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Editorial Note





In transcribing Casement’s despatches, letters and private writings, I have made a number of changes. In places, paragraphs have been amalgamated and minor changes made in punctuation, in the interest of comprehension. Within sentences, Casement frequently used upper-case letters and, on occasion, these have been retained, to give a sense of his usage. Similarly, he alternated regularly between ‘and’ and ‘&’ (the ampersand); I tried to retain the latter, particularly when used in the diaries. Names of individuals and places vary in Casement’s writings, e.g. Glenariffe/Glenariff, Ohumbele/Ohumbela, Komatipoort/Komati Poort, Chinkakassa/Shinkakassa, Kassai/Kasai etc. I have, generally, chosen one variant. To add emphasis to words, Casement used single or double underlinings, for which I have substituted italics. I have also employed italics for non-English words, the names of ships and the titles of books, where he used inverted commas. I have occasionally changed spellings, such as ‘employes’ to ‘employees’. In general, I have tried to retain a sense of his idiosyncratic usage in the diaries. Where published editions exist (Curry, Mitchell, Ó Síocháin and O’Sullivan, Sawyer, Singleton-Gates and Girodias), I have drawn on them, giving page references. However, at times I have made modifications, based on the original manuscripts.  
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Preface





The life of Roger Casement (1864–1916) continues to fascinate for his many-sided activities: campaigner for the rights of indigenous inhabitants in Africa and South America; Irish nationalist leader of his day, associated with the Irish Volunteers and the Easter Rising of 1916; traitor to Britain during the First World War, hanged for his actions; author of homosexual diaries or, for some, innocent victim of an insidious deed of forgery. Opinions about him, both in his own day and in ours, have varied widely. In England, while Casement awaited execution, he was described, on the one hand, as a ‘moral degenerate’, and ‘cold traitorous dog’, but as ‘a man of fine nature and chivalrous disposition’ on the other. In our day, some of those who have studied him, while giving due credit to his humanitarian contributions, have also described him, varyingly, as ‘a walking fluke’, a ‘schizoid personality’, or as having a mind ‘suspended between two worlds’. Rebecca Solnit, with perhaps a degree of overstatement, has remarked that ‘most of his biographers have openly disliked him in a way almost unique in the genre’.1


How are we to make sense of him? The predominant focus of the present work is on Casement’s public life. He lived through and actively participated in one of the most remarkable series of historical episodes any human could imagine playing a role in. The almost twenty years he worked in Africa, between 1884 and 1903, coincided with that momentous phase of European colonialism known as the Scramble for Africa, the last major episode of European imperialism whose earliest phase is frequently dated from the Berlin Conference of 1885–6. Casement served, successively, in the emerging Congo Free State (1884–92), in the nascent British colony of the Niger Coast Protectorate (1892–5), in the Portuguese territories of Lourenço Marques (1895–8) and St Paul de Loanda (1898–9) and, once more, in the Congo (1900–3). From 1895 on, he was a career British consul, responsible to the Foreign Office in London. In late 1899, at the outbreak of the Second Anglo-Boer War, he travelled to South Africa and was both participant in and observer of events there. When mounting criticism of the increasingly serious abuses against the indigenous population in the Congo forced the hand of the British Foreign Office, Casement undertook an investigative journey on the Upper Congo River (1903) and the official report which followed (1904) substantiated earlier accusations of systematic abuse and proved to be a landmark event in the campaign against atrocities. For his services he was awarded the CMG (Companion of the Order of St Michael and St George). He then helped found the Congo Reform Association (CRA) and continued to offer warm emotional support to its key activist, Edmond Morel, until the dissolution of the CRA in 1913.


After a career break of over two years, which followed the publication of the Congo Report, he was posted to South America. Having served in Brazil (1906–9), he was chosen by the Foreign Office to investigate another situation of alleged atrocities, this time in the Putumayo region of the Upper Amazon and once more connected with the exploitation of rubber. His investigation in 1910 demonstrated courage and balance of judgment and for this he was rewarded with a knighthood in 1911. He remained active in the Putumayo campaign until 1913, collaborating with officers of the Anti-Slavery Society and with Charles Roberts MP, chairman of the Parliamentary Select Committee set up to investigate the issue.


Though a nationalist in orientation since his youth, from 1904 onwards a major shift began to manifest itself in his political loyalties and in the direction he sought to give to his life. He became enraptured by the Irish cultural revival and immersed himself in Irish literature, particularly in works of history. The movement for the revival of the Irish language captured his heart and he associated himself fully with its goals and with its foremost organization, the Gaelic League (Conradh na Gaeilge). His political attitudes also evolved and when, almost a decade later, the Liberal government introduced a Home Rule Bill for Ireland (1912), arousing the vehement opposition of the Unionist community in Ireland and in Britain, Casement’s commitment to Ireland found a direct political outlet in support of Home Rule. He expended considerable energy in helping to organize the Irish Volunteer movement (1913–14), founded to protect Home Rule, and was active in a scheme to import arms for the Volunteers. In mid 1914 he travelled to the United States to raise funds for that organization.


The First World War began while Casement was in the United States. Probably in anticipation of a German victory, he resolved to go to Germany to seek official support there for the cause of Irish independence. The consequences of such a bold step, of his associating with a country with which Britain was at war, must surely, even then, have been clear to him. After a year and a half there, most of it spent in deep misery, he returned to Ireland by submarine in April 1916 and was captured and taken to London, where he was tried for treason, found guilty and hanged.


We know comparatively little of the first twenty years of Casement’s life. The second twenty cover his career in Africa, ending with his Congo investigation and report. The last twelve include his reawakening interest in Ireland, his South American postings, the Putumayo investigation, the growing crises in Ireland and in Europe, culminating, in the one case, in the Easter Rebellion and, in the other, in the First World War. While the latter phase of his life merits and is accorded detailed treatment, the present work devotes more attention than has hitherto been accorded to Casement’s twenty years in Africa. As well as the significance of the events of these years in themselves, analysis of his writings during the period yields many clues to his thinking on such topics as the characteristics of indigenous societies, the duties and the weaknesses of colonialism, the patterns of European trade – German trade included – the natures of agriculture, of land concessions and of capitalism. There is evidence, too, of the early stages of his anti-Englishness. In two places in the text, the narrative of Casement’s life has been interrupted to allow a fuller focus on African issues. At the end of Chapter 6, which discusses his Boer War service, a section is devoted to tracking his changing loyalties towards British rule in Africa between 1900 and 1909. In similar fashion, after his professional consular contribution had ended with his Congo Report of 1904, his contribution to the cause of Congo reform between then and 1913 is dealt with ahead of the general narrative of his career, in order to make its contours more visible.


Despite the length of Casement’s first stint in the Congo, 1884–91, and its strong formative influence, this period has been comparatively neglected by previous biographers. B.L. Reid, for example, suggested that ‘precisely what Casement was doing in Africa, especially in the first eight years, is still not easy to say’.2 As a result of this neglect, up to now one could only imagine what Joseph Conrad, who had stayed with Casement in 1890, might have been alluding to when he wrote to R.B. Cunninghame Graham in 1903, saying: ‘He could tell you things! Things I’ve tried to forget; things I never did know.’3 But it is possible to piece together a detailed picture of Casement’s activities during these years. Admittedly, he was still a virtually unknown young man and had not yet begun that voluminous correspondence, consular and personal, which was to mark his later career. Nevertheless, through the eyes of others and to a lesser extent through his own words (some of them later recollections), considerable flesh can be put on the bones of this early phase of his career. Greater attention to the historical and geographical context contributes to making the surviving records more meaningful.


For a significant portion of his adult life, the world of Roger Casement was that of the consular official in late Victorian and Edwardian Great Britain. His first professional appointment as consul came in 1895 in Lourenço Marques and he retired from the service in 1913. Adding the Niger years (1892–5), some of the duties of which were consular in function, the span is two decades. During all of this time, he devoted his professional energies to the various tasks associated with the role. In addition to the staff of the Foreign Office in London, the British Foreign Service comprised two main divisions, the Diplomatic Service and the Consular Service, the latter very much the subordinate and later termed the ‘Cinderella Service’.4 For much of its existence, the Consular Service employed both professional salaried officials and honorary consuls, unpaid men, generally involved in trade. As Casement liked to point out, he was a consul de carrière.


The Consular Service was a neglected and underfunded one. It was, essentially, an assemblage of separate posts, each with its own allocated salary, and there was no real career structure. Salaries were low and, frequently, had to be supplemented from private means; putting money aside was not easy. Despite this, there was no shortage of applicants, as secure positions bringing a degree of status were not easy to come by for members of the gentleman class. Working conditions tended to be poor. Consular buildings were often non-existent or inferior in quality; basic furnishings had to be provided by each successive incumbent; archives were often poorly maintained. Many consulates were identified as ‘unhealthy posts’, being located in tropical areas where health risks were a major threat. Finally, the work included a great deal that was repetitive and mechanical, which could have been done by clerical staff, had they been available.


These limitations brought frustrations to serving consuls, which are clearly in evidence during Casement’s career and are reflected in letters to him from consular colleagues. He, however, appears to have been more forthright than others in making his Foreign Office employers aware of the deficiencies, as he did in his correspondence with London. And it was he who was selected to give evidence to the Royal Commission on the Civil Service in 1914, when it was investigating conditions in the Consular Service. All of Casement’s postings were in ‘unhealthy posts’ and, over the years, he declined from being a strong and athletic man to one racked by fevers and arthritis. Despite all of this, and despite his increasing testiness over conditions, he was an energetic, efficient and conscientious official for the most part.


The content of consular work can be divided into three sections: representing the interests of British subjects; trade and commercial functions; political and intelligence functions. With regard to the first of these, Casement registered the births, marriages and deaths of British residents; he looked after the welfare of British citizens and subjects, providing both immediate relief for what were called Distressed British Subjects (DBSs) and monitoring and making quasi-legal interventions where litigation was involved. In the Congo Free State, his knowledge of Leopold’s regime came to a degree from the protective work he exercised for black West African British subjects working in the Congo. Regarding the second function, in all of his postings he produced annual reports on trade and responded to routine queries from the Department of Trade and individual exporters. He also monitored and acted as troubleshooter for British shipping.


Under the third function, he provided intelligence reports on a range of topics, from the cargoes of ships (including the movement of arms) to details on the Congo fort of Shinkakasa; from the affairs of the Delagoa Bay Railway in Lourenço Marques to those of the Madeira–Mamoré Railway in Brazil. Political work was normally the prerogative of diplomatic missions, where these were present. But in certain parts of the world they were not. When Casement served in Lourenço Marques, for example, the British diplomatic representative was located in far-off Lisbon. Consequently, there was an important political component to his consular work there. This was even more so with regard to the Congo Free State. On the other hand, a degree of Casement’s frustration in Brazil was due to the presence of a British Legation in Petropolis and the reduction of his own duties, therefore, to more mundane consular tasks.


It is not possible to reach a measured judgment of Casement’s contribution to the Congo or Putumayo campaigns, or more generally, without devoting adequate attention to the content of his consular despatches to the Foreign Office. The present work attempts to reflect the broad content of his communications with the Foreign Office in each of his consular postings. In Africa, his despatches comprise the largest part of his written output. They not only reveal the major concerns of a British consul of the time, they also give clues about the development of certain patterns in Casement’s thinking.


His systematic interaction with the officials of the Foreign Office in London certainly coloured Casement’s view of the workings of the British establishment. He had friends there – Henry Foley, Sir Martin Gosselin, Harry Farnall and Sir William Tyrrell – but he had a poor opinion of others, Sir Constantine Phipps, Francis Villiers, and Rowland Sperling, for example. But, in the years leading up to the outbreak of the First World War, criticism of what was taken to be the non-democratically answerable ‘secret diplomacy’ of the Foreign Office spread in radical circles in Great Britain, one prominent critic being Casement’s close friend, Edmond Morel. In parallel with the change in Morel, Casement gradually grew more critical of the influence on foreign policy of what he called the ‘permanent gang’ – the professional officials. This negative attitude reached its height when Foreign Office policy manifested clear anti-German signs in the years preceding the War.


Of the volume of consular work he complained to his cousin Gertrude (also known as ‘Gee’), that ‘I write, write, write’, while a Foreign Office clerk was to complain that the extent and detail of his despatches ‘make one’s head whirl’. And his literary output was not, of course, confined to his consular despatches. He also produced a huge outpouring of written material during his life, which falls into different categories. There were letters to family, friends and acquaintances, few in the early years, but mounting to a crescendo later. There were articles and letters for publication, generally anonymous while he was still a public servant, but signed after his retirement. There was his poetry. And there were the diaries. Throughout, this study attempts to present a detailed narrative of the life of Casement, drawing on the full range of his writings: despatches, diaries, private correspondence, public writings and poetry. For the earlier part of his career, he must be largely viewed through the eyes and observations of others; but the volume of his own writing increased considerably as time went by. Where possible in the present study, Casement’s own words are used, in all their variability.


In addition to what it tells us of Casement’s professional and personal activities, the corpus of his writing reveals certain patterns of thought with which he interpreted the world around him. One can identify more-or-less systematic ideas on a wide array of topics: on the growth and decline of societies and empires; on the colonial mission of bringing the three Cs – Christianity, civilization, commerce – to less favoured parts of the world; on the Irish nation as an ancient and precious creation and nationalism as the necessary means to defend the value of freedom; on the origins of freedom in northern countries (Teutonism); on the gentlemanly values of ‘chivalry’ and ‘manhood’ or ‘manliness’ and the negatives of ‘sin’, ‘evil’, ‘lies’ and ‘greed’, references to which pepper his writings; on miscegenation or fears of racial mixture. One theme, for example, which runs like a thread through his writings, surfacing again and again throughout his life, is that of the land: in his youthful concern with the Irish Land War; in his comments on his uncle’s productive farming; in his praise for enterprising Danish small farming; and in his opposition to landlordism, concessionaire systems, commodity exporting (he dubbed the system of rubber extraction in Brazil ‘vegetable filibustering’), and mining, all of which, at some point or another, he criticized as being not in keeping with a healthy economy.5


The interconnections that Casement made between some of these themes, as well as the romantic cast of his mind, can be captured by a passage in an essay he published in 1914. In it he identified the activities of the early Irish bands of warriors, the Fianna, with the values of chivalry and the defence of freedom against imperialism. He saw such ideals as models for the Irish youth, the ‘manhood’ of his own day.




Chivalry dies when Imperialism begins. The one must kill the other. A chivalrous people must respect in others what they strive to maintain in themselves. Hence it comes that when the age of empire begins the age of chivalry dies. So it has ever been. Rome the Republic, Rome the Nation, had her knights and knighthood, and the ideals of knighthood are the laws of chivalry. But Rome the Empire lost her ideals as she extended her frontiers, and when an Augustus or Claudius replaced a Cincinnatus or Horatius, Rome, the emporium of the world, had all things but knighthood and chivalry … Rome was the first great illustration, but not the last in history, that where wealth accumulates men must decay.6





Where in all of this lies Casement the man? While the present study is in no sense a psychological one, adequate evidence is included to enable an assessment of his personality. Casement was certainly a man of emotion: he could be tender and solicitous; courageous, loyal and tenacious; humorous and sarcastic. He could also be boastful; testy and resentful; given to anger and even rage; subject to deep depressions. After his execution, one Irish observer described his propensity to anger:




If I understand aright, Sir Roger was at times capable of hot-rages; a one-time editor of the Irish Review gave me a most amusing account of the ‘Black Knight’s’ frenzied letters denouncing him over the mangling of a sonnet horribly misprinted in that luckless magazine. Sir Roger was made to appear as an Etna vomiting a most devastating lava of boiling-hot abuse. But editor and mangled contributor remained very good friends: Sir Roger could indulge his rage but could not bear long malice …7





On the other hand, Fred Puleston, who spent time with Casement in his early years in the Congo, described his disposition as ‘the gentlest imaginable’, always ‘sweet-tempered, ready to help’; when his dog was injured by a wild hog, he was ‘unable to control his feeling and wept like a girl’.8


B.L. Reid, whose accomplished psychologically-orientated biography set out to try to reveal ‘the character of the man behind the famous events’, argued that the focus of earlier biographers on Casement’s public life failed to make the man himself knowable or credible. Yet, his own interpretations seem overdrawn: Casement was ‘hazardously rooted in the real world’; and his ‘nature was divided to a depth just short of real pathology, of disastrous incoherence’.9 Reid took his cue from Joseph Conrad’s judgment that Casement




was a good companion; but already in Africa I judged that he was a man, properly speaking, of no mind at all. I don’t mean stupid. I mean that he was all emotion. By emotional force (Congo report, Putumayo, etc.) he made his way, and sheer temperament – a truly tragic personality: all but the greatness of which he had not a trace. Only vanity. But in the Congo it was not visible yet.10





Though Reid distanced himself, somewhat, from Conrad’s view, the judgment provided a basic orientation for his analysis: Casement was a man dominated by emotion, with ‘strong feeling overriding expression and orderly thought’. For Reid, Casement was not only a bad writer, wordy and given to ‘meretricious forms of true feelings’; for him, ‘Casement and a pen made a dangerous combination in any crucial situation’.11 While one recognizes Casement’s tendency to rant, the judgment lacks balance. Towards the end of Casement’s life, when the flaws in his personality were more pronounced, the influential German academic Eduard Meyer noted them, but in a more sympathetic light:




Casement was a typically sanguine character, full of projects and the most far-reaching hopes. When the inevitable disappointment then set in, he could fall into a deep depression, but new plans and hopes always broke through, which were just as unlikely to achieve the objectives. This was associated with unshakeable optimism, especially with regard to his belief in his fellow human beings. This led him to completely trust everyone he met. He told us how, in Africa, he demonstrated complete trust in young people – including sailors – who had fairly serious matters on their consciences, and how this trust (for example in money matters) drew them to him and prevented them committing new crimes. There is no doubt that this trust was not always justified; thus his relationship with Adler Christensen seems to have been quite problematic … Nevertheless, when in Berlin or elsewhere in Germany he always observed the necessary caution with regard to his statements and behaviour, however hard this was. In a manner which was unique but possibly typically Irish, he was a combination of two people: a person living in the midst of bold far-reaching projects, and a naïve and trusting optimist.12





Casement’s homosexuality and the content of what are generally called the ‘Black Diaries’ have cast a long shadow over interpretations of his personality. While, in common with virtually all recent biographers, I am convinced, on the available evidence, of the authenticity of the diaries and of the record therein of a robust sexual life, I am less convinced that they provide the evidence of a ‘pathological’ or divided personality, as is sometimes claimed. But rather than hope, as some would have it, that if only the diaries could be proven false then the true Casement would re-emerge unsullied, I would echo the words of one commentator that ‘an integrated picture … necessarily has to include both black and white, as well as what lies in between’.13


However one assesses his personality and sexuality, Casement’s historical contribution was considerable. The historian Roger Louis wrote of him that ‘[t]he history of the Congo, unlike the history of his native Ireland, was profoundly influenced by Roger Casement’.14 His biographer, Roger Sawyer, spoke of him as an ‘exceptional man’, drawing attention to his defence of indigenous peoples: ‘Within the context of the department of an imperial power which, towards the end, he came to despise, he marshalled world opinion behind helpless primitive peoples and argued for recognition of their human rights.’ In Sawyer’s view, Casement was ‘probably the bravest, most selfless, practical humanitarian of his day, one whose acts of emancipation have seldom been surpassed before or since the Edwardian era, the period of his most effective activity’.15 Mansergh has suggested that while his role in Ireland is subject to debate, ‘it would be legitimate to co-opt him as a forerunner of Ireland’s independent foreign policy tradition’.16


Casement’s life has already attracted the attentions of a number of biographers. In the words of Lucy McDiarmid,




Casement could easily be said to be over-remembered. He has received more biographies than any other figure of 1916, and he can be found, in one form or another, in poems, plays, orations, memoirs, songs, legends, jokes, allusions, anecdotes, paintings, monuments, documentaries, film-scripts, and – by the thousands – letters-to-the-editor. The ubiquitous subject of an unendable argument or long national dream, Casement has proved disturbing, entertaining, irresistible. The sheer quantity of material about him defies measure.17





It is hoped that the present addition to that expanding corpus will be found to have its merits.
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Casement Family: Selected Genealogy

























1: Early Life







My 45th Birthday … Just think of it! I was born in 1864 in that wee cottage we passed, Nina you and I, last December – Christmas Day – on the way to Sandycove in dear old Dublin. I think of Ireland in 1864 – full of people, brave and strong – Fenians in every county, preparing for the great fight they all hoped to have within two years – a land poor and oppressed indeed, but still with its own brave native heart and resolute belief in its own right arm – and today! What a change! Talk, drivel, lying and sham – taken the place of self-belief and self-reliance.1





Ancestry


About a century and a half before the birth of Roger David Casement in 1864, his great-great-grandfather Hugh Casement (1720–97), of Ramsay on the Isle of Man, had crossed to Ireland and settled in Co. Antrim, where the Casement family became ‘a leading county one’. They were landowners and local officials, and some held respected positions in the British army and navy and in imperial administration.2 Roger Casement was to refer proudly to this family background during the campaign against atrocities in the Congo, when the supporters of King Leopold II of Belgium questioned his impartiality:




Here in this County four of my father’s uncles owned – and the family still own it – 8387 acres with a rentroll of £5300 a year. Part of this estate was my grandfather’s – and if my father had not been so extravagant I should have been well off. As it is I am without a penny.3





Roger David Casement’s father, also Roger, born in Belfast in 1819, was the eldest son of Hugh Casement of Holywood, Co. Down, grandson of Hugh of Ramsay. The younger Hugh was a grain importer and shipowner in Belfast, whose fortunes declined after he suffered shipping losses and who was ‘considerably in his father’s debt at the latter’s death’.4 Hugh died in 1863 in Melbourne, Australia, where he had business interests. The elder Roger was sent on the Grand Tour as a young man, and then sailed for Calcutta on his father’s ship in November 1840. In 1841 his father purchased a commission for him in the Third Light Dragoons in India, where he is said to have fought Afghans and Sikhs and become a lieutenant.5 In 1848 he sold his commission and took the remarkable step of returning to Europe to assist Louis Kossuth and the Hungarians, then fighting the Austrians.


The events that followed were described in Kossuth’s memoirs. Following defeat at Világos, Kossuth and his supporters found refuge at Widdin, in Turkish territory on the Danube. Fearing that pressure from Austria and Russia would lead to their extradition, it was suggested that Kossuth should send a letter to the British Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, appealing for England’s intervention. The difficulty was in ensuring the letter’s safe and rapid delivery. At this point – September 1849 – an unknown ‘Englishman’ appeared, announcing that he had ‘come from India to fight for Hungarian freedom’. After a brief consultation, the letter was entrusted to him, a dramatic journey made, and the letter placed in the hand of Lord Palmerston. British intervention eventually did save the Hungarian patriots.6


In the autumn of 1850 the elder Roger Casement visited the United States, which he termed ‘the great land of “Liberty”’ and in which he had a chance encounter with Kossuth.7 Some years later, in 1855, he married Anne Jephson, twenty-five years younger than him, in Belfast.8 Anne Jephson’s maternal grandfather was Adam Ball, postmaster general for Dublin. On the paternal side she seems to have been a member of a distinguished Irish family whose ancestral home was Mallow Castle, though she belonged to a very junior branch. While Roger David Casement would come into contact on a number of occasions with individual Jephsons, the maternal side of his family was to play virtually no part in his life, with the important exception of close links with his mother’s sister, Grace Bannister, and her family in Liverpool. The only occasion we are aware of on which he tried to probe his maternal descent stemmed from a meeting in 1892 in Las Palmas with Miss Louisa Jephson-Norreys. He wrote to her three years later from Ballycastle for help in determining the link between his mother’s family and the Jephsons of Mallow Castle. ‘She died when I was quite a child and I only know she spoke of being related to Jephsons of Mallow, in my hearing, when a boy and since her death I never met with anyone whom I might make enquiry from.’ He continued:




As far as I know my mother’s father was James (or John) Jephson, and he died somewhere near Dublin from a fall from his horse when hunting about 1840. He lived in the County of Dublin – and I think, but here I am groping in the mists of early recollections – that he was the son of a Lorenzo Jephson of Tipperary Co. One of them I believe married a Martin of Co. Galway – my grandfather James Jephson’s mother I think was a Miss Martin.9





Miss Jephson-Norreys obviously replied, as Casement sent her a second letter on 10 June in which he thanked her for her help and was more forthcoming about his maternal grandfather:




I think you have helped me – for with the information about the Dublin Jephsons I may be able to do something. All you so kindly told me was very interesting, and what you say about them being dissipated, reckless and brave, induces me to tell you that I believe my grandfather Jephson (my mother’s father) broke his neck as the result of a wager that he would jump the Grand Canal on his horse. He tried and came to the not unnaturally to be expected fate of those who do these things. As the story is another of my childhood’s days, I have, in these hard practical years of prosaic people, and railway trains, come to regard it as a myth, and so I never mention the belief that lies deep in my heart, but I say he was killed ‘hunting’ as being the more respectable method of coming to one’s death from horseback; but your statement about your ancestors inspires me with the belief that my grandfather’s neck did go for a wager, and as to his property, that I know went in some such a way.10





James Jephson married Anne Ball, daughter of Adam Ball. Of Casement’s mother’s personal history virtually nothing is known. The Jephsons of Mallow had the idea ‘that Casement’s mother … was a music teacher in Dublin, but chapter and verse for this has not been traced’.11


Roger Sr. is described in family records as ‘an insinuating idler who lived on his debts’. He seems never to have secured paid employment after his departure from the army and to have lived off family allowances and the expectation of a settlement from his father’s will. He was clearly under financial pressure when, writing from London in January 1871, he explained to his uncle John, at Magherintemple, Co. Antrim, that




for nearly four years, I have not received so much as a single penny from my father’s legacies. Indeed it was owing to the stoppage of all income that my kind Uncle Thomas made me the allowance of which I told you. I shall not worry you with any sad details, but I shall add that I am quite able to prove that my troubles since my father’s death have been brought on by incapacity and devilry, chiefly the latter, on the part of those who had charge of his affairs, including the lawyers.12





In the almost two decades between their marriage and Anne’s death, the pattern of family movements is very unclear. According to the reminiscences of Roger David Casement’s cousin Gertrude (Gee) Bannister, during his youth the family moved frequently, living in France, in Italy, and then in England and Ireland. Some time was spent on the island of Jersey, near St Heliers, where Roddie (Roger David) showed his first prowess at swimming. Some of the movement was likely caused by Roger Sr.’s search for a mode of livelihood, but some addresses seem to be holiday destinations – poverty for one of minor gentry background was likely to have been relative. There are indications that they lived in Ireland in the late 1860s and in London in the early 1870s.


Four children were born to Roger and Anne Casement. Agnes (Nina), the eldest, was born on 25 May 1856, presumably in Ireland, as her father was a captain in the North Antrim Militia from 1855 to 1858. Charles (Charlie) was born on 5 October 1861, in Westminster; Thomas (Tom) on 3 January 1863 (the year of their grandfather’s death), in Boulogne sur Mer; and Roger David, the youngest, was born on 9 September 1864 in Doyle’s Cottage, Sandycove, Dublin.


On 5 August 1868, when Roddie was almost four, his mother had the children baptized secretly as Catholics when on a holiday in Rhyl, North Wales.13 While Casement was later to claim ‘My mother was a Catholic and I am one at heart’, Fr James McCarroll, one of the prison chaplains who attended Casement in Pentonville Prison prior to his execution, reported him as saying that ‘he was brought up a Protestant or as he said himself he was brought up really nothing’.14 This is corroborated by Nina, who wrote: ‘Mother was not actually a Catholic, but as she always had strong leanings towards the Catholic faith we were all baptised into the Catholic Church when children by her.’15


Significantly, Roger Sr. seems to have had sympathies with the Fenian movement, which was founded in 1858 and organized an abortive rebellion in 1867. Nina recollected their mother crying in 1867 or 1868 when her husband wanted ‘to go out’ with the Fenians. ‘Remember your wife and young children’, she pleaded – and prevailed. In 1870, during the Franco-Prussian War and the Siege of Paris, Casement Sr. composed a letter of support to Leon Gambetta, ‘the great French republican leader’, together with a draft plan for the provisioning of the besieged city and two draft letters to English newspapers. The latter show him to be strongly supportive of France against what he termed the ‘aggressive designs’ of Prussia. His republican sympathies are evident from the following remarks in the Gambetta letter:




Owing to the hostile jealousy by all great European governments of Republicanism – the Prussian being the chief hater – I apprehend, in spite of the noble attitude of France, the stifling for some years longer of human freedom; but there remains a grand consolation to your patriots and philanthropists, in extracting the greatest hope for the future, from a temporary increase of repression and even barbarism. But for a time only. Heaven will then no doubt ordain that the very evils, which the enemies of freedom may multiply in Europe, shall so horrify the world, that the masses of the people will be joined by the majority among the middle classes, and a few aristocrats, in hailing universal republicanism as a harbour of refuge.16





In a postscript, he apologized to Gambetta for his ‘inability to leave my family and give my sword even in the interests of France’.





Childhood and Schooling


The family lived in London for some of the early 1870s and there Roger received part of his primary education. When in prison at the end of his life, he told his counsel that he was ‘educated in Ireland and in England’.17 Two childhood books of his have survived, prizes he won for performance in school. One, Anna Bartlett’s Casper, ‘a tale for the young’, is inscribed ‘Roger Casement from Miss Haynes for best answering in French in Third Class, Christmas 1873’. The following year a similar inscription from A.E. Haynes was ‘for second answering in Latin in Second [sic] Class Christmas 1874’. The prize in this case was The Grey House on the Hill; or ‘Trust in God and do the right’, by Louisa L. Greene (1874).18


His cousin Elizabeth Bannister described visiting the Casement family in London when she was about three years old and Roger seven or eight. She recalled a dining room with mahogany furniture and Roddie being given the task of getting drinks for the guests; it was he, not Nina, Charlie or Tom, who made a vivid impression on her mind. She remembered Anne Casement as ‘a tall graceful woman’ and that ‘we stayed some little time in London and I was made much of by my uncle Roger’.19


Gertrude, the younger Bannister sister, told of later conversations between herself and Roger about his childhood. ‘He talked much about his mother, whom he adored, and who died in childbirth a few days after I was born. He told stories of his father who was stern and harsh with his children, but who nevertheless inspired Roddie with affection. Uncle Roger visited any breach of discipline with sound thrashings.’ On one occasion Roddie fled to his room, wrongfully accused, while ‘his irate father pursued him with a rod’. ‘[N]othing would induce him to submit’, commented Gertrude, if he believed he was in the right. Nina described their father as an ‘irascible’ man, feared by all the children, except Roddie.20


The influence of a strict upbringing was reflected in Casement’s own attitudes later in life. ‘Brazil’, he wrote, ‘wants a severe attack of discipline – beginning in childhood and enduring into old age … The children are brought up entirely lawless …’21 He expressed a similar attitude to ‘Ulster’ lawlessness. ‘Sometimes the only thing to bring a boy to his senses is to hide him – and I think “Ulster” wants a sound hiding at the hands of her that owns her – Ireland’s hands. Failing that – I pray for the Germans and their coming.’22


Roddie’s childhood seems to have been generally happy. According to Nina he was a healthy child. On his fifth birthday he was given a box of paints, with which he drew animals, forests and wild men. Later, there were ‘concerts’ in the boys’ room. He had a beautiful voice and was a member of the church choir, though he fled on one occasion at the prospect of solo singing. Roddie and Nina loved history – Greek, Roman, French – and she remembers questions to her mother on ‘Irish history’.23 A close relationship developed between Roddie and his sister. Nina recalls him, the youngest, rushing to defend her from ‘attacks’ by Charlie and Tom. In his highly emotional letter to her from his condemned cell in 1916 he imagines standing beside her, ‘just as I did as a little boy when you comforted me and took me by the hand’. And he added: ‘Now that I have only these few days to live – that a cruel fate has brought me to the grave so far from you I bow my head in your lap, as I did when a little boy, and say Kiss me and say Goodnight.’24 Their father, too, taught the children to be kind to animals, putting a splint on a blackbird and keeping a ‘beautiful hyacinth-blue macaw’, named Polybius, who would sit on his shoulder and nuzzle him.25


Anne Jephson Casement died on 27 October 1873 at the age of thirty-nine. Roger was nine. Later in life, according to Gertrude, he constantly spoke of her ‘gentleness, beauty, bright disposition and religious feeling’, while from prison he wrote: ‘I felt the loss of my mother more than I have felt anything in my life.’26 But the story that she died in childbirth may no longer be tenable: a recent discovery indicates that she died in a lodging house in the town of Worthing, of cirrhosis of the liver, complicated by asthma.27 Not long afterwards, Roger Sr., in clear distress, wrote again to his uncle John in Magherintemple, recounting his ill fortune, including Anne’s death. Arrears of rent and other financial pressures meant that he had not been able to afford the type of medical help he would have liked during his wife’s illness. He had not yet got permanent lodgings, ‘landladies having so much aversion to boys generally’.




I am trying very hard indeed to get something to occupy me, even slightly remunerative, just to supplement Uncle Thomas’s allowance, finding it always impossible to gain the very smallest competence, or promise of it for my proffered labours or services, and the War Office still shows no sign.28





Another of Elizabeth Bannister’s early memories is likely to date from this time, soon after the death of Anne Casement. She recalled Roger Sr., her uncle, coming to visit them, ‘tall and striking’ in his ‘long military cloak’. Roddie she remembered ‘with the same rather grave manner, and thoughtful look in his deep-set grey eyes’. There is some indication that Roger Sr.’s thoughts focused on religious matters, specifically Spiritualism, at this time. A manuscript essay of his survives, fourteen foolscap pages entitled: ‘A Review of the Extraordinary Spiritual Phenomena of Modern Times, in America and Europe, and their Connexion with Science, Religion and human needs generally, traced and explained.’ Its author is described as ‘a former officer of the British Army in India’, and an editorial note adds: ‘In the English and Hindustani Languages and intended chiefly for gratuitous circulation in Hindustan.’29


Roger Sr. was to die in 1877, less than four years after his wife, apparently in a Ballymena hotel. He was in his late fifties and Roddie was twelve. It is easier to assess the influence of Casement’s father on his son than that of his mother. It seems likely that his mother’s loving gentleness had a formative effect and that her muted Catholicism influenced her son’s religious identity. In the case of Roger Sr., there is a consistent thread in his commitments: leaving India to fight for Hungary in the 1848 revolution; his support for the republican Gambetta in France and for the Fenians in Ireland; his efforts as a writer. Despite the general loyalty of the Casements to the Empire, there are examples of liberal dissent within the family, clear in the case of Roger Sr. 30 In this respect his son was to follow in his footsteps.


Orphaned


After the deaths of Anne and Roger Casement Sr., close relatives assumed responsibility for the future of the children. These included the Bannisters in Liverpool and a range of Casement family members in Ireland.31 One version of what happened is that in 1874, soon after the death of their mother, the children were sent to live at Magherintemple, Co. Antrim, and that the cost of their education ‘was borne by poor Katie Pottinger, Anne Coulson, and doubtless John Casement’.32 Elizabeth Bannister’s recollection was that the older boys spent much time with their father’s people, ‘but Roddie was most of his time with us’. Gertrude Bannister, in contrast, recalled that, after his father’s death, Roddie lived with his father’s stepbrother and his wife and ‘with an old friend of the family who lived in Ballymena’, as well as with her own family in England.33 Casement developed warm ties with the Bannisters; his maternal aunt, Grace, was married to Edward Bannister, who traded in West Africa and was British vice-consul in the Congo for some years. They had four children (Edith, who died young, Elizabeth, Gertrude and Edward) and lived in the Liverpool suburb of Anfield.


The legacy of Hugh Casement of Holywood, which Roger Sr. had complained about some years previously, was distributed in 1877, shortly after the latter’s death. Hugh had left £1000 to Roger Sr., and this was passed on to Nina and the boys, with an additional £222. Hugh had also left English, Irish and Australian properties. A quarter of the relevant sum went to Nina, now twenty-one. She and the Revd Lampier were made guardians of the three younger children. When Lampier died soon afterwards, Nina was made sole guardian, a responsibility she is believed to have relinquished to John Casement of Magherintemple in January 1880.34


According to Nina, it was after his father’s death that Roddie was sent to the Ballymena Diocesan School.35 There had been a strong Casement branch in Ballymena and this may have been a factor in the decision to send Roddie to the Diocesan School there. The Revd Robert King was principal of the school and was said to be the head of a happy household.36 Roddie ‘was a happy boy those years of study’, according to Nina, while she herself spent months at a time in Ballymena in the house of a great-aunt, strict, but of the ‘best’. Perhaps this was the wife of the Revd Robert Casement, referred to by Nina when discussing Roddie’s schooling: ‘The only relatives he had while at school in Ballymena as a boarder were his great uncle, Revd Robert Casement, Harryville, [and] his daughter Fanny. He never lived with any relatives in Ballymena, as he was a boarder, but spent holidays with Mr and Mrs Young and with his great uncle and aunt in Ballycastle.’37 Mrs Young (‘Mrs Johnnie’) remained a friend to be visited in later years.38 In later life he maintained links with another Ballymena family, the Dickie sisters. The RIC file opened on Roger Casement in 1914 states that he had been adopted by a Dickie family in Ballymena.39 Christina Dickie (c.1810–81) had married Francis Casement (1802–68), Roddie’s grand-uncle; Roddie was quite close to her two nieces, Emma and Harriette. Harriette was to marry into the Wilkinson family at Baronstown, Tara, Co. Meath, and Emma too lived there for some time. Roddie visited the Wilkinsons regularly afterwards.40


Details of his time in the Ballymena Diocesan School are not available. He himself later claimed that he ‘went off into the world straight from my old schoolmaster’s house in this county, a boy of 15’.41 If Nina’s suggestion that he went to the Diocesan School after his father’s death is correct, then he would have spent about three years there. Elizabeth Bannister recalled that King ‘prepared boys for the army and various professions’ and that Roddie did well in his work (gaining prizes for Classics) and was popular both with master and boys.42 It is clear that he received a solid education. His later writings reveal, for example, his knowledge of English literature – from Shakespeare to the Romantic poets (Keats, Shelley, Tennyson) – and of French literature, Latin and history, especially classical history.43


Some accounts suggest that Casement gained a love for things Irish at the Ballymena Diocesan School from Dr King, who was, indeed, a recognized Gaelic scholar. But his own later observations do not bear this out. Responding, in 1912, to an appeal for a subscription to the school from the then Head, Mr W.A. Fullerton, he replied:




Now from my own recollection of the old Diocesan School and from what I know of similar establishments in Ireland, their aim is not so much to fit a boy to live and thrive in his own country as to equip him for export from it. I was taught nothing about Ireland in Ballymena School – I don’t think the word was ever mentioned in a single class of the school – and all I know of my country I learned outside the school.44





And he did learn outside of school, as Nina recalled: ‘He learned much of the history of our country during those years. Long walks and visits to historic remains of antiquity, talking to the kindly Ulster folk who could tell many a tale of ’98 and the horrors perpetrated by the brutal soldiery of George the Third of England.’45 There are hints here and there in his correspondence and diaries about his friendships with neighbouring families, not least in his letter from Brixton Prison to his cousin Roger at Magherintemple: ‘I hope you are well and all around you flourishing – land and people. If ever you see John Brown – up Glenshesk – give him my regards – and the McAllisters too – and the McCarrys of Murlough.’46


At fourteen Roddie acted in amateur theatricals and played youthful games, such as ‘Hare and Hounds’, ending up in a manure heap on one occasion after a spectacular leap over a wall, following which he hid his ruined suit. Gertrude recalled him picking music out on the piano, and he was to develop a fine baritone voice with which he would sing his favourite songs, such as ‘Oft in the Stilly Night’, ‘Let Erin Remember’, ‘The Wearing of the Green’, ‘The Snowy-Breasted Pearl’ and ‘Silent O Moyle’.47 She also describes his youthful crush, at the age of seventeen, on his cousin Eva, daughter of the Lampiers, when the two wrote to one another every day.48 Elizabeth Bannister recalled:




He spent many of his holidays with us, and we came to look on him more as an elder brother than a cousin. He was devoted to my mother, who, unlike his own mother, was very small. He always spoke and wrote of her as ‘Dear Wee Auntie’. During his holidays he would play games with us and entertain us for hours. I never remember him to lose his temper, nor to become rough in his play, as occasionally the two older boys would do in their exuberant high spirits. He was always fond of painting and of inventing stories and I believe if he had seriously cultivated these gifts he would have made a name for himself.49





Nina recalled the Bannister family’s mirth at the ‘African Robe’ incident, when Roger, aged sixteen or seventeen and six feet tall, dressed in a chief’s grass robe with huge headdress and, armed with spear and shield, ‘attacked’ an elderly citizen of their staid Liverpool suburb on a moonlit night. Local police went looking for a madman.50


Writing poetry became part of Roger’s life around the age of seventeen and he produced a steady flow of poems from 1882 onwards. Not surprisingly, his early verse was marked by a mixture of classical and nature themes, the latter in the manner of the English Romantics. He showed a strong attachment to the North Antrim countryside in poems on the glens of Glenariff and Glenshesk, and on the island of Rathlin. A link developed, too, between his growing love for the Irish countryside and his sense of Irish history. Local landmarks had been the scenes of dramatic and tragic encounters. Quite a few of the poems treat romantically Ireland’s resistance to the English conquest of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and, in particular, of events in Ulster. Dunluce Castle (‘Dunluce Castle’, 1883) had been the location, in the late sixteenth century, of the resistance of Sir Randall MacDonnell and Sorley Boy MacDonnell to Sir John Perrott. ‘O’Rorke’s Warning’ (1882) dealt with an incident in the saga of the Spanish Armada of 1588. ‘Song of Tyrconnell’ (1883) celebrated Red Hugh O’Donnell’s dramatic escape from Dublin Castle in 1592, while ‘Triumph of Hugh O’Neill’ dealt with the Battle of the Yellow Ford in 1598. ‘Rory O’More’ was an Ulster leader in 1641; ‘Benburb’ told of a famous victory of Owen Roe O’Neill in 1646, and the subject of ‘Oliver Cromwell’ came to Ireland in 1649. The author of these poems was clearly immersed in the reading of Irish history from a romantic nationalist perspective.51


‘Rory O’More’ can provide an illustration. Speaking of the English conquerors, one verse proclaims:






They came as robbers, with swords in their hands,


To ravage and spoil us of house, home and lands;


And as robbers we treat them, and God send the day


We drive or we fright them, the bodachs away.


O! our hearts and our swords they are both made of steel,


And to strengthen them both to the Virgin we kneel:


Then let if he will the false traitor deplore,


Sure our trust is in God and in Rory O’More.52








Virtually the only hint in his poetry of a non-nationalist viewpoint comes in ‘Portglenone’. But it is a burlesque poem and, I believe, not necessarily to be taken as a reflection of Casement’s own political views.






And if a Home Ruler should be such a fool or


Ass as to come with his preachin’ up here –


He’d get a back hander from Bob Alexander


Would lave him a black eye for many a year.53








Casement’s nationalist sympathies were not confined to Ireland’s past. Gertrude recalled:




In his school days he begged from the aunt, with whom he spent his holidays, for possession of an attic room which he turned into a little study, and the writer remembers the walls papered with cartoons cut out of the Weekly Freeman, showing the various Irish Nationalists who had suffered imprisonment at English hands for the sake of their belief in Ireland a Nation.54





One surviving item exemplifies this practice. Pasted into the inside cover of a copybook containing his early poetry are some newspaper cuttings giving details of a Land League meeting in Ballycastle, Co. Antrim, regarding debates in the House of Commons on the introduction of a Coercion bill and a Land bill, and of the arrest of Michael Davitt, the Land League leader. This would date them to the early months of 1881, when Casement was sixteen.


The Irish Land War dominated Irish public life in the years 1879– 81. The 1870s were years of agricultural depression, with prices for agricultural products falling. In addition, bad weather and the failure of two successive potato crops towards the end of the decade meant that a disaster on the scale of the Great Famine of the late 1840s threatened. Inability to pay rents led to a jump in the number of evictions. In this context, Davitt, who had earlier spent a term in prison for Fenian activities, began organizing tenants in the west of Ireland and the Irish National Land League was formed in 1879. It stood on a platform of ‘the land of Ireland for the people of Ireland’ and organized opposition to landlords, as well as aid for farmers. Charles Stewart Parnell, a rising constitutionalist, agreed to become president of the organization. There followed the land war of 1879–92. Emotions were inflamed and evictions and retaliatory actions increased in number. Gladstone’s government responded with a mixture of coercion and agrarian reform. Casement was later to express his admiration for Davitt, while Parnell was one of his heroes.55 He was to express a concern over access to land, in various contexts, throughout his life, from concessions in various parts of Africa to latifundismo in Latin America.


A few months before his seventeenth birthday he was confirmed in the Anglican church of St Anne’s, in the Liverpool suburb of Stanley, where he was staying with the Bannister family. His comment many years later, when responding to an invitation to be present at the launch of a Church of Ireland Irish Language Society, suggests some measure of discomfort with his Anglican background:




I was brought up in the Church of Ireland, but its aloofness, to use no harsher word, from things that should be dear to all Irishmen, repelled me even as a boy. What seemed to me worthy of study, examination, and often of love I was told to regard as foolishness. Where as an Irishman, I asked for bread I was offered a stone.56





First Employments


In 1880 Charlie and Tom, Roger’s brothers, left to seek a life overseas. Tom recalled in 1917: ‘When we were boys the last time I saw him was in 1880. He came down to the Waterloo Dock to see us off.’57 Charlie, the eldest, would have been about nineteen and Tom, a year older than Roddie, seventeen. Both spent time in Australia, where Charlie was to work as a clerk at the Melbourne Tramway and Omnibus Company, marry, and raise a family. Tom, more flamboyant, married twice and separated twice, tried a succession of occupations in Australia and South Africa, including seafaring, mining and running a mountain lodge, before returning to Ireland in 1920. Nina wrote:




My elder brothers had both gone abroad, detesting the notion of a stool and pen, one to South Africa, the eldest, Charles, to Australia. Roddie and I were then left behind with our aunt and cousins. He was strongly opposed to the proposed stool and pen, saying, ‘I must have an open-air life or I will die.’





The ‘stool and pen’ refers to a period Roger spent as clerk in the Liverpool offices of the Elder Dempster Company after he completed his schooling. Elder Dempster was headed by Sir Alfred Jones and, when Casement later felt he was being exploited in the Congo, he accused ‘that cad Jones’ of doing the same ‘when I was a boy of sixteen’. He appears to have spent about two years with Elder Dempster in the early 1880s. His escape from a desk job came when he was offered the position of purser on one of the Elder Dempster boats and, according to Nina, ‘made one or two passages to West Africa’, returning dangerously ill with fever.58 Captain H.G. Harrison, of the Bonny, with whom Casement sailed, wrote of him after Casement’s capture in 1916, recalling his anti-English sentiments at that time and at subsequent meetings. ‘He is tall and quiet. I have seen stories that would indicate him as a noisy, talkative character. He is anything but that, and no one who knows would ever call him a “mouther”. But when he does talk he generally finds an opportunity to denounce England.’59


Between voyages, during a sojourn in Magherintemple, Casement met a woman who was to have a significant influence on him. Ada MacNeill lived in Cushendun, on the east coast of Antrim, and was a little older than Casement, having been born in 1860.60 John Casement of Magherintemple had married Charlotte Miller, a cousin of the MacNeills, and the families visited one another across the mountain. ‘I was very fond of this cousin,’ wrote Ada, ‘and she was hospitality itself. They kept open house.’61 Many years later, she recalled her first meeting with Roger, when she was twenty-four years of age.




He was disturbed at his work and came into the dining room, his hand full of papers. Tall and slight and handsome … he looked untidy and his hair was dishevelled as if he had been writing for hours and had had no time even for breakfast. I think he was home from Africa. He walked about the room talking delightfully, about what I forget … I seemed to be meeting a friend of a long time ago, not a stranger.





Friendship developed and, according to Ada, whenever Roger was at Magherintemple he rode over to see them.




We were both great walkers and strode over the hills and up the Glens and we both discovered we could talk without ceasing about Ireland. This was a great joy to me, because there was no one to talk to on that subject, except the country people who had sworn to make of me a red-hot Republican and Fenian like themselves … Roger had the history of Ireland at his fingers’ ends and influenced me till it became a passion with me to see Ireland free.


I remember rainy days in the dark old library there [Magherintemple] – which were anything but grey for me – with the open doors of the big bookcases and Roger refuting my arguments with quotations upon which he could always lay his finger … Then there were more walks at home over the moors and along the Tor road and life seemed to hold only Ireland.62





Religion, too, was discussed in these meetings between the two, and Ada’s observations suggest its importance in Roger’s life.




I remember a long walk with Roger up the Glen. As we turned home he talked eloquently and earnestly against scoffing at religion. I listened – actually paid attention and listened. His enthusiasm was as great as my own and he was far more earnest and simple. There was something always very young and boyish and yet so very true and earnest about his character, that he made you pause and think. I remember at a picnic at Murlough his actually sitting on the rocks and talking so earnestly about Faith and Religion that we all listened and bicycling home that night we agreed that no one could have done it but Roger.





On 20 June 1884 Casement wrote from Liverpool to his great uncle John at Magherintemple. He had, he said, when in Madeira, received a reply from the International African Association regarding his application for a position with them. He had approached the Elder Dempster Company on the previous day for a testimonial and Mr Jones, who knew Colonel Strauch, the Brussels head of the Association, felt sure he would get an appointment.




Of the objects of the Association you know something I suppose. They have several Corps expeditions up the River Congo in South West Africa, of which Stanley the great explorer is at the head. At present they are merely exploring and opening up the country by establishing stations along the River and getting small steamers up on its higher waters but ultimately I believe they will trade with the natives.





He might, he felt, receive £150 per year to begin with, and the prospect of higher appointments existed. Since the Bonny was due to sail on the 28th, he was unsure what to do if an appointment came late and he sought his uncle’s advice on the matter.63 He did receive an offer but, since the Elder Dempster had no one to replace him, ‘rather than inconvenience them’ he had remained with the Bonny. Colonel Strauch, in fact, had only offered him £72 per annum, but Casement hoped that the offer would be renewed, and at a higher salary, on his return in October. They were due to return via Hamburg, whence he would travel to Brussels and make contact with the Association.64 The offer was, indeed, renewed and Roger Casement commenced his long association with the Congo late in 1884.
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Map 1: Lower Congo (Cataract Region)

























2: The Congo Free State, 1884–91





The Scramble for the Congo


Casement took up his first employment in the Congo in 1884, a raw young man of twenty. This was only ten years after Henry Morton Stanley had commenced his famous journey down the Congo River, a journey that established that Livingstone’s Lualaba River was, in fact, the Congo and that Central Africa might be approached from the west coast rather than from the Arab-dominated east, as theretofore.1 Stanley’s journey had taken 999 days, lasting from 1874 to 1877. Virtually all of his white companions died during it, as well as considerable numbers of his entourage and of the peoples among whom the party passed, before he eventually emerged in Boma on 9 August 1877. Stanley reinforced claims about the potential great wealth of Central Africa, made earlier by Lieutenant Verney Lovett Cameron, who had crossed the continent from east to west in 1874–5. Cameron had written:




The interior is mostly a magnificent and healthy country of unspeakable richness. I have a small specimen of good coal; other minerals such as gold, copper, iron and silver are abundant, and I am confident that with a wise and liberal (not lavish) expenditure of capital, one of the greatest systems of inland navigation in the world might be utilized, and from 30 months to 36 months begin to repay any enterprising capitalist that might take the matter in hand …2





Among those who noted Cameron’s and Stanley’s journeys with great interest was King Leopold II of Belgium.3 Long interested in a colonial role for Belgium, he had begun to focus his attention on Central Africa. Already, in 1876, he had hosted an International Geographical Conference in Brussels from which emerged the International African Association (IAA/Association Internationale Africaine). Among the aims discussed for the Association was the establishment of a series of stations across Central Africa. The Association proved to be the first of a number of organizations, ostensibly with scientific and humanitarian goals, which were, in reality, tools for Leopold’s economic ambitions. They were to lead directly to the founding of the Congo Independent State.4


Leopold made every effort to persuade Stanley to lead his Congo enterprise, but the explorer was won over only when it became clear that there was no strong British interest in the region. The two men met in 1878 and Stanley agreed to direct an expedition to investigate the possibility of opening a direct link between the Lower and Upper Congo (Map 1).5


Between Stanley Pool and the sea, the river dropped 1000 feet and was funnelled through a narrow channel in the Crystal Mountains. To reach the anticipated wealth of the Upper Congo, therefore, colonizers had first to negotiate this unnavigable stretch of over 200 miles of rapids and cataracts, some of them awesome. ‘They thunder through narrow gorges and ravines, boil up in vicious yellow waves 30 to 40 feet high, crash over giant boulders, rip giant trees and islands of sod from the river’s banks, twist and turn and whirl around to create terrifying whirlpools and dreadful, fathomless holes.’6 The last of the cataracts, some 100 miles from the sea, was named the Cauldron of Hell, and downstream from it were established the European settlements of Noki, Matadi and Vivi. To bypass the cataracts a caravan road had to be built, and this became Stanley’s task. Two of Casement’s friends have left descriptions of the terrain over which the road had to pass. Of one stretch, Edward Glave wrote some years later: ‘Our journey led through long stretches of stifling valleys, plunged us into the heat of the tropical jungle and spongy quagmire, and took us over deep, swift streams, which had to be crossed in rickety canoes.’ And Herbert Ward told of paths less than one foot wide, of steep hills, deep swamps, and swollen rivers crossed by bridges of vines.7


In the employ of the IAA, Stanley returned to the Congo in 1879 and founded the first station at Vivi, on the north bank of the river. This was the starting point for the new road to Stanley Pool, the gate to the Upper Congo, on which work commenced early in 1880. The first stretch was to be from Vivi to Isangila (83 km), where the second station was established; a middle section of the river was navigable, from Isangila to Manyanga (120 km), where the third station was built; the final section of 152 km, again overland, was from Manyanga to the Pool. Work progressed quickly and the fourth station, named Leopoldville, was established in December of 1881.


Meanwhile, Leopold had quickly replaced the IAA with another purportedly philanthropic and scientific but, in reality, commercial organization called the Comité d’Études du Haut-Congo. Its secretary was Colonel Maximilien Strauch, a loyal servant of Leopold’s. The Comité, in turn, was replaced before the end of 1879 by another mysterious body, the Association Internationale du Congo. Leopold became its sole stockholder. By now, unknown to himself, Stanley was working directly for Leopold. So secretive were the changes that little was known of the differences between the organizations; both the International African Association and the International Association of the Congo were called ‘The Association’. After completing the onerous task of opening the road to the Pool, Stanley returned to Europe; but he was again persuaded to return to the Congo, where he began establishing stations on the Upper River and making treaties with native chiefs. The Equator station was built and, in November 1883, another was built at Stanley Falls. Having returned to Leopoldville in January 1884, his contract with Leopold completed, Stanley was replaced by Sir Francis De Winton.8


International interest in the Congo was intensifying. The French explorer de Brazza, having approached the river by a more northerly route, reached the Pool and made a treaty with a local chief; thus began France’s claim to the northern Congo Basin, to become Congo Français. Portugal, an ancient colonial power in the region but now weak, tried to have her claims accepted. Britain was unwilling to see France go unchallenged and Germany, not long united under Bismarck, was trying to establish herself as a colonial power. To address these rivalries in the Congo and elsewhere, Bismarck convened a conference in Berlin, which lasted from November 1884 to February 1885 and was attended by fourteen nations.


Adroitly, Leopold played each of the Powers off against the others. With the help of ‘General’ Henry Sanford, a wealthy and influential American entrepreneur with strong connections in Belgium, he had already succeeded in getting President Chester Arthur, and later the US Congress, to recognize the blue flag of the International Association of the Congo.9 This was done by stressing the philanthropic mission of the Association and by arguing that the treaties made with Congo chiefs were to be the basis of a Confederation of Free Negro Republics, similar to the American-supported state of Liberia. Leopold had similarly worked on France, which was worried about the likelihood of an Anglo-Portuguese treaty on the Congo. In return for certain assurances, France recognized the sovereignty of the Association on 23 April 1884. At Berlin, confrontation was avoided by granting recognition to Leopold’s Association rather than to any of the established Powers. On 26 February 1885 the General Act of Berlin was signed. Under its terms, the Free State was recognized, giving Leopold some one million square miles of territory.


When Casement arrived in the Congo in 1884, Stanley’s road had been completed and was being used by agents of the Association, by commercial companies and by missionaries. All were intent on reaching the Upper Congo and, while some ivory was being exported, most energy was expended in establishing stations and other infrastructure for the later exploitation of the interior. Maintenance of the transport system on the Lower River, crucial to the development of the Upper River, was a complicated task and one that grew increasingly difficult as demand intensified. Goods were transported on the caravan road by African carriers; a standard load, one that could be carried by a single porter, weighed 65 lbs and was paid for in cloth (‘handkerchiefs’) or brass rods. Some porters were Zanzibaris, others came from Cabinda, but most were recruited locally, in the cataract region, with chiefs of villages often expected to provide a quota of men. The volume of loads carried increased enormously during the 1880s; one estimate had 1000 in 1882, 12,000 in 1885, 50,000 in 1887 and 80,000 by 1893.10


The State resorted to an increasing use of force in acquiring porters. While this became most marked in the 1890s throughout the Upper Congo, it certainly existed in the 1880s along the Lower River. One authority notes: ‘The recruiting effort was backed by several hundred African mercenary troops and the liberal use of appalling violence. Many people fled to remote forests to escape it; all villages near the new transport routes were abandoned.’11 One form the violence took was the ‘punitive expedition’, as in the following graphic account:




The Swedish lieutenant, Posse, conducted an expedition to the villages Tundua and Lufundi in 1884, as both villages were not prepared to provide porters. Just after midnight, the expedition surrounded the sleeping villages, where none of the villagers suspected their presence. Lieutenant Posse led the attack, and seven men were killed, six were taken prisoner, but many succeeded in escaping. Ten women were taken prisoner, the huts were set alight and the villages sacked. The prisoners were taken to Vivi and then to Banana. The punishment did not produce the desired effect, and the people still offered opposition, and therefore, a new punitive expedition was sent out to the region to burn more villages to the ground.12





Casement and the International Association of the Congo, 1884–6


Casement commenced employment with the International Association of the Congo on 1 November 1884, the month in which the Berlin Conference opened.13 All indications are that from the end of 1884 until he transferred to the Sanford Exploring Expedition on 1 September 1886, Casement worked for the Association and its successor, the Congo Independent State, in the Lower Congo, as part of a team responsible for the storage and transportation of goods through the cataract region to the Upper Congo. Exploration on the Upper River was still in progress and the economic exploitation of that river and its tributaries was in its infancy. It seems likely that Casement’s duties were only in the stores at Vivi, though it is possible that he helped with transport on the road itself.


Despite the modest starting salary offered by Colonel Strauch, he had very positive feelings towards the administrator general of the Congo State, Sir Francis De Winton, who ‘was always my close friend up to his death’ and had ‘formed the highest opinion of my worth and always expressed it’.14 Francis De Winton had replaced Stanley in January 1884 and would have been responsible for all Association personnel, Casement included. On 1 July 1885, as first administrator general, in a letter from Vivi, he proclaimed the Constitution of the Congo Independent State. With the founding of the State all of the Association’s staff automatically transferred to the new entity.


During this first phase of his Congo career, Casement developed a number of friendships with Englishmen serving there. One of these was his immediate superior, Major W.G. Parminter.15 Parminter had taken up a position under Stanley in September 1883 and had responsibility for the Lower Congo, particularly for finances and transport. Casement developed a strong loyalty to him, and retained positive memories after Parminter’s death in 1894. In 1899, when trying to help Parminter’s nephew Alfred, Casement wrote: ‘His uncle, Major Parminter (now dead) was a very dear friend of mine, and for his sake if not for the man’s own, I should always keep a very kind corner in my heart for him.’16


A second friend was Edward Glave, who, like Parminter, had arrived in 1883. Glave first joined Stanley at the Pool and was then assigned to the Upper Congo, where he had responsibility for building a station at Lukolela. He worked, too, at Bolobo and at the Equator station, where Casement was to spend some time with him in 1887, when the two worked for the Sanford Exploring Expedition.17 Third, and closest of all to Casement, was Herbert Ward. He, like Casement, was engaged in the autumn of 1884 and for a similar salary.18 Years later, Ward was to write of Casement in his book, A Voice from the Congo:




The first name I would mention of all the European pioneers who were connected with the opening up of the Congo is the name of my friend and companion since 1884, Roger Casement. Imagine a tall, handsome man, of fine bearing; thin, mere muscle and bone, a sun-tanned face, blue eyes and black curly hair. A pure Irishman he is, with a captivating voice and a singular charm of manner. A man of distinction and great refinement, high-minded and courteous, impulsive and poetical. Quixotic perhaps some would say, and with a certain truth, for few men have shown themselves so regardless of personal advancement.19





Nina Casement later recalled the friendship between the two. Ward, she wrote,




was a distinct type, always immaculately groomed and turned out. Roddie would chaff him unmercifully, saying: ‘Do you know, Herbert used to shave, or try to, every day on the Congo, when we were obliged to eat, with our dogs, native food, quanga (pounded root and coconut milk).’ He would retaliate: ‘Yes, what about you, old man? I assure you … you never saw such a ruffian as your distinguished brother used to look. I can see him now, tramping ahead of his bearers … a beard half way down his chest, clothes in ribbons and patched beyond repair, on his feet a piece of bark from a certain tree, tied on with string and to bring up the rear a couple of the most villainous dogs you ever saw.’20





A final friend was Fred Puleston, who, like Glave and Ward, was also to publish a record of his time in the Congo. Puleston worked in Africa in four stints between 1882 and 1896, most of it in the Congo and adjacent territories. He ended what he called a ‘chapter of portraits’ in his book African Drums by attempting ‘to do justice to the memory of Sir Roger Casement’ in the following words:




Casement’s disposition and make-up was the gentlest imaginable; he was always sweet-tempered, ready to help, condemning cruelty and injustice in any form. Indeed, he was so emotional, tender, and sympathetic that, when his fox terrier (Spindle, I think he named it) got at cross purposes with a wild hog and had his stomach ripped open, Casement was unable to control his feeling and wept like a girl. Jimmy Glave and I picked Spindle up, washed his intestines as well as we could, and then I, with ordinary needle and thread, after pushing the intestines back into the abdominal cavity, sewed him up. Casement, through the whole operation, acted like a mother alarmed over her child.


I knew him to be a most ardent Irish Nationalist, but his nature was so distinctly honourable and loyal that his defection from England was a shock to me. His philosophy of life was somewhat strange, always a little of a mystic, and apparently looking on death as a relief, for I often heard him say, ‘The finest thing God put into this earth is Death.’21





Puleston tells us of two native names given to Casement, Swami Casement and Monafuma Casement, ‘Woman’s God’ and ‘Son of a King’, adding: ‘He deserved both, for a more charming, loveable man never lived.’22


Many years later, writing from the Eden Hotel in Berlin during the First World War, in response to a letter and an article sent by Dr U. von Dandelman, Casement reminisced about his early years in Africa:




I knew Vivi well. I was there in 1885 – July and later – and in 1886 – and I remember your name. Wissmann and his party passed through in 1886 and he gave me his greyhound ‘Guerra’ … I spent five years on the Congo then 1885 to 1889 travelling over much of the country, and learning to love and pity the natives, and it was this earlier knowledge of them and of the things that went to their undoing that enabled me to look for light in 1903 when I visited the Upper Congo as a public ‘avenger’…


Stanley, too, I knew well – and I share your opinion of him to the full. The Pocock Falls at Manyanga I know very well and how they came to find that name. I am the only whiteman alive (I think) who ever swam the Nkissi River. You may remember it’s the biggest river on the caravan road between Manyanga and the Pool. I used to swim all those rivers, plein des crocodiles, Kwilu, Lukungu, Mpozo, Lunzadi, but the greatest of these was the Nkissi, about 100 metres broad, and swift at the canoe crossing, because the great fall of the Nkissi was not far below …23





Casement again thought back to his early days in Africa, when advising a friend about the climate: ‘I went to Africa as a boy – strong, thin, clean-limbed and very sound. I had an exceptionally healthy and vigorous constitution – the proof of that is that I spent twenty years in those awful climates and am still what you know – but I was, in truth, a great exception … I took quinine constantly as a boy out there – but I bathed, I swam, I ran, I jumped and walked often forty to even fifty miles in the day under those blazing skies.’24


Sanford Exploring Expedition, 1886–8 and Railway Survey, 1888


The Sanford Exploring Expedition (SEE) was established by Henry Shelton Sanford and a group of associates in June 1886.25 The purpose of the new company was to trade in the Upper Congo, mainly in ivory, but also in other commodities such as gum-copal, rubber, palm oil and copper. Almost all the investors were Belgian, but Sanford was the chief shareholder and became the effective administrative head. Baron Louis Weber de Treunfels became the financial comptroller. In recognition of Sanford’s services in helping to bring about recognition of the State, the company was granted important concessions by Leopold, which, on paper, gave it important advantages over potential rivals. The State promised storage of SEE goods on government stations and tracts of land at key locations, and offered to facilitate the transport of goods on State steamers and by State porters.


In late 1886 virtually all the foreigners working for the Congo State transferred to the Sanford Exploring Expedition, as more and more positions of responsibility in the State system went to Belgians. Sanford had already engaged key staff. Emory Taunt, a lieutenant in the American navy with prior experience in South America and Africa, was granted leave to lead the Expedition and became administrator in Africa. Major W.G. Parminter was recruited from the State as second in command with responsibility for local finances. Anton Swinburne, formerly secretary to Stanley, was to head the station at Kinshasa and Glave that at the Equator station.26 Two elephant hunters, Bailey and Deane, were also hired to begin providing ivory. Among those who transferred from the State, though in more junior positions, were Casement and Ward.


The experience of the new company did not live up to the promise. The State did not supply the necessary porters and SEE goods began to pile up in Matadi. Valcke, minister of the Department of the Interior, wished to impose an arbitrary charge for each load, thereby bringing profit to the State. Other impediments to trade were also put in place. Added to these were the shortcomings of certain personnel, together with injuries and illness caused by climate; shortage of, and disputes with, carriers; and the general difficulties of transport over rough terrain and tropical conditions.


The Expedition could not expect to recoup its investors’ money until it began serious trading on the Upper Congo. To do this it needed a steamer, which would have to be disassembled and carried from Matadi to Stanley Pool, before being reassembled and launched for work. A 20-ton stern-wheeler was manufactured by Forrestt and Son in England and shipped to the Congo, where it arrived in Matadi in February 1887. Sanford named her the Florida. There were major delays in transporting her to the Pool, shortage of carriers being a major problem. Each load had to be no more than 65 lbs; but the shaft weighed nearly 1000 lbs and no one had ordered its dismantling. It was transported in one piece, on a cart, with over 100 men engaged in the task, supervised by Ward and Casement. Then, when the Florida was reassembled on the Pool, but before the arrival of the shaft, Stanley requisitioned her for the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition.27 While she was in use by Stanley, between May and August of 1887, considerable damage was done to the hull, which had to be repaired. All in all it was months before the Florida was ready for trading.


It became clear, after a year’s operations, that the company would not be successful without considerable additional capital. Yet, existing investors were unwilling to risk more and all of Sanford’s attempts to woo new investors came to nothing. Discussions were opened with a Belgian company and a decision was taken to merge. In December 1888 the Société Anonyme Belge pour l’Industrie et Commerce du Haut Congo was formed and the assets of the SEE transferred to it.


Casement’s contract with the SEE began on 1 September 1886. Emory Taunt, the chief agent, wrote to Sanford:




The Ad[ministrator] Gen[era]l has permitted me to take over from the State two white Agents, Messrs Ward and Casement (English). They are by far the best men I could get and I don’t want any more white men until the affair assumes larger proportions. Mr Ward at [£]170 per year, Mr Casement at [£]150. This is an increase of 40 for Mr Ward and 20 for Casement – Ward had applied and was going home, he would not come for less. I consider he is well worth it, if only to transport our Steamer to Stanley Pool but he is a valuable man in every particular. And when the transport work is once well started, I shall place him in charge of a station on the Haut Congo or take him with me on board the Steamer.


These are all the men I want – I neglected to mention that Mr Casement will be placed at Matadi – it is an absolute necessity that we have an Agent there. The present man is careless and inefficient; if properly furnished with wine etc. etc. he will do for us but otherwise not. I know Casement to be an upright honorable gentleman, and he will carefully look after our interests …28





Not long after his appointment, Casement was taken along on what would have been termed a ‘punitive expedition’. Taunt, again, described the events to Sanford:




Mr Janssens asked me, just as I was leaving Boma, to aid Capt. Roget in his fight at Congo de Lemba. As you may imagine I was only too glad to avail myself of the opportunity to aid the State and thus place them in our debt. I took with me 14 Zanzibaris, Mr Casement, and gave the State 11 Kabindas for porters, all for nothing. You must make as much capital out of it as you can and impress upon H[is] M[ajesty] the fact that we will aid them on all occasions. The fight was a complete ‘fizzle’. We left camp at 3 am and did not reach the Main Village until 5.30 am. We ought to have had twenty prisoners. We got but one. The chief was killed and about ten others but I fancy the State will keep it quiet …29





Two weeks later, on 24 September, Taunt again wrote to Sanford, this time from Boma:




Mr Casement is at Matadi attending to the accounting and forwarding of our loads and also building our store there … It is with this rain that I am taking Legat up the Kasai and if things prosper I shall move Mr Casement up country at the end of our year, say June 1887, and put Matadi in charge of some good Belgian. These Belgians are jealous to the very last degree and I must try and nurse them up a bit. They are not competent to hold responsible positions and work as we want the work done. But I can give them minor positions and make them think they are doing it all …30





In October Valcke, for the State, demanded that all SEE stations and men ‘should be under the orders of the State, that any carriers they recruit should be paid for by the SEE at the same rate as if engaged by the State’. Parminter complained:




The reason why Matadi was founded, Casement and Ward engaged, and our own transport system inaugurated [was] because the State cannot alone and unaided do our transport work; and we also desired, by paying our own carriers, to diminish the expenses of State carriage. We are now well on to 12 weeks here and the State has not sent up 50 loads!31





Swinburne, based at the other end of the caravan trail, in Kinshasa, shed further light on the same problems a month later. In two months he had received only sixty-eight carriers, instead of the 400 contracted for with the State.




After having been given Manyanga station as a depot for carriers and placing an agent there, our carriers sent down by him to Matadi for our goods are quickly informed on arriving there that they must carry for the State and go to Lukunga, of which place many have a pious horror, and also of its chief, Mr Dannvelt. Our agent Mr Casement at Matadi, on expostulating, is told by Mr Valcke that our goods will be thrown out of the State stores and on his further questioning the right of the State to take our carriers in this manner, Mr Casement, being perfectly willing to take our goods over, suddenly finds that the door of the Matadi store is locked against him, and he is not allowed even to take out cloth enough to pay his own men (he being an authorised agent of the Expedition).


Lieut. Taunt leaves instructions at Matadi for all goods and loads of steamer to come up on the south Bank and not to risk them in the cataracts by the North bank. Lt. Valcke quietly informs Mr Casement it is neither his business nor that of any member of the SEE to dictate to him how any loads shall go up. He then threatens to throw up the transport of our goods entirely.32





By the following February, Taunt was reporting from Boma on what appears to have been a major blow-up between himself and Casement.







Mr Casement was at Boma for men but I regret exceedingly to say the station was not satisfactory – everything in confusion – only 43 loads had he attained – He was in a continual fight with the State people and the man is Lazy … After I told this young man my idea of work and duty he claimed the balance of 6/- per day subsistence in case he could not eat his full 6/- per day. I said ‘under no circumstances would I, for a moment, consider such an absurdity’ – he then replied he would resign. My reply was – ‘do so I will accept this morning’. He didn’t, I wish he had … This young fellow must have one month’s pay kept in reserve by Weber and Co. in case he does resign, we will inform them. He has written for legal advice on the 6/- per day case to London. If it is in his favour I will simply place trade rates 200% on our food and he will find he will then draw about 2 ½% of food he has now … These men think they are paid to sleep and eat. Work doesn’t enter into their calculations but as long as I am here that will never answer …33





Taunt’s outburst has to be assessed in the light of his own troubles. Under the pressure of circumstances, he had developed a severe drink problem and, in March 1887, shortly after his disagreement with Casement, he deserted the Expedition, returning to Europe on a pretext. There Baron Weber declared, on 23 April, that ‘Taunt is a lost man, if he can get enough drink it will not last 6 days for him to have delirium tremens and be locked up’.34 He was discharged in May and, later, in August, he was court-martialled by the US navy for being absent without leave and for intoxication.35 Taunt engaged a replacement, Baron Rothkirch, who seems to have taken over not only some of Taunt’s duties, but also his negative attitude towards Casement.


Before leaving, Taunt had redeployed Casement to assist Ward with the transport of the Florida and, specifically it would seem, the crankshaft, from Matadi to Stanley Pool. Casement and Ward were close friends and, when Casement was awaiting execution in 1916 he recalled:




When I think of him it is of earlier days when the good things of life were all contained for him and me in a Huntley and Palmer biscuit tin, and we were lugging the crankshaft of the Florida over Mazambi Hill, down to the Bumbizi and up again, to the night camp where red ants came.36





This would seem to be the same occasion recalled by Ward when he wrote: ‘In company with Roger Casement on one occasion I camped in a wood, and in the evening while sitting in front of our camp fire, we discussed that great work of Schweinfurth, The Heart of Africa, a book that we had both recently read.’ He went on to describe how, as they talked of ants journeying, an army of red ants appeared.37


In the middle of transporting the shaft, Ward suddenly abandoned the SEE for the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition, causing some bitterness and a practical problem for those who remained. Because of the defection of Taunt and Ward, Parminter informed Sanford on 15 March that the transport of the Florida was in ‘immense peril of completely breaking down’. For once the State came forward to help: Valcke made an arrangement with Rothkirch to transport 400 loads per month, including heavy pieces. A long letter from Rothkirch to Parminter illustrates the complexities facing the agents on the ground. He had, he wrote, just received a letter from Casement, who was at Mazambi, abandoned by Ward; the cart used for carrying the shaft was broken, and the party in need of food. Rothkirch sent off five bags of rice and ordered Casement to continue the journey with the other loads, leaving the shaft and other large pieces for Rothkirch himself to deal with.38


While Casement was engaged in the task of transporting the Florida, the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition passed on its way to the Upper Congo. Two of its members have recorded meeting Casement’s caravan, travelling in the same direction. A.J. Mounteney Jephson camped at the Ngoma River on Thursday, 14 April and left the following description:




After I had been in camp about a couple of hours Casement of the Sanford Expedition came up and camped by me. We bathed and he gave me a very good dinner – he is travelling most comfortably and has a large tent and plenty of servants. It was delightful sitting down to a real dinner at a real table with a table cloth and dinner napkins and plenty to eat with Burgundy to drink and cocoa and cigarettes after dinner – and this in the middle of the wilds – it will be a long time before I pass such a pleasant evening again.39





Two days later, Edmund Musgrave Barttelot, having reached and crossed the Nkissi River, described how they ‘encamped on the other side, just the far side of a camp of Casement, an uncommon nice fellow belonging to the Sanford expedition’.40 On the 17th both Jephson and Barttelot lunched with Casement and on the 18th Barttelot noted that ‘Stanley and Casement came up in the afternoon and camped with me. We dined together.’ On the 19th all reached the Luila River and Casement helped Barttelot’s men to cross late in the day, while he and Jephson waited to do so until the following morning.41


Further meetings followed on the 20th and 21st. Jephson was becoming ill and his progress slowed:




I travelled slowly, each step being painful, and got about half through the march when I came upon Casement who was camping for breakfast in a deserted village. I could go no further for I felt the fever had me and I was fain to lie down in an old hut, whilst Casement got his bed made up and put me on it. For a couple of hours I tossed about in a half sleep dreaming that Stanley was far ahead and that I was struggling to catch him up with the boat and couldn’t overtake him. Casement gave me ten grains of quinine and when it got a little cooler put me in a hammock and sent four men to carry me into camp. Stanley became anxious when the boat arrived and the men reported that I was not well. As I did not turn up he sent six chiefs back to fetch me in and they met Casement’s men on the way and carried me into camp.42





Stanley was soon to commandeer the Florida for the Emin Pasha Expedition and he invited Casement, whom he considered to be ‘a good specimen of the capable Englishman’, to a champagne breakfast to celebrate her launching.43 Casement recorded his own reflections on the Expedition years later, in 1915. He told of meeting the Expedition at the Nkissi River:




I was there at that crossing in 1887, when Stanley came up river with the Emin Pasha ‘Relief’ Expedition – and there are references to me in the Life of poor Major Bartellot [sic] – one of that ill-fated, ill-led and fraudulent Expedition, whose object was not the relief of Emin at all, but the capture of Emin and his ivory [army?] and the district he controlled for the British Empire. I was invited to join the Expedition by a cable from London from Sir Francis de Winton – and although this adventure appealed to me, then a very young and very adventurous Irishman, my instinct as to the motives and aims led me to refuse what was intended as a flattering invitation. I was indeed glad, later on, when Stanley returned to assail and defame his dead comrades, that I had not yielded to de Winton’s wire.44





The first evidence of Casement’s active intervention in defence of the native population comes from an incident which took place at this time. In 1904 he recalled the incident, which involved an agent of the State, Lieutenant Francqui:




I often met Lieutenant Francqui during 1886 and 1887 and twice saw him responsible for barbarous acts (once for an act of mutilation carried out (in September 1886) under his eyes). On one occasion (April 1887) I complained personally at Boma to the judicial authority of his brutality and was informed that I had no right of intervention on behalf of the people he had injured … Lieutenant Francqui was then acting as Commissaire of the Cataract Region: the nice natives he had so brutally flogged were poor Portuguese natives from S.E. Africa – all of them Government servants.


One of them, who had been so cruelly flogged by this officer’s direction and under his eyes that he was literally cut to pieces, I had to have carried in my own hammock for over fifty miles when taking him to Boma to the State Doctor to have his wounds dressed and in order that I might lodge a complaint on his behalf … I was laughed at for my pains … Lieutenant Francqui was never punished.45





There were other problems, too, during these months. Brief references in the correspondence of Baron Weber and Swinburne suggest that the SEE was under organizational and financial pressure and that employees might have to be let go. On 17 April Weber wrote: ‘Casement may be a good man but decidedly in an inferior position having been storekeeper and purser … If we go on engaging men not knowing if our steamer gets up at all we shall be very quickly eaten up without results.’ On 6 July he was admitting: ‘Casement we probably shall have to send away.’46 Part of the problem was a clash between Swinburne and Casement. On 30 May Swinburne had stated: ‘While I am on my voyage with the Florida I intend to have Mr Casement in charge of Kinchassa Station.’ In mid July he stressed the importance of having three good intelligent agents for Matadi, Luebo and the Upper River, but had serious reservations about Casement’s ability for such posts: ‘Mr C. is I am sorry to say utterly useless as a trader, and I shall have to try and get rid of him.’ Later, he repeated his judgment: ‘Mr C. I am sorry to say is little or no good, far too much of a boy; however, I have no one else, so must use him for Kassai.’47 But, as with the case of Taunt, the fault may not have all been on one side. In his letter of 6 July, Weber had commented: ‘You must now clearly see that Swinburne is not worth much.’48


Whatever the tensions, Casement was kept. After the Florida was transported and finally made available to the Sanford Expedition, he spent some time on the Upper Congo with Edward Glave, who used the Florida for trading purposes. Writing to Morel in 1904, Casement stated, with regard to the SEE: ‘I never bought or sold anything for it – I simply organised its transport on the Lower Congo – and made one journey in the interior with the late E.J. Glave – as his guest – when he went up the Maringa River. The whole thing was an honourable and by no means lucrative period of some years of roughing it and working with Natives.’49 From comments of his in 1903 and 1904 it appears that Casement joined Glave by travelling on a small steamer for over two weeks in August and September 1887 with Captain van Kerkhoven. According to Casement, Captain van Kerkhoven told him that he paid ‘his cannibal soldiers’ five brass rods per human head they brought in.50 On the journey from Stanley Pool to the Equator Station they passed through places which were later to be of great significance to Casement: Bolobo, Lukolela, the Irebu area and, finally, the Equator Station (later Coquilhatville), where Glave was based.51


Glave wrote of Casement in a letter to Sanford on 30 December 1887:




Casement – I have always found this gentleman most willing and obliging in everything at the Equator. He had very little to do as I never received goods enough to keep myself employed in trading. But on the Florida he rendered me great assistance and was very disappointed that, upon leaving the Equator, I was not able to leave him there as he would have been very successful there. I have heard him spoken badly of but I think myself he is a scapegoat for every one’s faults. But all agree that he displayed great energy whilst on the road transporting loads.52





With insufficient work on the Upper Congo, Casement presumably returned downriver. By the following February he was again in trouble and this time he did resign. He was on his way to Luebo on the Kasai with Swinburne, to take charge of the station there. Baron Weber referred briefly to the resignation in two letters. In one, undated, he stated: ‘The Florida started from Kinchassa on the 3rd February having on board as relief for Luebo, Mr Casement. On the 4th this agent returned to Kinchassa by canoe having, it appears, had some words with Mr Swinburne at Kimpoko, and having left the steamer with that gentleman’s consent.’53 Casement’s recollection of the incident some years later is rather opaque: ‘I left the Sanford Expedition (again in a perfectly correct way – I resigned rather than go up to Luebo in an invidious position) to go off elephant shooting in 1888.’54


Casement’s next employment was for the Compagnie du Chemin de Fer de Congo. ‘[F]or some months I commanded the Congo Railway Company’s advance expedition in its survey – finally coming home still a complete freelancer in 1889 – when merely 25 years of age.’55 The building of a railway between Matadi and the Pool, to bypass the cataracts, had been discussed in the earliest plans for opening up the Congo region. The need became more pressing as the demand for carriers far outstripped supply. Preliminary studies in preparation for the construction of the railway began in June 1887 and were completed by 1889. Construction began on 15 March 1890. The first section, from Matadi to Nkenge, was opened in 1893; by 1896 Tumba was reached; and the first locomotive reached Leopoldville on 16 March 1898. The railway covered a distance of 435 km.


Casement’s involvement was confined to a short period when the terrain on which the railway would be built was being surveyed. In a long letter to Sanford dated 27 August 1888, he gave details of the survey activities and provided further clues about his resignation from the SEE and about the earlier contretemps with Taunt. Writing from the Nkissi Valley, he commented on the circumstances of his resignation:




I thank you for the good wishes contained in your first letter when you believed me to be at Luebo. I regret that circumstances have so arranged matters that I am no longer a member of your Expedition – but the fact of my being so was brought about against my wishes although at the end I quitted the Expedition willingly. However, I do not wish to reopen that question now – for, unfortunately, it involves personalities.





He drew Sanford’s attention to the fact that arrears in salary were being withheld from him by Messrs Weber & Co., adding that he found it ‘scarcely courteous’ that they seemed to have ignored a letter from him on the matter, written in May. He went on to describe his current work with the railway company. They had spent two months surveying the relatively unknown valleys of the Lukunga, Kwilu and Ngongo rivers and had now reached the Nkissi; progress had been rapid and, should it continue, they hoped to reach Stanley Pool by November. Reflecting, however, on his own experience of the Congo over three years, he doubted that a railway was necessarily the most suitable means of communication for the region.




A good road with bullock and mule teams would meet every requirement of Congo commerce for the next twenty years, I think. The difficulty here is not that the country is not fertile but that the people do not work and that there is nothing like systematic labour to be found among the natives in any part of the good [?] country. For instance, a man lives in his house until it falls to pieces and then necessity urges him to build another; a woman cultivates just enough ground, and no more, to yield sufficient sustenance for her household; a carrier when he feels inclined goes to some market and takes a Kapita’s [captain/labour contractor] rations for the road and he fulfils his contract with that Kapita more or less according to his own inclinations while the Kapita on his part carries out his engagement with the Whiteman pretty much according to his own fancy and so all things march home in a general happy-go-lucky manner and all’s well that ends well, but anything like systematic or organised labour – save in the white factories on the Lower Congo below Matadi – does not exist here.


Much is spoken of the State’s system of Transport – but there is no State System of Transport. The State transport – like that of the trading houses – depends entirely upon the willingness of the natives and that may be stimulated or depressed by a good whiteman or a bad, by suitable cloth or otherwise, by a superabundance of malafu [palm wine] or a paucity of sunshine – in fine, by a hundred petty circumstances – and I think here in this very fact – the general disinclination of all the Congo natives to anything like disciplined labour or to encountering present hardship for some ulterior benefit – lies the great obstacle at present to the proper development of the country or the interests of trade. No doubt, in time, the people will learn the value of useful and diligent lives and then something may be hoped from the Congo – but until that time I do not believe there is anything like sufficient produce to keep a railway going, and pay for its construction. The money so spent would be better employed if used in organising a more extended and suitable administration of just laws – and ideas of Government among the people – quickening their good instincts (and they have many) and repressing their bad – relieving those on the Upper River from the terrible misery of Arab robbery and oppression – and in general, by showing the natives that there is more to be gained by regular labour and honest lives – than by idling in their villages – or occasionally carrying a whiteman’s load.


The country I have recently passed through affords a fine field for increased transport to the Pool, for the people here are quite untouched by any other State or trading house recruiting agents – and yet they are born carriers and would be glad of opportunities to earn cloth. Something could be done here I am sure and the road too down to Matadi is more direct than by the ordinary caravan road.56





In his book Five Years with the Congo Cannibals, published in 1890, Herbert Ward indirectly shed further light on his friend’s participation in plans for building a railway between Matadi and Stanley Pool.57 The first phase of the surveying, Ward stated, proved very difficult and little progress was made. ‘With the commencement of the second campaign, in the summer of ’88,’ Ward continued, ‘the work advanced more rapidly. The following descriptions I gathered from a friend who was attached to the surveying column.’ Undoubtedly this friend was Casement, and the four pages of description that follow were surely derived from him. It tells of surveying first through an area of grassy plains, where the burning of the long grass by the surveyors angered the local people and where the party had regular encounters with herds of elephants. ‘On arriving at the Nkissi River, which is the largest of the southern tributaries of the Congo from the sea up to the mouth of the Kassai, the expedition quitted the game country, and entered a broken land of ravines and forest, extending for fifty miles or so to near Stanley Pool.’ Here, again, the local people, in this well-populated area, were suspicious of the strange intruders with their red and white painted poles. The expedition finally emerged onto the level plain below Stanley Pool.





Baptist Mission Station, 1888–9


After his work with the railway survey, Casement took employment for a short period as a lay helper with the English Baptists, who were one of a number of missionary organizations in the process of establishing themselves in the Congo. The Congo Free State and associated commercial companies were not alone in being attracted to the Congo Basin; there was, in addition, a ‘missionary scramble’.58


Livingstone’s work in East Africa had many admirers and Stanley’s celebrated passage down the Congo turned missionary minds in that direction. In 1877 Robert Arthington, dubbed ‘the miser of Leeds’ because of his ascetic lifestyle, offered £1000 to the Baptist Missionary Society (BMS) if they would start a mission in the Congo. In the same year, Dr Grattan Guinness of the Livingstone Inland Mission (LIM) initiated a mission in the Congo.59 George Grenfell and Thomas Comber of the BMS made their first journey to the Congo in January 1878 and both missionary groups were soon heavily engaged in setting up mission stations in the Lower Congo, with the dual purpose of carrying out missionary work in the area and of acting as way stations for the passage of personnel and goods to the Upper River. In 1879 the LIM established the stations of Palabala and Banza Manteke. The BMS station of Wathen, first founded in 1881 at Manyanga, was moved in 1883 to the more convenient location of Ngombe Lutete, on the south bank caravan route. They were provided with a site on Stanley Pool in 1882 and proceeded to build Arthington Station there in 1883. The LIM also established themselves at the Pool in that year. In 1884 the BMS placed a steamer, the Peace, on the Upper River, as did the LIM with the Henry Reed. Beginning in 1884, George Grenfell started a series of seven exploratory voyages in the Peace on the Upper River and its tributaries, journeys which ‘opened up the main waterways of the Congo basin to European knowledge’.60


The early days of missionary work had a heavy secular content, which involved the enormous task of transport, but also the construction of buildings and the provision of food for members. The death rate was high, as it was among State employees on the Congo. In the first part of 1887, the BMS had six deaths among its staff.61 Those who acted as transport agents negotiated with neighbouring chiefs to engage the required number of porters.


Travelling up and down the route between Matadi and Stanley Pool, as he had regularly done since 1884, Casement inevitably came to know the missionaries. The Revd A.D. Slade of the BMS, stopping at Banza Manteke on his way back from England, made the following entry in his journal in June 1888:




I must not forget Mr Casement in my mention of Banza Manteke. He is, I believe, or was, in the service of the Free State and was stopping there a few weeks. A tall (6ft. 3in. I should say) thin, gentlemanly fellow, of affable manners and a very pleasant face, I took to him at once. He was kind enough to lend me his mosquito curtain, as mine is gone to Ngombe, and already I have found it very serviceable. He is a good fellow, too, and Christian and it’s possible he may join one of the missions. I sincerely hope he may.62





More than two months later, Slade again mentioned the possibility of Casement’s coming to work for the mission:




I do wish my proposition for a business man at this station met with more favour, for I am convinced it would be a right step in every way. But W.H.B[entley] does not take kindly to it, although in a long talk we had on Thursday night, he would not object to our engaging Mr Casement if we could get him for the post, after my telling him that I heard that Casement would probably join us if invited. He would be a great acquisition to our staff – a Christian man, and an exceedingly pleasant man, and withal a competent man.63





It did come about, and on 29 November 1888 William Holman Bentley wrote to Alfred Baynes, the secretary of the Baptist Missionary Society in London, explaining that they had made an arrangement with Casement that he would come to work for the mission for a short period as a lay helper.64 Ratification from England was sought and Bentley tried to assure London by giving details of Casement’s career to date.




He was … engaged by the State to manage the transport & shiftings of camp of the Railway Surveyors; & had just finished that business & was adrift again when I made the arrangement with him. It was no sudden move however; for you know how much talk and writing there has been about the collateral work & the advisability of employing a ‘lay helper’ or two … When going down country with my wife I learned from Mr Hoste of Lukunga (A.B.M.U.) that Mr Casement had been recently led to Christ. I was specially glad to hear it, for Casement is very highly esteemed by every one out here; a perfect gentleman & very good & patient with the natives …


… he would like to have some employment for a few months. At the same time it was a great pleasure & gratification to him that we should think of asking him to come to our assistance. He would like to be doing something really useful in the country. I feared that we would scarcely be able to offer him anything worth while in the way of salary; our single missionaries received an allowance of £120 per ann[um] & boarded themselves out of that. He said that would be sufficient for him; so all such details were arranged; & he agreed to join us as lay helper or whatever the position may be called, for 3 or 4 months at a remuneration identical in every way with the allowance to single men in our mission … So far I am sure that we could not have done better either in terms or type of man. He is an Irishman I believe & well connected. Mr Bannister the vice-consul at Loanda married his aunt. Jefferson [sic, Jephson], who bought a position in Stanley’s expedition & is with him now if they are alive, is his cousin.65 His general bearing & all that I have learned mark him as a gentleman. His treatment of the natives is all that could be desired so far as I can learn; I managed very delicately to get an assurance also that there had been nothing in his manner of life out here which would cast reflection on us did he become identified with us. I do not think that we have any ground of apprehension on those lines. Then as to his religious convictions & experience. He speaks very definitely of his conversion & faith in Christ, which he dates from the early part of this year & attributing much to the influence & conversation of Mr Hoste … Mr Casement will free Mr Slade at once or at least as soon as he returns from the coast & Mboma [Boma]. He will manage the transport, building, planting, accounts & correspondence & the general work of the station.66





Casement arrived to take up his position on the evening of 30 December 1888.67 Details of his work during his sojourn at Wathen are sparse, but a few specific references have survived. As early as 6 January 1889, he and one of the missionaries, Oran, went on a circuit of neighbouring villages for a purpose unspecified.68


There is evidence of another trip of Casement’s in the vicinity of the station during his stay. An undated note from him in the Bentley correspondence for the period reads:




Stream between Makweke and Mission, 11 am.




 





Dear Bentley,


Can you send a hammock for me; I am not well and fear the hill beyond this stream in the burning sun. I shall lie here in the shade until the hammock comes – very sorry trouble you, but it might mean being seriously ill, instead of only unwell, to go on now on foot.


Yrs. R. Casement69





On 29 April, Bentley set down his reflections on Casement’s tenure.




I have to thank you and the Committee for endorsing our action in reference to Mr Casement. The time which he had engaged to stay with us has expired and he is on his way down country. He served three months at £10 p. month paying his own board as we do. On leaving he presented the church here with £3.10. We do not, of course, pay his passage home. He came to us most opportunely and by his assistance the work of the Station was not in any way hindered by the death of our Brother Slade … He will try to enter the service of the East African Co. and that failing will perhaps return for the Railway Co.


The question of lay assistance or whatever it may be called has been much thought of and discussed by us out here. We have made the experiment with a very good man; well used to the life out here and in full sympathy with the work, genial and in every way a most agreeable fellow. He is very good to the natives, too good, too generous, too ready to give away. He would never make money as a trader.


Of course, he kept up our prices of barter stock, but left entirely to himself would have lowered them, and would rather give 20 rods for a thing than bargain and beat down to 12 rods, the proper price. Of course such haggling is a great nuisance, but unless we keep firm to prices they would run up no one knows where to. If he sold a fathom of cloth he would wish to give 6 inches more than a fathom and so on. There is far too much of this throwing away of money out here on the part of State men, and we in the Missions have great difficulty in keeping prices down. A man travelling who has no meat for dinner will give a very long price for a fowl.


I only mention this to show you how free, generous and good hearted he is. His work was well done and the books well kept.70








Home Leave, 1889–90


After his three months at the mission station, covering the months of January to March 1889, Casement left for home, presumably arriving in early summer. In his own later recollection, he arrived home a very young man ‘with all the love of Africa upon me – but no wish to continue in the service of what was clearly becoming a Belgian enterprise’.71 His overall summing-up for Morel in 1904 was: ‘Now all that service in Congoland was honourable and reflected only credit on me – I had no enmities only friendships – no man ever said a word against me – I did a great deal in the way of exploring and making friends with the natives – and I liked them poor souls – and they me!’72 If this seems somewhat misleading, in the light of some of his experiences with the Sanford Expedition, it must be interpreted as a defence of his integrity in Africa in the light of the attacks directed at him for his 1904 Report, by Leopold’s supporters.


One can only presume that he spent his leave relaxing and socializing in Ireland and England. ‘Gado Hill’, an emotional poem on the death of someone close to him, he wrote on 9 June.73 The first extant letter of his to Gertrude Bannister, written in October, mentions the possibility of his leaving for Africa on 6 November ‘for some special work’.74 In the event, the trip was postponed and instead we find him travelling to the United States with Ward and Glave. During 1890 and 1891, Herbert Ward engaged in an extensive lecture tour about his African experiences, the American part of which was arranged by the J.B. Pond Lyceum Bureau.75 Casement accompanied him for part of the time and was in the United States from December 1889 to March 1890. When back in New York in 1914, fundraising for the Irish Volunteers, he strolled down Broadway ‘in the thought of perhaps locating old points of view, like Pond’s and the Hotel I lived in in 1890’.76 Emory Taunt, still in contact with General Sanford, was monitoring their movements and wrote twice about them to Sanford on 13 November: ‘It is certain that Ward and Glave are now in America and Casement is to follow – the Agent saw them sail. It is reported that they are to lecture – but I think it must be about the new company they talked – they say they expect to return to the Congo – Parminter knows all about it I am sure and you must look out for that fellow … Keep your eye on Parminter and the other Englishmen.’77 Parminter was now working for the Société Anonyme Belge, which had assimilated the assets of the SEE, and Casement was soon to join him; one detects a measure of commercial rivalry in Taunt’s comments to Sanford. Back in London after this interlude, Casement and his sister Nina went to hear Stanley lecture in St James’s Hall on the day before he left for Brussels and Africa. And he had a formal photograph taken on 8 May for Harriette Dickie (Wilkinson) of Baronstown, Co. Meath, to which the caption reads ‘For Harriette, with Roddie’s best love, sailing for Congo tonight’.78 


Transport on the Lower Congo, 1890–1


Casement’s return to the Congo, despite his wish to distance himself from ‘a Belgian enterprise’, was at the urging of Major Parminter, who ‘begged me to return with him’.




The SEE, which I had been a foundation member of, had since, chiefly under Parminter’s able direction, become the big Société Anonyme Belge of today. Parminter was returning as Director in Africa of this company – and they badly wanted me to go out to undertake the organisation of Native transport in the Cataract Region – especially to open up a new road inland of the ordinary caravan route.79





Casement agreed, mainly, he claimed, from friendship with Parminter, but ‘refused to join definitively the SAB – pointing out clearly to Albert Thys, at a personal interview, that I had no wish to become a “trader” and no desire to remain in Belgian service on the Congo’. He had promised Parminter in September 1889 that he would help establish a ‘proposed new carrier route via Luvituku’ and he told Thys that he would carry out that promise and no more. He refused the usual three-year contract, promising one year ‘at the outside’. Thys consented. ‘I went out in May 1890,’ wrote Casement, ‘to open Luvituku road and make friends with the Natives – and I founded the transport section as I promised – and came home in May 1891.’ Again, reflecting accusations of being a resentful failed trader, he commented: ‘During no period was I a trader or had I the slightest direct interest in trading’, though he admitted that from May 1890 to May 1891 he served a commercial company.80


Almost immediately after Casement’s return to the Congo, a brutal crime was perpetrated there. The Belgian officer in charge of the station at Manyanga, De Ghillage, participated in a native celebration, during which he became hopelessly drunk, dancing naked in the station square. Having gone to bed later, he awoke and asked his servants to make tea for him. Then, thinking the tea poisoned, he attacked the three servants. His cook fled to the bush, but he beat the remaining two boys with his rifle stock until it broke, whereupon he ordered a Zanzibari employee to continue with a bamboo staff. Casement’s friend, Reginald Heyn, was awoken by the screams and rushed out to witness the scene. He pointed his revolver at the Zanzibari and threatened to shoot if he did not desist. One of the boys was already dead. The other died soon after and the bodies were dragged to the river and thrown in. One of the victims, Casement later pointed out, ‘was a little native boy of 13 years of age’.


Casement learned of the crime a few weeks later, when visiting Heyn at Manyanga. What Casement described as a ‘mock trial’ occurred some time after that; the culprit remained in his post and was merely fined 500 francs. Casement and Parminter both wrote to protest to Major Coquilhat, the governor of the State. The first letter brought no reply, but Parminter was informed verbally by the governor that no private accusations would be tolerated. When Casement wrote again, word was sent to him that he might find himself ‘in prison if I did not look out’.81


Not long afterwards Casement met Joseph Conrad, then in his early thirties.82 Conrad arrived at Matadi on 13 June 1890 and his diary entry reads: ‘Made the acquaintance of Mr Roger Casement, which I should consider as a great pleasure under any circumstances and now it becomes a positive piece of luck. Thinks, speaks well, most intelligent and very sympathetic.’83


In a letter to John Quinn, written during Casement’s trial in 1916, Conrad recalled this period:




I met Casement for the first time in the Congo in 1890. For some three weeks he lived in the same room in the Matadi Station of the Belgian Société du Haut-Congo. He was rather reticent as to the exact character of his connection with it: but the work he was busy about then was recruiting labour. He knew the coast languages well. I went with him several times on short expeditions to hold ‘palavers’ with neighbouring villager-chiefs. The object of them was procuring porters for the Company’s caravans from Matadi to Leopoldville – or rather to Kinchassa (on Stanley Pool). Then I went up into the interior to take up my command of the stern-wheeler Roi des Belges and he, apparently, remained on the coast.84





On 24 June, Conrad wrote, ‘Gosse and R.C. gone with a large lot of ivory down to Boma’, and, on the 28th, when Conrad left Matadi for the overland trek to Leopoldville, ‘Parted with Casement in a very friendly manner.’ They had known one another for two weeks in all, during which Casement made the short journey to Boma and back. Casement’s departure for Boma seems to provide the only possible factual basis for Conrad’s best-known description of Casement, which was made in Conrad’s letter to Cunninghame Graham in 1903, when Casement was trying to interest influential people to campaign on the Congo issue. Conrad congratulated Graham on his recently published book, Hernando de Soto, and while complimenting him on his insight into the souls of the conquistadores, introduced Casement to him:




I send you two letters I had from a man called Casement, premising that I knew him first in the Congo just 12 years ago. Perhaps you’ve heard or seen in print his name. He’s a protestant Irishman, pious too. But so was Pizzaro. For the rest I can assure you that he is a limpid personality. There is a touch of the Conquistador in him too; for I’ve seen him start off into an unspeakable wilderness swinging a crookhandled stick for all weapons, with two bull-dogs: Paddy (white) and Biddy (brindle) at his heels and a Loanda boy carrying a bundle for all company. A few months afterwards it so happened that I saw him come out again, a little leaner, a little browner, with his stick, dogs, and Loanda boy, and quietly serene as though he had been for a stroll in a park.85





What Conrad is likely to have witnessed is Casement, a strong walker, leaving Matadi some time after the rest of his load-bearing caravan had gone on ahead. The account, which has contributed to a romanticization of Casement’s African activities, exaggerated the duration of the journey, its solitariness and the nature of the terrain – hardly ‘an unspeakable wilderness’.86


In a letter to Gertrude from the village of Luvituku, Casement gave an account of his peregrinations between early July and early September 1890. Though ‘I have not been as much on the tramp as usual this time’, he had, he told her, walked from Matadi to Kimpese (75–80 miles), from Kimpese to Manyanga (65 miles), from Manyanga to Bwende and back (50 miles), from Manyanga to Kimpese (65 miles) and, finally, from Kimpese to Luvituku (25 miles). All of this was since 2 July and did not include, he told her, the ‘walking in between … These 280 miles represent 17–18 days real walking – the rest of the time I have been squatting some where or other’. He contemplated going down to Matadi ‘if I can induce a sufficiently large number of natives to go in one caravan. It is a long journey down to Matadi – nearly, if not quite, 100 miles’. In the meantime there were local activities. ‘I shall be off tomorrow and next day on the tramp round here to find a nice place to build on – and as soon as that turns up I move out my whole brigade and we commence running up grass houses.’ And:




I have had several chiefs of the country interviewing me today and there is to be a mass gathering of them on nKenge (next Sunday). The Konjo week is of only four days, nKonzo, nKenge, nSona, nKandu, each of them being market days in different parts of the country. For instance the market in this neighbourhood is held every nKonzo and some miles off there will be nKenge markets, nSona and nKandu – so that every day there is a market somewhere within reach in different directions and to suit the surrounding villagers. The market near this is a big one – and is attended from far and near.87





Though details of this last phase in Casement’s early employment in the Congo are sketchy, his work was in keeping with what he had been doing up to then – facilitating the process of transport over the difficult cataract region of the Lower River. This employment for the Société Anonyme Belge was Casement’s greatest responsibility to date, and his record is summed up in Biographie Coloniale Belge: ‘During this, his third term, Casement accomplished significant work: he established a station at Kimpese, then one at Luvituku, he organised transport in the cataracts region and he was deemed by the directors of the Society to be an “exceptional agent”.’88


Home Leave, 1891–2


Leaving the Congo in May 1891, he would have arrived home by early summer. He visited Donegal and later wrote: ‘I walked thro’ Donegal – and for 26 miles of the road from the Poisoned Glen down to almost within sight of Letterkenny heard more Irish than English.’89 While in Ireland he clearly indulged in some poetry writing, as several pieces are dated between August 1891 and April 1892. The Antrim landscape was again a theme (‘To Sarah of Glens of Antrim’, September 1891; ‘Glenariff Bay’, August 1891), but he was moved, too, by the death of Charles Stewart Parnell on 6 October 1891 to write a sonnet, part of which went:






Hush – let no whisper of the cruel strife,


Wherein he fell so bravely fighting, fall


Nigh these dread ears; fain would our hearts recall


Nought but proud memories of a noble life.








He was to comment during his trial in 1916 that, while always an Irish nationalist, he had lost interest when Parnell died.90 Two further poems, on Montreux at the eastern end of Lake Geneva in Switzerland, written in March 1892, suggest that Casement holidayed in the area during the winter.91 In May Herbert Ward wrote from Brussels, announcing the impending wedding of Miss Heyn, presumably Reginald Heyn’s sister. The groom was Major Parminter (‘I know he also is your attached old friend’), and Ward was to be best man.92 The joy was to be followed by sorrow, as Reginald Heyn himself died in the Congo on 2 June, still in his early thirties. Casement must have left England again for Africa early in the summer of 1892, as the next indication we have of his movements comes from his voyage out.
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Map 2: Niger Coast Protectorate (Eastern Section)


(Data taken from contemporary maps; not to scale)
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Map 3: Map by Roger Casement: Opobo and Cross Rivers










Notes


1. Henry Morton Stanley (1841–1904) was born John Rowlands and brought up in a Welsh workhouse. He ran away to the US in 1859, where he was adopted by and took the name of a New Orleans merchant. He was, successively, a Confederate soldier during the Civil War, a seaman and a journalist; the New York Herald sent him to Africa to find Livingstone and the two met at Ujiji on 10 November 1871.


2. Quoted in Frank Pakenham, The Scramble for Africa, 1876–1912 (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson 1991), p. 12.


3. Leopold II (1835–1909) was king of the Belgians from 1865 until his death. For his colonial ambitions, see Jean Stengers, ‘King Leopold’s imperialism’ in Roger Owen & Bob Sutcliffe (eds.), Studies in the Theory of Imperialism (London: Longmans 1972), pp. 248–76.


4. For general surveys of the history of the Congo Free State see, for example, Pakenham, Scramble for Africa; S.J.S. Cookey, Britain and the Congo Question: 1885–1913 (London: Longmans 1968); Peter Forbath, The River Congo (London: Secker & Warburg 1978); Ruth Slade, King Leopold’s Congo (Oxford: OUP 1962); Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror and Heroism in Colonial Africa (London: Macmillan 1999 [1998]).


5. I use the terms Lower and Upper Congo to refer to the river below and above Leopoldville/Kinshasa, respectively, rather than the terms Lower, Middle and Upper, sometimes employed. I have used placenames current among Europeans at the time, which appear in variable spellings.


6. Forbath, p. 15.


7. E.J. Glave, Six Years of Adventure in Congo-Land (London: Sampson Low, Marston & Co. 1893), p. 32; Herbert Ward, A Voice from the Congo: Comprising Stories, Anecdotes and Descriptive Notes (London: Heinemann 1910), pp. 119–22 and 187–92.


8. Sir Francis De Winton (1835–1901) entered the Royal Artillery and served in the Crimean War, in North America and various part of Africa, before becoming administrator general of the Congo from 1885 to 1886. In 1887 he became secretary of the Emin Pasha Relief Committee. He was sent to Swaziland as commissioner in 1889 and retired from the army in 1890.


9. Henry Shelton Sanford (1823–91), entrepreneur and diplomat, founded the town of Sanford, Florida, and served in St Petersburg (1847), Frankfurt (1848) and Paris (1849). He was minister resident in Belgium for seven years (from 1861), became a member of the executive of the IAA and was an associate delegate at the Berlin Conference, where he furthered Leopold’s cause.
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3: The Niger Coast Protectorate, 1892–5





Casement was appointed to the staff of the Niger Coast Protectorate on 1 August 1892.1 It was his first employment as an official of the British Foreign Service and he attributed his appointment to the recommendation of Sir Francis De Winton, ‘my chief in 1884–5’, who ‘was always my close friend up to his death’ and who ‘introduced me to MacDonald as being by my Congo service eminently qualified for our own service’.2 Casement’s stay in the Niger region falls into two periods, separated by a home leave.


Major (later Sir) Claude MacDonald was appointed first commissioner and consul general to the Oil Rivers Protectorate in 1891 in a new initiative aimed at implementing a policy of ‘peaceful penetration’ of the area following the controversial actions of earlier British consuls. During the nineteenth century, in the area of the Niger Delta, the Atlantic slave trade had been replaced by trade in palm oil.3 This new trade, which had reached substantial proportions by the latter part of the nineteenth century, had led to the emergence of a new class of middlemen on the coast. On the one hand, they began to control the supply of oil from inland areas and, on the other hand, they organized themselves into strong city states. In the last decades of the century, competition between Delta and British traders, who generally had the support of consuls and the Royal Navy, led to the defeat and collapse of the indigenous states. The Berlin Conference of 1884–5 recognized the Delta area as a British protectorate, relying on a distinction between annexation and protection. The latter involved ‘the recognition of the right of the aboriginal or other actual inhabitants to their own country, with no further assumption of territorial rights than is necessary to maintain the paramount authority and discharge the duties of an occupying power’.4 Under this system, British consuls were intended to be ‘arbitrators’, but in practice consuls such as E.H. Hewett and Harry Johnston acted virtually as governors, siding with British against local traders. Indeed, in 1887 Johnston precipitated a crisis when, illegally and without sanction from London, he organized the overthrow and deportation of King JaJa of Opobo, who had built up a substantial trading network. His action has been described by one authority as ‘one of the shabbiest incidents in the history of Britain’s relations with West Africa’.5


In 1889 the British government, perturbed by events in the region, sent a special commissioner to make recommendations on the best form of administration. Claude MacDonald was chosen and, having submitted his report in 1890, was selected to implement the plan. A diplomatic man, tactful and patient, he had consulted widely with local leaders in drawing up his report. He recommended the establishment of an administrative unit separate from the Royal Niger Company, whose sphere of influence stretched inland from the Delta to the confluence of the Niger and Benue rivers and beyond. Thus, the Oil Rivers Protectorate came into being (to be renamed the Niger Coast Protectorate in 1893). The tasks of the unit included general administration, the establishment of fortified stations and small mobile military units, and the development of communications (roads and rail, steamboats, telegraph). Revenue was to be raised in the territory, chiefly by levies on imports.


MacDonald’s first task was the recruitment of staff, not without its difficulties in an area known as ‘the white man’s grave’. A team of vice-consuls was put together. The vice-consul was to be a jack-of-all-trades, responsible for general administration, travelling to open up friendly relations, assessing resources, signing new treaties, collecting intelligence reports, levying import duties, organizing the postal service. Referring to the Old Calabar area, Sir Claude MacDonald wrote to the Foreign Secretary, Lord Rosebery, in 1893: ‘This is undoubtedly the most important district in the Protectorate and one most capable of development.’6 To this he added: ‘I am of opinion that the Old Calabar district will within a few years yield a revenue almost double the present one. The future wealth of this country would appear to lie in the direction of plantations of cocoa, coffee, rubber, landolphia etc.’7 Later, in his Annual Report for 1894–5, when discussing the Constabulary report he commented: ‘The establishment of the military posts, mentioned by Captain Boisragon, is a source of considerable expense to the Protectorate, though doubtless, in time, it will lead to an increase of trade owing to the greater security of life and property in the regions where these posts are established.’8


Customs Official, 1892–3


We first hear from Casement towards the end of his voyage out, just as he arrived at the Niger, when he wrote to his cousin Gertrude describing his journey: ‘I have been having a queer time of it up on the Kroo Coast roughing it among the naked savages of that region – until I got quite ill from bad food and exposure to cold and damp through sleeping on the earthen floors of the native houses.’ He had travelled on eleven different steamers since leaving Antwerp, and was due in Bonny the following day. After one final steamer change, he would be in Old Calabar in a week or so, where he expected to ‘settle down for a year or two at good hard work’. There appeared to be an element of openness in his plans, judging from his comment that, ‘I think it is likely I shall remain up in this district and not go down to the Congo at all. I like the Congo better in all respects save that there I have only Belgians to associate with – while here my companions will be Englishmen – and mostly gentlemen’.9


Records show that Casement was attached to the Survey Department, though during his stay in the protectorate he also served in the Customs Department and as an acting vice-consul. There is no evidence of his engaging in surveying journeys during his first stint in the protectorate. Rather, his early duties seem to have been in the customs division, where his superior was T.A. Wall, director of customs. In his report for 1891, MacDonald stated that customs stations had been established at Old Calabar, Opobo, Bonny, Brass, Benin and Warri.10 The last two of these were to the west of the Niger Delta, Brass lay on the Delta, and the remaining three were to the east. Casement’s career in the protectorate was spent in the eastern section, particularly in Opobo and Old Calabar. On 10 October 1892 he issued two public notices from the Customs Department, Old Calabar, one of which reads:




Notice is hereby given that Bakana on the New Calabar River, is the Port of Entry for the same river; and that from and after the first day of October 1892, all Customs and other Regulations in force in the Oil Rivers Protectorate will be applied to the aforesaid port of Bakana; and furthermore that from the Introduction of this notice all vessels for New Calabar need not call at Bonny to enter and clear as formerly.





The second notice repeats a similar formula for ‘Idu on the Orashi River between New Calabar and the Niger’.11


With the exception of these notices, Casement’s activities in relation to customs have to be inferred from the general reports of his superior, Wall, to Sir Claude MacDonald, commissioner and consul general, and, ultimately, to the British government. The general reports on customs by Wall and MacDonald gave detailed lists of imports, exports and duties for the six ports mentioned above. They also referred to general customs regulations. The principal exports included palm oil, palm kernels, india rubber, ebony and ivory, while imports included a range of European manufactured goods.12 Clearly, maintenance and supervision of a system involving such detailed data absorbed a great deal of time.


Early in 1893, Casement wrote to his ‘Uncle John’ in Magherintemple (actually his great-uncle), telling him that Tom was in difficulties in Australia and asking if John would be prepared to send a sum of money to pay off his debts. He, Roger, would then pay this back in monthly instalments. It is the first record of what was to become his regular financial support for his siblings during the course of his life. He went on to say that he had sent some ‘curios’ for the wedding of his great-uncle’s son and his own cousin, Jack, to Mya Young and that he ‘saw from a Belfast Newsletter sent to me by Mrs Young that you were all at Galgorm for the wedding’. ‘I was’, he said, ‘delighted at the news of Jack’s marriage to pretty, good tempered, kind hearted Mya Young and I don’t candidly think there could be a better match. Both are old enough to know each other’s minds.’13


During his first phase of his stay in the Niger, Casement interacted with the local Protestant missionaries. The Qua Iboe Mission, based in Belfast, had two missionary couples in the area, S.A. and Gracie Bill, and H. and Martha Bailie. Casement visited the Bills from 24 to 28 October and made a positive impression: ‘He seems to be a nice kind of man’, remarked S.A. Bill in his diary. Bill had just got a steam saw set up and, as he later reported for the benefit of supporters at home, ‘We have tried the saw, and found it very satisfactory, all except the wooden table, which is not strong or so steady as we would wish. Mr Casement, the Vice-Consul, was here when we were trying it. He was highly pleased with it, but saw the defect in the table and gave me a guinea to help in getting a metal one.’ Before leaving, Casement also ‘gave the baby 10/- as a birthday present.14 The missionaries were again in contact with Casement in late December, when Mrs Bailie became seriously ill and depressed after the loss of a baby in childbirth. Messengers were despatched to Casement, asking that he send a doctor. On 22 December Bill recorded, ‘Today brought no doctor – but Momo and Kamanda came back by the sand and brought very kind letters from Mr Casement.’ He also sent plum pudding for Christmas and news that boxes of theirs were safe. He was to help again in January 1893, when he provided the missionaries with a surfboat and crew of five to enable them to return to the mission station from Old Calabar.15


He had some contact, also, with the Scottish United Presbyterian Mission. On 21 September 1892, the Revd William Marwick of that mission noted in his diary that ‘Commander Rolleston and Mr Casement called for Dr Meek, who had been here’.16 And, on St Patrick’s Day, 17 March 1893, Mrs Elizabeth Marwick wrote: ‘Had visit of Mr Casement and Mr Menzies. The former got a loan of books (Mr Marwick’s Revolution of …[?] and A City without a Church).’17 A month later, on 24 April 1893, Casement sent a note to William Marwick from Creek Town: ‘I am sorry to have again missed you at Creek Town. I now return you two of the books you have lent me – and with many thanks. Hoping your trip to Okoyon will have done you good.’18 And on 26 June, an entry in Mrs Marwick’s diary states: ‘Had visit of Mr Walls and Mr Casement. The latter is going to England in Cameroon, which is overdue now. May be in any day.’19 


Home Leave, 1893


Precisely when Casement took his leave is not clear, nor are his movements while at home, but on 2 September he wrote to Gertrude from Evesham, Worcestershire, to thank her for her congratulations on his twenty-ninth birthday, saying: ‘I am down here until Monday with a Congo friend, Alfred Parminter.’20 On 10 October he wrote to Magherintemple from Chiswick, in London, to say that he had got through his course at Greenwich and should have been sailing for Calabar on the 28th. While no details are available on the nature of the course, given that on his return to the Niger he was to embark on a series of journeys of exploration, which entailed taking positional measurements and map-making, it is likely that the Greenwich course involved training for this survey work. He also told John Casement in his letter that he had to undergo an expensive surgical operation, costing fifty guineas, and would have to lie up until November. ‘The operation is consequent upon my journeys down the West Coast of Africa last year when the exposure to damp and bad food … brought on an attack of piles which now call for this immediate remedy.’ He had thought to postpone it until next year but the surgeon, Mr Dean, thought that unsatisfactory – even dangerous, ‘especially as I have rough work in my next year’s service in the Protectorate’. He requested a loan of £30 until November.21 The operation for piles is the first of a number over the years; Dr H. Percy Dean, of Harley Street, was to treat Casement from time to time and a friendship seems to have developed between the two.


This letter was followed by another on 11 October, informing his uncle that he was going that day to St Thomas’s Hospital at Westminster for the operation, and should be there for three weeks.22 On 6 November Casement wrote to Gertrude from London to tell her that he was going to Brussels to stay with the Heyns. While in Brussels, he was to meet his friend Major Parminter – for the last time, as it turned out.23


We get an insight into his thinking from a poem he wrote before leaving England, ‘To Lobengula’, on the recent destruction of one of the last independent African kingdoms. Lobengula, the Ndebele king, had been playing a cat-and-mouse game for several years in the effort to protect his kingdom from concession hunters associated with Cecil Rhodes. He commanded a formidable army of some 15,000 warriors, though he was aware that it was no match for modern weapons. Eventually, in late October 1893, hostilities broke out and the king’s army was routed in a number of encounters with a small force led by Rhodes’s associate Leander Starr Jameson.24 The king fled and, after his warriors had surrendered, took poison in December 1893. Casement’s poem is subtitled ‘In his flight after the slaughter of his impis’, to which is added the note, ‘Written before the news of his death reached England’. The tone is remarkably similar to that of his youthful poems on Irish historical themes in that it praises gallant resistance and attributes base motives to England. It is, perhaps, the first evidence of a parallelism between his thinking on Africa and on Ireland:






Weep not the dead who fell in hopeless fight


To save their land and thee:


In desert lone to dwell – in hunted flight


Your heart will long with those brave dead at rest to be!


Tho’ England brave blood shed in that far field,


Her heart is sick with lust:


The gold she wins is red nor can it shield


Her name from tainted league with men of broken trust.25








En route to Africa he wrote to Magherintemple from Grand Canary, quite recovered from his operation: ‘the wound is almost healed’. He was due in Old Calabar by 31 December and promised to send the borrowed £30 at the beginning of the new year.26 A quick visit he made to the island of Fernando Po is likely to have taken place shortly after arrival; he crossed the ninety miles from Old Calabar in a six-oared gig. There he ascended a volcano to its peak, accompanied by ‘an old Bubi hunter’ and an old Bubi lady to carry his cooking gear. According to Casement’s later account, his companions wouldn’t go to the top, ‘fearing … the demons that roared (in the high winds) on those ultimate slopes of an ascending world that here went out of sight’. He left behind him a note scribbled in a bottle.27



‘Travelling Commissioner’, 1894–528



Casement was intensively involved in survey activities for the greater part of 1894. The need for surveying was reflected in the observations Claude MacDonald made on 12 January 1893 in a report to Lord Rosebery: ‘The Cross River has not been properly surveyed, indeed has not been surveyed at all, the present map of the River being an eye sketch done without instruments. Arrangements are now in progress to send out a properly equipped surveying party for this purpose.’29 And, in a report on the Bonny district, Vice-Consul Campbell wrote: ‘The part of this district which can be called known to the white man, consists almost entirely of mangrove swamp. The region north of Okrika from whence the waters of the Bonny River come, are as yet totally unknown.’ MacDonald himself had to turn back during an attempted expedition on the Cross River, late in 1893, when the water level dropped too low.30 Clearly, then, knowledge by white staff of large parts of the protectorate was confined to rivers and coastal strips. MacDonald was anxious to change this and Casement played a key surveying role during the year 1894.


MacDonald had spent the early part of 1893 in London and in Berlin (negotiating with the German authorities about the borders between the Oil Rivers territory and the German colony of Cameroon to the east). He did not return to West Africa until mid June of that year. Casement himself was back in post in January 1894. The only other official listed as attached to the Survey Department, Arthur Bourchier, was appointed on 18 March 1894. There followed an intense burst of exploratory activity, involving at least five journeys, some of it carried out jointly by Casement and Bourchier. MacDonald’s plans, it seems, were now coming to fruition.


The first surveying journey took place in January, on the borders between British territory and the German Cameroon. Casement was accompanied by Horace Billington, curator of the Botanical Gardens at Old Calabar (for these journeys see Map 2). It began at a place known as Ekanem Esien’s, on the Akwayafe River, and swung westwards to the rapids on the Kwa River and Old Calabar. It is the only journey of the five for which no written report by Casement has been located, though some textual corroboration exists. The second was led by Casement on his own. It was an attempted journey from Itu, on the Cross River, to the Opobo River, and took place between 4 March and 26 March 1894. The third journey was undertaken with Arthur Bourchier, from 16 to 29 April, between Esene, on the Opobo River, to Ikorosan on the Kwo Ibo River. The fourth, again with Bourchier, was from Okoyon on the Calabar River to Okurike on the Cross River; it took place between 15 and 30 May. Journey five was an attempt to travel from Oron on the Cross to Eket on the Kwo Ibo. It was undertaken in the company of Captain James Lalor of the Protectorate Force and lasted from 18 to 26 June.


The maps for these five journeys add an extra dimension to our understanding of Casement’s activities in the Niger. The maps exist in two forms: a set of three sketch maps, prepared by Casement, and a set of lithograph versions, prepared in London. The sketch maps, each with notes in Casement’s hand, are the cruder in form. These would have been drawn in the protectorate and submitted to MacDonald, who forwarded them to the Foreign Office. These three maps outline the routes of four journeys (one of the maps contains the routes of two journeys, journeys two and five above). The second set of three maps was lithographed in London in the Intelligence Division of the War Office in October 1894. This set shows the routes of five journeys. Four of the journeys correspond to the four in the sketch versions, for which textual reports have also been identified. But the lithograph set also includes a map of journey one, above, that made in January 1894 to the boundary with the German Cameroons, for which no sketch map or written report by Casement has been found.31


All the maps include the routes of Casement’s marches; the locations of villages and towns passed (with population estimates); streams and rivers crossed, with their direction and size; plateaux, slopes and mountains; vegetation, including  crops, trees, scrub and forest. Miscellaneous other information is also included such as trade paths crossed, or orally-derived information on regions immediately beyond those traversed. Readings were taken on all the routes to check longitude and latitude in relation to readings on existing Admiralty maps. Casement found a discrepancy between his and the Admiralty readings on latitude, his estimates putting locations six or seven miles further east. While allowing for the possibility of chronometer error, the consistency of his and Bourchier’s findings over a number of trips and readings led Casement to believe that his readings were the correct ones. At the end of his report on journey three he writes: ‘I hope to be able to furnish you with a map of the eastern portion of the Protectorate, embodying the changes in the direction I have suggested, and containing all fresh information we have been able to gather.’32


Though the first journey had an added, strategic purpose, all shared a common set of goals: to explore areas inland hitherto little known to whites; to map these areas as accurately as possible; to learn as much as possible about the character of the people, the nature of the terrain and the local economy; to assess the potential for trade; to identify likely routes for roads; to win the acquiescence of the local population to the new order and its priorities. All of these Casement’s surveys accomplished more or less successfully.


The mechanics of the journeys were similar in all cases. Local native leaders were looked to for help in providing guides and in ‘opening doors’ by giving assurances to their allies at various points along the route. The total entourage might number forty persons, mostly carriers employed locally, but also consular servants. Stores carried would have included tents and sleeping equipment, mapping instruments (e.g. chronometers), books and (presumably) European food, and, very importantly, cloth and tobacco as gifts and payments for passage.


Casement wrote home to Magherintemple on 2 January 1894 to tell of his arrival and to repay the money he had borrowed. He anticipated the first surveying journey:




Sir Claude is expected round here in his yacht from Bonny at any moment, and he has ordered me to be ready to start with him at once to make a short reconnaissance of our frontier line with the German colony of Cameroons – our neighbours to the South. The frontier has not yet been delimited, and my journey will be the first visit made by either side to the scene. A botanical man is to accompany me – to report upon the timber etc. of the country we pass through – my duties being chiefly to take observations en route, up to a certain point – and to roughly establish the general frontier line and make a rough map of all the country we traverse. I expect to get off tomorrow or next day.33





The ‘botanical man’ was Horace Billington, and a botanical report on this journey was submitted by him. He gave a general sense of the terrain covered: ‘After leaving the mangrove swamps of the lower part of the Akpayafe, the whole of the country traversed by the expedition was forest, with the exception of the small amount that has been cleared from time to time by the natives for farming purposes.’34


The second surveying journey began on 4 March.35 Casement set out without a European companion, but with an entourage of forty carriers (Krooboys and Calabar natives) and three guides supplied by King Koko Bassy. On the first day’s march, Casement remarked that the natives, ‘while not unfriendly’, were ‘marked by a certain surliness and dislike to the presence of a white man’. Gifts of cloth and tobacco were made and ensured their passage. They were not to be so lucky on the second day. On the borders between the Ibibio and Inokun territories, Casement caught up with his carriers to find them surrounded by an armed and angry crowd of Ibibios. A swarm of bees was let loose on them, gifts failed to mollify the crowd and, when Casement gave the order to his party to move on, pandemonium broke loose. The crowd descended on them, knocked the porters and tried to drag them away, and seized the loads. Since ‘we were quite unarmed and at the mercy of the natives’, the situation was only retrieved when sympathizers sent to the Inokuns for help. The Inokun young men quickly arrived, putting the locals to flight.


The party now had to wait while the stolen loads were gradually recovered, but also while negotiations got underway to ensure a safe passage on to Esene, on the Opobo River. An insuperable barrier, however, presented itself, in the form of the hostile Anang people. The march to Esene was estimated by the natives to be one of three or four days, through Anang lands. The guides would not proceed without Anang consent: ‘you’ll be killed and eaten, and I shall die too’, said the chief guide, Etun. A series of palavers got nowhere. The King of Anang stated that he would come to a final decision when they ‘chopped new yam’, that is, as Casement wryly commented, about the following July.


The attempted journey was clearly over and the party returned to Itu, arriving on 26 March. But the three weeks in waiting had not been wasted. The second half of Casement’s report consisted mainly of ethnographic observations that, presumably, he made while negotiations were taking place. The Inokuns were ‘a branch of the great Ibo family’, and he outlined the region to which the name applied, and also that of the Inokun sub-branch in whose territory he now was. He spoke of the dress of Inokun women, of marriage rites, of the severity with which adultery was treated, and of burial practices. ‘Cannibalism’, he went on, ‘prevails both among Ibibio and Inokun, but is much commoner among the latter. It forms a part of the funeral ceremonial at the funerals of all great men; and prisoners are eaten in wartime, to give, as one of my guides said, “a strong, fierce heart”. At the death of a king many slaves are killed; some of these are eaten, while others are buried with their masters to accompany him to the next world.’


The third surveying trip, undertaken with Arthur Bourchier, went from west to east, starting where Casement had intended to end the second journey and finishing on the Kwo Ibo River, which lay between the Cross and Opobo Rivers.36 The initial task, again, was to secure guides, and the surveyors investigated two possible routes. Their inquiries about a more southerly route took them to a chief’s yard, where a crowd awaited them. ‘They appeared to be a wild set, all of them with filed teeth, and many had their foreheads smeared with yellow ochre, believed to be an infallible charm against any evil influences exercised by the white men in their capacity of “devils”.’ The party decided to take a more northerly route.


Soon, it looked as though the experience of the previous journey was going to repeat itself. Cloth and tobacco offered to a crowd in a town where they stopped did not satisfy the recipients; ‘we hastily locked our trunks and hurried off at full speed, leaving the “dash” of discord to cover our hasty retreat’. Fearing they were being followed, ‘our walk became a run’. The remainder of the journey continued in this nervous manner. Later in the same day, hearing drums being beaten, ‘our walk once more became a run’. They continued travelling in darkness, in order to reach the sanctuary of Chief Akpania, known to their guides. The following morning, ‘the Chief insisted on our active participation in a ju-ju celebration of our arrival, and to insure our mutual esteem’. A goat was slaughtered and Bourchier and Casement ‘underwent a plentiful impression of bloody fingers on our foreheads and chests’ and had to render the same service to a crowd of men, women and boys. Akpania requested that the whites come and trade with him, and his mother ‘wept when she looked at us, and said that now she could die in peace, as her son had got white men to come to his country to make him a great man, and that she had prayed for this all her life’.


After a ceremonial farewell from Akpania, they left for the Kwo Ibo. At two points they were accosted by men ‘wearing hideous masks and head-dresses used in the various ju-ju ceremonies’. In one of these cases the masked man rushed into the town ‘crying shrilly with the peculiar cry that proclaims a fight’. Elsewhere, loud drumming was heard, but they avoided trouble by the speed of their march and reached their destination without incident.


At the core of this journey was a rapid two-day march, during which the party covered, on Casement’s estimation, about thirty-two miles. A return trip by the same route had been envisaged, but the white men were persuaded by their guides not to attempt this, on the grounds that it was unlikely that their luck in traversing dangerous territory would hold out a second time.


On the fourth surveying trip, which took place between 15 and 30 May, Bourchier was Casement’s companion again.37 The party travelled northwards up the Calabar River from Okoyon before turning westwards and crossing to Okurike on the Cross River, which they descended a little by canoe, before retracing their steps, ending up where they had started at Okoyon. Guides had been obtained from a Calabar native, Efium Otu Ekom. Most of the journey was through forested country, with a sparse population of farm dwellers. The many river crossings were not made any easier by recent heavy rains. The people were friendly, but poor; in one small village ‘we were unable to obtain more than two small yams as food for twenty-eight people’. Another village comprised ‘a collection of a half-dozen huts built of bark and pieces of old wood lashed together’. The largest town they visited had a population of four to five hundred people.


The reception at Okurike itself was a little tentative, not surprisingly in the light of recent events. Sir Claude MacDonald had written to the Foreign Office on 12 October 1893 informing them of ‘disturbances’ (a favourite word in communiqués) at Okurike. A chief of the Akuna tribe, Akpotem Akpan, had killed five Ibos, and MacDonald had subsequently attacked Okurike and burned the town. Akpotem was hanged.38 When Casement’s party arrived the following May ‘the town was in course of being rebuilt, most of the houses were still in ruins, and piles of bamboos were stacked all over the sites of the burnt buildings’. The chiefs were very friendly, wrote Casement, ‘but expressed themselves doubtful of our good intentions coming upon them from the back. Hitherto, they said, they had only looked for the white man by the river, now they must expect him from the land as well, and if they should have trouble with the Government again, where were they to run away to’. Casement hastened to reassure them regarding the government’s intentions, but one can sympathize with the chiefs.


Casement and Captain Lalor on the fifth surveying journey tried to survey some of the same territory that was the focus of the second and third trips.39 The starting point was back at the Cross River, but this time at a point further south than Itu. And, rather than aiming again for the Opobo, their goal was the more modest one of Eket on the Kwo Ibo, just south of Ikorosan, where Casement and Bourchier had ended their march. Leaving their porters and loads at Oron on the Cross River, the likeliest starting point for a road to Eket, the leaders withdrew to James Town to try to obtain guides and information. Having failed in this, they returned to their men, travelling inland by means of a long creek and then marching back eastwards to where the men were camped, thereby surveying a little of the path the whole party was due to travel. But with no local guides or help, the party, when it did set out with them, had not travelled more than a mile and a half ‘when we found the natives unwilling to help us to go beyond that point’. The porters were unwilling to risk introducing white men to the area on their own. This attempt was abandoned and all returned to James Town.


Another path was tried, this time starting from James Town itself. Westwards lay a tract of swampy forest, about twenty miles from east to west and six to eight miles from south to north. The forest was rich in wildlife, but passable only in the dry season and frequented then only by ‘stray Eket hunters’. Casement wrote that it was ‘hard to say to which of the divisions of water known to geography it belongs’, since it was fed both by rivers and by tidal creeks. The proposed path took them to the northern fringe of this forest. In one village they passed through the people were friendly but very poor – ‘although the farms are fertile’. They begged for a white man to come and trade with them. Further on, the party entered a village ‘enclosed in a network of palisades and stout wooden fences, some of which were seven or eight feet high’. The people were uneasy and ready to fight at first. Pushing on, the surveying party came to the next village, Ntaenan, at 7 pm ‘in rain and darkness … after wading for fully half a mile nearly neck deep in water’. Here the headmen begged them to abandon the attempt, partly because of the flooded terrain and partly because of the hostile reception they would receive were they to proceed unannounced. The territory ahead was that of the king of Anang. Casement and Lalor reluctantly agreed to halt.


They set out at 10.30 the following morning to return to James Town by a creek south of Ntaenan. They descended the slopes and soon the path was completely flooded:




Wading for half a mile in water up to the shoulders and waist, we found it rapidly deepening, until it rose over our heads. Those of the men who could swim pushed on, floating their loads in front of them and resting by climbing into branches of the trees that stretched all around, or, wherever at intervals they could touch the bottom and wade; but the non-swimmers had to be floated along on rafts of some old fishing stakes we fortunately found and lashed together. We did not get down to the beach until 5 pm although the distance could not have been more than a mile and a half from the beginning of the water, and even then several of our men were left behind and had to climb into trees (tying their loads to the branches), where we were forced to leave them all night. We swam back several times, and tried up to 8 o’clock to get them off, but in the darkness could not find them and they were not reached by a relief party until 8 o’clock next morning when they had been nearly twenty hours clinging to the trees, exposed to pitiless rain and without food.





It must have been an exhausted and chastened group that arrived back in James Town not long afterwards, on 26 June.


One of the major purposes of Casement’s journeys was to advise on the most appropriate routes for building roads. For this task Casement had his Congo experience to draw on. The fifth surveying trip had shown ‘the proven impossibility of the low-lying district behind James Town offering the physical features necessary to the construction of a roadway required to be kept permanently open and free from stoppage … We have proved the necessity of Oron being chosen as the starting point’.40 A further reason for the inland route, argued Casement, was that it would run through a populated area:




if we seek for a route down near the sea, we shall only have human beings on one side of us, – and the inland people, whose present boast is that we dare not come near their country, will only see, in our clinging to the neighbourhood of the seashore, a fresh proof of their view that the whiteman has no power or wish to go beyond the guns of a man-of-war.





All of the reports commented on the potential for trade. Observations on population density, on the size of towns and villages, on the intensity of farming, on the presence of palm trees or on the potential economic value of forest trees – all were included, to some extent, with trade in mind. Other passages referred more directly to trade. The locations of local market places were given, both on the maps and in the texts. Casement registered the complaints of those who said they were impeded from travelling to trade by hostile or difficult neighbours. His comment that one Calabar trader was astonished at the survey party’s arrival at his trading beach from the landward side (‘a country that to Calabar men … is as much of a terra incognita as is the Soudan’) indicates that the mobility of Calabar traders was severely constrained by local rivalries and feuding. Price competition between traders was also in evidence. Surprised at the twofold cost of food and the cheapness of cloth at Itu compared with Duke Town or Old Calabar, he wrote:




This, I believe, is due to the extravagant and irresponsible trading of young Calabar natives in the Itu markets … who, having no expensive establishments to keep up as the Chiefs and old traders of Duke Town have, are content with a smaller profit, and are able to overbid their Chiefs in purchasing produce. The margin of profit may be sufficient for their smaller wants, and as their European goods are obtained from the merchants on trust, they feel that if their purchases of palm-oil leave an insufficient margin even for them, they may always repudiate their debt to the white man by pleading trouble with the natives, or a bad debt in an up-country market.





Casement was hopeful for the future development of the region:




I have no doubt the Inokun will prove friendly to the white men when once their country is opened up, and will welcome the presence of any official with power to open to them the markets of their neighbours, now closed, and strong enough to enable them to use the paths and trade routes now barred by the hostility of other branches of their own race.





An experience during the course of the fourth surveying trip led Casement into an extended and revealing statement on what he took to be the ‘native mind’. He had discovered that the local people, instead of tapping the rubber-bearing vines, were cutting through them, destroying them in the process. The cutting was done in ignorance and the natives seemed quite willing to adopt better practice, if instructed. Casement continued:




Much might be done through the example of such men as Efium Otu Ekon, whom the people of Uyanga follow in many things, and were several of the more intelligent Calabar traders induced to plant rubber in their districts, and to distribute some of the plants among natives they had confidence in, I believe a considerable quickening would thereby be given to the slowly dawning conception in the native mind that there are other means of making money than by relying solely on palm-oil and other products to be drawn by labour from the soil besides yams and food-stuffs.







 





The native African seems to regard the cultivation of scanty patches of food-bearing soil as the only labour the earth requires at his hands; all else – the trees and vines of the forest, the oil and wine palms, come unsown and unworked for. If they thrive, well and good; if they die, they have only gone back to Nature who gave them, and what can feeble man do to arrest her hand or take back her gifts? To remove this belief in the growth of centuries of a life little better than animal, and to show the natives that the timber on the hills, and the vines in the forest, and even that most freely bestowed of all their possessions, the palm-oil tree, can not only repay care and attention as surely as the yam-field does, but that these lavish gifts of their soil and climate require at their hands, as surely as the yam-field does, care and labour and forethought – is a part we can play by such instruction and example as that I have ventured to indicate.41





Protest at German Atrocity, February 1894


On 7 February 1894, following his first surveying trip on the border between the Niger Coast Protectorate and German Cameroon, Casement wrote to H.R. Fox Bourne of the Anti-Slavery Society (ASS) about a German atrocity.42 He recounted how the Germans had trained a group of Dahomean men as soldiers for their colony in Cameroon. In the absence of the German governor, his substitute, a judge named Lyst, had ordered that the wives of some of the Dahomeans be flogged, which immediately led to an outraged backlash. The Dahomeans came to Government House and shot a man sitting where Lyst usually sat, upon which the Germans fled to two small steamers. The Dahomeans shot up the place, but touched no goods and did not interfere with either English or German trading establishments. They later tried to surrender to an English trading ship, which was unable to help them.


A German man-of-war duly arrived and the Dahomeans were driven into the bush; weakened by hunger, they eventually surrendered in twos and threes. ‘As promptly as they surrendered without form of trial, and only the delay necessary to rig up a … rope they were hanged, men and women alike.’ The total to date, wrote Casement, was twenty-seven hangings. ‘I trust you may do something to raise a protesting voice in England against this atrocious conduct of the Germans. Altho’ the men were their soldiers, we all on earth have a commission and a right to defend the weak against the strong – and to protest against brutality in any shape or form.’43


Opobo: Acting Vice-Consul, 1894–5


Towards the end of 1894, Casement served as acting vice-consul in Opobo. In this capacity he exercised responsibilities of a kind different from those with customs or as a travelling commissioner. In November and December 1894 he played a role in an incident involving the practice of human sacrifice in the town of Ohumbele, situated about thirty miles up the Opobo River. Ohumbele, in the words of Sir Claude MacDonald, had ‘been inclined to give trouble, notably with regard to the practice of human sacrifice, to which they were supposed to be addicted’. MacDonald had spoken twice in the past to the chief of the town saying the practice would not be tolerated.44


Casement visited Ohumbele on 16 November to arrange a hearing on a dispute between Ohumbele and another community. He learned that human sacrifices were planned following the recent death of a chief, Wankwanto. In his own words:




I clearly and emphatically pointed out that the custom of human sacrifice was one opposed to the interest of the community, as well as being cruel and wicked, and that on these grounds it was one the Government was resolved to suppress, and those persisting in it would be punished with a strong hand if warnings failed to bring about its discontinuance.45





Casement relayed this information to MacDonald, who visited Opobo on the 19th. He determined that it was time for a show of force and despatched a hundred men and three officers from Old Calabar upon his return there. It was too late, however. In his letter of the 24th, Casement informed him that three slaves had just been sacrificed, one female and two males. Casement held the brother and son of Wankwanto primarily responsible; he proposed arresting them and, since his warning had been given publicly, in the presence of the town’s leaders, he proposed levying a fine on the town and holding its king and the chief men ‘as securities for its speedy payment’. In fact, he had been informed by them that ‘the practice of sacrificing slaves at the death of a chief was one they had no intention of giving up’.


Force, he pointed out, would be required to effect the arrests and armed resistance was possible, so that ‘the destruction for the time being of Ohumbele might necessarily result’. But he would do all in his power to avoid such an outcome.46 On 4 December, he reported complete success to MacDonald. The troops, under Captain Boisragon, had arrived and paraded in the town, producing the intended effect. The inhabitants ‘have amply apologised for their past disregard of Government authority, offering to pay any fine I might inflict – and they have further agreed to surrender the person implicated in the late sacrifice of human beings on the occasion of Chief Wankwanto’s burial’.47


This direct encounter with human sacrifice undoubtedly influenced Casement’s overall attitude to Niger society. In a draft article he gave free vent to all his negative feelings in overblown language.48 ‘British Africa,’ he opened, ‘probably presents in all its diversified extent, whether from Cape to Cairo, or the Gold Coast to Uganda, no more interesting district than that of the Niger Delta – officially termed the Niger Coast Protectorate.’ He gave a page of physical description, on the 600 miles of coastline, the connecting creeks running twenty to thirty miles inland, the mangroves and forests. Here, he continued, we find a race of people as ‘far from our ways of thought as the most hopelessly unrecallable days of antiquity, and yet almost within the sound of the mail steamer’s whistle’. The region ‘offers the contradictory spectacle of a soil but little less fertile than that of Egypt, possessed by a people as remote from our civilisation as were the earliest inhabitants of the Nile Delta, and yet administered in accordance with the latest method of Foreign Office control’.


An illustration of Foreign Office control was the Consular Court, and he cited a few examples of its operation. One case involved a dispute between ‘the chief James Egbo Bassi II’ and his ‘under chiefling’ Esukwa Akpan. The former had fined the latter, who, ‘having turned himself into a shark, had in this guise eaten and disposed of divers persons of the household of the aforesaid James II’. The court decision, carefully arrived at, would be, suggested Casement, ‘to the satisfaction of all parties – till next time’.




It may then reappear in the sterner and more familiar aspect of a large weed-grown crocodile wherein the aforesaid Esukwa Akpan, having transported himself by night, had nightly caused himself to be encased that he might live off the mouth of the town creek, wait for the smaller canoes of the fisher folk, or the dawn visit to the river bath of some extra early female riser. Routed from this – one of its favourite strongholds – the spirit of superstition has not far to go to seek other living or inanimate agent for the carrying out of its bloodstained behest of sacrifice and death.





On this ominous note, he went on to describe various circumstances in which human sacrifice was practised. In one district, he suggested, mother and newly-born twins must be put to death before cockcrow. The termination of a bloody conflict between neighbouring villages, which had closed the trade road, was ‘consummated by a fresh act of carnage … frequently the crucifixion of a young girl – a virgo intacta’ – on a tree and under a blazing sun. The death was protracted, ‘for the greater the agony of the crucified one and the longer under it life can be prolonged the mightier is the “ju-ju” guarding the sanctity of the treaty thus sealed’.


The tone of his third example was even more condemnatory:




Another and more diabolical mode of procedure (designed possibly to bring rain, or to ensure plentiful crops) is to peg the selected victim out upon the earthen floor of his own house so that in cooler shadow the death struggle may endure perhaps many days – while the priests of evil with strange eyes in yellow ochre and red painted upon their clay-smeared bodies point out the dying agonies to the feverishly exultant crowd as the approving tremors of an acceptant and appeased spirit.





His final example was the burial alive of slaves after the death of a chief. He concluded: ‘These beliefs, as their tribal possessors stoutly assert, in the face of consular exhortations and punitive expeditions, have endured “since the world began”.’ Appropriately, perhaps, in view of the high emotional tone of his descriptions, he finished by summoning up the prophet Ezekiel:







Here, if anywhere in Africa, is to be found the realisation of Ezekiel’s terrible vision. ‘Then will I make their waters deep, and cause their rivers to run like oil, saith the Lord God’ – ‘her princes in the midst thereof are like wolves ravening the prey, to shed blood, and to destroy souls, to get dishonest gain … and they shall be an execration, and an astonishment, and a curse, and a reproach’. But if that part of the prophecy be indeed fulfilled in horrible truth – the ending of the inspired denunciation is already in sight, for: ‘In that day shall messengers go forth from me in ships to make the careless Ethiopians afraid, a great pain shall come upon them as in the day of Egypt: for, lo, it cometh.’





One sees in all of this not only a standard sense of European social and technological superiority but also a religiously-driven viewpoint, presumably reflecting Casement’s Christian upbringing and the later influence on him of missionaries in the Congo.49


A further view of Casement at this period is provided by A.C. Douglas in his memoirs.50 When Douglas arrived in the protectorate as a young recruit, Casement was away on a ‘political trip’ to the Kwa Ibo River. On his return, Casement reported that Opobo traders had been causing trouble at some of the markets further inland. ‘They have been looting at the market, assaulting and beating the women, and causing an uproar amongst the Quas [Kwa Ibos].’ The offending traders were men from the trading house of Chief Ogolo, one of the principal Opobo chiefs, with, it was said, over a thousand slaves in his house. Casement invited Douglas to attend court on the morrow, when he would supervise a hearing. Enquiring about Casement of Mr Digan, due to replace Casement once he left, he was told:




We call old Roger the Black Man’s Friend; I don’t know that I personally agree entirely with his policy, it is what some people call pro-native, but he is a very good chap, and he can go anywhere amongst them. By all means attend his Court tomorrow; it will do you good to learn how to hear a native palaver; you want a great deal of patience and of that you will get a perfect object-lesson from Casement.





Casement had taken steps to hear both sides of the story and had brought over, with considerable difficulty, several Qua witnesses. The following day the court met. Douglas continued:




During a patient hearing of many hours the sordid tale was slowly unfolded by two interpreters, one representing the Opobo Chiefs and the other the Quas. Casement listened most attentively, and took down nearly everything in writing; very little seemed to escape him. It was a kind of Court with Native Chiefs as assessors, and the Chiefs addressed the Court at the end, in defence of the conduct of their boys.





A decision was reached and punishments imposed which, in Douglas’s recollection, involved ‘a beating … where it was proved that theft with violence had been committed’. Chief Ogolo gave an undertaking that the chastisement would be carried out, and the Corporal of Police was despatched to see that this would be done ‘in a humane and proper manner’. Casement offered some general advice to Douglas for dealing with the local population:




[A]lways remember that they are only children; never promise them anything that you or the Government are unable to give them, and never threaten them with any punishment that you cannot enforce. I don’t know that I think a legal training to be the best for an Administrator in this part of the country. What you really want is sound common sense, sympathy and considerable courage and perseverance.





Douglas summed up his impressions of Casement:




[T]here was nothing about the man at that time to give the slightest indication of his subsequent extraordinary lapse from normality and sanity, and there is no doubt that at that period Casement was a very able and loyal administrator and a fine example of devotion to the Service. Moreover, of handsome prepossessing appearance, he had a personal attractiveness to which many, and it must be confessed, Nemo [Douglas], succumbed. Certainly no braver man ever existed in Africa; he would go about unarmed amongst the wildest cannibals in the Niger with what another equally distinguished Administrator had laid down as the only equipment necessary, namely, ‘a white umbrella and a pleasant smile’.51





It was at this time, towards the end of Casement’s protectorate career, that Mary Kingsley visited, in the company of Sir Claude and Lady MacDonald. This was Mary Kingsley’s third visit to West Africa and the date would have been February or March of 1895.52 Shortly before Casement left, he and Douglas attended a number of feasts. One was hosted by Chief Cookey Gam, for what the guests termed ‘palm oil chop’: in Douglas’s description, ‘a rather hot dish made of fowl, fish, shrimps, and so on, stewed up with Chile pepper, and covered with this rich palm oil, which, if eaten in small quantities is quite wholesome, and when one is hungry and used to the dish, is not unappetising. But, like caviare and suchlike luxuries, it is an acquired taste’.


Finally, as ‘a kind of valedictory carouse to celebrate Casement’s departure’, a huge dinner party was held at the vice-consulate.




He was very popular with the traders and they were very sorry he was leaving, so out of regard for him the whole of them turned up to dinner … What was lacking in quality … was made up for in abundance of beer, whiskey and mess champagne. This particular gathering was a festive one; and the West African merchant, who is not averse to a little post-prandial oratory, was seen at his best, and many toasts were drunk.








Departure and Home Leave, 1895


In his ‘Brief to Counsel’ at his trial in 1916, Casement stated that he ‘resigned’ from the protectorate service. Why might he have done so? William Maloney, intriguingly, makes the following suggestion: ‘When the British service seemed to him incompatible with his duty he withdrew from it: first, in 1895, when he was a Vice-Consul in the Niger, and the English shelled the native villages there …’53 Though Maloney provides no primary source for the shelling story, it is difficult to imagine it not having some basis. ‘Punitive expeditions’ were a normal part of colonial operations and we have seen that Casement sometimes felt they were justified. His attitude was later to change, and he reflected on it in 1912 when he sent a copy of an old letter of his from 1901 to William Cadbury.




In 1901 I was much more of an Imperialist than today! I should not today – or for years now – have willingly expressed the opinion put forward in my last paragraph of this letter. ‘Punitive’ expeditions are rarely justified – sometimes they become inevitable – and possibly this Bende and Aro-Chukwu Expedition in 1901 was necessary. I had then long left the Niger Coast Protectorate.54





If there is basis to Maloney’s claim, I believe it could be linked with the departure of MacDonald from the protectorate and his replacement by his deputy, Ralph Moor.55 Moor followed a more aggressive ‘forward policy’ than MacDonald and this manifested itself in his relations with local African leaders. In 1894, while MacDonald was on leave, Moor precipitated conflict with Nana, governor of the Benin River. Hostilities broke out in August and Nana’s capital, Ebrohimi, was destroyed in September. He was tried and exiled to Accra. And in 1895, following a conflict with the Royal Niger Company, King Koko of Brass was defeated, his centres destroyed and the power of Brass totally broken.56


According to Casement’s own later account, he returned home via the Congo. ‘I then went down to the Congo … I here met a missionary whom I had met there before and who had a great influence over me at that time. I met him at the mouth of the Congo on his way home. I came home with him with absolutely nothing to do.’57 At any rate, he seems to have arrived home in the late spring of 1895. When home and with some leisure, he turned once more to poetry. The dates and content of his poems also allow us to trace Casement’s movements that summer and to make some assessment of his moods. The first is entitled ‘Lines in a London Square’ and was dated May Day. Others followed on the scenery of the north Antrim coast, especially Rathlin Island. In June, the New York Ledger sent a copy of an issue in which his lines ‘A Song of Tyrconnell’ had appeared.58 In May and June, too, he wrote to Gertrude from Ballycastle, telling of his activities and being solicitous about her affairs. One assumes that he stayed at Magherintemple with his ageing uncle, John, now in his late sixties, and his wife, Charlotte, who was in her late fifties. According to Reid, ‘He loafed and swam and walked and scribbled and began to think seriously of putting together a volume of verse.’59


Another link with the Congo was broken in May, with the death of his friend Edward Glave. Casement wrote the following biographical note:




First went to Africa in 1883, to the Congo. Served there with distinction until 1889. Undertook two journeys to Alaska 1890–93. Returned to Africa to East Coast end of 1893. Crossed the Continent from Indian Ocean to Atlantic, 1894 to May 1895. Died at Matadi on May 12th 1895 – and buried in the little Mission Cemetery at the foot of Tunduwa Hill close to the banks of the Congo (in sight of the last foam-covered rush where it sweeps through the last gap in the hills before widening out to the Atlantic) where many other Englishmen lie, who like him had turned their feet to the great ‘realm of Congo’ whence, alas, like him, they returned not – on the morning of the 13th May.60





The death of Glave followed those of a number of other Congo friends. Reginald Heyn had died in June 1892 and Charles Ingham was killed in November 1893. A deeper blow was the unexpected death of his friend, Major Parminter, not long married, on 24 January 1894. Clearly, Casement received word of the death of three friends, including Ingham and Parminter, early in 1894, and he wrote, in response, to Herbert Ward: ‘Poor Leslie [?]. I am grieved greatly at his loss, altho’ he was not all to me that the dear old Major was. I shall never have another friend like him. His poor wife – and dear old Mrs Heyn – what a fearful blow it is to them.’ He had, he said, left Parminter in Brussels on 22 November and, though the latter was suffering from his liver, no one dreamt he was so near a critical illness – he had died in Nice. ‘I grieve over his untimely death as much as I should over the death of a brother … We are all going adrift my dear Ward – all going adrift in this world, and we shall soon think of all Congo chums only as a pleasant and sad memory – nothing more of them left – but I shall think of none of them as I do of Parminter.’ He went on to say he was glad Ward was doing so well – and benefiting from Paris. And he had had a long account from Mrs Troup about his godson No.1 (Ward’s was No. 2 and ‘the dear old Major’s’, No.3). ‘I write this from Opobo,’ he continued, ‘having come round here to get in a bit on this side – although I shall not succeed in doing more than one or two miles – the people are so savage and jealous of letting the whiteman in.’ He then mentioned the death of Ingham – killed by an elephant, when his rifle jammed: ‘Alas, another of the dear old friends gone.’61


In June, his correspondence with Louisa Jephson-Norreys began, in which he enquired about his mother’s links with the Jephsons of Mallow Castle. He first wrote on 1 June, saying that a cousin of his on his father’s side was ‘compiling a sort of family history for our own amusement and interest’, hence his query. Having introduced his Jephson links, he went on to say that he was ‘very busy writing up some account of my recent journeys in Africa for the British Association Meeting in the Autumn’ and that he expected ‘to go to Uganda on a Foreign Office mission next – if I am lucky’. On the 10th he wrote again saying he hoped to be in Dublin in July and wondering whether he might visit her in Mallow. But then, on the 29th, he sent a hurried note from London to say that he had ‘got orders from the Foreign Office last night to hold myself in readiness to go very soon … The resignation of the Ministry has caused this alteration and hurry in my plans – and I may have to sail for the Cape in a week or ten days.’ He still had hopes, though, of a quick visit to Mallow.62


Casement’s service in the Niger coincided almost exactly with a period in government by the Liberals. After a general election in July 1892 the Liberals, under Gladstone, had come to power with the aid of the Irish Nationalists. They were to remain in office until 1895 and, during this term, the second Home Rule Bill was defeated by the Lords. Gladstone stood down at the age of eighty-four, and the new administration under Lord Rosebery had a troubled time, until Rosebery resigned in June 1895. In July the Unionists – a combination of Conservatives and Liberal Unionists – won a majority of 152 in a general election and were to remain in power until December 1905.


Casement’s appointment to Lourenço Marques was made in the last days of the outgoing Liberal administration. His term in the protectorate reveals a maturing Casement in his late twenties, taking on greater responsibilities than had been his in the Congo. His activities clearly impressed his superiors sufficiently to be offered a full consular posting. And his judicial work would be built on later in his consular work for Distressed British Subjects and in his advocacy work in the Congo and the Putumayo. We get a hint as to the personal factors in his appointment from his later correspondence. To his consular colleague Francis Cowper he wrote in 1901:




When I want anything at the FO – which thank goodness is not very often for myself – I prefer stating my wants officially – or if it must be by private channel then I go to [Henry St George] Foley – whom of all the nice good natured men of the FO holds I think to be the nicest. I hold him as my personal friend, and I don’t mind sometimes telling him privately that I should like so and so. It was through Foley’s friendship I first entered the Consular Service – thro’ him I came again to Congo last year …63





And, writing to Foley himself, in June 1901, he expressed his sorrow on reading of the death of Armine Wodehouse. ‘To his kindness – as to yours, my dear Foley – I think I owed much when, thanks to you both, I was chosen for Lourenço Marques; and I had looked forward to seeing him do something distinguished in Parliament.’64








[image: ]

Map 4: Southern Africa










Notes


1. List of Officers, PRO FO 403/200, Inclosure 158, p. 283. Casement had not yet begun to build up that circle of friends with whom he would later carry on a vigorous correspondence, so, as with his first years in the Congo, we have comparatively few letters of his from this period. But, because he was in the employ of the British government, some of his activities can be traced in the official archive material in the Public Record Office (PRO) in London. Most interestingly, these records give details of various exploratory journeys he made while a member of the protectorate Survey Department. The extent and detail of those journeys has hitherto not been appreciated, and a series of maps based on them has scarcely been referred to at all.


2. RDC to EDM, 26/4/1904, MP F8/17. Casement’s superior in the Niger Protectorate was Sir Claude MacDonald (1852–1915), who entered the army (74th Highlanders) in 1872, and retired in 1891. He was appointed HM Commissioner for West Coast of Africa in December 1888 and sent on a special mission to the Niger Territories in June 1889, following which he was appointed commissioner and consul general of the Oil Rivers Protectorate in 1891. He became envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary to the emperor of China in 1896 and organized the defence of the legation at Peking during the Boxer Rebellion in 1900. He was made minister to Tokyo in 1900 and ambassador from 1905–16.


3. For the history of the period see J.C. Anene, Southern Nigeria in Transition, 1885–1906 (Cambridge: CUP 1966); Arthur Norton Cook, British Enterprise in Nigeria (London: Frank Cass 1964); Michael Crowder, West Africa under Colonial Rule (London: Hutchinson, 1968).


4. Anene, p. 112.


5. Crowder, p. 121. Sir Harry Johnston (1858–1927), explorer, administrator and scholar, was vice-consul in the Niger Delta, 1885, and later held a series of colonial appointments in Central and East Africa. He had wide scientific and artistic interests, and his studies spanned the areas of natural history, geography, ethnology and linguistics. Among his many publications were: The River Congo, from its Mouth to Bolobo (1884); The Uganda Protectorate: an attempt to give some description of the physical geography, botany, zoology, anthropology, languages & history of the territories under British protection in East Central Africa, 2 vols. (1902); The Living Races of Mankind (1905); The Negro in the New World (1910); A Survey of the Ethnography of Africa: and the former racial and tribal migrations in that continent (1913); A Comparative Study of the Bantu and Semi-Bantu Languages, 2 vols. (1919). He was to be become an acquaintance of Casement’s, mainly concerning the Congo campaign.


6. MacDonald to Rosebery, 12/1/1893, PRO FO 2/51 p. 12. Archibald Philip Primrose, the 5th Earl of Rosebery (1847–1929), was a statesman, notable orator and racehorse owner. He was a liberal imperialist, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs in 1886 and 1892 and he succeeded Gladstone as Prime Minister in 1894. His government only lasted fifteen months. In 1896, he resigned the leadership of the Liberal Party.


7. Ibid. p.14.


8. Sir Claude MacDonald, Annual Report for 1894–5, 25/7/1895, PRO FO 403/216, no. 57 p.114. Captain Alan Boisragon was head of the protectorate military force. Later, as one of only two Englishmen to survive the event, he was to publish The Benin Massacre (London 1897); see Crowder, p. 123. Boisragon was to reappear in Casement’s life in 1911.


9. RDC to Gertrude, 28/7/1892, NLI MS 13074 (1/i), Lagos Roads. It was on this voyage that he met Miss Louisa Jephson-Norreys, of the Jephson family of Mallow Castle, in ‘the Hotel at Las Palmas’. He was to write to her subsequently, in 1895, enquiring about his mother’s connections with the Jephsons of Mallow (see Chapter 1 and below). On 26 August, he sent a hurried note from Old Calabar to his Aunt Charlotte in Magherintemple, asking her to read and forward a letter to his uncle, Jack (RDC to Charlotte Casement, 26/8/1892, PRONI T 3787/6). Kru or Kroo was an ethnic category from the Liberian coast area and there are frequent references in Casement’s writings to Kroomen or Krooboys working along the coast of West and Central Africa.


10. MacDonald, Annual Report for 1891, PRO FO 84/2194.


11. PRO FO 84/2194.


12. Ibid.


13. RDC to John Casement, 27/1/1893, PRONI T3787/8. He addresses it from ‘H.B.M.’s Vice-Consulate, Old Calabar’. The wedding of (Rear Admiral) Jack Casement and Maria (Mya) Young, of Galgorm Castle, Ballymena, took place on 23 December 1892.


14. S.A. Bill, Diary, Aug. 1891–Aug. 1894, PRONI D3301/CA/7, entries from 24–8 October 1892; Qua Iboe Mission ‘Occasional Paper’, May 1893, p. 46.


15. Bill, Diary, entries from 17 to 25/12/1892, 29/12/1892, 4 and 18/1/1893, and 13/2/1893, PRONI D3301/CA/7.


16. Revd William Marwick, Pocket Diary, 1892, UE, Marwick 768/3.


17. Elizabeth Marwick, Diary (Old Calabar), 1893, UE, Gen. 768/7.


18. RDC to William Marwick, 24/4/1893, NLS MS 2984 f107.


19. UE, Gen. 768/7.


20. RDC to Gertrude, 2/9/1893, NLI MS 13,074 (1/i).


21. RDC to John Casement, 10/10/1893, PRONI T3787/9.


22. RDC to John Casement, 11/10/1893, PRONI T3787/10.


23. RDC to Gertrude, 6/11/1893, NLI MS 13074 (1/i). Reginald Heyn had died in the Congo in June 1892; this visit would have been to the family. In his letter to Gertrude, he also launched into a series of sarcastic comments on ‘the graces of German civilisation and character’, interesting in the light of his later pro-German views.


24. Leander Starr Jameson (1853–1917) was born in Edinburgh, took an MD in London in 1877 and went to Kimberley in 1878, where he formed a friendship with Cecil Rhodes. He represented the British South Africa Company in negotiations with Lobengula (1889–90) and was part of the force sent against him in 1893. He led the famous raid across the Transvaal border in support of the Uitlanders in December 1895; after his capture, he was sent to England for trial and imprisoned, but quickly released. He entered the Cape parliament as member for Kimberley (1900), became Prime Minister of the Cape Colony (1904–8) and entered the first Union parliament (1910). He was made baronet in 1911 and retired in 1912. For the Jameson Raid see Chapter 4.


25. Mackey, Crime against Europe, p. 178.


26. RDC to John Casement, 14/12/1893, PRONI T3787/11.


27. NLI MS 13082 (1/i). While the date of his visit to Fernando Po is uncertain, this is the likeliest occasion for it to have taken place. Stephen Gwynn, in his Life of Mary Kingsley (London: Macmillan & Co. 1932), cites her acknowledgment that Casement had been one of those to climb another mountain in the region, the Peak of Cameroon (Mungo), before she did. That he did climb it seems corroborated by lines in Casement’s poem ‘The Peak of the Cameroons’: ‘For thus, by the Dualla, art thou seen,/Home of a God they know, yet would not know;/But I, who far above their doubts have been/Upon thy forehead hazardous …’ (Mackey, Crime against Europe, p. 165).


28. In his ‘Brief to Counsel’, in May 1916, Casement used the term ‘travelling commissioner’ of his position in the protectorate. It appears to be his term; official lists include him as a member of the Survey Department. NLI MS 13088 (1/iii).


29. PRO FO 2/50, p. 14.


30. Ibid. pp. 23, 278.


31. The sketch maps are to be found in PRO MPK 141, 1–3 and PRO FO 2/64, fols. 30A, 30B, 72; the lithograph versions are in FO 925/621, 622 and 623. They are also referenced in the following: A. Crispin Jewitt, Maps for Empire; The First 2000 Numbered War Office Maps 1881–1905 (The British Library 1992), nos. 1054–6; Maps and Plans in the PRO, vol. 3, Africa (1982), nos. 2090–2; R.V. Tooley, A Dictionary of Mapmakers Part II (Map Collectors Series no. 28 1979). To observe how Casement’s work was incorporated into later maps, see, for example, Map of the South-Eastern Portion of the Niger Coast Protectorate, compiled by Captain C.F. Close RE, 1895, Bodleian Library, Oxford, Maps 20752 a.22.
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36. Casement’s account, written on 2 May, became Inclosure 18 in MacDonald’s 1891–4 Report.
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38. MacDonald to FO, 12/10/1893, PRO FO 403/187, p. 245.
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40. A map in P. Amaury Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria (London: Humphrey Milford 1926), first published in 1913, shows that by that date a road had, in fact, been constructed between Oron and Eket.
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42. Henry Richard Fox Bourne (1837–1909), social reformer and author, was born in Jamaica and served as secretary of the Aborigines Protection Society from 1889 until his death. He also wrote lives of Sir Philip Sidney (1862) and John Locke (1876).
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44. MacDonald to FO, 6/12/1894, PRO FO 403/215.


45. RDC to MacDonald, 24/11/1894, PRO FO F2/64.
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