Casement ‘was no humanitarian’

Hero is accused of treating natives as trophy objects and using them against their will to further his campaign, fresh evidence has suggested
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Casement was accused by Wylie of being a British imperialist
NEW research claims that Sir Roger Casement, the Irish revolutionary lauded for his humanitarian work in South America, was an imperialist who considered indigenous Amazonians to be “spectacles”.

Casement brought a man and a boy from the Amazon’s Putumayo region to England in 1911. He won the man in a game of cards and received the boy in exchange for clothes, according to research published in the Irish Studies Review.

Lesley Wylie, a lecturer in Latin American studies at the University of Leicester and author of the paper, said contemporary academia had largely neglected this period in the Dubliner’s life.

She questioned the perception of Casement, who was executed for his involvement in the 1916 rising, as a tireless humanitarian. She said evidence surrounding his acquisition of the two natives and the time he spent with them show him to have been of a British imperialist mindset.

The research paper includes extracts from Casement’s Amazonian journal, which tell how he came across Omarino, an orphaned boy, and Ricudo, a married 19-year-old.
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Two native Amazonians thought to be the man and boy linked to Wylie
“After much conversation and crowding around of Indians it is fully agreed that [Omarino] will go home with me ... The captain asked for a present on the agreement — virtually the sale of this child — of a shirt and pair of trousers, which I gave him,” Casement wrote.

Later the same day, he won Ricudo at a game of cards, and wrote about his intentions for the pair. “My hope is that by getting some of these unknown Indians to Europe, I may get powerful people interested in them and so in the fate of the whole race out here in the toils. Harley House and the Aborigines’ Protection Society will help and exploit the boys for all they are worth.”

Wylie said that while Casement had rescued the pair from slavery, he had also given them an economic value and in doing so had committed “symbolic violence”.

She said that Casement’s diary stressed “the fervent wish” of both Amazonians to accompany him, but extracts from a letter to Casement by a clergyman with whom the pair stayed before going to England suggested otherwise.

“The elder boy, Ricudo, seems to wish to return to Putumayo ... I would not be surprised if one fine day he somehow or other got away. But, of course, I will do all I can to prevent it,” wrote the Rev Frederick Smith.

Casement was sent to Putumayo by the British government to investigate alleged humanitarian abuses by a rubber company there. Academics and South Americans hold him in great esteem for his work in the area.

Mario Vargas Llosa, the Peruvian author, who won the Nobel prize for literature this year, based The Dream of the Celt, his most recent book, on Casement’s life.

“I think what Roger Casement did was absolutely useful, at least to make visible a problem which the great majority of Peruvians ignored completely. They didn’t know what was going on in the Amazon,” he said in a recent interview.

Séamas O Síocháin, a former anthropology lecturer at NUI Maynooth who has written extensively on Casement, rejected the suggestion that his acquisition of Ricudo and Omarino might tarnish his record.

“There was a suggestion in his own words that he offered something for the younger of the two that could be interpreted as buying him, but I think you just have to see that in its context,” he said.

“They were completely exploited, and Casement, who had been thinking about this beforehand, wanted to take one or two back to England to use them to try to stimulate the humanitarian conscience. Today, that could be taken as condescending and patronising — to use them as objects of a campaign, even if it was done with the best of intentions. You can easily overstate that he won one of them in a game of cards and he swapped clothes for another. I think that distorts the situation.”

Wylie found photographs of the Amazonians in England, which were commissioned by Casement and had been thought lost, during her research. She said these showed the pair as anthropological studies. A painting from the same period shows them in native clothes with bright feathers and beads that, according to the paper, symbolise “their primitiveness and exoticism”. Wylie said the similarity between it and the photographs suggested “Casement’s approval of, if not active involvement in, its staging”.

