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During his trial, Roger Casement left a packet of papers behind him in court one day with a note to his solicitor stating: "There is enough in these papers to hang me ten times over!" Above, Casement being escorted to the gallows of Pentonville Prison, London. Photograph: Hulton Archive/Getty Images [no – at court]
GERRY LYNE

NINETY-FIVE YEARS ago, on Good Friday, April 21st, 1916, Roger Casement disembarked at Banna Strand in Kerry. The purpose of his mission was to land 20,000 German rifles for the Irish Volunteers. At the same time, somewhat paradoxically, he wished to prevent the imminent Easter Rising because (as he saw it) of inadequate German help.

He came ashore from a German U-boat with two companions, Robert Monteith and Daniel Bailey. At dawn, a short distance inland, they came upon an ancient fort called Rathcrihane where Casement, exhausted, decided to remain. His friends pressed on towards Tralee, intending to return for him later. He was arrested in the fort at 1pm that day by an RIC sergeant and constable from Ardfert. Casement afterwards recalled the spot as “Currahane [sic] fort where I stayed to my doom’.

He had on him a number of compromising documents. The most damning of these was a photocopy of the agreement between him and the German government, dated December 1914, concerning the formation of a brigade pledged to fight for Irish independence, composed of Irish members of the British army held as prisoners of war in Germany. According to some of his subsequent statements he contrived, virtually under the noses of the police, to conceal all but one of these documents in a rabbit hole in the fort’s perimeter bank. Elsewhere, less dramatically, he says he concealed them some time after his companions left. In the fort he also concealed a sum of about £50 in English gold. While awaiting trial he became anxious to recover the documents, in particular, and drew a sketch map showing their location for his solicitor, George Gavan Duffy. This map and associated materials are today in the National Library of Ireland.

Duffy sought to locate the documents through a process of discreet inquiry. He was assisted by a Tralee solicitor, Dr John O’Connell, and his apprentice, Daniel J Browne, a friend of Austin Stack, who also worked in O’Connell’s office. There is no direct evidence that Duffy recovered the documents. Their contents, however, are known to historians, whether from additional copies made by Casement or other sources. They raise a tantalising question. During his trial Casement left a packet of papers behind him in court one day with a note to Duffy stating: “There is enough in these papers to hang me ten times over!” The provenance of this packet is apparently unknown, but it included a copy of the agreement concerning Casement’s Irish brigade. It came into possession of the British authorities too late to affect the outcome of Casement’s trial, but its contents were decisive in tipping the scales in cabinet in favour of his execution. It seems very probable that it contained the papers concealed at Rathcrihane which (though this is not recorded) Duffy must eventually have recovered and passed to Casement only, by a cruel irony, to bring about the latter’s destruction.

As for Casement’s money, we know that he drew another map indicating its location for his interrogators at Scotland Yard. Duffy apparently ascertained that the police had found it. This, however, was denied in letters to him from Casement’s interrogator, Basil Thomson, head of criminal investigation at the Yard, as well as the commissioner of police there. [Frank Hall took it] While both Kerry police and civilians were in a position to have appropriated the money surreptitiously, we know that the arresting sergeant, Bernard O’Reilly, was especially opportunistic in matters financial. Years later his son, John Francis O’Reilly, was to become a Nazi collaborator and was arrested as a spy after landing by parachute near Foynes, Co Limerick. He escaped to the home of his father, who promptly turned him in, collected the £500 reward for apprehending him, and invested it to his son’s subsequent advantage. If O’Reilly appropriated Casement’s money, he did the latter a double disservice. Despite being in sore need of it himself, Casement (who stressed that the money was not “German gold” but his own property) asked to have it given to Douglas Hyde for the Irish schools fund. He also told Duffy that O’Reilly, when arresting him “was the frightened man”, and he had to assure him that he was unarmed. With characteristic kindness he subsequently had his statement erased to avoid embarrassing the sergeant.

Be this as it may, Casement felt no bitterness concerning his unhappy experience in Co Kerry. Rather, he took from there a memory, almost in the guise of an aisling gheal, which came to comfort him in the grim environs of Pentonville Prison. He recalls this in a last letter written to his sister Nina while awaiting execution. He writes: “When I landed in Ireland that morning . . . swamped and swimming ashore on an unknown strand, I was happy for the first time for over a year. Although I knew that this fate waited on me, I was for one brief spell happy and smiling once more. I cannot tell you what I felt. The sandhills were full of skylarks rising in the dawn, the first I had heard for years – the first sound I heard through the surf was their song as I waded in through the breakers, and they were rising all the time up to the old rath at Currahane . . . and all round were primroses and wild violets and the singing of the skylarks in the air, and I was back in Ireland again.”

From my book;

… The introduction into evidence of the ‘Egyptian clauses’ in the Brigade Treaty with Germany was Casement’s other greatest concern. He feared that Bailey might mention them if he went into the witness box and asked that a message be got to his solicitor if it could be done “without fear of him blabbing.” Casement was surprised that London had not got hold of details of the Treaty and its two treasonable articles which allowed the Brigade to fight with the Turks “for Egyptian national freedom.” As he told Gavan Duffy: “It was ‘all for Ireland’ up to my reading them out” at one particular meeting in March 1915. Yet none of the soldier witnesses made mention of the offending clauses in their statements.

    Another potential source for the Treaty details reaching the prosecution stemmed from the arrest on 1 May of Karl Liebknecht, the German socialist leader. He was charged with attempted war treason because of a speech he had made in the Reichstag on 8 April about Casement. While still in Germany, Casement had been advised of the speech. “How Liebknecht got a hold of this, goodness only knows”
 he noted. The charging was reported on 16 May in the Daily Chronicle and Casement sent the clipping to Gavan Duffy, scribbling alongside it “I am still anxious on this matter.” It could be dangerous for several reasons, but the most obvious and immediate was that Liebknecht’s alleged crime had been reading out the Brigade Treaty in the Reichstag. He had prefaced his remarks by saying that Germany had entered “a treaty with the arch-traitor Sir Roger Casement whereby English soldiers were to be used against England.” Luckily, Liebknecht’s quotation of the actual details had been suppressed in the German newspapers.
 He was ultimately not so fortunate being shot with Rosa Luxembourg by Free Corps officers in January 1919.

   Casement however had a great many incriminating papers in his possession during the trial, including a copy of the Treaty which he mislaid between prisons. Returned to him, Casement then asked that the documents be sent out to Gavan Duffy! They were then, as usual, passed first for censoring to Ernley Blackwell who must have thought Christmas had come early. He made especial use of the Treaty, and the boastful admissions of unfortunately inadequate treason he also found, to assist in averting a cabinet reprieve. Casement correctly surmised of “that fatal portfolio: That is really my death warrant I think. There are too many things in there to be passed over.”

…Somewhat typically, there is a note on the file, by Basil Thomson, reading “I find that the landlord who housed the property claims £2.0.6 rent. I propose to ask Mr Duffy for this before handing over the property.”
 He did, forwarding two bills, one from Allisons for 15 shillings and another dated 27 April 1916 from Edward Peacock. For his pains, he received a reply from Gavan Duffy pointing out with some pleasure, that Casement had no money with which to settle the debts.
 Earlier Casement, concerned about the two debts, had requested Duffy to “ask Major Hall of the I.D. War Office” had they found any of the money he had secreted in Kerry: “I left about £47 in English gold and silver in a handkerchief hidden in some ferns.”
 The answer unsurprisingly came back in the negative, leaving him with no ready cash but someone in Kerry with a smile on their face…
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