AUTHOR’S LAUNCH SPEECH

21 November 2002 – Linen Hall Library

Roger Casement: The Black Diaries - With a Study of his Background, Sexuality, and Irish Political Life
I won’t detain you for too long. Steven advised me to keep it short. People come to launches to talk, not to listen, he says, and he should know, as he would go to the opening of an envelope. 

But the main reason I will be brief is that most everything I want to say is in the book, which explains why it runs to 680 pages. Although I say it myself, it is a good read bar the occasional infelicitous sentence or badly placed or absent comma. I may have had a typesetter with attitude (indeed a family of them) but he never got to edit the core text.

I have been asked why I do not write my autobiography. Well it might be banned as too dull while my memory for events past if not people, has dimmed. But in truth I have written a great deal of my life already into this book. Casement covered much of the same ground as myself – and much more. So my assessments of him may reveal me.

Though I try to be fair and open minded, my commentary is different from other writers, or Casementals as we are known. I cover his Irishness. Most others have not. And being from an Ulster Protestant background, and gay, I have used that knowledge and wide experience to assess him in those areas where many other writers or broadcasters fail to travel. It’s a book of stories, quite dense at times, but chapter led. The illustrations unquestionably bring both Casement and the period to life.

I see around me here tonight the echoes of my past and present life, both vertical and horizontal. Some have come from a land beyond the sea viz England, others from parts south, as far as Maynooth, in the case of Séamas O Síocháin, a fellow author. And they are very welcome. It is heart warming to see so many friends and colleagues.

I must thank those who have been helping since the book went to press and who thus do not appear in its acknowledgment pages - those from the Linen Hall Library: John Gray perhaps my oldest friend, though we only briefly agreed politically. He hitch hiked around Europe with me when we were 16 and 17 – ten countries we attained in a fortnight, including Liechtenstein. Remembering and listing them helps me to sleep sometimes; 

Patricia Saunders who put this event together so efficiently, and John Killen, who arranged the splendid display cases on Casement outside in the hall. 

Also to those journalists who have done me proud: Henry McDonald of the Observer, two Sundays ago and before; Kevin MacDermot who got me a very handsome full page in last weekend’s Ireland on Sunday; Lindy McDowell of the Belfast Telegraph - last Monday’s feature was a winner. She loves old photos; and David Dunseith of Talkback for today’s interview who told me he knew Harford Montgomery Hyde. If anyone is worth a biography, it is he. And Martin O’Brien of Sunday Sequence for I am appearing there this Sunday from 8.30 a.m. even getting to review the papers.

Also to Fionnuala Jay O’Boyle, my girl Thursday and PR woman, who volunteered for the job – she is worth ten pressed men.

To my sales team, my thanks; to Gilbert Hughes an ace genealogist who started me on this enterprise by discovering Millar Gordon’s family background, and to my dear sister Vida and her two children Patrick and Victoria. Jenny is apparently in Vietnam. 

I am especially pleased to see Erskine Holmes tonight, a man who has contributed a lot in so many ways to our society here, and also Sylvia Hermon, though she has gone now who did not get credited but who helped on editing the Belfast chapters.

Three lovely people whom I hoped would be around to see the project finished have sadly died before that happened. They gave me a great deal of support and encouragement as well as good company: 

Peter Shaw, my brother in law who stood by me for so many years when I was somewhat less well thought of than now;

Pat Miskimmin (Irish Association, she knew Brian Inglis, TCD story);

and most recently Michael O’Sullivan who died suddenly only this month while still researching Casement in Africa.

And my love goes to others who could not make it  - ie JMY

I have to remember today my parents Yvonne and Stuart who formed so much of my outlook, a cross between a Newcastle on Tyne radical and loving mother and a very tolerant and agreeable Co Tyrone father. They made me what I am, just as I argue Casement’s earlier family influences made him – though oddly he rebelled later in life whereas I started young and ended that phase some time ago. 

However you cannot escape today without a bit of a rant. Those who know me, know at some cost to their eardrums, that I am not a fervent devolutionist. It is a lonely furrow to plough especially working at Stormont and seeing the brightly-lit winter wedding cake that is Parliament Buildings, most every day.

But I am confirmed in my view only yesterday when the new laws on sexual offences were announced in London, laws which will at last bring to gays equality under the criminal law. Northern Ireland will be excluded, as usual. Although criminal justice is not yet devolved – pray that it never is because we might well get some unity at Stormont, unity to do no reforming on gay equality issues. Even though justice is not devolved, with our separate statute book, change comes very slowly, if at all. 

The Secretary of State, who has sent his good wishes to Belfast Press for the launch, needs to know that we are already seven years behind without an Order in Council on previous such reforms while the European Court of Human Rights will loom large if people end up in court here for doing what is legal in Liverpool. I know. I’ve been to Strasbourg before. The sadness is someone will probably have to go again and again. 

If there was ever a united Ireland please don’t let there be a devolved Ulster Assembly. What divides the two ethnicities here should be understood, and the case each makes should be listened to, and addressed where possible and in some way, that allows us to breathe in an atmosphere beyond and above our differences which are of course insurmountable. And why not? The world is a better place because of difference.

Casement Park story – person at work asked was he named after the sports ground?

Distributors busy/email orders flooding in. Other Belfast Press books are on sale as well. This is the third book it has published.

I’ve had to do most of this operation myself - from researching to writing to marketing therefore I don’t want to have to buy and read 2,000 of the buggers, so please take one away at the discounted launch price of £20. My staff are only too happy to oblige. And if you want to put in any orders get in contact, now or later.

And for those of you who are hungry for a meal and a prolonged natter, whether you are Casementals or not, we will be adjourning to Café Milano on the Lisburn Road, just above Elmwood Avenue. Close enough for me to stagger home.

And as Lindy McDowell said to me a couple of days ago ‘Casement would be pleased’. I’m not entirely sure but I think he would be…

