EMAILS WITH JAVIER FARJE, PERUVIAN CASEMENT BOOK CRITIC 

[Farje’s dissertation was published in 2003 titled ‘Roger Casement and the Putumayo Atrocities’, Seventy pages long, it is seriously in need of copy editing let alone other improvements. Useful detail on the Commons inquiry witnesses is provided. He insists Casement was a failure as regards the Indians of the Amazon not least because he took no account of the Peru-Colombia territorial disputes in the region. No mention is made of my book and he did not include my responses to his comments as he had promised.]
Dear Mister Dudgeon
 
My name is Javier Farje. I am a Senior Producer with the BBC World Service, Spanish American section, as well as a university student who is about to finish a degree in history at Birkbeck College, the University of London. My dissertation will about the Putumayo atrocities that Roger Casement denounced and for which he was knighted. As we all know, he was executed for treason in 1916 after he returned from Germany to try to stop the Easter Rising. As we all know as well, the distribution of a transcript of the so-called Black Diaries intimidated those who had campaigned to have his death sentence quashed and he was finally hung. We know as well that some historians and indeed some Irish Republicans refused to accept that the Black Diaries were Casement’s and accused the British Government of trying to undermine Casement’s reputation. Now we know that, after his diaries were examined by Dr. Audrey Giles, the conclusion is that he wrote them, that he had a very active homosexual life and that those who accused him of being a “predator” were wrong because Casement never took advantage of his position of power, specially in the Putumayo region and Manaos, to abuse minors or anything like that. There are people, like Angus Mitchell, who still refuse to believe in the authenticity of the diaries or that Casement was homosexual. That’s now irrelevant. After the presentation of Dr. Giles’ conclusions in Dublin by Prof. Bill Mc Cormack last year, interviews were made to him and Roger Sawyer by the BBC. In them, both express their wish that the debate about Casement’s sexuality should end and that we must concentrate in the humanitarian, the human rights activist who denounced the atrocities in King Leopold’s Congo and the Putumayo region in Peru. 
 
I believe that your book does not address this aspect of Casement’s life. Yet again, an obsessive approach towards Casement’s sexuality prevents us from studying his campaigns. I’m just back from Peru, my country of origin, where I managed to get very good primary sources about Casement’s campaign. Some historians believe that the Putumayo atrocities were far worse than those of the Congo. I fully agree. The way Casement was treated by the Peruvian establishment after he denounced the massacres and torture was appalling. And yet, reading your book, I see no attempt to highlight this aspect of Casement’s life. I understand that, as a gay activist, you have a particular interest in Casement’s diaries and the way he was treated because of them. But I also believe that, by publishing a long and sometimes tedious account of his homosexual diaries, you are doing a disservice to Casement. Was he important because he was gay or because he was a humanitarian? Does the importance of a gay man lay in his homosexuality or in his contribution to the society at large?
 
Roger Sawyer, who published the 1910 diaries, and who has accepted Casement’s homosexuality believes that the history of his achievements as a human rights campaigner has not been written yet. You make no attempt to so. 
 
I am sending you this note, and I apologise if I sound rude, because I am trying to understand the reasons behind the obsession about Casement’s homosexuality and the reluctance to address his role as a humanitarian campaigner. I even believe that his Irish campaign is utterly irrelevant because it failed. He was naïve and clumsy and these two elements led to his death, apart of course from the betrayal to which he was subjected by the Irish Volunteers, who refused to save him from prison when Casement was arrested.
 
I’d be very grateful indeed if you find some time to respond my comments. I’d like to include them in my dissertation. My thesis will emphasize Roger Casement’s campaign in the Putumayo region and I’d like to know if you have made any attempt to investigate that aspect of Roger Casement’s fascinating and tragic life.
 
I’d be grateful if you could send a copy of your response to my work e-mail address,
 
Many thanks and kind regards
 
Javier Farje

24 August 2003.

Javier Farje 
Senior Producer 
BBC World Service

Dear Javier,

We write the book/dissertation that interests us. It comes therefore as no surprise that you are researching a Peruvian story. I am Irish, more specifically an Ulsterman, and gay, thus the book I chose to write was Roger Casement: The Black Diaries with a Study of his Background, Sexuality and Irish Political Life. I would not dream of suggesting your work was inadequate because it majors on the Amazon region and Peru.

Within the book, which was extensive enough anyway, I made it perfectly plain that I was interested in Casement’s homosexuality and the Black Diaries and also his Irish life, family and involvement in nationalism and thus concentrated on those aspects, some of which had not been closely examined. As I also said, it was important to put all the diaries out together for the first time. This is not obsessive behaviour. Others chose to criminalise homosexuals and either use the fact of his private life against Casement or deny the fact of his sexual nature. That needs explaining.

I suggested to readers interested in Peru and the Putumayo to read Angus Mitchell’s book and Roger Sawyer’s and pointed out that I was not going to deal significantly with the reports on the Congo or the Peruvian Amazon Company. I don’t speak Spanish or Portuguese so was in no position to do any original research in those Amazon regions. Angus has however been there several times. By the way, he has just published a huge volume of Casement’s writings in 1911 mostly on South America (by the Irish Manuscripts Commission). 

It sounds as if your primary sources in Peru will be interesting especially if they tell us more about the fate of those Indians tribes and what happened to people like Julio Arana (whom I recall became a senator), Normand, Fonseca etc

The controversy about Casement’s homosexuality and the forgery theory is far from over in Ireland. Angus Mitchell and the Roger Casement Foundation not to mention the RTE TV programme maintain the old views; now saying the author of the diaries was a paedophile and thus could not have been Casement. They risk making out their hero to be a monster, as some of the youths in the diaries are hardly teenagers, if a way was every found of proving authenticity to their satisfaction. But it never will be. Casement was a saint to them and that is an article of faith.

Interestingly both RTE and BBC interviewed me at length for their programmes while I went out of my way to help them, especially with photographic sources. I was repaid by being censored out entirely. Neither producer, probably for different reasons, wanted a gay or an Ulster view. Casement was to be portrayed simply as a hero and humanitarian (admittedly a homosexual one) who was hanged by the British because of the diaries.

The debate about his sexuality is not a closed subject nor should it be. It is an integral part of who he was and why he did what he did. He was a humanitarian but on both occasions he was commissioned by the British government to investigate - for which there has been little or no credit given. He was also a revolutionary who encouraged war and rebellion. People died because of his efforts. What does that make him? A murderer? Calling him simply a human rights activist and a humanitarian is far too glib and shallow, just as calling him a traitor and killer has long been recognised as silly and inadequate.

You are quite wrong to describe his efforts in 1916 (‘his Irish campaign’) as a failure. I thought I made it crystal clear that not only was he immensely successful in that department, after his death, with Ireland becoming a separate state in less than six years, but also that he was a key thinker and operator in all that coming about. I also made it clear that the results of his separatist work were not always agreeable or progressive and that the civil war of the last thirty years in the north owed much to his still accepted extreme views, in particular his Anglophobia and dislike of Ulster’s (Scottish-origined) Protestants. The creation of an impoverished Catholic state in the south was not what Republicanism set out to do but it happened although it has now gone.

The consequences of starting wars are usually quite different from the intended results. And many innocents die unable to have answered why they had to be the victim of other’s campaigns. Casement was willing to die for his version of Ireland. It might have better if he had tried to live for it.

I did note that there were different responses in Lima and some considerable effort to clear up the crimes of the Putumayo, which were more widespread than those committed by Arana. I have to admit to being vague about the frontiers of the region in the years afterwards (and even then) but have an impression that Colombia got some of its territory back.

Best wishes

Jeff Dudgeon

25 August 2003.

Dear Mr. Dudgeon 

Thank you very much indeed for your prompt and robust reply to my request. I understand the reasons why you prefer to study Casement's sexuality. Indeed, the British government used the diaries to make sure that the campaign in his defence failed. I still believe that, in concrete terms, Casement's Irish campaign was a catalogue of blunders.

In any case, I believe that the whole story of the Putumayo atrocities has not been written yet. 

Many regards

Javier Farje 
-----Original Message----- 
From: Brendan O'Connell Sent: jueves, 28 de agosto de 2003 17:33 
To: Javier Farje 
Subject: Casement and Honour 

Hello Javier 

I have just read your email to Jeffrey Dudgeon and  his reply to you about his book. 

I think by now you will appreciate that the question  of Casement's identity is still controversial. I can't  say I agree with everything Jeffrey wrote, but I do  agree that the image that the Irish government and  their commissioned writer Angus Mitchell have of  Casement is one that will not allow Casement to be the  author of the disputed diaries. 

This is a Question of Honour.
Taken together all the so called black diaries do not  make much sense as they were written by Casement as a memory aid of those he had seen and those who he had  engaged with both sexually and just socially. 

They are accounts of thoughts and the moments not  accounts of a life. So when put together in one  volume in a continuous flow it's difficult to see the  life as Casement lived it, moment to moment and day  to day. Jeffery then does a service to us all by  putting what Casement wrote into local and general 
context. 

An important point he keeps making is that why would a forger leave certain references to the people Casement  knew vague, or difficult to identify. 

For example Casement uses abbreviations quite a lot, also he does not distinguish between people who have  similar names. Jeffery shows great skill in tracking  down and distinguishing the names and places that were  part of Casement's life. 

The reason why these issues are not taken seriously by those who support the theory that the diaries were  forged is that it is a question of Honor. 

What Honor can a man have when he is shown to have accounted and fully enjoyed male attributes? 
Well the less than astonishing evidence is that  Casement is an exception here. The fact that Wilde paid young men to accompany him to a hotel is not now controversial historically. Neither is the fact that Samuel Pepys pursued young women and as we all know - he too kept a diary.
The test case here (and this is where I disagree with  Jeffrey) is of course T.E. Lawrence who did almost  exactly the same as Casement - he armed and organised  a resistance movement only this time for the British side. Whatever charge of revolt or violence or  revolution levelled at Casement can be levelled at Lawrence who was just as 'successful' as Casement. 
Lawrence has a rightful claim to laying the basis for  modern Arab nationalism arguing as he did for an independent Arab federation at the Versailles Peace  Conference. But even the most loyal defenders of his memory admit that he did occasionally ask others to whip him. This has not effected his Honor. Facts you might like to explore in your work. 

I would be pleased if you would read my review of Jeffery's book (google: 'GCN Casement Brendan O'Connell.) 

Finally, I like to relay a recent conversation I have  had with Jeffery (we have known each other since 1976)  I pointed out that the emphasis on the campaign in the Putumayo should not exclude those in S. America who  wish to claim and celebrate Casement because he was 
gay AND a humanitarian - can your discourse extend that far? 

kind regards 

===== 
Brendan. 

Dear Brendan 

Thank you very much for this comment. One of the ironies of this case is that, in a homophobic society like Peru in the 1910s, Casement's sexuality was not an issue but the damage that he could have caused to Arana's business. Arana accused Casement of being an agent of General Rafael Reyes, the Colombian President at the time. Peru had a border dispute with Colombia in the Putumayo region and Arana suggested that Casement's accusations were part of a Colombian plot to gain territory. Peru eventually lost part of that region in a brief war. 
In a letter sent by Arana 5 years after Casement's execution, he reiterated this accusation. Judge Carlos A. Valcarcel, who had been initially appointed to investigate the atrocities, was removed from his post and later accused by Arana of being an agent of England (sic) as well as an agent of Colombia. In an open letter sent (and later published as a book in 1913) by the Peruvian Consul in Manaos (where Casement was British Consul) the corrupt Carlos Rey de Castro (he received "loans" from the Peruvian Rubber Company, owned by J. C. Arana), to the British Consul George B. Michell, British Consul in Pará, he attacked Casement for being a kind of a snob that got his knighthood at the expense of Peru's "wounded honour" (sic).
My point is that, since there is no doubt that the Black Diaries were indeed written by Casement, that he was gay and that Angus Mitchell seems to be the only person who does not accept the truth, it is important to start working on rescuing Roger Casement, the humanitarian. As you probably know, he adopted two young Indian boys: Aredomi and Omarino. Although it seems that he fancied the older one, he never touched them. He took them to Ireland but they could not settled there and eventually returned to the rainforest. In his Black and White Diaries, he separates the public man, the compulsive recorder of atrocities, with the private one. 
I understand Jeffrey Dudgeon's interest in Casement's sexuality, but I believe his book is in parts self-indulgent and obsessive. I am not gay, so I suppose my understanding of Jeffrey Dudgeon's passion for gay rights is limited. I am an heterosexual man who rejects any form of homophobia. I just try to see the Casement for what he means to the society at large: a humanitarian. I don't know if Casement's fervour for the oppressed had anything to do hit the fact that, as a gay man, he belonged to a community which was persecuted and stigmatised in his time. He indeed saw the people of Ireland as the equivalent of the poor natives of Congo and Peru who were being oppressed. Did he see homosexuals as equally oppressed? Would he had been that keen a human rights campaigner had he not been gay? I don't know. But my respect and admiration for the man had more to do with the fact he took the side of those who could not defend by themselves.
I do appreciate you take the time to make this comments. My interest in Casement goes beyond a simple dissertation. 

Kind regards 

Javier Farje 

P.S.- If you have more comments, please do send a copy to my private e-mail address: javier_farje@hotmail.com. I'll be working at home this weekend. 
