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Bones of Contention:The Repatriation
of the Remains of Roger Casement
Kevin Grant

This is a historyof life afterdeath-not the life of a disembodied
soul, but of the body left behind in a prisonyard, buriedin quicklime.
It is a historycomposedof family members,friends,politicians,and bureaucratsdrawninto cooperationandconflictby the politicsof rebellion,
partition,and sexuality in Irelandand Great Britain. The deceased in
dispute,RogerCasement,had been a controversialfigureduringthe later
yearsof his life, knightedby the BritishCrownin 1911 for his advocacy
causes in Africaand SouthAmericaand then hangedby
of humanitarian
the Britishgovernmenton 3 August 1916 for conspiringwith Germanyto
mobilizeandarmIrishseparatists.Casementhad requestedthathis body
be buriedat MurloughBay, near his family's home in CountyAntrim
in the provinceof Ulster.Instead,Casement'sbody was buriedat Pentonville Prisonin London,and for almostfifty yearsthe Britishgovernment
rejectedthe appealsof Casement'sfamily andsupportersfor the repatriation of his body to Ireland.In 1965, the body was finally exhumedand
reinterredat GlasnevinCemeteryin Dublin, following a state funeral.
Why did the British governmenttake over fifty years to disinter
Casement'sbody fromPentonville,andwhy was his requestto be buried
at MurloughBay not honored?In exploringthe answersto these questions, I focus on negotiationsbetweenthe BritishandIrishgovernments,
and the termsof theirfinal agreementover the presentlocationof Casement'sremains.Above all, the locationof Casement'sremainswas determinedby the politics of the partitionof Irelandandrelateddevelopments
in the sovereign and economic relationsof Irelandand Great Britain.
KEVIN GRANTis assistantprofessorof history at HamiltonCollege. The present
essay appearedas a conferencepaperunderthe same title at the NorthAmericanConference on BritishStudies in 1998. The authoris pleased to thankCarolineCox, Philippa
Levine,Lisa Trivedi,and the refereesof the Journalof BritishStudiesfor theirgenerous
and incisive commentson earlierdrafts.He also wishes to thankRichardWebster,to
whom this essay is dedicatedin memoriam.
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Both the political significance and the location of Casement's remains
were, moreover, consistently influenced by controversy over his alleged
homosexuality. In articulating the relationship between the politics of
partition and Casement's sexual orientation, I emphasize the ambivalence with which Irish officials, and especially Eamon de Valera, viewed
and represented Casement as a national symbol. The Irish government
was troubled not only by the problematic issue of Casement's sexuality
but also by Casement's personal allegiances across Ireland's politicosectarian divide. Ultimately, the burial of Casement's remains in the Republic of Ireland in 1965 marked the Irish government's symbolic submission to the partition. It is, in other words, an ironic grave site, standing
as an Irish nationalist monument to national disunification.1
Casement continues to be a subject of fascination and heated debate
among academics and in the Irish media.2 Most attention focuses on his
sexuality and the disputed authenticity of the infamous "Black Diaries."3
These diaries, apparently written in Casement's hand, were obtained by
police investigators in London in April 1916, after the Royal Irish Constabulary arrested Casement on his return to Ireland from Germany in
anticipation of the Easter Rising. The diaries chronicle Casement's sexual
relations with numerous men and include descriptions of the physiques
and penis sizes of some of Casement's sexual partners and various other
men whom he admired. British officials surreptitiously displayed the diaries to influential journalists and public figures in order to defame Casement during and after his treason trial. From 1916 until the present, suspiFor related studies of the repatriationof Casement'sremains,see DeirdreMcMahon, "Roger Casement:An Account from the Archives of His Reintermentin Ireland," Irish Archives3 (Spring 1996): 3-12. McMahondependsmainly on files from
the Taoiseach'sDepartmentin the NationalArchivesof Irelandand on oral interviews
to reconstructa basic accountof officialexchangesbetweenthe IrishandBritishgovernments. By contrast,I draw primarilyon files of the CommonwealthRelationsOffice,
located at the Public RecordOffice, Kew, England,as well as the CasementPapersat
the NationalLibraryof Ireland.Moving beyondMcMahon'suseful study,my objective
is to situatethe controversiesover Casement'sbody in the broadercontexts of AngloIrishpolicy making.My workcan furthermore
be readas a critiqueof Lucy McDiarmid,
"The PosthumousLife of RogerCasement,"in Genderand Sexualityin ModemIreland,
ed. AnthonyBradleyand MaryannGialanellaValiulis (Amherst,Mass., 1997), pp. 12758. McDiarmiddwells on issues of popularmemoryand sexuality,makinguse primarily, though not exclusively, of published literary sources and newspapers.Although
McDiarmidrefers to "state" and "official" ideologies, she does not directlyexamine
these subjects,which is noteworthygiven that the controversiesover Casement'sbody
focused on promptingthe Britishstate to take action.
2Regardingdebatesover Casementafter 1965, see McDiarmid,"The Posthumous
Life."
3Forrecentcontributionsto the debateover the authenticityof the diaries,see Angus
Mitchell, ed., The AmazonJournalof Roger Casement(Dublin, 1997); Roger Sawyer,
ed., Roger Casement'sDiaries-1910: The Black and the White(London,1998).
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cions of forgery and a Britishgovernmentconspiracyhave surrounded
the diaries,promptingthe Taoiseach,BertieAhern,to call for a renewed
investigationby scholarsandministersof the Britishgovernmentin April
1999.4
This essay examinesthe role of the disputeover the Black Diaries
of Casement'sbody,butit does not engagein the extenin the repatriation
sive debateover the diaries' authenticity.What mattershere is that the
controversyover the diariescontinuedfor most of the twentiethcentury,
as it displayedthe powerof sexual orientationin definingpoliticallegitimacy in Irelandand Britain.While the Irish and British governments
disputedthe locationof Casement'sremains,they sharedin the condemnationof his alleged homosexualityas immoraldeviance.As I demonstratebelow, Irish officials were so wary of authenticatingCasement's
homosexualitythatthey chose to repatriatehis remainswhile leavingthe
Black Diaries in Englandin the controlof the Britishgovernment.
While sexual politics influenceddisputesover Casement'sremains,
the course and pace of official negotiationswere primarilydetermined
by changesin the sovereignand economicrelationsbetweenIrelandand
Britainbetween 1916 and 1965. Like a touchstone,the issue of Casement's remainswas revisitedat the highestlevels of governmentduring
periods of importanttransitionin Anglo-Irishrelations. Officials discussed the repatriationof Casement'sremainsas de Valerabegan to increase the Irish Free State's autonomyfrom Britainthroughlegislation
in the 1930s. Casementagain resurfacedin the 1950s in the context of
disputesover the termsof the independenceof the Republicof Ireland,
establishedin 1949. Subsequently,the Irish and British governments
used Casement'sremainsto marka new era of economiccooperationin
oppositionto the EuropeanEconomicCommunity(E.E.C.)in the 1960s.
Throughoutthese decades, Casementwas an uncertainsymbol of the
Irish nation, and his reburialin Dublin, ratherthan at MurloughBay,
effectively misrepresentedhis vision of an independentand united Ireland.
*

*

*

The enduringmystiqueof Casementlies in his dual existence as a
politico-sectarian"everyman"and an outsider.5He was born at Sandycove, nearDublin,in 1864, to a Protestantfatherand a Catholicmother.
Following the deathsof both his parentswhen he was a boy, Casement
4Towardthis end, Aher commissionedthe Royal Irish Academy to convene an
internationalsymposiumon Casementin Dublin in May 2000.
5The standardbiographiesof Casementare BrianInglis, Roger Casement(London,
1973); B. L. Reid, The Lives of Roger Casement(New Haven, Conn., 1976).
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moved north to live with his father's family in Ballycastle, County Antrim, where he grew up as a Protestant in a predominantly Protestant
community. The young Casement became fascinated by stories of Africa,
and in 1883 he traveled to the Congo as an employee of the shipping
firm, Elder Dempster. He spent most of the next twenty years in West
and central Africa, working as a jack-of-all-trades and, finally, as a British consular official. He became interested in the humanitarian politics
of empire in the mid-1890s and later wrote a widely publicized report
about labor exploitation and atrocities in the Congo Free State, which
was published as a parliamentary white paper in February 1904.6 After
a brief leave from the Foreign Office, Casement took up consular posts
in South America, rising to the position of Consul-General at Rio de
Janeiro in 1908. In this capacity, he wrote another widely publicized and
controversial report about labor exploitation and atrocities in the Putumayo River basin.7 Following this second report, he was knighted in
1911, and he then retired from the consular service on a pension in August 1913.
In the course of Casement's distinguished service to Great Britain,
he had developed misgivings about the British Empire and, specifically,
Britain's exploitation of Ireland. One might attribute this alienation to
Casement's growing interest in Irish cultural nationalism, and especially
the language movement, in which he dabbled and to which he made
considerable donations after 1904.8 It also appears that Casement's
involvement in advocating the property rights of Africans against imperi6 For Casement's
earlyinvolvementin humanitarian
politics, see the followingletter
to the secretaryof the Aborigines'ProtectionSociety:RogerCasement,fromOld Calabar,
West Africa,to H. R. Fox Bourne,7 February1894, BritishLibrary,London,Add. MS
46912. For his subsequentreporton the CongoFree State,see RogerCasement,"CorrespondenceandReportfromhis Majesty'sConsulat Boma Respectingthe Administration
of the IndependentState of the Congo," Accountsand Papersof the BritishParliament,
in the Congo
1904, vol. 62, Cd. 1933.Forbroaderdiscussionsof Casement'sparticipation
reformcampaign,and especiallythe work of the Congo ReformAssociation(1904-13),
Politics andEusee KevinPatrickGrant,"'A CivilisedSavagery':BritishHumanitarian
ropeanImperialismin Africa, 1884-1926" (Ph.D.Diss., Universityof California,Berkeley, 1997);WilliamRogerLouis, "RogerCasementandthe Congo," Journalof African
History5, no. 1 (1964): 99-120.
7Seamas O Siochain, "Roger Casement,Ethnography,and the Putumayo,"EireIreland29, no. 2 (1995): 29-41; MichaelTaussig, "Cultureof Terror-Space of Death:
RogerCasement'sPutumayoReportandthe Explanationof Torture,"ComparativeStudies in Society and History26 (July 1984): 467-97.
8 See Casement'scorrespondence
with DouglasHyde (1904-13), NationalLibraryof
Ireland,Dublin,CasementPapers(hereafterCasement),MS 13,073.AlthoughCasement's
colleaguesat the ForeignOffice were unawareof his growinginterestin the Gaelic language movement,this was no mysteryto his personalfriends, such as Alice Stopford
Green.See Alice S. Greento E. D. Morel, 12 February1906, BritishLibraryof Political
andEconomicScience,LondonSchoolof Economics,E. D. MorelCollection,F8, File 72.
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alist regimesinformedhis views on the experienceof the Irishpeasantry
underBritish colonization.Casementwrote to his humanitarianally in
the Congo reformcampaign,Alfred Emmott,M.P., in November 1906:
"I ... hope Irelandis really going to have some big changein administrationcarriedthro'. That is the most vital problem,I am convinced,
before the BritishEmpire.If that Empirecannotpermitone small fragment,representingthe 100thpartonly of its potentialstrength,to arrange
its own islandaffairsafterthe mindsof its own people, then thatEmpire
is a sham-and is foredoomedto entire dissolution."9
Casement'snationalismtook a militantturnduringthe GreatWar
in 1914, when he traveledto Germanyand attemptedto enlist Irishprisonersof war in an Irishbrigadeto returnto Irelandand fight the British.
He also took part in negotiatingwith Germanyto provide soldiers and
arms for a rebellionin Irelandon Easter 1916.10Casementwas apprehended by the Royal Irish Constabularyafter he disembarkedfrom a
GermanU-boat at BannaStrandin CountyKerryon 20 April 1916, just
days before the EasterRising commencedand quickly collapsed under
superiorBritishforce.
A controversialtrial ensued in which Casementwas convicted of
high treason.AlthoughHerbertAsquith'sLiberalgovernmentwas certain of Casement'sguilt, it hesitatedto execute him and sought a legal
means to commutehis sentence.In orderto understandthe Britishgovernment'sreluctanceto execute Casementand its motives for subsequentlydefamingCasement,one must considerhis trial in the broader
context of the GreatWar. Casementhad been convicted of treasonon
29 June,just two days before British and Irish infantryat the Somme
climbed out of their trenchesand marchedforwardinto no-man's-land,
sufferingnearly sixty thousandcasualtieson that single day underGerman machine-gunfire. In the summerof 1916, the Asquithgovernment
was confrontingcrises of logistics and nationalmorale, and the Easter
Rising had raisedthe specterof rebellionin Irelandeven as the British
began to considerimposing conscriptionon the Irish populace.Under
these circumstances,the British governmentwished to avoid making
Casementinto a politicalmartyr,particularlyin view of Irishnationalists'
resentmentover the recentexecutionsof fifteenparticipantsin the Easter
Rising. Moreover,the governmentwas attemptingto draw the United
States into the war, and officials were concernedthat Casement'sdeath
would alienatethe influentialIrish-Americancommunity.
9Casementto AlfredEmmott,12 November1906, Nuffield
College Library,Oxford,
Alfred EmmottPapers,sec. 2, MSS Emmott3.
10ReinhardDoerries,Sir RogerCasementin ImperialGermany,1914-1916 (Dublin,
1998).
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The government possessed information about Casement's sexuality
with which it hoped to defame Casement and possibly extort him to disclaim the politics of his rebellion. Police investigators had obtained a set
of diaries from Casement's last known address in London, diaries that
provided a graphic chronicle of Casement's sexual relations with numerous men." These diaries were placed under the control of the Home
Office, which used them to undermine Casement's status as a political
martyr by portraying him as immoral and insane.
The decades preceding Casement's trial had witnessed remarkable
public debates over sexual orientation. The term "homosexual" gained
currency in Britain after the early 1890s, and homosexuals had been commonly labeled in both law and medicine as "deviant" and mentally deranged.12Popular condemnation of homosexuality in Ireland was driven
by the Catholic Church, while Britain's hostility toward homosexuals
had taken a secular turn in the form of parliamentary legislation. The
Labouchere Amendment to the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885
had outlawed virtually all forms of sexual relations between men, expanding on the previous law against sodomy, or "buggery." This amendment was the product of vociferous debates over prostitution, and its
provisions were later augmented by the Vagrancy Act of 1898, with its
strictures against solicitation. The vilification of "buggery" had then
been placed firmly in the public eye in 1895 by the trials of Oscar Wilde,
whose downfall was an ominous precursor of Casement's experience
twenty years later.'3Indeed, both Wilde and Casement faced examination
in court by Edward Carson, a distinguished barrister who, by 1916, had
become a leader of militant unionists in Ulster.
The Home Office secretary, Herbert Samuel, was ultimately responsible for the policy of defaming Casement on the basis of the Black
Diaries.'4 The Home Office did not release the diaries to the general public, for reasons discussed below, but instead displayed them privately to
journalists and other leaders of public opinion and, especially, to Casement's supporters.Through this selective display of the diaries, the Home
1The
precise mannerin which the diaries were obtainedhas been disputed.See
Mitchell,TheAmazonJournal,pp. 15-40. Thisissue mightbe resolvedby SpecialBranch
files that are currentlyunderreview for release to the Public RecordsOffice (PRO).
12Ed Cohen,Talkon the WildeSide (New York, 1993),p. 9; JeffreyWeeks, Coming
Out:HomosexualPolitics in Britainfrom the NineteenthCenturyto the Present(London,
1990), pp. 2-6.
13See Cohen, Talkon the WildeSide.
14Regardingthe home secretary,HerbertSamuel, it is noteworthythat he was an
early parliamentary
supporterof the Congo reformcampaign.He took an interestin this
cause afterreadingCasement'sreportin 1904 (House of LordsRecordOffice, London,
HerbertSamuelPapers,A/22, 1904 Diary).
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Office thus established Casement's homosexuality as an open secret.
Henry Nevinson, a well-known journalist and an ally of Casement's, protested in the Manchester Guardian of 25 July 1916: "It is common
knowledge that insinuations against Casement's private character have
been passing from mouth to mouth. These insinuations have no bearing
on the charge of which he is convicted."15 As Nevinson was aware, these
insinuations did have direct bearing on Casement's potential status as a
political martyr, which was the government's primary concern.
There are two reasons why the government did not release the Black
Diaries to the public. First, the Home Office wanted to avoid a debate
over the diaries' authenticity.16 British officials could more easily limit
controversy over the authenticity of the Black Diaries by restricting
firsthand knowledge of the diaries' very existence and relying on the
insidious power of rumor. Second, as observed above, Casement's sexuality had no legal bearing on his trial or his sentencing, so the government
could not raise this issue in public without risking conflict with its own
rule of law.
Having initiated public rumors about Casement's moral deviance
and mental instability through the selective, private display of the Black
Diaries, the British government informed Casement's counsel that it
might commute Casement's sentence to life imprisonment if he declared
himself to be insane. This declaration would have enabled the government to avoid Casement's martyrdom on the ground that his rebellion
was not political, but psychotic. As Casement was aware, the Home
Office had already used the diaries to persuade a number of his supporters
that he was deranged.'7 Regardless, Casement's counsel refused the in'5HenryNevinson, Last Changes,Last Chances(London,1928), p. 115. Nevinson
recalled that the Home Office circulatedcopies of the diaries among membersof the
Londonpress and amongleadersof society (p. 114). He furtherbelieved thatthe allegation of homosexualitywas decisive in sealing Casement'sdeath sentence(pp. 114-16).
'6"The CasementCase," PRO, CAB 37/151/35, p. 5. Anglo-Irishpolitics had alreadybeen throwninto turmoilover a case of forgery,whenin 1887 TheTimespublished
a facsimileof a lettersignedby CharlesStewartParnell,purportedlyconveyingParnell's
supportfor the PhoenixParkmurdersof 1882. A governmentcommitteeconfirmedthat
the letter was a forgeryin 1890. See F. S. L. Lyons, CharlesStewartParell (London,
1977).
17See, e.g., the observationsof the ReverendJohnHarris,a close ally of Casement
in the Congo reformcampaignand the currentsecretaryof the Britishand ForeignAntiSlavery and Aborigines'ProtectionSociety. Following Casement'sconvictionfor high
treason,Harristook a leadingrole in organizingpetitionsto commuteCasement'sdeath
sentence,andhe adamantlyrejectedthe rumorsof Casement'ssexualdeviance.He wrote
to WilliamCadbury,anotherof Casement'ssupporters:"The difficultyis thatthis revolting rumourhas gainedsuchwide credenceandis declaredto be basedon such conclusive
evidence that most of our friendsare afraidto touch the question." See John Harristo
William Cadbury,14 July 1916, Archive of the British and Foreign Anti-Slaveryand
Aborigines'ProtectionSociety, Rhodes House, Oxford(hereafterAnti-Slavery),D3/14.
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sanity plea, and, after a series of failed appeals, Casement was hanged
at Pentonville Prison on 3 August 1916.
In the days preceding his execution, Casement had converted to Catholicism. As he attended to the salvation of his soul, he also considered
the disposal of his body and asked his family to bury his remains in
Ireland. "Don't let me lie here in this dreadful place," he implored his
cousin, Gertrude Bannister, at their last meeting. "Take my body back
with you and let it lie in the old churchyardin Murlough Bay."18 Accordingly, Casement's solicitor, George Gavan Duffy, applied to the Home
Office to retrieve the body for burial by the family in Antrim.
The government never seriously considered the family's request to
bury Casement's remains. The government's opposition was provoked
by Casement's request to be buried in Ulster, where unionists had formed
the Ulster Volunteer Force in 1913 to defend their political ties to Britain
against Irish "Home Rule" and the militant republicanism that Casement
had advocated. The government intended to bury Casement's body in
England to avoid a violent unionist backlash against a nationalist spectacle of mourning and protest in their midst. In attempting to legitimize
this expedient policy, the government invoked a specious reading of the
letter of the law.
Duffy's request was denied by Sir Erley Blackwell, legal assistant
under-secretary at the Home Office, on behalf of the home secretary,
Herbert Samuel.19Blackwell wrote, "I am directed by the Secretary to
refer you to section 6 of the Capital Punishment Amendment Act 1868
which provides that the body of every offender executed shall be buried
within the walls of the prison within which judgment of death is executed
on him."20 Duffy's reply warrants extensive quotation, as his counterargument would later lie at the crux of debates over Casement's remains.
"I most respectfully dissent from this view inasmuch as that Act has
Sir Emley Blackwellsubsequentlycalled Harrisinto the Home Office to view the diaries
as an emissaryof the archbishopof Canterbury,who had submittedan appealon Casement's behalf to the home secretary.Harriswas convincedof the diaries' authenticity
and persuadedthe archbishopto withdrawhis supportfor Casement.Harriscommented
to anotherof Casement'ssupporters,Lord Cromer,"I am stronglyof the opinionthat
the evidenceshows very seriousmentaldisorder,probablynot unconnectedwith tropical
disease." (See Harristo LordCromer,26 July 1916, Anti-Slavery,D3/13.)
8Inglis, Roger Casement,p. 385.
9 McDiarmid,"The PosthumousLife," incorrectlyidentifiesBlackwell as "legal
advisor to the Foreign Office" (p. 127). This erroris significantbecause the Foreign
Office did not play a partin Casement'strial or in the burialof his remains.The prime
ministerandcabinetreliedon the Home Office for guidancethroughoutthis controversy,
thoughthe CommonwealthRelationsOfficewouldplay a secondaryrole in offeringlegal
advice after 1953.
20E. Blackwellto G. Gavan
Duffy, 3 August 1916, Casement,MS 13,088.
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always been considered to apply to cases of murder and none other, and
the principal section of the Act (Section 2) as to carrying out of judgement of death is expressly confined to murder.... The relatives of Roger
Casement consider that a grievous wrong has been done to them, since
it is apparentthat the question of burial within the prison walls has never
been considered by the Home Secretary otherwise than in connection
with a Statute which they are advised has no application."21 As Duffy
drafted this response, Casement's remains already lay buried in the Pentonville prison yard.
There were some persons who supported Casement to the proverbial
end and thereafter, though there is no clear evidence that any of his leading advocates believed the allegations of his homosexuality. As in the
cases of most small pressure groups, with their unstable memberships,
ephemeral literature,and poorly preserved records, it is difficult to reconstruct the activities of the private citizens who devoted themselves to
securing the return of Casement's body to Ireland. Gertrude Bannister,
Casement's cousin, renewed her appeals for the body in 1931 after she
heard rumors that Pentonville Prison was to be demolished. She directed
her appeals to various British officials, and although she found the prime
minister, James Ramsay MacDonald, to be receptive, she was disappointed by the summary rejection of her request by the home secretary,
J. R. Clynes.22
The "Roger Casement Remains Repatriation Committee" (hereafter the Casement RepatriationCommittee) was founded in 1934 in London by Gertrude Parry (who had since married and given up the name
Bannister) and Sorcha MacDermott, a relative of Sean MacDermott, one
of the leaders and martyrs of the Easter Rising.23The committee asserted
a strong connection between Casement's remains and the unresolved
21 Gavan
of State,4 August 1916, Casement,MS 13,088.
Duffy to Under-Secretary
22Anonymous,undatedmemorandumof Casement
RepatriationCommittee,Casement, MS 24,123. The style of this documentis consistentwith the correspondenceof
SorchaMacDermott,the honorarysecretaryof the RogerCasementRemainsRepatriation
Committee.Referencesto eventswithinthe documentsuggestthatit was writtenin 1936.
Prime MinisterMacDonaldmight have been receptiveto Bannisterbecause of his role
as chairmanof the Parliamentary
Congo Committee,which was establishedin the wake
of the 1906 generalelection.In this capacity,MacDonaldcertainlybecamefamiliarwith
Casement'swork on the Congo and his role in the Congo reformcampaign.
23The originalofficersof the CasementRepatriationCommitteewere FintainMurphy, president;PadraigO'Boyle, vice-chairman;Miss K. O'Kelly and Miss R. Killen,
honorarytreasurers;Miss SorchaMacDermott,honorarysecretary;Mrs. Parry,Mrs. J.
Dowling, Miss C. Sheehan,Rev. C. O'Callaghan,GarryAllingham,FrankDunne, and
Cliff Murphy,committeemembers.SorchaMacDermotthad become a memberof the
RogerCasementSinn Fein Club in 1916, which had subsequentlybeen transformedinto
a branchof Cumannna mBan, of which MacDermottwas the honorarysecretary.See
the SundayPress, "Casement'sLast Days Described"(3 August 1958).
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claims of the Easter rebels to Irish independence.24Moreover, the committee represented Casement as the embodiment of Irish cultural nationalism, recalling his support for the Gaelic League and overlooking his
inability to speak or read Gaelic and his upbringing as a Protestant. The
committee held weekly gatherings among themselves, published pamphlets, and sponsored public meetings, the largest of which took place
in Hyde Park on Easter Sunday 1936, in cooperation with the Gaelic
League and the Gaelic Athletic Association.25
The committee focused its rhetoric on defining Casement as a political actor rather than as a common criminal. According to the resolution
of the meeting in Hyde Park, "Casement was not a criminal, neither
being charged nor tried as a criminal but a political offender." Invoking
Casement's commitment to Irish sovereignty, the resolution observed
that the "British Government recognised the righteousness and justice
of that work in which he was engaged by partially granting Ireland's
claim to national freedom [under the aegis of the Irish Free State, established in 1922]." The government's "persistence in treating the remains
of Roger Casement in the same way as those of common murderers can
only be construed as bitter vindictiveness both against the memory of
the martyred patriot and against his fellow-countrymen."26
To the dismay of the Casement Repatriation Committee, the Fianna
Fail government of the Irish Free State proved reluctant to join in their
aggressive rhetoric, which connected Casement's repatriationto Ireland's
sovereignty. While the committee identified Casement with the politics of
the Easter Rising of 1916, the currentFree State government had to cope
with a new political environment, defined largely by the partitionof Ireland.
The British government had introduced the partition in principle under the
Government of Ireland Act of 1920. At the conclusion of the Anglo-Irish
War (1919-21), representatives of the Irish provisional government had
accepted partition under the terms of the Anglo-Irish Treaty of December
1921, which further laid the groundwork for the creation of the Irish Free
State. The Boundary Commission had then fixed the currentborderin 1925,
partitioning county Antrim and the other five northern counties of Ulster
from the remaining twenty-six counties of Ireland.
Eamon de Valera, the leader of Fianna Fiil and the president of the
24 The first
presidentof the committee,FintainMurphy,was a veteranof the Easter
Rising.
25 MacDermottwas the
honorarysecretaryof the AmusementsCommitteeof the
LondonGaelic League. See the SundayPress, "Casement'sLast Days Described" (3
August 1958).
26Roger CasementCommittee,Copy of Resolutionof EasterSunday, 1936, Casement, MS 13,089 (14).
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Executive Council of the Irish Free State since 1932, was the only surviving leader of the Easter Rising and a man who had met and admired
Casement.7 Deirdre McMahon demonstrates that de Valera responded
to a request by the executors of Casement's estate to investigate and
possibly block an early proposal for a Hollywood movie about Casement's life.2 Yet when the Casement Repatriation Committee lobbied
for the return of Casement's body to Murlough Bay in March 1935, de
Valera and Fianna Faiil delayed in replying for nine months. The party
secretary finally explained in cryptic terms: "investigations were made
as to the feasibility of carrying out the intentions of your Committee.
Owing to certain vital circumstances it was found impossible to effect
any re-interment."29
In January 1936, however, de Valera appealed privately to Prime
Minister Stanley Baldwin for the return of Casement's remains to his
family in Antrim. It is likely that he was prompted to make this appeal
by debates over Casement in the press, which were sparked by the impending anniversary of Casement's death and an erroneous report that
the British had agreed to turn over his body. Baldwin refused de Valera's
request on the grounds that "the repatriationof Casement's remains, and
above all, the publicity which would inevitably ensue, would be bound
to lead to a recrudescence of controversy." Also, Baldwin noted that
this action would "be a departurefrom our invariable practice," referring
to the enforcement of the 1868 statute.30
De Valera let the matter drop, perhaps convinced that any further
requests would be fruitless. It is more probable, however, that he perceived the repatriationof Casement's body as an issue that was incompatible with his political objectives at that time. After de Valera assumed
27 De Valerahadfirstencountered
Casementin

1912,whenCasementattendedanIrish
languagesummerschoolof whichde Valerawas the director.In themonthsaftertheEaster
Rising,de Valeranamedhis newbornson,Ruari(theGaelicformof Roger),afterCasement.
In the following year,as a prisonerat Pentonville,de Valerahadprayedover Casement's
grave.See SpeechesandStatementsby Eamonde Valera,1917-73, ed. MauriceMoynihan
(Dublin,1980),p. 603; Tim PatCoogan,Eamonde Valera(New York,1993),pp. 63, 683;
the Earlof LongfordandThomasP. O'Neill, Eamonde Valera(Boston,1971),p. 457.
28McMahon,"Roger Casement,"p. 4.
29Anonymous,undatedmemorandumof CasementRepatriationCommittee,Casement, MS 24,123; Sorcha MacDermott,9 December 1935, Casement,MS 24,122. In
March1935, Parryapproachedthe IrishFree State commissionerin London,J. W. Dulanty, regardingthe repatriationof Casement'sremains.The commissionerasked Parry
not to take furtheraction while he made privateinquiries.As nothingcame of this, the
committeesent a resolutionto de Valera in May but received no reply and so sent a
letterto the secretaryof FiannaFail in September.In Decemberthey inquiredagain and
receivedthe above response.
30McMahon,"RogerCasement,"p. 5; de Valera'sappealis also referredto in Sean
Lemass,P.M., to HaroldMacmillan,P.M., 18 April 1961, PRO, D0161/168.
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the leadership of the Free State in 1932, he attempted to put off the
issue of partition, seeing it as a threat to his efforts to establish greater
autonomy-or "external association," as he called it-for the southern
twenty-six counties of Ireland.3"The British government also wished to
set aside the issue of partition in these years of economic depression.
Consequently, one must consider the possibility that de Valera's request
to Baldwin was a formality that had been calculated to fail. In effectively
postponing the discussion of Casement's burial at Murlough Bay, de
Valera signaled implicitly that he would postpone discussion of the partition. With Casement and the partition out of the way in early 1936, de
Valera opened bilateral talks with the dominions secretary, Malcolm
MacDonald, in the spring.32
Over the next two years, the Fianna Fail government abolished the
oath of allegiance to the British crown, stopped the payment of land
annuities to Britain, gained control of the Free State's naval bases, and
restructured its legal and economic relations with Britain through the
constitution of 1937 and the Anglo-Irish Trade Agreement of 1938.
Meanwhile, de Valera made no move to challenge British sovereignty
in Northern Ireland and even assuaged British fears of aggression by
outlawing the Irish Republican Army at the outset of negotiations in June
1936. Given this gradualist approach to Ireland's unification, de Valera
was content to leave Casement's body at Pentonville, rather than incite
intractable conflicts in Ulster.
Casement's disputed sexual orientation was, by contrast, an issue
over which de Valera had far less control. Public debates in Ireland over
the authenticity of Casement's Black Diaries revived in 1936-37 in the
light of the twentieth anniversary of Casement's death. The prospect of
a homosexual as a national martyr presented a dilemma to the Irish government, particularly given its strong identification with Catholicism.
Since its creation in 1926, the Fianna Fail party had been committed
to social legislation that reflected Catholic values, and it recognized the
"special position" of the Catholic Church in Ireland under Article 44
of the 1937 constitution. According to J. H. Whyte, "The years 192337 reveal, so far as religious values are concerned, a remarkable consensus in Irish society. There was overwhelming agreement that traditional
Catholic values should be maintained."33These values were more widely
31John Bowman,De Valeraand the Ulster Question,1917-1973 (Oxford, 1982),
pp. 112-18, 135-36.
32Ibid.,pp. 139-40.
33J. H. Whyte, Churchand State in Modem Ireland, 1923-1979 (Dublin, 1980),
p. 60. McDiarmid,"The PosthumousLife," notes the most famousexamplesof the conservativesocial legislationof this period (p. 135).
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contested than Whyte implies, and Lucy McDiarmid is surely correct in
asserting that "the Casement controversy had become a site for Irish
thinking about sexual behavior and . . . social legislation."34 Yet the
controversies that McDiarmid illuminates did not threaten to change the
views of the Irish Free State government toward Casement's alleged homosexuality.
It is noteworthy that the Catholic Church itself had no grounds for
opposing the reburial of Casement's body in Ireland. Casement had been
formally received into the church, following a confession and absolution,
prior to his death. He had been buried at Pentonville Prison in the presence of a Catholic priest who had administered the requisite rites and
ceremonies. Consequently, the allegations of Casement's homosexuality
were moot under the terms of church doctrine, though this fact does
not mitigate the popular aversion to Casement's deviance, an aversion
promoted by Catholic values.
Aside from these religious issues, de Valera had reason to believe
that the British would use the Black Diaries to embarrass him and undermine his political legitimacy as a statesman. British officials circulated
copies of the Black Diaries to de Valera's critics, and to the Irish ambassador in London, Con Cremin, after 1932.35Moreover, as de Valera was
acutely aware of his role as a leading representative of Irish nationalism,
he might have perceived that the deviance of a national martyr could be
used to undermine the moral integrity of the nation's identity and its
political claims. Under these circumstances, de Valera and Fianna Fail
were forced to walk a fine line. On the one hand, the party's paper, the
Irish Press, published works that refuted the authenticity of the Black
Diaries and hailed Casement as a national hero.36On the other hand, de
Valera declined to insist that the British return either Casement's body
or his diaries, as both posed irresolvable distractions from his immediate
political goals.
In the year after the signing of the Anglo-Irish Trade Agreement
in April 1938, the partition and Casement were overshadowed by the
onset of the Second World War. De Valera pledged Ireland to neutrality,
and yet the British government and the unionists in Northern Ireland
34McDiarmid,"The PosthumousLife," p. 143.
35For example, FrankMacdermothad copies of the diaries in his possession in
1957. See Sir GilbertLaithwaite,CommonwealthRelationsOffice (CRO),to ArthurW.
Snelling, CRO, 14 October1957, PRO, D035/8029. RegardingMacdermot'scriticism
of de Valerain the 1930s, see Bowman,De Valera,pp. 128-29.
36For
example,WilliamMaloneypublished"The ForgedCasementDiaries" in serial form in the Irish Press in 1936-37, promptingYeats's poem, "Roger Casement,"
in the Irish Press on 2 February1937. See McDiarmid,"The PosthumousLife," on the
ensuing controversy.
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worried about an Irish-German alliance and, especially, the possibility
that Germany might gain access to the Free State's naval ports. Robert
Fisk comments: "In Britain ... the idea of German U-boats nestling
beside the Irish coastline had been popularly held ever since Roger Casement stepped on Banna Strand, County Kerry, after being shipped to
Ireland in a submarine."37Because of British concerns about national
defense, and the readiness of unionists to play defense as their trump
card in support of the partition, it was inconceivable that the memory
of Casement would be negotiated at this time or in the several years of
difficult postwar recovery.
The election of 1948 produced Ireland's first interparty government, which established the Republic of Ireland on Easter Monday 1949.
Two years later, de Valera regained control of the government, now as
Taoiseach, and resumed his gradualist approach to the partition. De Valera viewed the partition as an intractableproblem, and, as John Bowman
asserts, he had resigned himself to "a policy of patience and opportunism."38 De Valera and Fianna Fail were now prepared to make only
"ritual gestures" toward the partition, and they accordingly used Casement as a ritual symbol.39
The controversy over Casement's remains did not abate with the
independence of the southern twenty-six counties of Ireland in 1949in fact, the remains subsequently embodied the shortcomings of Irish
independence. Anglo-Irish relations remained locked in a colonial framework, manifested in the institutional structureof the British government's
interactions with the Republic of Ireland. British external affairs were
supposed to be administered by the Foreign Office, the Colonial Office,
and the Commonwealth Relations Office (formerly known as the Dominions Office).40The Republic of Ireland should logically have been handled by the Foreign Office, but, according to F. M. G. Willson, "the
British Government decided not to treat the new Republic as a foreign
State, and left the Commonwealth Relations Office to conduct relations
with it."41 In negotiations over the specific issue of Casement's remains,
the British Home Office continued to determine official policy. After
37RobertFisk, In Timeof War:Ireland, Ulsterand the Price of Neutrality,19391945 (London,1985), pp. 128-29.
38Bowman,De Valera,pp. 282-83.
39Ibid., pp. 280-81; Also see R. Ryle Dwyer, "Eamonde Valeraand the Partition
Question," in De Valera and His Times, ed. John P. O'Carrolland John A. Murphy
(Cork, 1983), pp. 88-89.
40 The DominionsOffice was renamedthe Commonwealth
RelationsOffice in July
1947.
41 F. M. G. Willson, The Organizationof the British CentralGovernment,19141956 (London,1957), p. 192.
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1953, the Home Office began to seek legal opinions on Casement's remains from the legal branch of the Commonwealth Relations Office,
known as the Constitutional Department. Thus, the British government
treated Casement's remains, like the Republic of Ireland, as a colonial
or-in view of the Home Office's role-a domestic issue.
Casement embodied, in part, the humiliation of the partition for Irish
nationalists, and yet they lacked the power to repatriateCasement's body
to Antrim, just as they were unable to seize the northern six counties of
Ulster. De Valera did not intend to force the British government to settle
the issue of Casement's remains, but he voiced his support for the repatriation of the remains in principle, thus conveying his support for the future reunification of Ireland. During de Valera's last years as Taoiseach
(1951-54 and 1957-59), he was subjected to increasing pressure and
public agitation from northern nationalists to act on the issue of partition.
The Irish Republican Army renewed its campaigns against the government of Northern Ireland, and nationalists in the north requested representation in the Dail, an idea that neither Fianna Faiil nor the British
government supported.42It was in this atmosphere that Casement again
resurfaced in official discussions.
On 10 June 1953, the British Embassy in Dublin informed the Commonwealth Relations Office, "You might like to be aware that there has
been some revival of interest in the case of Roger Casement's bones."43
The embassy submitted press clippings that reported a renewed campaign
by the Roger Casement Remains Repatriation Committee, which had
come under the energetic leadership of Herbert Mackey since the death
of Gertrude Parry in 1950. The committee was planning to initiate legal
action before the Queen's Bench in London in order to challenge the
application of the criminal statute of 1868 to Casement's remains. For
reasons that are not clear, this action was blocked in November 1953 by
Colum Gavan Duffy, who had become an executor of Casement's estate
on the death of his father, George Gavan Duffy, in 1951.44Mackey explained in a letter to the Sunday Press on 11 December 1960 that the
committee was unable to take legal action without Duffy's permission.
By this time, the committee had dwindled to a handful of members, and
one must be careful not to exaggerate its influence in Britain. When, for
example, Mackey had sent a telegram to Winston Churchill on his eighti42Bowman,De Valera,pp. 282-85.
43LetterfromBritish
Embassyto R. Walker,CRO, 10 June 1953, PRO,D035/8069.
44 Accordingto McMahon,"Roger Casement,"Duffy expressedconcernsin 1959
thatunauthorizedindividualsmightattemptto exploit Casement'sdiariesfor profit(p. 9).
It is possible thatDuffy similarlyviewed the CasementRepatriationCommitteeas selfservingopportunists.
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eth birthday in 1954, appealing for the return of Casement's body, the
Home Office and the Commonwealth Relations Office decided not to
dignify the appeal with a reply.45
Yet British officials in Dublin and London sensed throughout the
1950s that Casement's remains might soon become a stumbling block
in Anglo-Irish relations. Officials in the British Embassy, the Commonwealth Relations Office, and the Home Office attempted to keep track
of the many popular commemorations of Casement in these years. Just
four days after the warning by the Dublin Embassy on 10 June 1953,
Sir Roger Casement Park was opened in the Catholic neighborhood of
West Belfast. Over the next several years, this and other locations became sites for annual celebrations of Casement and protests for the return
of his remains.
The British Embassy reported in 1958: "The customary ceremonies
were held here on 3rd August to celebrate the 42nd Anniversary of Sir
Roger Casement's death." The ceremonies took place at several sites
across Ireland, enacting the unification of the country through Casement's memorialization. There was a special mass in Dublin Castle, the
Gaelic League laid a wreath at Banna Strand where Casement had disembarked from the U-Boat, another wreath was laid by family members
and supporters at Casement's birthplace at Sandycove, and there were
Gaelic athletics and dancing at Casement Park in Belfast. The largest
commemoration ceremony took place at Murlough Bay in Antrim, where
hundreds of people marched behind the tricolor and laid a wreath on
behalf of the Casement Repatriation Committee. Meanwhile, in England,
some two hundred members of Sinn F6in laid a wreath outside Pentonville Prison and called for the release of Casement's body.46
De Valera joined in these commemorations to a limited extent, but
he resigned himself to ritual gestures rather than calls for immediate action. On 11 August 1953, the British Embassy reported press coverage
of a ceremony on 2 August in Antrim, which de Valera had attended.
The event was the unveiling of a plaque marking the site for Casement's
grave at Murlough Bay. De Valera declared to a crowd of several thousand nationalists, "I am thrilled to stand on a spot so dear to Roger
Casement. I hope his ashes will one day rest here."47 De Valera then
spoke in Irish, calling for wider use of the language, but he also emphasized that all inhabitants of the island were, first and foremost, Irishmen.
45 HerbertMackey to

WinstonChurchill,27 November1954, PRO, D035/8029.
August1958,

46G. D. Anderson,BritishEmbassy,Dublin,to T. D. O'Leary,CRO,6

PRO, D035/8029.
47 Irish
RepublicanGovernmentSummary,BritishEmbassy,Dublin,11 August1953,
PRO, D035/8029.
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De Valera represented Casement as a unifying cultural icon rather
than as a provocative symbol around which to rally support for the immediate political unification of Ireland."4De Valera found in Casement an
exemplary case of national assimilation. Casement was, after all, a Protestant and a servant of the British crown who ultimately abandoned these
callings for the Catholic Church and a Gaelic heritage. In propping up
Casement as a cultural icon, de Valera was subtly deploying an assimilationist rhetoric that many unionists found just as threatening as the prospect of military invasion by the Republic of Ireland.
De Valera was careful to observe a distant horizon line for Ireland's
unification, maintaining a diplomatic tone that contrasted sharply with
the direct language of his fellow speaker at Murlough Bay, Sean MacBride. As a longtime supporter of the Irish Republican Army and an
influential politician, MacBride had become increasingly frustrated by
de Valera's reluctance to challenge Britain on the issue of the partition.49
According to the Irish Press, "Mr. MacBride said it was fitting that the
ultimate resting place for Casement's remains should be in Antrim, not
only because it was in the glens that he grew up, but because it is in
that portion of Ireland which is still not free.... The site of the grave will
serve as a constant reminder of the task which has yet to be achieved."50
A local group calling itself the Casement Commemoration Committee proposed a resolution requesting the release of Casement's remains
from Pentonville, and the crowd assented with a loud cheer. De Valera,
MacBride, and others then walked to Drumnakill Old Cemetery, where,
in the oratory of St. Mologe, Mackey of the Casement Repatriation Committee placed a plaque that read: "On this 2nd day of August, 1953, in
the presence of a great hosting of Gaels, this spot was chosen to be the
grave of the patriot, Roger Casement, executed by the British on the 3rd
August, 1916."51
De Valera's use of ritual gestures toward the partition and Casement's remains was demonstrated again several weeks later, at a luncheon with Prime Minister Churchill on 16 September 1953. De Valera
took this opportunity to raise the issue of the partition, which Churchill
promptly dismissed. With this volatile subject foreclosed, de Valera then
appealed on behalf of Casement's relatives in Northern Ireland for the
48Regardingde Valera'scommitmentto Gaelicoverimmediateunification,see Bowman, De Valera,pp. 294-95; Dwyer, "Eamonde Valera," p. 84.
49Bowman,De Valera,p. 282. MacBridehad been the I.R.A. chief of staff in 193637. He establishedClann na Poblachtain 1946 and had served as foreign ministerin
1948-51.
50"CasementHosting," Irish Press (3 August 1953).
51Ibid.
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return of Casement's body. One might interpret this act as evidence of
de Valera's persistence in challenging Churchill over the partition. It is
more likely, however, that de Valera strategically settled the subject of
the partition and only then used Casement's remains to register his ritual
support for Irish unification in principle.
Churchill assured de Valera that he would look into the matter of
Casement's remains, and he consulted with the home secretary, Sir David
Maxwell Fyfe, on the same afternoon. Fyfe, one of the government's
most vocal and aggressive critics of homosexuality, reminded Churchill
of the evidence of Casement's homosexuality in the Black Diaries. At
the same time, Home Office officials drafted a memorandum that argued,
"The whole thing was inspired as a propaganda move on the part of the
nationalist minority in Northern Ireland, and any return of the remains
would be bound to lead to demonstrations."52Churchill was successfully
dissuaded by both of these factors, but he now required a formal justification for refusing de Valera's request.
Records of the Commonwealth Relations Office indicate that British
officials questioned seriously whether the government's initial, legal position under the 1868 statute would stand up to public scrutiny. In a
memorandum to Churchill on 23 September 1953, Fyfe advised him to
reject de Valera's request on the grounds that "the matter is essentially
one for a uniform rule."53 Churchill was to avoid the specific legal discourse through which Britain had criminalized Casement's political action, as this would incite debate and animosity over the sovereignty of
the Republic of Ireland. Fyfe urged Churchill to gloss over the specific terms of the 1868 statute and simply to explain that no bodies had
been released under this statute-which was true-and that an exception
would raise complications. Second, Fyfe commented, "The removal of
the body and the subsequent funeral would be the occasion of a public
demonstration of a very undesirable character. ... It would be likely to
provoke criticism, and possibly active opposition, in some quartersin the
United Kingdom. In Ireland it might lead to exploitation of Casement's
memory as a hero and a martyr, which would hardly be welcome to the
Government of Northern Ireland, where Casement's relatives live."54
In responding to de Valera, Churchill took the unusual step of writing a private letter that was hand delivered by an embassy official to
52 "Secret" memo from J. J. S. Garneruto A. F.
Morley(headof the Constitutional
Department,CRO), 17 September1953, PRO, D035/8029.
53Maxwell Fyfe to Churchill,23 September1953, PRO, D035/8029. Also see the
minutesexchangedbetweenHome Office officialsin SeptemberandOctober1953, PRO,
D035/8029.
54Fyfeto Churchill,23 September1953, PRO, D035/8029.
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de Valera's home. Churchilloverlookedthe Home Office strategyand
stated, "I am sorryto tell you that we cannotcomply with your request
as the law on the subjectis specific and binding.... Apartfrom these
legal considerationsI am sure that we should avoid the risk of reviving
old controversiesand reawakeningthe bitter memories of old differences."55 De Valeraresponded,as the home secretaryhad anticipated,
by refutingChurchill'simplicationthat Casement'sremainswere covered by the termsof the 1868 statutefor murderers."Withregardto the
non-legal considerationsyou mention," de Valeracontinued,"I would
arguein a contrarysense.... So long as RogerCasement'sbody remains
within Britishprisonwalls ..., so long will therebe public resentment
here at what must appearto be, at least, the unseemly obduracyof the
BritishGovernment."56
The Irish governmentsubsequentlyoverlookedthe issue of Casement's remainsafter de Valera fell from power in 1954, making way
for John Costello's Second Inter-PartyGovernment,which eventually
ceded powerback to de Valerain 1957. Severalmonthsinto de Valera's
final term as Taoiseach,on 9 October,the Irish ambassadorin London,
Con Cremin,approachedthe permanentunder-secretaryof state at the
CommonwealthRelations Office, Sir GilbertLaithwaite,regardingthe
returnof Casement'sremains. This was the first that Laithwaitehad
heardof the subjectsince assuminghis post in early 1955. On making
inquiries,he was surprisedto encountersurreptitiousclaims aboutCasement's sexuality.The Irishjournalistand politician,FrankMacDermot,
a critic of de Valera,offered to show Laithwaitea copy of the diaries,
but Laithwaiterefused this opportunity.He commentedto a colleague
at the CommonwealthRelationsOffice, "Mr. Creminsaid he, too, had
seen the alleged diaries, but they were circulating only as a copy."57

Apartfromthe issue of Casement'ssexuality,Laithwaitefoundthat
his legal advisorsin the CommonwealthRelationsOffice and the Home
Office wantedto substantiatetheir case on more conventionalgrounds.
In response to Laithwaite'smeeting with Cremin,the Commonwealth
RelationsOffice generateda memorandumthat summarizedthe debate
over Casement'sremainsandoutlinedpolicy options.The memorandum,
writtenby M. P. Preston,acknowledgedthat "the legal case might be
open to challenge" and endorsedthe proposalof the home secretaryin
1953 to departfrom legal argumentsand emphasize "uniformrule."
Moreover,Prestoncommentedthatthe removalof the body fromPenton55Churchillto Eamonde Valera, 14 October1953, PRO, D035/8029.
56De Valerato Churchill,23 October1953, PRO, D035/8029.
57Laithwaiteto Snelling, 14 October1957, PRO, D035/8029.
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ville Prison and the funeral would be "the occasion of undesirable public
demonstration. (This is almost certainly true in the Casement case, particularly if the relatives reinterred the remains in the 'empty grave' in
County Antrim (Northern Ireland) [sic])." Significantly, at least within
these depths of the government bureaucracy,Preston concluded by noting
that if British officials were to seek further legal advice on this matter,
they should ask, "If Section 6 does not mean that the body must remain
buried for all time, is there any other Act of Parliament which precludes
the removal of the remains from the burial ground in the prison?" Also,
Preston asked, "Does it lie within the power of the Home Secretary to
authorise the removal of the remains of a body buried within the walls
of a prison in accordance with Section 6 of the Capital Punishment
Amendment Act 1868?" 58
British officials debated briefly whether to exploit, ratherthan avoid,
the issue of partition. Arthur Snelling, the superintending under-secretary
of the Political Division at the Commonwealth Relations Office, sent a
confidential memorandum to J. J. Nunn, a legal advisor at the Home
Office, on 17 October 1957, suggesting a creative legal strategy should
the Irish government opt to push the issue into the courts. Snelling explained: "It occurs to me that Laithwaite might also possibly hint that
one of the preliminary questions a court of law would no doubt consider
is what the locus standi of the applicants may be. It is difficult to see what
locus standi the Irish Republican Government can have in this matter. If
it is the case that Casement's relatives live in Northern Ireland and that
the family grave is in Northern Ireland presumably the only Government
that could have any locus standi would be the Government of Northern
Ireland."59
Yet in the opinion of more influential policy makers, rumors of
Casement's sexual deviance were more effective than any other discursive weapons in neutralizing nationalist protest. Laithwaite remarked in
a memorandum to the Commonwealth Relations Office that the issue
of Casement's sexuality had apparently rendered the Irish government
ambivalent about actually retrieving the body.6 In a minute of 26 August
1959, Laithwaite observed:
The Ambassadorsaid that he had been rathersurprisednot to have had
any instructionsfromhis Governmentaboutthe removalof Sir RogerCasefrom M. P. Preston,CRO, to Snelling, 11 October 1957, PRO,
58Memorandum
D035/8029.
59Copy of confidentialmemorandumfrom Snellingto J. J. Nunn, Home Office, 17
October1957, PRO, D035/8029.
60Laithwaitememorandumof meeting with the Irish Ambassador,Con Cremin,2
December1957, PRO, D035/8029.
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ment's body to Ireland.In fact, he had heardnothing from them. I said
that ... if the general conclusionwas going to be that the diaries were
authenticandthatSir RogerCasement'smoralcharacterhad to thatextent
been open to severe reproach,I could quite well imaginethatpeople such
as the Archbishopof Dublinandotherswouldfeel substantiallyless enthusiasm aboutthe returnof Sir RogerCasement'sremainsto Ireland.... The
Ambassadorsaid he was inclinedto thinkthattheremightbe somethingin
this.61
As British officials discussed how to reframe their case against the
reinterment of Casement's remains in Northern Ireland, advocates of his
reinterment began refraiing the politics of Casement's remains and his
memorialization. The Irish Times of 8 August 1960 reported that, on the
preceding Saturday, the Casement Repatriation Committee had held a
ceremony to bless a plot for Casement's body in Glasnevin Cemetery
in Dublin. In 1916, Casement's sister, Mrs. Nina Newman, had reserved
a plot for Casement at Glasnevin, but in 1959 it had been discovered
that this plot had been filled by accident.62The new plot was marked by
a marble stone, inscribed, "For Roger Casement, martyred in the cause
of Irish freedom, 3rd August 1916." The committee explained that it
still hoped that Casement would eventually be buried at Murlough Bay
in Antrim, but it was now presenting Glasnevin as an alternative.63Glasnevin Cemetery was already sacred ground for Irish nationalists. It held
the remains of numerous nationalist leaders, including the fifteen rebels
of the Easter Rising who were executed before Casement in 1916. Casement was already popularly identified with the Easter martyrs, as one
sees in William Butler Yeats's poem, "Sixteen Dead Men." Indeed, this
new burial site would prove to be a decisive factor in enabling the Irish
and British governments to shift Casement's memorialization away from
the partition and into the broader tradition of the Easter Rising.
On the day after the blessing of Casement's new burial site, a commemoration mass was held for Casement in Dublin Castle, followed by
a pilgrimage to Glasnevin Cemetery by a group including the Lord
61
See "Extract"fromLaithwaite'sminuteof 26 August1959, no recipientspecified,
PRO, D035/8029.
62ProinnsiasO Duinn,honorarysecretaryof the CasementRepatriation
Committee,
letter to Irish Press (3 April 1961).
63The
ceremonywas attendedby Capt.SeamusMaCall,a cousin of Casement's,as
well as representativesof the RepatriationCommittee,the NationalGravesAssociation,
the BenevolentSociety of Irish RepublicanAdherents,New York, and the EasterWeek
CommemorationCommitteeof the Association of Irish Societies in New York. See
"Franciscan'sTributeto Casement,"IrishTimes(8 August 1960); "At Blessingof Casement Plot," Irish Press (8 August 1960).
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Mayor of Dublin, Mackey, and other representatives of the Casement
Repatriation Committee. Simultaneously, according to the Irish Press,
"Hundreds of people from all over Ireland gathered around an empty
grave on the rocky shore of Murlough Bay, Co. Antrim ... to honour
Roger Casement. Beneath the Tricolor the crowd recited a decade of the
Rosary. Wreaths were laid by Mr. James McCaughan, for the Ballycastle
Commemoration Committee, and by Mr. Sean Stinson, secretary of the
Antrim County Board, for the G.A.A. [Gaelic Athletic Association]. Afterwards, a harpist and two Uileann pipers played the National Anthem
and a Lament."64 As in years past, Ireland was once more united in
commemorating Casement.
Significantly, this memorialized Casement was heterosexual, as
Mackey later argued in his book, Roger Casement: The Forged Diaries.65
The debate over Casement's sexuality had revived in 1959, with the longanticipated publication of The Black Diaries: An Account of Casement's
Life and Times with a Collection of His Diaries and Writings by Peter
Singleton-Gates and Maurice Girodias.6 Singleton-Gates had been working as a journalist in London when he acquired copies of the diaries from
a British official in 1922. Now, with the publication of the diaries finally
in the offing, a dialogue opened between the Irish and British governments over whether to give the diaries to the Republic of Ireland. In the
end, the Fianna Fail government of Sean Lemass chose to forgo responsibility for the disposal and authentication of the diaries. As a compromise,
it was announced in July 1959 that the diaries would be deposited at the
Public Record Office in England, where they would be made available
to reputable scholars at the discretion of the archivists.7
In this final act of negotiation over Casement's diaries, the Irish and
British governments displayed their common assumptions regarding the
proper sexual orientation of a national symbol. The British had used the
diaries not only to defame Casement but also to undermine the legitimacy
of Ireland's political representatives. Regardless, the Lemass government
chose to leave the diaries in British hands ratherthan assume responsibility for authenticating the homosexuality of a national martyr.In choosing
to leave the diaries abroad, the Irish government might have hoped to
disassociate the diaries from Casement's body on its eventual return to
Ireland. Yet Britain still controlled the disputed evidence of Casement's
homosexuality, and this evidence remained threatening because both
64

"CasementHonouredat MurloughBay," Irish Press (8 August 1960).

65Herbert O. Mackey, Roger Casement: The Forged Diaries (Dublin, 1966).
66Peter Singleton-Gates and Maurice Girodias, The Black Diaries: An Account of
Casement's Life and Times with a Collection of His Diaries and Writings (Paris, 1959).

67McMahon,"Roger Casement,"p. 9.
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governments agreed that it chronicled a moral degeneracy that any sovereign nation should discourage and conceal.
Although the location of Casement's diaries was settled in 1959,
the Conservative government of Harold Macmillan continued to reject
Lemass's requests for Casement's body.68Lemass was not, however, dissuaded from resolving this long-standing dispute in Anglo-Irish relations.
As in the case of his predecessor, de Valera, Lemass's approach to Casement's remains must be seen in relation to his political circumstances
and his larger goals. In the early 1960s, Lemass wanted to improve
the economic relations between Ireland and Britain, which required
undoing de Valera's work of thirty years earlier. In 1963, both countries
faced the prospect of economic isolation. Charles de Gaulle had vetoed
Britain's membership in the European Economic Community (E.E.C.),
while Lemass had suspended the Republic of Ireland's move toward
the E.E.C. In March 1964, Lemass called for the strengthening of economic ties between Ireland and Great Britain, and two months later he
gave assurances to the Macmillan government that he would support the
repatriation of Casement's body to the Republic of Ireland.69
On taking power in October 1964, the Labour government of Harold
Wilson was also intent on improving Anglo-Irish relations. Wilson recalls in his memoirs, "The refusal to return [Casement's] body had
soured Anglo-Irish relations for almost half a century and I felt the time
had come for us to set it right."70More specifically, Casement's repatriation was a gesture of good will, which was calculated to set the stage
for economic negotiations. Furthermore, this gesture reflected Wilson's
progressive views on sexual orientation; views that would prompt him
to decriminalize homosexuality in Britain under the Sexual Offences Act
of 1967. In response to an appeal by Lemass in November 1964, Wilson
stated that he and his cabinet were considering whether to hand over
Casement's remains to the Irish government.71
At the cabinet meeting of 14 January 1965, the home secretary, Sir
Frank Soskice, noted that he did not see any legal objections to this
course of action. "On the other hand it was known that Sir Roger Casement had expressed a wish to be buried in Northern Ireland. This would
be wholly unacceptable to the Government of Northern Ireland." After
further discussion, the cabinet agreed that Casement's remains should be
given to the Republic of Ireland with the understanding that they would
68For a summaryof these requests,see ibid., pp. 9-10.
69 Paul Bew and
HenryPatterson,SednLemassand the Makingof Modem Ireland,
1945-1966 (Dublin, 1982), p. 174.
70HaroldWilson,A Personal Record (Boston, 1971), p. 75.
71
McMahon,"Roger Casement,"p. 10.
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be reinterred in its territory.72Wilson indicated to the Irish government
on the same day that he was open to the idea of repatriating Casement's
body, and the details were settled with the Irish minister for external
affairs, Frank Aiken, on the Sunday morning following the state funeral
of Churchill.
On 23 February 1965, Prime Minister Wilson and Taoiseach Lemass
announced in the House of Commons and the Daiil, respectively, that
Britain would turn over Casement's remains to the Republic of Ireland,
noting that the Irish government would inter the remains at Glasnevin
Cemetery.73The remains were flown on the same day to Dublin, where
they lay in state for four days at the Garrison Church of the Sacred Heart,
Arbour Hill. Sixty-five thousand people viewed the coffin, and crowds
lined the streets as the body was moved to the Pro-Cathedral,where the
funeral was to be held. To the music of Handel's "Dead March," the
coffin was borne on a gun carriage, draped in the tricolor, and towed by
a Land Rover that was preceded by six vehicles carrying wreaths and
flowers. An army escort of 450 followed with arms reversed. Accompanying the procession were cars bearing President de Valera, Taoiseach
Lemass, and the only family members in attendance: two of Casement's
nieces flown in by the Irish government from Australia.74The procession
was met at the cathedral by one thousand members of the old Irish Republican Army and Cumann na mBan. After the funeral, in showers of
snow and sleet, the cortege passed slowly through the streets of Dublin
to Glasnevin Cemetery. De Valera gave a graveside oration, declaring
with reference to Ulster: "And as we stand here, each one of us will
resolve that we shall do everything to work so that the people of that
province and ourselves may be united in co-operation, that we will be
all vieing with each other in loving this land for which so many sacrifices
have been made throughout the centuries." Among the many tributes
and wreaths laid at the grave was a sod of turf from the high headland
over Murlough Bay.75
In the month after Casement's burial, the Irish and British governments began negotiations for a new trade agreement, which was signed in
December 1965. Reflecting on Casement's repatriationto Ireland, Wilson
observes in his memoirs: "There was no doubt that this action, followed
72
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by the muchclosertraderelations-including the Anglo-IrishFreeTrade
AreaAgreement-developed laterin the year,did a greatdeal to improve
friendshipbetweenthe two countries.Indeedalmost throughoutour period of office they remainedat the best level known since the Government of IrelandAct nearlyhalf a centuryearlier."76
The significanceof the repatriationof Casement'sremainscannot,
however,be reducedto thatof an economicbargainingchip. Casement's
body was returnedto Irelandin the yearbetweenthe one hundredthanniversaryof his birthand the fiftiethanniversaryof his death. It appears
to have gone unnoticedthat the body was repatriatedin the year of the
fortieth anniversaryof the final determinationof the boundaryof Ireland'spartition.This is fitting,as the stalemateover the locationof Casement's body had its origin in Anglo-Irishcolonial conflictand Ireland's
politico-sectariandivide.The decisionof the Lemassgovernmentto bury
Casementin the Republicof Irelandwas a clear, symbolic submission
to the partitionand British postcolonialdomination.
Both the IrishandBritishgovernmentshad an interestin stabilizing
the memorializationof Casement,as neitherintendedto revisit the issue
of the partitionin the 1960s. The Irishgovernmentattemptedto subsume
Casementwithinthe heroictraditionof the EasterRisingby buryinghim
with militaryhonors among the rebel martyrsat GlasnevinCemetery.
This identificationwith the EasterRising suited British interests,as it
promisedto remove Casement'sbody from the politics of the partition
and fix his memorywithin a legend even largerthan his own. And yet
Casementcontinuesto be a memoryin motion. His historicalpersona
has been arguablyrenderedunstableby the tension between his homosexuality and the heterosexualprejudicesof Irish nationalism.There is
also, perhaps,a sense that the many sides of Casementoffer shifting
perspectiveson Ireland'sfuture,as his body moves slowly towardMurlough Bay.
76Wilson, A Personal Record, p. 75.

