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Dear Editor,

In his review of Roger Casement in Irish and World History, Donal McCartney (Living April 16, 2006) complains that “neither index nor bibliographical note was included” in the collection. I would add another concern, that the actual programme of the Royal Irish Academy’s symposium about Casement is absent leaving readers unaware that a number of contributions were excluded, and that several now published are entirely different from what the writers said at the symposium. 

An example, which Professor McCartney picks out for special mention, is Margaret O’Callaghan’s essay. It certainly helps to explain Casement’s extreme nationalism, something unexpected in an Antrim Protestant. I could not disagree with that article, having gone into much similar detail in my 670-page book Roger Casement: The Black Diaries - with a Study of his Background, Sexuality, and Irish Political Life which was published in 2002.

However my contribution at the symposium in 2000 and any mention of my presence was excluded from the volume under review. This has now become part of a pattern that borders on the frenetic. Interviewed at length for the recently re-broadcast RTE documentary on Casement, I ended up on the cutting room floor, despite having assisted the producer in relation to photographs and other details. The companion BBC programme on the forensic tests on the diaries also excised my contribution. My Casement book was not reviewed in any northern nationalist or Republican journal despite one newspaper receiving four review copies. (It was reviewed earlier in the Dublin media, on RTE and in the Irish Independent and Irish Times.) 

So why these later exclusions? I believe it to be both because I am gay and a Unionist. My book attempted, at some length, to assess Casement’s Irish political efforts from a non-nationalist perspective. It also, in the never-before-published 1911 diary, revealed his extensive sexual activity, much of it involving cruising and outdoor sex. 

I cast a cold eye on the man and found him wanting in several departments where others laud him. Documentary makers and certain journalists did not wish to see him other than as a victim of British perfidy or a humanitarian hero. But where Casement was concerned, I dared to put the sex back into homosexual while indicating that he worsened rather than resolved the northern dispute. He could not read the Ulster Protestant mind, as I detailed, largely because he was not one himself despite his statements to that effect.

Contrary to Professor McCartney’s view, Casement has not become an icon “for the gay and bisexual group of Sinn Fein”. That nettle has still to be grasped by Republicans even in these days of change. Nor has he been “adopted” by gays in Ireland, or elsewhere as he is someone who remains unnerving due to the evidence of his grooming of adolescent boys. 

Although responsible for importing arms into Ireland in 1914 and 1916 and, as the Irish Volunteers’ treasurer, playing a key role in creating Oglaigh na hÉireann, Casement ultimately jeopardised the Rising by his foolish behaviour in Germany and his credulity regarding his sociopathic companion, the Norwegian sailor, Adler Christensen. Adler betrayed him twice to the British authorities. This however occurred after Casement’s hugely significant diplomatic achievement regarding Germany’s recognition of the future independent Irish state. Only in the manner of his trial and death did he redeem himself, becoming a martyr hero, a status his like-minded pupil the northerner Bulmer Hobson so signally failed to achieve.

It has also to be remembered that both of Casement’s humanitarian investigations were commissioned by the British government when he was a consul. Where he was unquestionably heroic was in the industrial level of work he put into the reports’ follow-ups. This was literally beyond the call of duty, quite undiplomatic and without government assistance or obvious approval. As a result of his persistent efforts, he saved many lives in the Congo and in Amazonian Peru. 

That country and that river region deserve another Casement.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon

The gay smear hurt the British more than it did Casement

Sunday Independent 16 April 2006

Roger Casement in Irish and World History ed. Mary E Daly 
Royal Irish Academy, €30 

WAS Roger Casement homosexual? Those who argued that he was said that the evidence was in his diaries. Those who claimed he wasn't said that the homosexual entries in the diaries were a forgery perpetrated by British officials.

Since 1916, Casement has remained an unsettled issue in Anglo-Irish relations. The question of Casement's sexual leanings aroused such bitter controversy because homosexuals were seen as "perverts". And a "pervert" like Casement was considered a hypocrite behind a humanitarian front; and besides, he only brought disgrace on the patriotic cause he embraced. 

The Black Diaries account in part for the hitherto cautious attitude to Casement by the general public. Of course times are changing. And the "unspeakable" gay dimension has now become more fashionable. Or as Yeats would have it: 

But this is not the old sea 

Nor this the old seashore . . . 

The ghost of Roger Casement 

Is beating on the door. 

And in ways perhaps that Yeats never dreamt of. For Casement has been adopted by gay and lesbian would-be participants in New York's St Patrick's Day Parade. And for the gay and bisexual group of Sinn Fein he has become an icon of Irish republicanism. 

Not until 1994 were the diaries released by the British public record office for public inspection. Speaking at the 1916 commemoration at Arbour Hill in 1999, the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, asked the Royal Irish Academy to organise a seminar so that any new evidence and conclusions could be debated. 

Taking part in the subsequent symposium were scholars and experts from abroad as well as from Ireland. Casement's humanitarianism while serving as a British consul in the Congo and in South America; his evolution as an Irish nationalist; his trial for high treason; his place in historical memory; as well as the question of the authenticity of the homosexual entries in the diaries were examined in papers and panel discussions. These commentaries now form the core of the present handsome volume. 

Its importance for the subject can hardly be exaggerated. It is disappointing, therefore, that neither index nor bibliographical note was included. And the proof-reading could have been better. 

Casement's reports on the forced labour and atrocious brutalities carried out by the European rubber plantation lords on native Africans and indigenous South American Indians created a sensation and led to international intervention. "Probably the bravest, most selfless, practical humanitarian of the day," is the verdict passed on Casement by Roger Sawyer. 

The campaign he waged for the basic human rights of oppressed and exploited people on two continents led to his knighthood. And because of Casement's contribution to this area, Martin Mansergh sees him as the forerunner of Ireland's more idealistic and independent foreign policy and of our commitment to human rights at the UN. 

Difficulty has arisen, however, in trying to comprehend how someone who for 20 years had served loyally in the diplomatic service of the British Empire should end up as a 1916 rebel and martyr seeking to destroy that empire. The essays in this book go a long way towards explaining that apparent contradiction. 

One contributor argues that Casement's nationalism, prominently on display in his association with the Irish Volunteers from 1913, can be traced back to his teenage admiration for Davitt and Parnell and their struggle on behalf of the peasantry. Meanwhile an essay by Margaret O'Callaghan, making excellent use of the largely neglected poems which Casement wrote as a young man, shows him already an incipient anti-imperialist. 

These ballads highlighted the brutalities of theTudor conquest of Ireland and proclaimed his pride in the resistance offered by the Ulster chieftains. 

In Casement's mind, the savagery of the English expansion in 16th-Century Ireland became a model that could be linked to the atrocities committed by 20th-Century colonialism in Africa and South America. But was Casement homosexual? A forensic examination of the diaries was commissioned. The detailed report by a handwriting expert, published in this collection, concludes that the disputed entries were indeed made by Casement's hand. 

Many of the contributors add the rider: "So what? Does it really matter any more?" Christopher Andrew, a leading British authority on spying and British intelligence,is one of those convinced of the authenticity of the diaries. British intelligence, he asserts, did not then have thecapacity to produce a forgery on the scale that would have been required. 

Whether authentic or forged, the diaries are irrelevant to Casement's role as humanitarian or his part in the preparations for the Rising. They are also irrelevant to the charge of high treason for which he was hanged. 

But they were deliberately used by British officials to discredit Casement; to counter the widespread campaign for his reprieve; to ensure that any sympathy for him did not stand in the way of America's entering the war on the side of Britain; and to prevent his assumption into the pantheon of Irish heroes and martyrs. 

It was a smear campaign that now, ironically, reflects adversely on the British authorities and not on Casement or his humanitarian and nationalist causes. 

Donal McCartney is former emeritus professor of modern Irish history at UCD 
