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1. Introduction:
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The publication in 2010 of El Sueño del Celta, a fictionalised biographical novel by the Nobel Laureate for Literature, Mario Vargas Llosa, helped to retrieve the myth and mystery of Roger Casement (1864-1916) from the dustbin of history. 


By his own admission, what attracted Vargas Llosa to his subject was the complexity of Casement’s character: the persisting controversy around his historical reputation and his posthumous recognition as an opponent of colonial power and a pioneer of what today is understood as the discourse of human rights.
At the start of the 20th century Roger Casement was internationally recognised as a champion of the oppressed. He collaborated with a group of like-minded European radicals to try and rein in the untrammelled forces of international finance and to persuade governments to become more transparent and ethical in their international relations. In this sense, he was a man ahead of his time. If, in his day, Casement was perceived as a troublemaker, much of what he demanded and advvocated is now considered to be mainstream and judicious.
In 1911 he was knighted for his official investigation into the extractive rubber industry and was widely claimed as a champion of the oppressed. However, his public image masked a far more problematic individual. Casement’s insight into the inequalities and injustices born of colonial rule had pushed him towards the cause of Irish independence. As he became close to figures involved in Ireland’s cultural revival, he diverted substantial amounts of his Foreign Office salary towards nationalist and republican initiatives in Ireland. He saw Irish independence as a way by which imperial power could be challenged.
In 1913 he was a leading figure in the founding of the Irish Volunteers, which would later be renamed the Irish Republican Army. On the outbreak of war in the summer of 1914, Casement became an envoy for the Irish nationalist movement. He travelled first to the U.S. and then to Germany determined to try and keep Ireland out of the conflict, which he felt was an imperial war fought for mainly economic issues.

His efforts in Germany to raise an Irish Brigade from among captured Irish prisoners of war, and to persuade the German General Staff to support the rebellion in Ireland, was met by only a lukewarm response. He returned to Ireland on board a submarine. After his landing he was captured and spirited off to London where he was interrogated by the intelligence services. While a prisoner in the Tower of London, the news reached him of the heavy-handed suppression of the Easter Rising. In the eyes of the British authorities, Casement was identified as the main agent provocateur of the rebellion. He was put on trial for high treason and executed.
His ignominious end, at the end of a hangman’s noose in central London, eclipsed his two investigations into crimes against humanity in sub-Saharan Africa and the Amazon frontier. 
Although a vast acreage of text has been written about Casement, including around thirty related biographical studies, he has never been easily incorporated into the grand narratives of his time and remains marginalised within Irish, African and South American histories. In holding this exhibition a century after his investigations into the Amazon tragedy, it is hoped that Casement might be retrieved and re-examined as a critical European intellectual and activist with a vision of international relations rooted in ideas of shared human rights and justice. 
2. The forgotten history of extractive rubber:
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Casement’s own tragic fate is deeply embedded in the story of the hugely lucrative, extractive rubber industry—a commodity vital to the new industrial age of the early twentieth century. 
For the economy of the West, latex rubber was a principal commodity behind the great advances in manufacturing: electrification, the bicycle and automobile industries, and heavy machinery, all demanded escalating supplies of rubber. It is in the much greater context of the political economy of rubber that Casement’s story begins.
The argument can be made that the extraction and planting of rubber has changed our planetary ecology more dramatically than any other natural resource of modern times, with the possible exception of oil. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, rubber latex was extracted from tropical forests of sub-Saharan Africa and South America, and it played a greater role in the opening up of the tropical interiors than is generally realised. Transatlantic shipping companies operating out of Liverpool, Antwerp, Hamburg and New York serviced rubber exporting ports far up the Congo and Amazon river-valleys. 
In the twentieth century, once the main rubber-bearing tree, the Hevea brasiliensis, had been successfully transplanted through Kew Gardens in London to Southeast Asia, vast hardwood regions of Indonesia and Malaya were cleared to make way for rubber plantations.

Demand for rubber unleashed waves of commercial adventurers into tropical interiors and on the back of this rush arose countless rebellions, atrocities and viciously exploitative systems of labour. For the established native communities of central Africa and the Amazon, rubber meant death. Its extraction unleashed countless rubber wars sparked by market forces and driven by men in search of fast fortunes. 
The story of rubber took on biblical proportions. It was defined by vast migrations of pioneers into the tropical interiors, the dispossession of established communities and countless unrecorded crimes against both humanity and the tropical environment. For those who opposed this onslaught into the tropical forests life proved to be short. If rubber was fundamental to the new technologies in the western hemisphere, on the tropical frontier it was synonymous with violence, slavery and death.

The story of rubber is too immense, fragmented and tragic for it to fit easily into the comforting narratives describing Western economic progress. However, rubber’s strategic and economic value lurks in the shadow of many key political decisions of the modern era. Indeed, the race to control rubber-yielding regions was an obvious economic stimulus behind the European scramble for interior territories in central Africa and the expansion of South American republics into the uncharted headwaters of the Amazon. 
Vast areas of the tropics were violently opened up in the name of ‘civilisation’. In the countries bordering the Amazon—Brazil, Peru, Bolivia, Colombia and Ecuador— thousands migrated up river into the forested interiors driven by the hope of hacking out fortunes. Conflicts ensued and these remained largely unrecorded and beyond the radar of history. The story of rubber remembered in the West has been largely sanitised. The appalling levels of human suffering and the devastating environmental impact have been conveniently silenced. Instead the era is inhumanely recorded in terms of statistics, fluctuating market prices and economic booms and busts. 
Where stories are told they speak of immeasurable fortunes controlled by ruthless individuals. The prosperity and decadence of jungle-girt Manaos is symbolised by its opera house and legends about extravagant rubber barons, who sent their shirts to be laundered in Paris. There is something hallucinatory about the wealth generated by rubber, comparable in our own time to the empires built on the back of the narcotics trade. 

In the present struggle to stem the rapid environmental degradation of the planet, there is a pressing requirement to rethink world history in ways which awaken people to the magnitude of the collective crisis we face. In our rush towards modernization, stories which interfered with the triumphal narrative of ‘progress’ became problematic. They were quietly suppressed and forgotten, or they were deliberately manipulated in order to extract the trauma.

Roger Casement was a unique official witness to these rubber wars and the tragedy played out on the colonial in order to meet the market demand for rubber. His reports and correspondence that exposed the inhumanity and criminality of colonial systems still provide exceptional insight into the history of this essential global commodity and persist as a tragic testament to the last chapter in the long history of Atlantic slavery. 
3. Roger Casement in Africa:
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In 1884, as diplomats and businessmen met in Berlin for the West Africa conference, Roger Casement journeyed to West Africa to take up his first job as a colonial officer working for King Leopold II’s administration in the Congo Free State. 

Over the following years he undertook a number of different jobs as storekeeper, civil missionary and as a surveyor for the railway skirting the rapids dividing the upper and lower Congo. In 1890, he famously met the novelist Joseph Conrad in Matadi, and the two men shared a hut together for several weeks. Conrad was very impressed by Casement and later wrote: ‘He could tell you things! Things I’ve tried to forget; things I never did know.’

After surviving eight years in Africa, Casement was recruited into the British colonial service and took up a number of different positions in the Niger Coast Protectorate (Niger Delta) and Portuguese East Africa (Mozambique). From 1898-1903, as British Consul in Portuguese West Africa, Casement placed on the record a vast amount of evidence exposing the activities of the administration of colonial power in the Congo Free State. This investigation ended with his epic voyage up the Congo in 1903 to experience at first hand the operations of the Anglo-Belgian India Rubber Company and to hear the testimonies of the victims of those involved in the rubber extraction industry.
His official report, placed before the British Houses of Parliament, was measured in its criticism of the administration, but clearly identified the systemic use of violence and state-sanctioned terror as a critical feature of the regime. The reverberations of his report were immediate and awakened a vigorous and, at times, virulent correspondence between London, Brussels and Washington.
Casement, sceptical that the Foreign Office would be able to bring relief to the region, co-founded the Congo Reform Association with the crusading activist and journalist, E.D. Morel. This organisation is now identified as a critical step bridging nineteenth-century antislavery humanitarianism and the type of international non-governmental organisation that presently defines relations between the developed and developing worlds. 
At this time, Casement also opened his correspondence with the historian, Alice Stopford Green, the founder of the African Society (Royal African Society), and an eminent public intellectual, who was starting to compare aspects of British colonial power in Africa with the long and divisive relations between England and Ireland.
Through the endeavours of the Congo Reform Association, the question of the Congo was transformed into an international issue. A number of world intellectuals were prepared to join the campaign. The American writer, Mark Twain, wrote a satirical pamphlet, King Leopold’s Soliloquy. In Europe the issue was used to galvanise a new determination for a more ethical foreign policy and in the public discussion brokered by the Congo reform Association it is possible to recognise the seeds of contemporary concerns for fair trade and ethical consumption.
4. Roger Casement in Brazil
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In 1906, Casement was appointed to the first of a series of consular posts in Brazil. He served initially in Santos, the coffee exporting port on the coast near São Paulo. Then in Belem do Pará, the principal city in the Amazon delta. Finally, he was promoted to be Consul-General in the Brazilian capital at that time, Rio de Janeiro—a position he retained until his resignation from the Foreign Office in August 1913. 
Throughout this period Brazil was enjoying a period of prosperity, fuelled largely by its main exports: coffee and rubber. Extractive rubber, in particular, was reaching its economic peak. But the collapse in the market was imminent as supplies of latex rubber from the British and Dutch rubber plantations in Southeast Asia began to threaten the extractive economy.  

In 1909 rumours began to reach Europe that atrocities similar to those committed in the Congo Free State were widespread across the Amazon basin. It was, however, the Putumayo river region of the northwest Amazon bordering Peru, Colombia and Brazil that would achieve global notoriety. 
A young American railroad engineer, Walt Hardenburg, arrived in London and deposited a dossier of evidence with the Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Protection Society which clearly showed the violent and ruthless activities of the Peruvian Amazon Company, headquartered in Iquitos, but financed through the City of London.
Once the interest of the British Foreign Office had been aroused Casement was ordered to accompany a commission of inquiry to investigate the condition of an estimated two hundred Barbadians—all of them British colonial subjects. From September to December 1910, Casement moved with the commissioners through this ‘devil’s paradise’ dining with the murderous chiefs of section, writing down the testimonies from the Barbadian overseers, and observing for himself the violent and callous treatment of the Indian population. 
Building on his great experience investigating associated atrocities in the Congo, Casement perceptively analysed the complex web of systemic corruption. He demonstrated how this reached from the oblivious and unaccountable centres of global investment capital into the innermost depths of the upper Amazon, where brutality was a daily reality. 
He meticulously documented his journey in a journal, recently translated into Spanish, Diario de la Amazonía. Here he adopted various voices and contexts as official representative, private investigator, empathetic Irishman, law-maker and ethnographer. As he listened to the stories and observed the daily functioning of the company’s operations, he gradually unpicked the layers of secrecy and deception protecting the regime. He ultimately contextualised the atrocity as integral to an historical continuum of exploitation unleashed when Columbus first set foot in the ‘New World’.

As a supplement to what he witnessed, heard and transcribed, Casement also turned his camera to effective use. Because the image had proved such a useful instrument in provoking the general public to take action in the Congo campaign, he now turned the lens on what he found in the Putumayo.  His pictures captured both the tragic exploitation of the Indians as well as the extraordinary strength and fortitude they maintained in the face of such horror. 

Back in Europe, Casement delivered his main report on St Patrick’s Day, 17 March 1911. It amounted to a measured and coherent analysis of the rubber industry and sought to explain the atrocious treatment of the Putumayo Indian population. While the report was circulated by the British Foreign Office internally it was not made available in the public domain for another fifteen months.

In August, Casement returned to the upper Amazon. The precise circumstances of this voyage remain something of a mystery. Certainly, there were various agendas at play of both an official and unofficial nature. Part of his brief was to prepare British economic interests in the region for the imminent collapse of the extractive rubber market. He liaised with other consular officials and British business interests and changed the ciphers so that communications between the Foreign Office and their operatives could remain secret.
Casement, who always operated at the shadowy intersection between diplomacy, intelligence-gathering and discreet advocacy, was himself trying to take the investigation to another stage by testing the efficacy of Peruvian law and justice. The arrest and conviction of the main perpetrators of the atrocities became his priority, but, in these efforts, he was quickly disillusioned and the local judiciary proved both corrupt and inept. 

In the last days of 1911, he left the Amazon and returned to Europe via Washington, where he met with the British Ambassador, James Bryce, and the U.S. President, William Taft. As a result of these meetings he persuaded the American State Department to intervene and to open communication with the government in Lima to demand some level of protection for the Indians, indentured workers and other victims of the rubber wars.


Achieving U.S. cooperation was now part of a much wider campaign to try and win over influential support to protect indigenous communities. For the next twelve months Casement worked tirelessly to galvanise support internationally. Shortly after the publication of his Blue Book in July 1912, the papacy issued an Encyclical asking for the more humane treatment of Indian populations throughout South America. 
On a more opportunistic level, his report was also strategically used to help discredit the extractive rubber economy and persuade market investors to shift their funds into the new emerging rubber markets of Southeast Asia, where plantation rubber was now produced at a fraction of the cost and no violence.

Towards the end of 1912 the British government set up an official Parliamentary enquiry and a further body of testimony tried to apportion the blame. Casement himself, exhausted by two and a half years on the case, left to spend the winter in the Canary Islands.

5. Roger Casement in Spain
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Although he had spent several weeks in a hotel in Algeciras in the autumn of 1904 recovering from sickness, and his correspondence over the years had referenced visits to other Spanish cities, most notably Barcelona, where he wrote about his experiences of a bullfight, the Canary Islands was the region of Spain that Casement knew best. During his many trips to both sub-Saharan Africa and South America, he had stopped over in the Canary Islands on many occasions. There he relaxed, read, swam and walked; either to prepare for, or recover from, the relentless heat of the tropical interior.

In the first weeks of 1913, when the Canary Islands were experiencing an unusual spell of cold, Casement used his time to try and draw his Putumayo investigation to a conclusion. While staying at Quiney’s Hotel in Las Palmas he sent the critical pages from his Amazon Diary back to London to be presented as evidence in the official enquiry. He also used the time to muse about the violent colonial history of the Canary Islands. In a letter to his friend and mentor, Alice Stopford Green, he compared British colonisation in Ireland with Spanish colonisation in the Canary islands:
Here, in the Canary Islands the thing is more marked.  The original inhabitants, the Guanches, made a brave resistance to the Spaniards throughout the whole of the fifteenth century.  They were conquered in the end and the islands annexed to Spain—and no one of recognized or pure Guanche blood is said to survive—but there must be much of it mixed in the blood of the invaders.  Altho’ today the people are as Spanish as the Spaniards of Spain, they one and all denounce the very acts that put them where they are, in possession of these beautiful islands.  One never meets a “Canario” and mentions the word “Guanche” but he will declare that they were “a very noble people” and that their ill treatment by the Spaniards was a “shameful” thing.  It is much more than a tradition—it is an established factor in the consciousness of the islanders.  Here in this little town of La Palma I find a cross erected to commemorate the conquest of the island (about 1445 or so I think) and to record the valour of both combatants—the Spaniards who attacked and won and the “heroes of the Guanches” who “shed their blood for their native land.” [National Library of Ireland, MS 36204/1 Roger Casement to Alice Stopford Green, 24 January 1913] 

As Casement prepared to retire as a British Consular officer and dedicate his last years to the cause of Irish independence, his writings sought to connect across both time and space what might be defined as an Atlantic solidarity of the oppressed. His comments about the Guanches of the Canary Islands fused with his support for the Mexican revolution and his own empathy for the people of sub-Saharan Africa and the Amazon, where he had witnessed the devastating potential of market forces. Returning to Ireland in the summer of 1913, he identified the administrative failure of British rule in the West of Ireland as part of this long and deep inheritance of crimes against humanity rooted in the injustice born of imperial power relations. 
From the writings of his last years, it is apparent that Casement’s own sense of Irish nationalism derived from his rejection of the broader idea of empire. The Ireland he dreamed of was a nation built upon the fusion of cultural difference and rooted in universal republican values of fairness, peace, equality and justice.
6. The Legacy of Roger Casement 
p. 15-16 
Illustrations:
After his execution in central London for high treason on 3 August 1916, Casement was transformed into an even greater problem for the authorities. His labyrinth of official and private writings persisted as a source of both fascination and concern. He had placed on the official record a narrative which would condemn the power games of imperial interests until judgment day.

His historical meaning was carefully managed and confused through the deployment of a set of sexualised Black Diaries which coincided with Casement’s epic voyages of investigation of the dark heart of European colonial power in Africa and the Amazon. However, from the moment of their discovery by the British secret services accusations of forgery and foul play were levelled at the state agencies responsible for their circulation. Over the years the sexual content of these documents was used to undermine Casement’s moral integrity and to alienate his supporters. Such accusations persist until the present day, despite the many efforts to bring closure to the matter.
But it says something of Casement’s intellectual resilience that he has managed to survive the onslaught of his detractors. His stand against the British Empire became not merely inspirational to successive generations of Irish republicans, but motivated anti-colonial activity globally. The first president of independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru, and Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, expressed their debt to Casement’s valiant stand against British imperialism. At some point during the Spanish Civil War, Casement’s Speech from the Dock was translated and distributed as a pamphlet to inspire Republican forces—another indication of his internationalism. 
In recent years, Casement’s investigation of crimes against humanity and the vital role he played in catalysing investigations into the new slaveries of the early twentieth century have been recognised as foundational to the work of non-governmental organisations, such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. His analysis o the systemic failures of the rubber extraction industry and his work setting up the Congo Reform Association are acknowledged as critical early stages in human rights history.  
It is intended that this exhibition will alert the public to a remarkable individual and a circle of like-minded progressive radicals, who faced up to the excesses of their age bravely and unselfishly. It is also intended that Casement’s story will help us to retrieve a vital episode in the emergence of the modern global economy and alert us to that interconnectedness that makes us all both individually and collectively responsible for the well being of the planet and shared humanity. 
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