floor MacDonncha stated that there was no Sinn Féin “party line” regarding the diaries question. He had been nineteen years on the party Ard Cómhairle and all that time there had never been a fixed party position on the matter. He did say that the notion that belief in forgery amounted to homophobia was false. Most republicans believe the diaries have been forged. This did not automatically mean they were homophobes.

He went on to say that a most important aspect of Casement was that he was a freedom fighter and anti-imperialist with an insight into the upper-class Protestant mind-set.

The Tories had a lot to do with the fostering and development of Unionism. The support of the high Tories had given the Unionists a sense of superiority. In 1912 James Craig toured Britain. At one meeting Bonar Law, leader of the Conservatives and Craig addressed a crowd of 20,000.

The Rev JB Armour of Ballymoney supported Home Rule. In Oct 1913 there was a public meeting of Protestant Home Rulers in Ballymoney, among them Rev Armour. Casement and Jack White and Alice Stopford-Green spoke. Casement denounced partition and said the real government appeared to be among the mutineers in the Curragh.

Connolly had predicted partition would spawn on both sides of the border “a carnival of reaction.” This is what happened. Casement saw partition as the fruits of “deliberately fostered sectarian divisions.” In the south a Catholic confessional state developed. In the north Orangeism promoted a discriminatory state which favored Protestants. 
The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 has brought about a new dispensation. Now, in the north, “parity of esteem” defines the relationship between the communities. This has been a sea change for Unionists. In practice the Assembly and the All Ireland bodies do not operate as they should. More progress needs to be made. 

The transfer of policing and security powers to the Assembly is still awaited. The Democratic Unionist Party is dragging its heels.

The new dispensation can be observed in the way republicans and unionists co-operate in local authorities and councils in the north in a way that would have not happened in the past. The only viable destination for northern politics is one in which partition is ended. This outcome however, can not be taken for granted nor taken as guaranteed.

What has Casement to say to us today? He is of interest as a republican from a northern Protestant background. Jack Bennett, himself from a northern Unionist background defined Irishness in 1963, the bicentenary of Wolfe Tone as “a fusion ...blended in the crucible of history...”. The “two nations theory” is self evidently false. Thomas Kinsella in his poem on Bloody Sunday called “Butchers Dozen” used the phrase “mongrel pure”. There was the deputy editor of An Phoblacht in the 1930s, Jeff Coulter who also had belonged to a northern Protestant family.

MacDonncha finished with a quote from Casement: “a nation” was the result of “many converging streams”.

A discussion ensued prompted by questions from the floor. One questioner took issue with the notion that Casement understood the northern Protestant mindset. The questioner, himself an Ulster Unionist, claimed that Casement particularly failed to understand the northern Presbyterian outlook and the force and commitment behind Presbyterian opposition to Home Rule.

Tim O’Sullivan

-----------------

Regarding the Giles Report published in 2002 on its own and in 2005 as part of a collection of essays and papers published by the Royal Irish Academy (RIA) under the title “Roger Casement in Irish and World History”, there is a choice irony. The Giles Report claimed the forensic technique of Ramon Spectroscopy would not be appropriate for use on the diaries owing to it being a “destructive” technique. Within a few months of the RIA publication of the Giles Report this technique would be gladly employed by Trinity College on the Book of Kells precisely on account of its non-destructiveness! 
The organizer of the investigation and report by Dr Giles one Dr WJ McCormack wrote a book; “Roger Casement in Death” (2002). The book attempts to put forward a thesis that the idea that the Casement diaries now known as the ‘black diaries’, had been forged by British Intelligence, originated in the 1930s. It had, it was suggested, originated as a conspiracy theory among a group of men of strongly Irish Republican sympathies, chief of them being Dr Moloney, the author of the Forged Casement Diaries, published in 1936. 
In the introduction Casement’s first biographer Denis Gwynn is mentioned. McCormack’s language is elaborate and obtuse. “Since the days of Denis Gwynn (who was discrete though undeceived), Casement’s biographers have broadly accepted the implications of truth behind the stories of scandalous diaries.” claims McCormack. 

Referring to what Gwynn had to say on the matter he wrote (page 26): “It passed over the issue of forgery with what now seems remarkable insouciance.” 
The speaker (this writer) then drew attention to what Gwynn actually wrote in 1930. On page 18 he said: 

“but that it was Casement’s own diary is at least doubtful. Those who spent months in terms of closest intimacy with him are utterly incredulous concerning it; and two of his closest friends have special grounds for refusing to believe that it was what it was purported to be.”

Gwynn went on to advance more arguments for his skepticism regarding the diaries being those of Casement, diaries the existence of which at that time was neither officially confirmed nor denied. 
Gwynn did not rule out forgery. From the text, it is apparent he thought it possible Casement had transcribed material originating from someone else as part of his investigations and these writings had been deliberately and purposefully misconstrued. Gwynn, as already quoted, expressed great skepticism towards the notion the record of “indecent experiences” originated with Casement himself. Yet one would never deduce this from what Dr McCormack had written in his book. 

A large bundle of letters dating from the 1920s and 1930s were auctioned at Sotheby’s, London on 17 Dec 2008. It would appear from the details provided by the auctioneer that they had belonged to the Parry family, descendents of Casement’s cousin Gertrude Bannister. The collection was titled “Lot 7 - Casement, Roger - A collection relating to his diplomatic career and posthumous reputation”. It included 36 letters related to the threatened publication of the diaries in 1925 by Peter Singleton-Gates. All in all it came to 170 pages. 

The letters were bought by a person or persons unknown at a price well in excess of the auctioneer’s estimate. Where material of such great historical interest is bought at auction the purchaser will usually make themselves known to researchers. However, in this instance, all efforts to contact the purchaser via Sotheby’s proved fruitless. Documents which can cast light on the diaries controversy have sadly disappeared as soon as they became available. It was a bizarre turn of events, but, for those acquainted with the twists and turns of this longstanding controversy, not wholly unexpected.

Tralee Conference

There was a day long conference on Casement in Tralee on August 3rd 2009. It was titled The Roger Casement Gathering. Hopes were expressed it will become an annual event. 

The keynote speaker was Dr Martin Mansergh TD. The speech covered many themes among them the question of the Diaries. Mansergh referred to the “pornographic diaries” and how he retained “an open mind” as regards possible forgery. Regarding the “white” and “black” Diaries for 1910 there was “an extraordinary contrast of tone”. In one account Casement was “high-minded and idealistic”, in the other “cynical and contemptuous of other human beings”.

He had read all (government) files on the matter from the 30s, 40s, 50s and 60s.

He was struck by the defensive reaction whenever the matter was raised. For instance there was Frank McDermott, a devoted writer of letters to newspapers on the subject, who was in the UK during the war and apparently worked for British Intelligence. What happened, in the end, regarding an investigation (the Giles Report) was “a limited piece of private enterprise carried out with extraordinary defensiveness”. 

These exercises “take the party line” because of the dictates of an official mindset. He said he did not believe there was any sort of conspiracy underfoot. Concluding, he said he believed “no proper and thorough test has taken place.”

Tim O’Sullivan
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