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ROGER Casement treasonable pervert or Casement, nationalist icon? As with so much else, local opinion on one of Ulster's most famous sons remains predictably divided.

Since his execution for treason in 1916, a veritable torrent of propaganda has been similarly polarised on a controversial life and death.

The central issue dogging the memory of Casement has been the so-called 'Black Diaries', detailing a highly active homosexual life, even as he worked as a British diplomat exposing slavery in Africa and South America and, subsequently, as an Irishman determined to secure his country's independence. 

Until recently, whether the notorious diaries had been forged by the British government, determined that Casement should neither be saved from the gallows by international sympathy nor become a nationalist martyr afterwards, remained arguable. 

But in the past decade or so, the release of all Home Office documents on Casement and sophisticated scientific testing of the Diaries indicates strongly that they are genuine.

Which is why Jeff Dudgeon's recently-published "Roger Casement ? the Black Diaries", is appropriately timely. Dudgeon, the Belfast gay rights activist, whose Euro-rights case changed the law on homosexuality here twenty years ago, has several distinct advantages over previous writers on the subject.

Like Casement, he comes from an Ulster Protestant background, politically he's clearly a liberal within a unionist context, and of course, like his subject, he is homosexual. 

In that overall context, he has produced a fascinating work of real scholarship, with refreshingly perceptive insights which challenge the cliches of previous research.

In short, Jeff Dudgeon seeks the complex man behind the myth, predictably neither the Catholic nationalist saint nor tortured soul whose sexuality led to treason. He has, I think, found the real Casement.

Dudgeon's subject clearly stands sinful in the eyes of the "unco guidly"; guiltless about his rent-boy encounters, resolutely refusing to see his Irish political activity as anything other than patriotism.

But essentially, international humanitarianism and courage shine through, even in his darkest hours.

Interestingly, Dudgeon, the realist, although obviously fascinated by Casement, regretfully concludes that his romantic nationalism might have put him in the same irredentist camp as those who smashed radical, democratic Irish republicanism in more recent times.

I don't agree. I also believe Casement and Dudgeon may have more in common than their sexuality and Ulster Protestant background. To challenge governmental injustice in Ulster, against the odds, whether on sexual or political rights, requires a uniquely-determined, radical personality. 

Unionist and nationalist alike can surely respect such dedicated perseverance.

Roger Casement: The Black Diaries, by Jeffrey Dudgeon is published by the Belfast Press, price £25.
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