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WRITING SIR ROGER CASEMENT
Good Afternoon, Mr Daily, students. 

I would like to express my thanks for being invited from Belfast in Northern Ireland here to Lynn University to talk on Roger Casement, and indeed later today at Nova South Eastern University on my European Court of Human Rights case in the annual Stolzenberg-Doan lecture. 
I understand your class title is “Ireland: From Paganism to St. Patrick to the Present” which is quite an extensive timeline. I will be restricting my talk to that key period of recent Irish history; the establishment of a separate, independent Irish state in the 1920s, and the consequent partition of the island, and of course Roger Casement’s part in those events, his life’s work and other pursuits. 

These two events, independence and partition, have coloured, perhaps dominated, all our lives on the island of Ireland, for a century. In time, they have revealed, amongst other things, the extreme and often unforeseen results of radical revolution; the freezing, for generations, of further change; and then the gradual resurfacing of hidden, or suppressed, pre-revolutionary political formations.

I will present you today with many facts and opinions which may confuse. However this is inevitable when offering a snapshot of history. I also have a series of photographs to accompany my talk. Some are obviously connected with Casement, others - often personal - less so. I ask you to bear with what may seem, at times, impressionistic or disconnected images.

Sir Roger Casement was a prominent agent of revolutionary Irish separatism and paid for it with his life when he was hanged for treason in 1916, after the Easter Rising at the age of 51. 

He was an Anglophobe despite, or perhaps because, his early years were spent in England. One of his more memorable phrases is a description of that country as “the Bitch and Harlot of the North Sea.” When he died, he thought he was a failure but within six years he had achieved something approaching his goal. 

The Irish Free State, later the Irish Republic, however was not quite what the revolutionaries intended, and by the 50th anniversary of the Rising, when Casement was exhumed and returned to Dublin from London for a memorable state funeral, the South was on the turn. But not the North, which had still to go through an equivalent upheaval, prolonged for forty years, but now gladly subsiding.

My 2002 book is entitled, at some length, Roger Casement: The Black Diaries - With a Study of his Background, Sexuality, and Irish Political Life, and subtitled “A book of record including the never-before-published 1911 diary” - of which a little more later. It details the four aspects of Casement’s life mentioned in the title. Other books have dealt more substantially with his time in Africa and the Amazon. 
And since publication, a full and rounded, fact-based biography by Séamas O Síocháin, Roger Casement: Imperialist, Rebel, Revolutionary has come on the market, which I would recommend, particularly for libraries.

Ireland remains intriguing in that the best known 19th and 20th century gays were both Irish - Oscar Wilde and Roger Casement. They had much in common, and in a number of ways I share Casement’s background and outlook, if not his Irish politics, which is why he fascinated me and why I wrote a book on him and his diaries.

As indicated, Casement had many lives - African adventurer, humanitarian investigator in the Congo and in Peru, knighted British consul, defector to Germany, Irish revolutionary, and indefatigable, if discreet, homosexual diarist. For all those reasons, but particularly the last, he is the most written about and discussed 1916 leader. 

A question, still unanswered, is the level of his significance in the achievement of Irish independence. I argue No Casement/No Rising for it was his work in the running of guns into Ireland - twice - that with his German diplomatic activities ensured a rising. There were of course other factors - the suspension of Home Rule in 1914, the late and enraging Ulster exclusion, the World War and its first two years (with the Somme, Ulster’s blood bath, to come in a few months), and, especially, the possibility of conscription in Ireland. 

In 1914, Casement helped to organise and finance the Howth gunrunning which gave the Irish Republican Brotherhood rebels in the Irish Volunteers the arms to start the Easter Rising, two years later. On the second occasion, in 1916, the guns went to the bottom of the sea but it was the promise of their delivery that provided the psychological boost for organising a rebellion. 

It was his diaries that did for Casement. They were used to discourage the reprieve campaign, particularly in America. As one of their own, honoured by the King, the British had to hang him, although by that moment exceptions had been made for Eamon de Valera and Countess Markievicz, on the grounds of nationality (American) and gender. The British government then hid the diaries for forty years, allowing often silly, conspiracy and forgery theories to generate amongst the faithful.

And this is a word well-chosen, as Casement took on the beginnings of a cult due to his martyrdom, the attempt to destroy his character, his presence and beauty (particularly noted by women - itself something of a giveaway), and his humanitarian activities amongst native peoples. 

It must be said however that both his reports, essentially on rubber slavery, the ultimate responsibility of the Belgian King Leopold and of the British-registered Peruvian Amazon Company, were commissioned by the British government. Casement however worked industrially on these projects, and then when he returned to England campaigned on their contents in defiance of normal consular proprieties.

For many researchers, the frisson of holding original documents, in this case the diaries in the National Archives at Kew in London, is quite something, and one of the satisfactions of going back to original sources. I would certainly recommend that, as it opens up the possibilities of what a student can do later, while reminding us of how history is made up of the many fragments of people’s lives. 

Researching can be something of a drug. Writing however is a different matter and requires discipline. My work took five years, two of them full time and all unpaid. But the satisfaction of publication (and sales) is its own reward.

My first contact with an original Casement document was in Belfast Central Library. It was only a letter about Brazilian flax seed, written to a linen machine engineer in the city, but it had an electric effect nonetheless. Then when I first saw and touched the diaries I felt a flash of strong emotion. A charge of history was flowing through them. 

Ironically there are Casement documents in an archive not far from here - the General Henry Sanford memorial library in the city of his name. A cache of 50,000 documents dealing with Sanford’s incredibly varied career, which included his Congo enterprises, is carefully catalogued there. Perhaps worth a visit.

Although Casement was executed thirty years before I was born, I perceived of these as ancient documents which enhanced their value. History is of course something distant. Yet in truth it consists of events occurring as recently as when one was a young teenager. In your cases, history probably began in 1990, which to me was just last week! 

To truly understand Roger Casement and indeed almost every historic figure means locating their context, and finding out about their upbringing and family. Adolf Hitler is one good example, and I would here recommend the book by Brigitte Hamann, Hitler’s Vienna, which, despite the clunky translation, reveals the extreme ethnic hatreds expressed around Hitler as he grew up in Austria. They were particularly poisonous and brutally stated in the parliament in Vienna where a common language eluded the legislators. The hatreds were especially virulent against Jews and Czechs.

In his case or context, Casement grew up at a time when sections of the Protestant Anglo-Irish class (or caste) was trying to see if it could ally or link with the growing nationalism emerging after Catholic emancipation. While Casement and his family were effectively penniless, living in lodgings in London, his parents were radical and felt themselves Irish, unlike his Antrim relatives back home who saw themselves as British. 

Casement as with many significant revolutionaries was therefore geographically or familially marginal, again like Hitler, and also Stalin and Patrick Pearse. 

Once Catholics could become MPs, from 1832 (the vote was granted in the 18th century) along with extensions of the franchise, the inevitable result was a development of Irish Home Rule politics. Many Protestants (some had not warmed to the Act of Union in 1801), particularly women like Speranza Wilde, Oscar’s mother, saw the Gaelic revival as an alternative to a Catholic Ireland in which Protestants would be marginalised or worse. They backed that separatist horse. Ulster Protestants being set on creating an industrialised Presbyterian province went in a different direction.

Roger’s father was a disgruntled Indian Army officer who retired and died young. His mother, who predeceased Captain Casement, remains something of a mystery. She claimed to have come from the Anglo-Irish Jephson family of Mallow in Co Cork. That family denied any connection when Casement himself researched the question. 

Born a Roman Catholic according to Casement, although marrying as an Anglican, Annie Casement had her children secretly baptised as Catholics. Her niece however stated she was a convert to Rome - because of the coldness of Protestantism. Whatever the truth, and most family stories turn out to be erroneous or exaggerated, I discovered she did not die in childbirth as her relations told early writers, but of liver disease, away from her family. 

Living in England, Casement listened to the stories of Ireland recounted by his parents. By the time he ended up as an orphan in Ballymena, Co Antrim, his father’s town, and the most Presbyterian in Ireland, he was an enthusiastic teenage Irish nationalist. 

Although for twenty years, Casement happily operated in the Congo as a trader and consul, as a colonial official in Nigeria, and then as a British spy in Mozambique during the South African War, he did not lose his sense of Irishness. Indeed it was the Boer war which reawakened his teenage nationalism and remade him as an anti-British imperialist. 

Joseph Conrad, author of Heart of Darkness, who had sojourned with Casement in the Congo made a number of typically memorable assessments of the man. In the earliest he wrote: “He could tell you things! Things I've tried to forget; things I never did know”…there was “a touch of the conquistador in Casement. I have seen him often walk into the wilderness swinging a crook handle stick for all the weapons with two bulldogs at his heels. A few months afterwards I saw him come out again with his stick, dogs and Loanda boy and quietly serene as though he had been for a stroll in a park.” 

Casement had seen imperial power in action and although supportive of the war at the time, he reckoned he was not the same man after it. In 1907 he explained to the historian Alice Stopford Green what had happened: “I was on the high road to being a regular imperialist jingo – although at heart underneath all and unsuspected almost by myself I had remained an Irishman. Well the war gave me qualms at the end – the concentration camps bigger ones and finally when up in those lonely Congo forests where I found Leopold, I found also myself, the incorrigible Irishman…I was looking at the tragedy with the eyes of another race.”

In 1904, on his return from Africa, Casement became rapidly and deeply involved in the emerging separatist movement in Belfast which flourished even before Dublin. It was interlocked with the Gaelic League and of course the Gaelic Athletic Association, the abiding achievement of that time. His comrades then were an antiquarian solicitor F.J. Bigger who ran a form of university of Gaelic culture and republicanism from his large house in North Belfast and Bulmer Hobson who was in 1913 instrumental in Dublin in setting up the Irish Volunteers. Bigger is generally reckoned to have been homosexual and was so regarded by the police.
It thus became the story of Roger Casement versus the British Empire, or as Professor Roy Foster recently wrote: “The story of an Irishman with two diaries – one for his sex life, and one for his humanitarian campaigns.”

Casement’s first British honour, a CMG, came after his Congo report of 1904 which effectively destroyed King Leopold of Belgium’s independent state. In the report, Casement told of terrible depredations done in the pursuit of forced rubber collection and export by an out-of-control arbitrary administration, and of consequent population decline. By 1908 Leopold was forced to make the Congo a colony rather than a private fiefdom. His reputation today in Europe is second only to Hitler and Stalin for infamy - possibly unfairly.

In 1911 after promotion to consul-general to Rio de Janeiro, Casement was chosen by advanced Liberals in the Asquith administration to report on equivalent and indeed more terrible exploitation of Amazindians in Peru along the Putumayo river, by a British company. This investigation earned him a knighthood in 1911, of which he was later stripped. In Peru, the Indians were treated like animals and killed at will by rubber barons and their agents.

In the three years of these reports, Casement, whose pen or pencil was rarely out of his hand, also wrote up four torrid diaries or journals which were a mixture of the mundane and, largely staccato, mentions of his sexual life and yearnings. Things he saw. Males he wanted and sometimes touched. 

I will read here one such Irish entry, of dozens, to provide a flavour. It is one of the more restrained: 
“Tuesday 8th August 1911.  Leaving for Belfast. To sleep with Millar. About 11 p.m. I trust and shall thrust too! My last night with Millar was 12th May at Newcastle. Slept with Millar. In at once. Turned and pushed on to it.” 

Millar Gordon was one of Casement’s few companions whose history was able to be tracked down. I discovered he actually lived about a mile from me in Belfast.
All the time that he was making his way in the world and up the diplomatic ladder, Casement was therefore running a private life that was exceptionally homosexual but not one of which others were aware. Some of his female friends make remarks implying they sensed it, but none seems to have had any knowledge of his cruising and grooming activities which were detailed at surprising length and frequency in the diaries. 

Casement never married nor showed any interest in courting women. Yet he had many opportunities as he was often surrounded by enthusiastic young ladies of title and fortune. It was this invisibility that encouraged many to think the British had forged the diaries but as an American man told me when leaving a Casement symposium: “No one was more surprised than my wife when I came out.”

A frequently expressed concern about addressing the diaries is whether one has the right to pry into a person’s private life. What is the justification for it? 

Casement however was not a private individual. He chose to become public from 1904 on. And for twelve years his public profile accelerated until he became an open revolutionary going from the US to Germany in 1914. 
Some also ask why concern oneself with the writing of such diaries or of the fact of him being ‘musical’ - a term used at the time? I could say homosexual, sodomite, pervert, or gay here instead. But no phrasing is ever quite right, and he provided no word himself. 

Part of the answer is that people are fascinated and intrigued by other’s private lives, especially if they are a cause of scandal, as his became.

More importantly, Casement’s homosexuality undoubtedly influenced his approach to humanitarian matters, native peoples and indeed rebellion. In his time, he was at the cutting edge of progressive views on race, although his language today would be regarded as old-fashioned, even reprehensible. 

It was because he was gay and fancied men and boys of different skin colour and culture, and had sex with them on terms of relative mutuality, that he viewed native peoples differently. This was unlike colonial adventurers who were heterosexual who could buy women’s favours, or keep them as concubines. Homosexuality often caused a freeing up from prejudice and an equalising in relationships however as a gentleman he always offered payment.

Although some of his behaviour would still be illegal today, the diaries do not reveal exploitation of native peoples either in Africa or South America. His males were urbanised and usually enthusiastic. Some indeed were policemen.

My second diary quotation, again quite restrained, is from a period when Casement was stuck in Iquitos in Peru: 

7th. Novr 1911 After dinner to Malecon in moonlight and there saw Alcibiades with the man and after in Square with him. At 10.10 he returned alone and saluted me at table and I followed him and found him lingering for me and looking back. Clasped hands and spoke lovingly – asked if alone and then said Adios for ever. Told me would be back in a month and I said I should be gone. He looked lovely. Has grown into a magnificent youth – broad chest, shoulders, hips and matchless thighs, and I could see under his whites the curved line of his splendid tonga. 

Fame and celebrity bring close inspection in their wake. People who have an early and violent death are of course especially susceptible to probing, and people who change sides or appear to, even more so. Some people become iconic in death, and Casement more than most knew this potential in himself, indeed he traded on it while alive. 

But such people, operating in the field of treason, espionage, defection and rebellion also draw out another common phenomenon: conspiracy theorising. The Roswell syndrome lives, as Professor Eunan O’Halpin so trenchantly pointed out at a Casement Symposium. However to write such theorists off as ‘potting shed people’ which another speaker said privately, is hubristic. 

If you are in Anglo-Irish waters, claim and counter-claim are inevitable. The stolid English remain ceaselessly baffled by the twists and turns of the Irish when on the make politically, and in full throttle, but historic incomprehension, possibly an American failing too, gets you nowhere. 

The diaries are for the investigation years of 1903, 1910 and 1911 along with two notebooks, one called the 1911 cash ledger. They were handed over to the police in London by a former landlord after Casement’s arrest. 

The diary for 1911 was much more discursive than the rest. It was that which I published for the first time in 2002, along with the others which were first printed in 1959. 

My greatest discovery was identifying Frank Hall, one of Casement’s interrogators who turned out to be formerly Military Secretary to the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and a gunrunner himself in April 1914. This discovery has delighted nationalists, especially forgery theorists.

The question of authenticity remains alive despite the recent forensic tests carried out on the diaries’ handwriting and part-funded by the Irish Government and RTE, the state broadcaster. The Roger Casement Foundation, a group of old fashioned Catholic nationalists and modern anti-revisionists maintains a rigorous, if unconvincing, opposition to authenticity. 

Interestingly, to cope with current homosexual rights and anti-discrimination law, they have reversed the older view that Casement was not a pervert, to say it does not matter if someone is or was gay but the forgers were homophobic. Indeed, unwisely, they go so far as to say that the forger was plainly a paedophile. So if Casement was ever proven to their satisfaction to be the author they will find their hero is a pervert by modern standards.

They assert instead that the “forging” diarist was variously “a psychopathic predator” and a "pederastic exploiter" (author Angus Mitchell), or someone who “had absolutely no conscience in regard to his own sexual life” (Martin Mansergh TD, the Taoiseach or PM’s historical adviser). 

It is true to say that the diarist was indifferent to the youth of those he observed and noted, and sometimes pursued, so long as they were sexually mature. But then all gay sex was then illegal.

It is one thing to argue forgery but another to regard the diarist as a sexual monster; indeed it is quite perilous if that person is proven to be one and the same man whom Dr Mansergh has also stated it was “legitimate to co-opt…as a forerunner of Ireland's independent foreign policy.”
If one must categorise a person's sexual mode at a hundred years’ distance, Casement was not a paedophile but might best be described as a pederast, the French expression that, in its particularity, means both homosexual and someone interested in teenagers. Paedophile is generally taken to mean someone fixated on pre-pubescent children. 

The path created by the modern forgery theorists that the diarist, Casement, was an incorrigible and immoral paedophile leaves Casement exposed as a man of little or no virtue.  I dispute that.
I suspect the damage or harm he caused, in most cases, was negligible or non-existent. Most of his partners were urbanised, consenting, indeed enthusiastic, young men. 

I do not view Casement as a gay martyr or as an apostle of sexual liberation, whatever that is. I did try to make it plain that gay men have certain sexual habits like cruising which do not seem to change. These manners are derived more from the fact of men’s maleness than their homosexuality. I admit they often involve sex without love. 

Some of his actions could never be thought proper. In the case of Oscar Wilde however the evidence of his exploitative, and at times callous, sexual behaviour, is much stronger than that for Casement. 
It is true that he made no effort to advance the rights of homosexuals or to justify his own sexual life. He was no liberator in that area, where he was in his work in Africa and the Amazon, and thought he was in Ireland. 

As to religion, he converted to Catholicism in gaol and took his first communion the day he was hanged. This was because Cardinal Bourne having been “informed on the highest authority that his moral life had been deplorable…sought a signed statement of sincere repentance for scandal caused, public or private”. Casement declined “in all humility” to sign a paper which he felt would brand him as a man of ill-fame. He went to the gallows confessed but not repentant.

Finally, and for the future, I am continuing to research Casement’s time in Germany from 1914-16. It was there that he achieved success, with the German government recognising Ireland’s right to independence in a Treaty. He failed miserably on the creation of an Irish Brigade only recruiting 50 men from British POWs. 
He increasingly felt the German military and politicians were blockheads. And it was their slowness over an arms shipment that persuaded Casement to try to get the rising called off because of what he felt was insufficient German support. 

Had he made it to Dublin after he landed in Kerry, it is possible the whole thing might have been abandoned or the British would have suppressed it. Instead he was whipped off to London and despite telling everyone of his opposition to the Rising, Dublin remained largely unaware of its imminence. The arms ship was eventually scuttled.

There remain three people Casement knew and worked with whose later life is shrouded in mystery. They are Adler Christensen, his Norwegian criminal companion who is last heard of in San Francisco blackmailing again; John McGoey of Chicago, last heard of leaving Germany in April 1916 as a messenger to Dublin to have plans for a Rising scrapped; and Julian Beverley or Bailey of the Irish Brigade who travelled with Casement on the submarine but whose case was not proceeded with after Casement was found guilty and sentenced to death. So my research may still turn up new evidence on their role.

In conclusion, Casement was a revolutionary who engaged in war and rebellion. People died because of his efforts. 

What does that make him? A warmonger? No.
However calling him simply a human rights activist and a humanitarian is far too glib and shallow, just as calling him a traitor has long been recognised as silly and inadequate. Even his family in Ulster forgave him.
One must therefore ask what Casement achieved apart from having his personal, but not always private, life picked over for decades. I say he enabled Ireland to became an independent and democratic country for a century, strongly and successfully European, if at odds with Britain. 

Where he failed was in Ulster where his hard separatism ensured partition and the two communities remaining implacably hostile.

Maybe a score draw in that department then. But the people of the Congo and the Amazon, who are far from out of the woods today, would be in an even worse position had it not been for Roger Casement.

END
CASEMENT’S LIFE AND CAREER 1864-1916

1864: September born in Dublin.

1870s: Lived in England until parents died in 1873 and 1877.

1880: Left Diocesan School in Ballymena, Co Antrim aged 15, and went to live with uncle Edward Bannister in Liverpool. He too was a trader and latterly a consul in the Congo!

1881-83: Clerical job with Elder Dempster & Co. in Liverpool.

1883-84: Purser on Elder Dempster ship sailing to and from west Africa.

1884-1886: In Congo working for King Leopold’s International Association. 

1886-1888: With the Sanford Exploring Expedition, working on river transports.

1888-November 1888: “Elephant shooting” then to the Matadi-Stanley Pool railway project as transport manager and director of native black personnel. 

1888-1889: “Lay-helper” with the Baptist Missionary Society near Stanley Pool.

1890-92: Organising labour and transport to Stanley Pool and operating a trading station for Belgian-based Société Anonyme Belge, founded by Captain Albert Thys. 

1892-95: working for Survey Department, assistant Director of Customs at Old Calabar in the Niger Coast (Oil Rivers) Protectorate, and acting vice-consul. 

1895-97: Consul at Lourenco Marques in Portuguese East Africa (Mozambique).

1898-99: Consul at St Paul de Loanda in Portuguese West Africa (Angola) also covering the Congo.

1899-1900: In South Africa on Boer War service that included a spying mission to Delagoa Bay in Mozambique.

1900-1903: Consul at Boma in the Congo Independent State. Congo investigation from July to September 1903.

1904: Correspondence and Report from His Majesty’s Consul at Boma respecting the Administration of the Independent State of the Congo published; briefly consul-general in Lisbon. Started involvement in nationalist politics in Belfast.

1905: Awarded CMG, a Foreign Office decoration.

1906: Appointed consul at Santos (São Paulo state) in Brazil.

1907: Transferred to Pará (Belém).

1909-1910: Promoted consul-general in Rio de Janeiro, residing at Petropolis; technically in post until 1913.

1910 and 1911: investigatory missions to the Putumayo; Knighted July 1911.

1912: Report entitled Correspondence respecting the treatment of British Colonial Subjects and Native Indians employed in the collection of Rubber in the Putumayo District published.

1913: House of Commons committee report on Putumayo published; Casement retired from consular service on ill-health grounds in July with a pension of £412 p.a.

1913-14: Treasurer of Irish Volunteers. Helped gunrunning into Howth.

1914: Went to USA in July.

1914-16: Travelled to Germany to make a Treaty, raise an Irish Brigade and arrange arms for a Rising.

1916: April, landed off submarine in Ireland and captured. Executed for treason in August.
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