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FOREWORD





We were reminded in a recent ‘disABILITY’ campaign to focus on a person’s ability, not his or her disability. This reminds us of the obvious fact that, for example, even though a man cannot walk, he may be able to read, write and talk. It also attempts to make us aware that a woman who has a visual impairment can not just hear but may hear better than a sighted person.


But there is a deeper meaning. Ability is not necessarily just what the person can do, apart from what he or she cannot do and apart from any compensating skills. For some people, the ability is the disability itself.


In Unstoppable Brilliance: Irish Geniuses and Asperger’s Syndrome by Antoinette Walker and Michael Fitzgerald, we have the stories of gifted men and women whose ability and disability was Asperger’s syndrome. They were gifted with the aspergic ability to, on the one hand, give themselves completely to the pursuit of their interests, and on the other to bypass the distractions and obstacles of life, not as hurdles to be jumped, but as irrelevancies to be ignored or not even noticed. They were men and a woman who were able to trail-blaze to the frontiers and to penetrate the centre, laying bare the heart of maths and science, Aboriginal and modern man, language and politics.


This is the uniqueness of their ‘abled’ achievement. Many bright people travel the same paths but get sidetracked along the way. Consequently, when these geniuses with Asperger’s syndrome arrived at their destination, they found it a solitary place. But here too the aspergic ability equipped these geniuses for survival in isolation and more productivity.


We who have benefited from their ability should be grateful because Asperger’s syndrome, though an ability, is also a disability with a burden of pain. Their legacy, which we now enjoy, was achieved at a price of loneliness and social, emotional and physical struggle both for the person and those that loved them.


Many people in Ireland today have Asperger’s syndrome. Not all are ‘geniuse’ but, in my experience, all are gifted and have special areas of talent. It is my hope that the stories in this book will force us to ask ourselves some important questions. Why are children with Asperger’s often diagnosed so late in Ireland? And why, when that diagnosis finally comes, does it seem to close instead of open doors. Why, given the very individual needs of people with Asperger’s, are there so few specialised services to meet those needs? Where are the information and training services for teachers, parents and employers? What does our high-pressure exam-based education system do to the student with Asperger’s? Why is there little outreach to young adults with Asperger’s to help them establish themselves in work and in the community. Where is a policy of understanding support for a family of a child or a parent with Asperger’s? Why are so many people with Asperger’s misdiagnosed as having a mental illness? And why are so many of these misdiagnosed people medicated to the point of developing a mental illness?


Finally, why are Asperger’s and other autistic spectrum disorders still seen as psychiatric or psychological conditions, with no recognition of the medical problems that cause them? It is no coincidence that most of the people in this book suffered poor health, especially gastrointestinal disease, poor immune protection and eye problems. Why, despite years of campaigning, is there still no medical treatment for autistic spectrum disorders in Ireland? And are we cherishing people with Asperger’s syndrome, and their gifts?


It is my fervent hope that celebrating great Irish people who had Asperger’s will somehow give all of us a greater awareness of the people in our midst who share this ability/disability. I hope too that Unstoppable Brilliance will inspire the political descendants of de Valera, Emmet and Pearse to take seriously both the potential and the plight of all people with Asperger’s in Ireland today.




 





Kathy Sinnott MEP, March 2006

















INTRODUCTION





There is something about genius that intrigues. Being in the presence of someone with exceptional talents and abilities is no ordinary event and the memory of it can stay with us long afterwards. Because nature throws up geniuses only very rarely, we are aware of just how exotic a species they are. We do not expect them to be normal and take for granted their enigmatic, odd and bizarre ways. They can also sometimes inspire ridicule and fear and may not always be likeable figures. Richard Ellmann, the celebrated biographer of James Joyce, believed that the Irish are gifted with more eccentricities than Americans and Englishman. To be average in Ireland, he felt, is to be eccentric. Perhaps Ellmann was a little biased; nonetheless, the nine characters in this book – all of them Irish – showed remarkable abilities and were strange and complex individuals indeed.


Is there a biological basis to genius? It is the contention of this book that there is. The Latin origins and derivations of the word would suggest so: genus, meaning ‘family’, ingenium, ‘a natural disposition or innate capacity’, and ‘gignere’, to beget. Recognising that eccentricity is part and parcel of genius, many, such as theatre and opera director Jonathan Miller, would argue that geniuses have ‘normal’ psychological disabilities rather than some mere disorder. This book attempts to put a name on those ‘normal psychological disabilities’ with a diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome, an autistic spectrum disorder. In essence, it is a forensic look at the trappings of genius.


All geniuses possess a unique kind of intelligence. The paediatrician Hans Asperger observed that highly original thought and experience was found in some autistic children and believed that this could lead to exceptional achievements later in life. He wrote about ‘autistic intelligence’ – a kind of intelligence untouched by tradition and culture. According to the neurologist Oliver Sacks in his book An Anthropologist on Mars, this form of intelligence is unconventional, unorthodox, strangely pure and original and related to the intelligence of pure creativity. Certainly, the characters discussed in this book, regardless of their chosen field, possessed this kind of intelligence: primitive and pure, intuitive and instinctive, and marked by a moral intensity. All of these characters were willing to take intellectual risks by combining what may have looked like unrelated ideas to produce something radically new.




*





All of the figures discussed in this book showed significant Asperger traits and recognisable genius. Only a clinical assessment would ultimately confirm a diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome, and this is clearly not possible. Even so, it is possible to make substantial claims about the subjects. Why is it necessary to make a retrospective diagnosis, one might ask, and label these people? Why diagnose the departed? There is no doubt that focusing on deficits and disorders serves to reinforce negative connotations of the condition. But Asperger’s syndrome is also associated with magnificent, at times almost superhuman, abilities, and these need to be accentuated too. The nature of the syndrome, in which some areas of the brain are hyperdeveloped and others are underdeveloped, means that it brings both blessings and burdens. By extension, the path of genius never easy.


In making a retrospective diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome, it is vital to gain as much detail as possible about the minutiae of the lives of the individuals concerned. Descriptions, impressions, opinions and the perceptions of those who observed these people at close quarters have as much value as their legacies and historical record. Indeed the seemingly trivial or the throwaway comment can offer a wealth of information. Biographies – authorised, standard or well known – and memoirs of family and friends have been used to glean as many facts as possible. Those with Asperger’s syndrome in general have reduced capacities for autobiography but, where such works were attempted, we have included them. To all intents and purposes, this book is a snapshot of these Asperger geniuses; it is not intended to be exhaustive.


Three spheres of interest have been selected: politics, science and the arts. Traditionally, Asperger’s syndrome was associated with those in science and engineering fields, but there is growing awareness that it is also seen in those in positions of political leadership and among creative artists. The nine figures that inhabit these spheres were all extreme figures, and most are household names in Ireland – in many cases, around the world. All of them were born in Ireland, but some – like so many of their contemporaries – left the country due to famine, war, disillusionment or upheaval of one kind or another. Three iconic figures from Irish politics have been selected: Robert Emmet, Éamon de Valera, and Pádraig Pearse. From the sphere of mathematics and science, we have included Robert Boyle, the Father of Chemistry, the brilliant Trinity College mathematician William Rowan Hamilton, and Daisy Bates, ethnographer of the Aborigines. There are many ‘Asperger geniuses’ from Ireland’s celebrated literary heritage; W. B. Yeats, James Joyce and Samuel Beckett are the ones who are discussed in this book.


The predominance of male figures reflects the fact that autistic spectrum disorders affect men four times as much as they do women. The decision to select Daisy Bates was based on the fact that she exhibited considerable Asperger’s traits, often to extremes. Others who could have been discussed in this context include Margaret Anna Cusack, the Nun of Kenmare, Dame Kathleen Lonsdale and the eccentric Speranza (Lady Jane Wilde).




*





Autism as a condition has been with us through the ages but it was ascribed no name until the early 1940s, when psychiatry became an increasingly specialised discipline. Two physicians working independently, Leo Kanner in Baltimore and Hans Asperger in Vienna, coined the words ‘autistic’ and ‘autism’ from the Greek word autos, meaning ‘self’. It was a condition marked by considerable impairment in relation to language and communication. No two individuals with autism are the same, and there can be huge variations in the degree of the condition, reflecting the heterogeneity of the condition. Nowadays we know that a spectrum of autistic disorders exists. Roughly speaking, at the low-functioning end of the scale is ‘classical autism’, where children are often mute, with severe disabilities and retardation, whereas those with higher abilities, or ‘high-functioning’ individuals, are at the other end. Asperger’s syndrome is located at the high-functioning end of the autistic spectrum. High-functioning autism and Asperger’s syndrome – terms which are often used interchangeably – can be differentiated on the basis of the desire and ability to form relationships. There is a tendency for those with Asperger’s syndrome who perhaps have more language skills to want to make relationships with people but to lack social know-how, whereas those with high-functioning autism tend to be less interested in making relationships. Nonetheless, they are all on the autistic spectrum.


In western culture, many euphemisms for autism abound, not least in Ireland. Those described as ‘the village fool’, ‘not the full shilling’, ‘touched’ or a ‘queer hawk’ may today be termed autistic. The nonsensical talk or ráiméis of the Irish fool (amadán) might in fact have been the idiosyncratic language of autism. Indeed, Shakespeare’s wise fool, with his primitive, intuitive intelligence, may have been on the autistic spectrum too.


So what exactly does it mean to have Asperger’s syndrome? In 1944, the Austrian paediatrician Hans Asperger described the condition which we now call Asperger’s syndrome. The condition was fundamentally based on a problem with social interactions, as he saw it. In practice, people with this condition have problems with the to and fro of conversation and social interaction. In speech, they often use a high-pitched tone of voice or a monotonous one. They have problems reading non-verbal behaviour, or body language. They frequently engage in monologues which do not require the listener to interact with them, or else do not give listeners sufficient context on what they are speaking about – much to the confusion and consternation of listeners. Much of this is related to difficulties in seeing things from other people’s perspectives and in understanding social and emotional relationships.


People with Asperger’s syndrome are often described as enigmatic, odd or eccentric. In reality, they are severely puzzled about the social world and social interactions. At times they can feel like an alien, living on a different planet from other people. As a consequence, they spend their lifetime trying to work out the pattern in the chaos around them. The interests of people with Asperger’s syndrome are frequently very narrow and specialised. Because of their enormous capacities for work, their phenomenal energy, their persistence, and their tendency to have a very narrow focus, they are usually successful in life. Essentially, they are driven more by their internal worlds and their internal ideas than by the social environment. As a result, they tend to be apolitical or take little interest in world affairs unless these things directly impinge on their consciousness.


By and large, people with Asperger’s syndrome are very rigid, controlling and dominating. Characteristically, they develop rigid routines and rituals. They dislike change and strive for what is called ‘preservation of sameness’. In terms of sensory perception, they can be oversensitive or hypersensitive to touch, noise, smell and other stimuli, and they are often fussy eaters. Their motor co-ordination can be poor, and they are frequently clumsy. At times, they have difficulty separating fact from fiction – something which often earns them a reputation for lying and deceit. Contrary to popular belief, they can have massively creative imaginations, though as children they tend not to engage in pretend play and take all meanings literally. It is not uncommon for people to perceive them as being narrow, eccentric, narcissistic and grandiose.


Because of their social difficulties, they can suffer from depression and indeed often exhibit a great deal of anxiety. In the past it was not uncommon, given their difficulties with separating fact from fiction, for them to be misdiagnosed as having schizophrenia and being inappropriately placed in services for persons with schizophrenia or similar institutions. Indeed, adults with Asperger’s syndrome are still commonly misdiagnosed as schizophrenic. Depending on the severity of depression and the difficulties they experience in terms of social interaction, they can develop suicidal ideas, and indeed suicide is not rare among members of this group. Some people with Asperger’s syndrome can also be plagued by poor health in general.


In school, their poor social interaction can give rise to difficulties, and they are often misdiagnosed by teachers as having ‘conduct disorder’ due to behaviour problems. They may show little interest in formal education and be daydreamers in class. In the past, many people with autistic spectrum disorders were only diagnosed as having learning disability – the ‘slow learners’ – or were misdiagnosed as having learning disability and confined to the learning-disability services. We now know that a dual diagnosis of autism and learning disability is not uncommon. These people therefore require special interventions for both autism and learning disability. Furthermore, they require special speech and language programmes, special communication skills programmes and special help with reading non-verbal behaviour.


At secondary school, people with Asperger’s syndrome often drop out due to bullying or depression, or because of their difficulties in managing social interaction. As they are seen as odd, different or peculiar, they are often a target for bullying. Indeed Yeats, Joyce and Beckett were all bullied at various stages of their schooling. At university – if they get there – they have an extremely high drop-out rate in their first year because of problems with social interaction, organisation and social awareness. Feeling lonely and isolated, they can experience the world as being against them, and they often show paranoid traits in early adulthood and later.


Often a harsh superego or an autistic superego is seen in those with Asperger syndrome: in other words, they suffer excessively from a sense of duty or propriety. In psychoanalytical theory, the superego is the part of the personality that represents the conscience. Here, ethical and moral values reign supreme, and there is a constant striving for perfection. Feelings of guilt and failure may arise if they believe that certain codes and standards have been breached or impugned, especially those involving unacceptable desires. This can frequently lead to conflict because of the failure to appreciate or understand the viewpoint of others, and the standards they expect from other people can be unacceptably high.


The issue of control is of major significance too. With autistic spectrum disorders, there may be some impairment of the neurons in the amygdala of the brain, which is associated with emotion and aggression. For this reason, ‘troublesome’ behaviour can be associated with the condition. Many autistic individuals can be aggressive towards themselves or others: this is referred to as ‘autistic aggression’. Conversely, they can also be extremely passive.


Those with Asperger’s syndrome also have a poor sense of identity or self. As a result, they are often engaged in a constant search for identity and may adopt multiple roles or reinvent themselves in some way – something known as identity diffusion. As children, they may refer to themselves in the third person. In their lifetime, they may have numerous quite different roles or occupations. Normally, a person builds up an identify by imitation and identification with parents and others during childhood, and by seeing how they affect others around them. Due to problems with eye contact, reading non-verbal behaviour (i.e. noticing faces and emotions expressed on faces) and empathy issues, the development of a sense of self is affected in people with Asperger’s syndrome, who instead have a highly unusual personal identity. Despite having a prodigious memory for facts, they often cannot personalise memory and have a poor sense of identity in its classic form. In fact, it could be said that they find it hard to recognise or know what it means to be themselves. Not surprisingly, many writers, Yeats, Joyce and Beckett included, were consumed with the search for an identity, and this indeed became a primary focus of their work. The failure to develop an identity is also linked to the way in which those with Asperger’s syndrome see themselves in relation to sequential time. They have considerable difficulties experiencing time in sequence or chronologically and tend to live in the ‘here and now’. As a consequence, they seldom learn from past mistakes and are often doomed to repeat them.


Sexual identity is often not fixed in a person with Asperger’s syndrome. Over their lifetime, this identity may become even more fluid or undefined than that of an average, or neurotypical, person. Sexual states ranging from celibacy to promiscuity and every orientation in between are possible. For example, Robert Boyle remained celibate all his life, while Beckett was promiscuous for all of his. A distinction must be drawn here between sexual desire and sexual acts. Often, because of their social impairment and autistic superego, forming sexual unions may be problematic for people with Asperger’s syndrome, despite the existence of intense desire. What is clear is that those with Asperger’s syndrome tend to remain immature personalities.




*





Autistic intelligence tends to be concentrated in the areas of language, music and logic. All of those discussed in this book were gifted to varying degrees in one or more of these areas – in some cases, as in that of Joyce, in all three areas. By nature, they are extremely logical and analytical, and their thinking is concrete, which makes them good mathematicians though lesser poets, as in the case of Hamilton and de Valera. If they do not play a musical instrument, they can still appreciate music and musical form architectonically – i.e. in terms of its artistically pleasing structure. Language is especially important to those with Asperger’s syndrome – not least the writers – and they often have their own idiosyncratic  forms of it. They are frequently great linguists and polyglots. Daisy Bates, for example, could speak 188 Aboriginal dialects, in addition to several modern and classical languages. How languages are taught to those with Asperger’s syndrome has a substantial bearing on the ease with which they are acquired, however. The traditional emphasis on teaching rules of language or grammar, for example in Latin and Greek, makes their acquisition easier for someone with Asperger’s syndrome. This also applies to modern languages. A unique situation occurs with the teaching of the Irish language in Ireland: the teaching of Irish poses great difficulties for those with Asperger’s syndrome, often necessitating exemptions from State exams. Certainly some of the individuals in this book, including Boyle and Joyce, had difficulties learning Irish and abandoned it, although in general they were excellent linguists. The modern emphasis on getting a ‘sense’ of the language at the expense of grammar, and on empty rote learning, does not work for those with Asperger’s syndrome. For example, among other things the unusual syntax, aspiration (pronouncing sounds with the exhalation of breath) and dependent forms of the Irish language are bewildering to them and the logic of the language is extremely hard to grasp. Crucially, those with Asperger’s syndrome need to know the rules of a language first in order to form a mental image of it. Once the rules are known, however, the language can be acquired, as evidenced by the experiences of Pearse and de Valera.


Language, often peculiar, is vital for expression in those with Asperger’s syndrome. Talking about her autism in An Anthropologist on Mars, animal scientist Temple Grandin explained that she does not have an unconscious and does not repress memories and thoughts like normal people. Indeed, you could say that autistic speech or narrative is uncensored and free-flowing – truly free association. The unconscious and psychoanalysis certainly preoccupied many of the characters discussed in this book. Both Beckett and Joyce, though they were interested in these ideas at first, in the end rejected psychoanalysis. ‘Mystery of the unconscious?’ Joyce declared. ‘What about the mystery of consciousness?’ In fact, you could say that autistic narrative is the mystery of consciousness. It is no wonder that Joyce’s writing has been described as ‘psychotic’ and Finnegans Wake as the product of a ‘clever schizophrenic’, by psychiatrist Nancy Andreason.


In terms of autistic intelligence, in routine clinical practice there is a tendency to use the diagnosis autism when the IQ is below 70 and Asperger’s syndrome when the IQ is above 70. The term ‘autistic savant’ refers to people with autism but who have limited intelligence. About 10 percent of those with autism are autistic savants; these people have exceptional skills in certain areas, for example in music or as calculating prodigies. The 1988 Hollywood film Rain Man was one of the first movies that depicted the life of an autistic savant, in the form of the character played by Dustin Hoffman. Psychologist Beta Hermelin believes that about 1 or 2 out of 200 people with autistic spectrum disorders have genuine talent. The term ‘Asperger savant’ is used for people with Asperger’s syndrome and huge creativity – the kind of creativity that many of the people in this book exhibited.




*





The National Autistic Society in the United Kingdom puts the prevalence of all autistic spectrum disorders, including Asperger’s syndrome, at slightly under 1 percent of the population. In Ireland, with a population of nearly 4 million, this would give a figure of just under 40,000 people. Specifically, NAS puts the prevalence of Asperger’s syndrome at 36 per 10,000. autistic spectrum disorders tend to be about four times more common in boys than in girls. We have no idea what the prevalence of Asperger savants in society is, though it is likely to be quite rare. Problems with prevalence data in Europe led the EU Commission in 2006 to fund a project called the European Autism Information System to measure the incidence of the disorder. Estimating the prevalence of the condition is often difficult and controversial due to differences in the ways that cases of autism are identified and defined, and with differences in study methods and changes in diagnostic criteria.


Diagnosis is directed towards children on the autistic spectrum because of the need for early diagnosis and intervention. Children do not grow out of autism, but with early intervention they can learn to cope with the condition and interact with others better. Many adults living with Asperger’s syndrome or high-functioning autism have never been diagnosed and are oblivious to their condition, even though they may be aware that they do not quite fit into society.


Given these statistics, the condition is present among a significant portion of the population. This has major implications for education, health services and indeed employment services. In the work environment, those with autism often need sheltered or supported employment, unless they find their niche in a particular field.




*





Autism and Asperger’s syndrome are neurobiological disorders associated with abnormalities in numerous areas of the brain. These abnormalities essentially cause a lack of integration in the brain. There appear to be problems with nerve cell migration in the womb and also with the pruning of brain cells after birth, which may explain why autistic individuals retain many childhood traits. This leads to major difficulties in social interaction – but also results in the flowering of their special talents. In essence, persons with Asperger’s savantism tend to have even less integrated brains, with modules that are hyperdeveloped and developed out of balance with other areas of the brain. Because this kind of talent has a large genetic component, it is not surprising that it shows itself early in life. Environmental factors are probably necessary for the development of the condition too but these are of minor importance: for example, Asperger musicians being exposed to music at an early age.


The cause of autism is largely genetic, with heritability accounting for approximately 90 percent of the condition. Because the condition has a polygenic basis, several genes are involved in the condition. Most importantly, autism is not caused by parental rearing or behaviour, as was believed in the past. Indeed, at one point autism was said to be due to ‘refrigerated mothers’, something which caused enormous distress and guilt for parents.


At present, there are a number of theories that try to explain the lack of integration in the brain, but none of them explains the condition conclusively. A number of physical theories focus on the left and right hemispheres of the brain. Some medical experts believe that autism is associated with left-hemisphere impairment, while Asperger’s syndrome is associated with right-hemisphere deficits. (The right hemisphere processes information involved in spatial imaging, social interaction and emotions, and, it could be said, ‘thinks visually’; the left hemisphere is concerned with logic, order, language, arithmetic and sequential time, and thinks in words and numbers.) Within the hemispheres, the major areas affected in autism are believed to be the frontal lobes (which help to plan, coordinate, control and execute behaviour), the limbic system (the centre of emotions, including the amydala) and the cerebellum, which coordinates movement and is responsible for social interaction. All of these areas are high in white matter – the support cells involved in sending messages to various parts of the brain, like telephone wires. In autisic children, the cerebellum and frontal lobes can be bigger than normal, giving a larger head circumference. In recent times, autism has also been seen in terms of an extreme male brain or extreme maleness. Research into the effects of testosterone in the individual, from conception through the various stages of human development, is ongoing.


There are also a number of competing psychological theories in relation to autism. None explains autism in its entirety, though all explain it in part. The ‘theory of mind’ hypothesis focuses on social and communicative deficits, where people have difficulty attributing mental states to themselves or others, i.e. they are not able to see things from another person’s perspective. The ‘executive function’ theory is concerned with primary cognitive impairment in a variety of mental processes. These processes can include organisational skills, planning, future-oriented behaviour, selective attention, maintenance of attention or vigilance, inhibition and creativity. This theory can explain the repetition seen in those with autism and why mistakes are likely to be repeated. Finally, the ‘weak central coherence’ theory looks at cognitive abnormalities in the way information is processed. This theory explains why those with autism have exceptional skills at processing detail but fail to see the ‘big picture’ and see the world in a fragmentary way. Given that autism is a neurobiological disorder, research on the subject today stretches into many other fields of biomedicine, including neurobiology, neuroimaging, genetics, immunology, language and communication, nutrition and proteomics – the study of proteins.




*





That something pure and primitive emanates from those with Asperger’s syndrome, and especially Asperger geniuses, becomes more evident when their lives are examined. Their intelligence is unconditioned by tradition and society. In fact, their development is somewhat arrested, and they retain a juvenile or childlike disposition all their lives. This immaturity stretches across all aspects of development: physical, emotional, social and, not least, in relation to intelligence and imagination. Physically, for example, those with autism can manifest clumsy gaits, unusual voice patterns, delicate constitutions, and boyish or girlish complexions well into adulthood. Emotionally stunted, they show reduced emotion or affection or else react aggressively, throwing tantrums. Having little ability to empathise with others or understand the motives of others, they can be childishly unforgiving and vengeful.


Traits of risk-taking and fearlessness often never leave the Asperger genius. In fact, risk-taking is a defining trait of gifted and creative geniuses. The Asperger imagination retains much from childhood too: its vividness and potency, which induces all manner of fears and paranoia, and also its sense of awe and wonder. A kind of arrested development seems to go hand in hand with genius. For instance, in explaining why his young tenor voice had stayed unchanged all his life, James Joyce declared: ‘It’s because I’ve not developed. If I had matured, I wouldn’t be so committed to this folie of writing ‘Work in Progress’ [Finnegans Wake].’


It is now well known that those with autism think visually or in pictures. As a result, they tend to think in concrete images and have only a fragmented picture of reality. In general, they have unusual responses to sensory stimuli – visual, auditory, gustatory, tactile and olfactory – which fire their imaginations even more. In effect, they have extraordinary imaginations and prodigious memory for retaining images as facts. This ability to think in pictures is enormously helpful when speaking in public, for instance. This may explain why they make good public speakers, or can talk literally for hours. Nowadays, thinking in pictures when speaking in public is a basic skill taught in communications courses.


The instinct for simplicity and asceticism can be seen at the heart of the Asperger genius too. Certainly the Asperger mind gravitates towards the abstract and the absolute. Regardless of the chosen field, there is a focus on simplicity, beauty, immortality and truth. Pearse, for example, certainly expressed a pure notion of Irish nationality or patriotism, given his obsession with absolutes and ideals. The potency of the imagination is also linked to religion, and a certain religious disposition can be seen in those with Asperger’s syndrome. Although established religion is by and large (though not always) rejected because of their non-conformity, religiosity in the Asperger person remains with them all their life. In their make-up, there can also exist a curious attraction to metaphysics, the supernatural and esoteric subjects – usually in the search for knowledge or absolute truth. In recent years, geneticists have discovered a genetic predisposition to be interested in spiritual or religious matters. This genetic profile may also explain why these people seem to have an inherent need for ceremony, repetition and ritual in their lives.




*





In the development of human society, society needs its Asperger geniuses to push the boundaries of knowledge and bring benefits to everyone. The fact that geniuses see further and deeper into the nature of things than ordinary minds makes such advances possible. Living in a somewhat autistic world means that they are less connected to social distractions and can experience time as a continuum and not chronologically – and thus can see life from the viewpoint of eternity, as it were.


Society becomes more efficient at ensuring its survival and ennobling its spirit not only through advances in science and technology but also in relation to art, music, literature, architecture and politics – indeed every facet of human endeavour. People listen to the Asperger genius because of their dominating presence, their powerful rhetoric, and their way of using their abilities to ensure that their visions are realised. For the genius, however, the yoke is not always easy nor the burden light. Conflict is at the heart of creativity. The search for identity and the social impairment that Asperger’s syndrome brings, paradoxically propels the genius onwards. Genius is not a mantle that someone with Asperger’s syndrome readily adopts, it is innate. Once unleashed in the right conditions, its brilliance is unstoppable.

















FEATURES OF ASPERGER’S SYNDROME ESPECIALLY INVOLVING EXCEPTIONAL TALENTS AND ABILITIES





Because of the heterogeneity in autistic spectrum disorders, there can be considerable variety or difference in the features observed.


SPEECH & LANGUAGE



Idiosyncratic or peculiar language:


– Fascination with words


– Word repetition or echolalia


– Pronoun reversal/poor syntax/literal meanings (difficulty with figurative language)


Inventive use of language: neologisms/liking for word games/puns/ rhymes/capacity for poetry


Higher verbal IQ


Linguists/polyglots


Monologues


Pedantic/verbose/malapropisms


Unusual voice qualities: high-pitched tone or monotone/unusual  stress patterns


Simple, slapstick humour/talent for mimicry and impersonation


SOCIAL IMPAIRMENT



Liking for solitude


Solitary pursuits


Difficulty showing emotions, especially affection


Variable desire for company: selective company/preference for family members, close friends


Difficulty reading other people’s minds and behaviour


Failure to recognise faces


Lack of empathy


Gullibility/naivety


Excessive formality/robotic


No turn-taking/adapting content of speech to listeners


Inappropriate behaviour/rudeness


Childlike capacity/immaturity (in adulthood)


NARROW INTERESTS



Limited/eccentric interests


Intense focus on one or two subjects


Preoccupied with own agenda/self-motivated/autodidactic/insatiable


curiosity/avid reader


Non-compliant/non-conformist


Originality of thought/innovative/inventive


Intense concentration/hyperfocus/phenomenal energy


Excellent rote memory for facts and details


Preoccupation with details


Computer-style thinking


Preoccupation with parts of objects, especially mechanical


Difficulties prioritising, except own interests


Poor organising abilities, except own interests


Collecting instinct 


NON-VERBAL BEHAVIOUR



Repetitive routines or rituals (compulsive)


Desire for sameness


Repetitive motor mannerisms: hand/toe/finger flapping, rocking


Impaired sequential time: being ‘in their own world’/living in the ‘here and now’


Few facial expressions (apart from anger or misery)


Lack of eye contact


Innocent, charming faces, flashing eyes


Autistic charisma/poise


MISCELLANEOUS



Identity diffusion


Poor autobiographical memory


Cannot construct narratives of self


Restlessness


Potent imagination/fears, paranoid traits


No pretend play (as children)


Difficulty differentiating fact from fiction


Musical ability/understanding of musical form


Controlling and aggressive (autistic aggression)


Hypersensitive to criticism


Vengeful


Autistic superego/harsh conscience/moral intensity or, rarely, the opposite


Religiosity/interest in metaphysics/supernatural/immortality


Co-morbidity/impaired or poor health, especially depression/poor hygiene


SENSORY PERCEPTION/MOTOR CO-ORDINATION



Good visuo-spatial skills


Unusual reactions to sensory stimuli:


– hypersensitive, especially hearing, touch, smell, sight (colour)


– hyposensitive, especially touch, hearing


Synaesthesia (mixing up of senses)


Absolute pitch


Food fads


Insensitivity to pain


Attention deficits


Delayed sensory processing


Peripheral perception – peering, squinting


Anxiety due to sensory overload


Huge capacity for observation


Fragmented perception – e.g. seeing only the door handle in a room


Motor clumsiness/awkward motor movements


Poor handwriting


Clumsy, awkward gait


Poor balance (proprioreception)


Poor muscle tone/lax joints


Rapid movements


Unusual postures


Poor aptitude for sports
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ROBERT EMMET







Emmet had indeed mastered everything but human nature.


W. B. YEATS, Emmet, the Apostle of Irish Liberty





Every nation has its iconic figures, its blemish-free martyrs whose names are invoked in times of political upheaval. Ireland has Robert Emmet. His death in 1803 at the age of twenty-five leading a failed uprising against the British forces in Ireland spawned a republican legacy which the passage of time has done little to diminish. That said, contemporary views on him tend to be polarised. Emmet as one of the founding fathers of the Irish Republic and one of its favourite sons now competes with Emmet the inept romantic on a fool’s errand. Whichever way you look at his legacy, the fact remains that Emmet was extraordinarily gifted and talented. He was a genius: a creative genius in inspirational oratory and military design and strategy. Even so, his genius was unmistakably flawed in that he lacked pragmatism and insight into human nature – both qualities that are crucial in the conduct of war and are often deficient in those with Asperger’s syndrome.


As an individual, Emmet was highly enigmatic and complex and had all the hallmarks of an Asperger genius. Indeed, the memoirs and accounts of him that exist follow a certain pattern for remembering and commemorating geniuses. His fine qualities and achievements are automatically   emboldened for posterity. Emmet is thus presented as the ultimate revolutionary hero, the Che Guevara of his time, and his name is commemorated in song and verse down through the ages. And like many a martyr, his execution elevated him to the status of a saint, and he has been thus venerated ever since.




*





Dr Robert Emmet’s position as the State Physician and Governor of St Patrick’s Hospital, Dublin ensured that his youngest son Robert was born into privileged society on 4 March 1778. The family, of Protestant persuasion, was considerably wealthy and lived at a well-appointed residence on St Stephen’s Green, now housing the Royal College of Surgeons. His wife gave birth to seventeen children in all, of whom only four survived infancy, reflecting the huge infant-mortality rates of the time. Robert, the youngest, had two much older brothers, Christopher Temple and Thomas Addis, and an older sister, Mary Anne, all exceptional minds in their own right. Several descriptions of Emmet emphasise his average height, slight and delicate frame, angular face, expressive eyes, and hyperactivity.


An account of Emmet by Comtesse d’Haussonville in Robert Emmet is quite perceptive. This woman was the granddaughter of Madame de Staël, a leading French intellectual of her time who had known Emmet in Paris:




He was above the middle stature, rather slight and delicate, although endowed with nervous strength which enabled him easily to support great fatigue. He walked with a quick step, and all his movements were rapid. The portraits remaining of him have been made from memory after his death, and the painter, it is said, preoccupied with his tragic fate, has given him a sad sombre expression which he had not in the happy days of life. His countenance was pleasing and distingué. His hair was brown, and his complexion quite pale; the eyebrow was arched, and the eyes black and large with dark eyelashes, which gave to his looks a remarkable expression of pride, penetration and mildness. His nose was aquiline and his mouth slightly disdainful.





Indeed, one of the most striking physical aspects of Emmet – like so many people with Asperger’s syndrome – was his eyes and visage. Described by historian Dr R. R. Madden in The United Irishmen, Their Lives and Times as thin and alert and having a ‘sharp visage and expressive countenance’,   Emmet’s eyes were ‘small, bright and full of expression: his nose sharp, remarkably thin and straight’. Madden also confirmed that Emmet was of moderate height and had a quick step. Emmet’s former mathematics tutor at Trinity, the Rev Thomas Elrington, described his complexion as ‘dirty-brownish’ and said that he looked somewhat pockmarked from a distance. He walked briskly but did not swing his arms. This reference to Emmet not swinging his arms when walking is interesting, as it is frequently seen in those with autism. The quick step and brisk walking would certainly suggest that he was hyperkinetic and full of nervous energy – he also had a nail-biting habit – but he possibly had motor co-ordination problems too. (Emmet’s elder brother Tomas walked with a stooped gait, as did his niece Jane Erin.) Although Elrington refers to him as not being near-sighted, Emmet had less than perfect vision and certainly, as he grew older, needed to wear spectacles like his brothers, possibly for short-sightedness. It is interesting to note d’Haussonville’s description of his large, penetrating eyes, which occurs with autism, but there is no mention of any poor eye contact. Retaining a youthful quality, he sported a boyish air into adulthood.


There was something unassuming about Emmet, and his features were infused with a calm self-possession, a trait commonly seen in those with autism. This was something of which his grand-nephew Thomas Addis Emmet was also aware: in Memoir of Thomas Addis and Robert Emmet, he wrote about Emmet’s ‘wistful, elusive expression of a dreamer of dreams’. Indeed, a certain charm was evident even when he was not in the throes of public debate. For her part, Madame de Staël revealed that his charisma only became apparent when he was ‘animated by an important issue’. Certainly the sharp distinction between the taciturn Emmet and the ignited Emmet is made too by his friend Thomas Moore of Irish Melodies fame:




With a repose of look and manner indicating but little movement within, it was only when the spring was touched that set his feelings, and through them his intellect, in motion, that he at all rose above the level of ordinary men. On no occasion was this more particularly striking than in those displays of oratory with which, both in the Debating, and the Historical, Society, he so often enchained the attention and sympathy of his young audience. No two individuals, indeed, could be more unlike to each other, than was the same youth to himself, before rising to speak, and after – the brow that had appeared inanimate, and almost drooping, at once elevating itself to all the consciousness of power, and the whole countenance and figure of the speaker assuming a change as of one suddenly inspired.







*





Wherever he went, Emmet made a strong impression. Curiously, the comments of others often succinctly capture what it means to be an Asperger genius. D’Haussonville’s view of Emmet could be a character sketch of many individuals discussed in this book:




[He] exhibited at an early age rare and brilliant faculties, a singular blending of enthusiasm and sagacity, a great power of concentration, an ardent and poetical fancy, combined with an exact and penetrating intellect – which made him equally fit for literary and scientific pursuits. He distinguished himself, also, by an indomitable energy of will, united to great gentleness of disposition – a combination always typical of the truly heroic character. It is not uninteresting to observe how the first trials of superior minds are marked even from childhood.





According to his grand-nephew’s account, Emmet was a precocious child who entered school at an age earlier than was customary for young boys: ‘from the beginning, this child was noted for his readiness in acquiring know-ledge; he was always in advance of his class, and he maintained this position until he left school’. By the age of fourteen, philosophical tracts were well within his intellectual grasp; these included Thomas Locke’s On the Human Understanding, which he read at his own volition. His personal copy is still extant, and the section on government is heavily underscored or boxed off, while the margins are crammed with his detailed notes. Contemporaries, biographers and historians all agree that he displayed extraordinary intelligence and clearly had a high IQ. A brilliant student with an enquiring mind and passion for knowledge, he excelled in mathematics and science, in particular at Trinity College Dublin, which he entered at the age of fifteen, and went on to win several academic awards in his time there. Indeed, a high proportion of those with Asperger’s syndrome have a natural aptitude for mathematics and science, being especially good at engineering subjects. Remarkably, Emmet built a laboratory at home to further his scientific investigations  and conducted various experiments. The interest in gadgets, invention and novelty-seeking – nowadays seen in gadgetry such as mobile phones and iPods – was particularly marked in Emmet’s case and later came to the fore with the various artillery and pyrotechnics he invented for the 1803 rebellion.


Emmet reserved his energy for his narrow all-embracing interests – mathematics, chemistry and patriotism – and combined them in the single cause of Irish freedom. It is worth noting that Asperger geniuses have in the past shown both political interests as well as mathematical interests, notably Éamon de Valera. Emmet’s singleness of purpose was apparent to everyone with whom he came in contact. Historian Marianne Elliot in Robert Emmet: The Making of a Legend describes him as ‘zealous and single-minded’, while historian Patrick Geoghegan in Robert Emmet: A Life refers to his ‘infectious enthusiasm’. Not surprisingly, he was frequently described as possessing ‘nervous energy’ and having absolute concentration in the pursuit of his interests. He also showed a dogged insistence in staying with a problem until it was solved – regardless of dangers and threats to his personal health. These features are perfectly illustrated by Madden in a well-quoted incident from his youth where he accidentally poisoned himself:




[Emmet] was in the habit of making chemical experiments in his father’s house, and on one occasion nearly fell a victim to his ardour in his favourite pursuit. Mr Patten, a brother-in-law of T. A. Emmet, had been staying at his father’s, and on the occasion referred to, had assisted Robert in his experiments. After Mr Patten had retired, the former applied himself to the solution of a very difficult problem in Friend’s Algebra. A habit which he never relinquished, when deeply engaged in thought – that of biting his nails – was the cause of an accident which proved nearly fatal to him. He was seized with the most violent inward pains; these pains were the effects of the poison he had been manipulating, corrosive sublimate. [He] had, unconsciously, on putting his fingers to his mouth, taken, internally, some portion of the poison. Though fully aware of the cause of his sufferings and of the danger he was in, he abstained from disturbing his father, but proceeded to his library, and took down a volume of an encyclopaedia which was in the room. Having referred to the article ‘poison’, he found that chalk was recommended as prophylactic in cases of poisoning from corrosive sublimate. He then called to mind that Mr Patten had been using chalk with a turning lathe in the coach-house; he went out, broke open the coach-house door, and succeeded in finding the chalk, which he made use of, and then set to work again at the puzzling question, which had before baffled his endeavours to solve. In the morning, when he presented himself at the breakfast table, his countenance, to the language of my informant (who was present) ‘looked as small and as yellow as an orange’. He acknowledged to this gentleman that he had suffered all night excruciating tortures, and yet he employed his mind in the solution of that question, which the author of the work acknowledged was one of extraordinary difficulty, and he succeeded in his efforts.





From an early age, Emmet’s enthusiasm for military history and strategic planning was obvious in his choice of reading matter, from which he frequently learnt tactics and pictured various troop manoeuvres, much like Winston Churchill did more than a century later. It comes as no surprise that Emmet was steeped in national politics, as his father filled the minds of his children with strong moral and patriotic principles. Something of a radical patriot himself, Dr Emmet was forceful in his views on Catholic emancipation and nationalist issues and dreamt of Ireland becoming independent. Leading political thinkers of the day and United Irishmen such as Dr William Drennan regularly dined at the Emmet home, and their ideas inevitably rubbed off on the youngest Emmet. Frequently, Dr Emmet discussed politics in considerable detail with Irish patriot and parliamentarian Henry Grattan, who later remarked that it was ‘an extravagant sort of patriotism’ that was foisted on the Emmet children.


Across the Atlantic, the American War of Independence had a profound effect on the Emmet family and provided a model for Irish freedom. Emmet was inclined to daydream, like Yeats and Pearse, and his mind was filled with visions of freeing Ireland, as George Washington had done for America. One such incident, recalled by Moore, occurred when Emmet sat beside him at the piano while he played a traditional air, inspiring Emmet to break free from his reverie and exclaim: ‘Oh, that I were at the head of twenty thousand men marching to that air!’


Committed to action, it was natural that Emmet would follow in the footsteps of his brother Thomas and become active in the United Irishmen. He joined the United Irishmen club at Trinity College – though he reputedly never took the oath – and was secretly involved in recruiting students and preparing for rebellion. This was a highly dangerous move, as he faced both expulsion from the college and criminal prosecution if discovered. Yet he continued nonetheless, showing his trademark fearlessness – evident in some people with autism. Prior to the 1798 rebellion, however, there was a routing of subversive elements within the university, and Emmet and twenty-two others were effectively expelled following an inquisition, otherwise known as a ‘visitation’. Initially, Emmet had boycotted the proceedings and had sought to resign from the college in advance, but a ruling from the Irish Lord Chancellor, the Earl of Clare, prevented any student from taking his name off the college books.


It was at Trinity College that Emmet used his powers of oratory to get across his nationalist messages and influence fellow students. He was frequently described as a brilliant orator with astonishing debating powers. Naturally, he had been looked upon with suspicion by the college authorities. The subsequent failure of the 1798 rebellion and the death of Theobald Wolfe Tone, founder of the United Irishmen, was a bitter blow for Emmet. The arrest and imprisonment of his brother Thomas, first in Dublin and then in Scotland, for his involvement as one of the leaders only served to further Emmet’s commitment to the nationalist cause.


A deeper immersion in patriotism on the part of Emmet came in 1800, when he became secretary of a secret United Irishmen delegation to France – to which many of the rebels had fled following the failure of the rebellion. There he moved among the higher echelons of Napoleon Bonaparte’s military in an effort to secure their help in overthrowing British rule in Ireland. In particular, Emmet sought a treaty signed between the United Irishmen and France in advance of a rebellion, along the lines of that obtained by Benjamin Franklin on behalf of America. Such a treaty never materialised. According to Elliot, Emmet was a ‘single-minded negotiator with talents as a military tactician, at least on paper, and a young man who commanded the respect of a number of hardened senior figures in the French government and military command.’


Emmet’s skills as a military tactician were certainly honed in France. There he studied manuals on military tactics – although he had no real practical experience of warfare. What little knowledge he acquired on this subject largely came from books; previously, in Ireland, he and an associate, Malachy Delany, had amended a military handbook written by Surgeon Thomas Wright, who had smuggled guns for the rebels in 1798. New ideas on insurgency and revolution in particular were to be found in Extracts from Colonel Tempelhoff’s History of the Seven Years War. A famous mathematician, Georg Friedrich von Tempelhoff was also a colonel in the Prussian army and a distinguished artillerist. Madden notes Emmet’s obsession with the details of this military treatise:




[His copy is] throughout annotated in pencil, in Emmet’s hand, with all the care and application of a man who had given to every line of the work the minutest attention. The marginal notes and underlined passages have reference particularly to military operations in mountainous countries, and to the advantages which an observer of a quick and experienced eye may draw from attack and defence. ‘One may plainly see,’ says Madden, ‘that the reader has passed days and nights in the study of these works, and one may thereby judge of the nature of the preoccupations by which, from his youth, Robert Emmet was absorbed.’





In particular, Emmet was impressed with Tempelhoff’s detailed flanking manoeuvres to surprise the enemy. He became increasingly enamoured with the view that using the element of surprise was the only way for a small army to defeat a much greater one. Surprise was to be a principal strategy in the 1803 rebellion.


It was also in Paris that Emmet’s penchant for novelties and invention brought his creative genius to the fore. Indeed, he presents a classic picture of a person with Asperger’s syndrome: a preoccupation with mechanical objects and gadgets, a talent for drawing, and excellent visuospatial skills. An artistic flair was evident too from his many designs, such as the attractive seal of the United Irishman. In all likelihood, he had good fine motor skills, as he was adept at sketching, drawing and design.


Geoghegan notes that it was in Paris that Emmet developed his interest in unorthodox military weapons, explained partly by the influence of the inventor Robert Fulton, but also because the use of gadgetry appealed to his scientific nature. This surely must have been an immensely fertile period in Emmet’s life, stimulated by his contact with advanced artillerists and skilled political and military leaders, and culminating in his decision to return to Ireland in 1802 to join fellow rebels Thomas Russell, William Dowdall, Michael Quigley and William Hamilton in order to stage a new rebellion, reputedly instigated by Colonel Despard.


Upon his return, the planning and organisation of the rebellion occupied all his time. Though not the instigator of the rebellion, he was a considerable organiser of it and went to enormous lengths to prevent the mistakes of the 1798 rebellion occurring again. He relied on the rebels of ’98 rising again, this time with the aim of taking the capital first, with the provinces to follow suit. Naturally, he was preoccupied with secrecy, given that the large network of government spies and informers had been the downfall of the ’98 rebel leaders. As a consequence, with great flair and originality he devised ways to communicate and establish the bona fides of messengers with special signals. One method was the use of ‘ivory counters’, according to Miles Byrne, a veteran of the 1798 rebellion who had joined forces with Emmet. These counters were branded with one, two or three marks of varying importance and were given to messengers when they were delivering orders. The number of marks on a counter corresponded to the significance of a message: the fewer the marks, the higher the priority.


Insufficient arms had been another issue in 1798. This time round, Emmet established a number of arms depots in Dublin and commissioned the manufacture of blunderbusses and pistols and a range of other weapons. In fact, Emmet came up with numerous designs and inventions for ingenious gadgetry, motivated as much by enthusiasm as necessity: he comes across as an early-nineteenth-century version of Q, the quartermaster extraordinaire in the James Bond movies. Among other things, Emmet designed exploding beams to impede cavalry or infantry, hollow beams for carrying pikes in secret, and hinged pikes that could be worn under greatcoats. He even had plans for landmines filled with glass and nails, though these plans were not realised in his lifetime.


A house in Patrick Street, Dublin was acquired as an operational headquarters, and Emmet putting his visual-spatial skills to good use constructed secret closets large enough to accommodate pikes, firearms and ammunition for ten thousand men. After the failed 1798 rebellion, he had developed some skill in devising trapdoors and tunnels. Fearing that he would be arrested like his brother, he had hidden in his home in Milltown for six weeks, constructing various trap doors, hiding places and tunnels.


The range of his firearm inventions was also impressive. Perhaps the most remarkable was a prototype for the modern rocket; Emmet made it longer and used metal casing instead of a shorter and paper-cased version. Undoubtedly, his interest in rockets and explosive devices began in earnest while he was in France, where he met the American inventor Robert Fulton, then designing torpedoes, underwater mines and submarines for the French. Many believe that the fire rocket which William Congreve was credited with inventing in 1807 may have been influenced by Emmet and Fulton, although it is possible that Emmet improved on a type that was already being used in India against the British. All of this new technology was aimed at using the element of surprise to overcome the enemy.


Mounting a rebellion with Emmet at the helm became possible because he had the charisma, the mettle, the planning ability and the financial legacy from his father, according to biographer Seán McMahon in Robert Emmet. In the matter of getting sufficient men, Emmet relied heavily on his ability to persuade the masses of the success of the mission. Many people fell under his spell, including his fellow rebel Miles Byrne, who was conscious of his genius in persuading people to believe in the struggle. Not alone could Emmet hold sway over the minds of Trinity men but also those from lower social classes who were recruited for the rebellion in 1803. Typical of many orators with specific aims, his emotional appeal was often more important than the facts on the ground. This propaganda element was obvious both in France and Ireland, with Emmet reporting that the French would invade and support a rebellion, and is confirmed by Elliot, who says that ‘a good deal of embroidery in what Robert Emmet was telling potential supporters for the United Irishmen in Paris had not yet received assurances’.


Despite the fact that he was only in his early twenties, Emmet showed leadership qualities as he matured into the role. As an authoritative figure, he inspired many men under his command, including the recruited former soldier Sergeant Matthew Doyle. According to Byrne, Doyle was inspired by Emmet’s ‘powerful and eloquent language’ and ‘felt highly honoured and flattered’ in his company. Where Emmet showed leadership, however, it was of an inspirational nature rather than being based on skilled command. Like many Asperger geniuses, he possessed charisma in abundance and exuded a calm confidence which inspired men, even when all seemed lost. Geoghegan notes that, on the night of the rebellion, ‘the 23rd of July, with his plans in tatters, Robert Emmet displayed eye-cool nerve. He never lost control of his emotions and at all times maintained an outward air of confidence and determination’. Indeed, this was not far  removed from the unnerving calm of legendary SAS hero Paddy Mayne or Montgomery of Alamein.


On paper, nothing seemed to be overlooked in respect of Emmet’s planning. Taking his cue from the American Declaration of Independence, he drafted the proclamation of the provisional government, which encapsulated the ideological aims of the people of Ireland – not least freedom of religion. The proclamation set down how to administer the country during and after the rebellion, mindful of the will of the people, and a code of conduct for Irish soldiers:




This solemn declaration we now make. We war not against property. We war against no religious belief … we war against English dominion … if we are to fall, we will fall where we fight for our country.





Indeed, his words still resonate centuries later. In fact, elements of the declaration were also used by Pádraig Pearse when he came to draw up the 1916 Proclamation. Like Pearse, Emmet’s planning even extended to the elaborate military dress of the leaders: he was neither the first nor the last political leader to be taken by French fashion! Making the Irish leaders appear like French generals with plumes and gold epaulettes was another tactic to inspire confidence that French aid was at hand. Emmet the poet was ever conscious of the power of symbolism! There is also the sense that there were no half-measures with him: everything should be done properly or not at all. This obsession with detail and precision is unquestionably a feature of Asperger’s syndrome.


While he clearly showed talent when it came to military planning, the execution of the plans was another matter. Geoghegan sums up Emmet’s plan for the rebellion as ingeniously flawed. It is true to say that he was skilled at the mechanical details of the rebellion but was not the best of strategists. The rebellion failed for a number of reasons, but chiefly because there were insufficient arms and men. Into the mix were also thrown poor communication, bad luck, incompetence and lack of discipline. Geoghegan notes that Emmet’s optimism and enthusiasm provided the rebellion with its driving force and dynamic but that these traits were also its undoing. In truth, Emmet was probably too optimistic and too little aware of his shortcomings. As he put it himself: ‘I thank God for having gifted me with a sanguine disposition.’


On the question of arms, although veterans such as Miles Byrne  attested to how ‘brilliant’ Emmet’s plan was, Byrne had misgivings about some of his priorities, for example his focus on novel rather than orthodox weaponry. At heart here is the question of common sense and the ability to establish priorities – somthing that is usually in short supply in Asperger’s syndrome. When the time came for fighting, there were not enough blunderbusses or pistols. Emmet’s gunsmith was late in the promised delivery of arms; promises of money for guns never materialised, and corrupt patriots made off with Emmet’s money at the eleventh hour. The lack of arms had a detrimental impact on the morale of the soldiers and consequently affected the number of men who were prepared to fight. For instance, when a contingent of Kildaremen arrived in the capital and saw how few arms there were, they promptly returned home.


Undeniably, Emmet’s optimism was misplaced, yet those around him were taken in by the power of his rhetoric nevertheless. In relation to the events of 1803, Byrne in his memoirs stated that ‘Mr Emmet’s powerful, persuasive language and sound reason, all coming from the heart, left it impossible for any Irishman, impressed with a desire for his country’s independence, to make objection to his plans.’ At a meeting between Byrne, Michael Dwyer and other 1798 rebel leaders in May 1803, Emmet claimed he had sixty thousand men committed to the rebellion – an astonishing claim. Byrne was later to say that, had he known that Emmet depended on the ‘lower orders’, he would have put him right. The naive and trusting Emmet took the assurances of men at face value, and expected at least nineteen counties to join the rebellion.


A mixture of incompetence and bad luck, including an explosion at the Patrick Street arms depot, resulted in the date of the rebellion being brought forward, according to Byrne. The sheer incompetence too was astonishing: numerous operations were bungled and fuses for the various munitions were mixed up. But once the fighting started, perhaps the lack of discipline was the most shocking. Wild drunkenness and wanton violence, such as the killing of Lord Kilwarden, the Chief Justice, meant that Emmet’s supposedly massive fighting force descended into a rabble of ninety men.


Poor communication marred the success of the rebellion even further. On the night of July 23, the supply of men was further hampered when false reports of the rebellion being postponed resulted in many recruits staying away. An order for Dwyer’s men to march on Dublin never reached him. No one was quite sure what to do. In fact, too great a preoccupation with secrecy helped lead to the collapse of the rebellion. The way in which Emmet handled the demands of communication and secrecy speaks volumes about his character. The charge of being impractical or lacking in pragmatism is often levelled at him – sometimes, perhaps, unfairly. Where secrecy was concerned, he was a realist. He had learnt the lessons of the 1798 rebellion, which had failed largely because many of the leaders were arrested on the word of informers. Even as a student at Trinity College, the need for secrecy was uppermost in his mind. There he had rebuked his friend Tom Moore over an unsigned article that drew attention to the possibility of sedition within the college. Where Emmet parted company with the pragmatists was in his inflexible approach to secrecy, which perhaps bordered on paranoia. When communication was vital, Emmet was not capable of being judicious and lacked common sense. This feature is seen over and over again in those with Asperger’s syndrome. The memoirs of Henry Grattan confirmed the view that Emmet had little pragmatism, despite his intellect:




He was a clever man, but devoid of prudence and of judgement. His objects were quite visionary; yet he was an honourable enthusiast.





Emmet’s decision to abandon the rebellion came only with the realisation that he could not mount a serious assault on Dublin Castle. His subsequent trial for treason and execution was not something that Emmet had reckoned on, despite his vision of a liberated Ireland. The rebellion resulted in Emmet and twenty-one others being executed and several thousand being imprisoned. History has certainly recorded Emmet’s audacious attempt to free Ireland. On 27 September 1803, The Times of London wrote:




He possessed that enthusiasm which forms its projects without deliberation, pursues them under a heated imagination, and consequently fails in the execution of them. The plan he conceived was wild, imaginary, and impracticable.





His trial continues to fascinate. In 2005, Mr Justice Adrian Hardiman in History Ireland described it as nothing more than a ‘show trial’: there was insufficient evidence to convict him but the Crown was intent on executing him for treason nonetheless.




*





There are no accounts of Emmet having any speech and language difficulties as such. If he had, they most likely had been corrected or modified by the extensive elocution lessons he received from Samuel Whyte, whose grammar school on Grafton Street he attended as a boy. Many accounts attest to the loud and powerful nature of Emmet’s voice. It was described as ‘loud, strong and clear’ on the day of his trial. Geoghegan records that, in an account of Emmet’s speech from the dock by the government informer Henry Brereton Code, Emmet’s voice could be heard at the outer doors of the courthouse. This was attributed to Emmet’s power of voice projection from his long experience of public speaking. That said, his voice was measured, as Geoghegan notes:




There was nothing boisterous in his delivery, or forced or affected in his manner; his accents and cadence of voice, on the contrary, were exquisitely modulated.





In addition, Emmet never appeared nervous or showed any fear in public speaking, whether in his maiden speech at the Historical Society or his speech from the dock. On one occasion at the Historical Society, however, when a contentious motion – ‘Ought a soldier to consider the motives of a war, before he engages in it?’ – was hotly debated, he was subjected to such intense and sustained heckling and jeering by a large crowd that he lost concentration, ‘broke down’ and returned to his seat, and was unable to respond to the opposing speaker’s arguments. While this seems out of character for the normally composed and collected Emmet, it is possible that he was hypersensitive to noise and that the barracking – to which he was unaccustomed – might have upset his equilibrium.


Great powers of oratory ran in the Emmet family. By all accounts, his elder brothers Temple and Thomas Addis were powerful orators too. Temple, who was endowed with possibly a greater intellect than Emmet, distinguished himself in debating at TCD’s Historical Society and went on to have a brilliant law career, although his life was cut short at the age of twenty-eight by an illness from which he never recovered. Temple was renowned for his ability to speak in images rather than facts, leading Henry Grattan Junior to declare that his only fault was that he could not speak prose: ‘Everything was poetry.’ Judging from this capacity to think in pictures, it is quite possible that Temple too had Asperger traits.


This rhetorical flair was evident too in Emmet, who also distinguished himself in debating at the Historical Society. Henry Grattan was impressed by Emmet’s speaking abilities: ‘he possessed the powers of eloquence in a surprising degree’, as he put it. Clearly Emmet had an ear for music and rhythm, as his speech was frequently punctuated by eloquence and euphony. The ability to think in pictures, by having an acute visual aesthetic, sustained Emmet for hours when he was speaking in public. Perhaps the speech that is inextricably linked to Emmet and his legacy is his speech from the dock. After being found guilty of treason, he delivered a brilliant speech in court which, Geoghegan notes, both inspired future generations and ensured his own immortality. It ended with the famous words:




Let no man write my epitaph; for as no man who knows my motives dares now vindicate them, let not prejudice or ignorance asperse them. Let them rest in obscurity and peace: my memory be left in oblivion and my tomb remain uninscribed, until other times and other men can do justice to my character. When my country takes her place among the nations of the earth, then, and not till then, let my epitaph be written. I have done.





Like many an Asperger genius, Emmet also had a flair for languages and from childhood could speak and write Latin and French well. Certainly he also had some familiarity with Irish, as it was spoken to the servants and during family holidays to County Kerry, where his mother’s people lived. It is unknown whether he was in any way proficient in the language or not. His phenomenal memory is perhaps also evident in that he was a good speller. Certainly Geoghegan refers to the fact that Dr Emmet believed that good spelling was a sign of a good education and encouraged high standards in his children.




*





There is little information about Emmet’s sense of humour, but he clearly possessed one. Geoghegan calls it ‘a quirky sense of humour’ – which certainly could be a byword for autistic humour. Certainly an inventive way with words was evident in him, leading several historians to remark that he delighted in word games and neologisms. When writing poetry, he used the pen name ‘Trebor’ (‘Robert’ spelt backwards). In devising the various aliases, such as ‘Ellis’ and ‘Hewitt’, that he used to conceal his identity in Ireland, there was an element of playfulness as well. The name ‘Ellis’ was chosen, according to Geoghegan, because it was similar to his own surname in that it contained five letters, a capital ‘E’, a double consonant, a vowel and a final consonant. The choice of ‘Hewitt’ and its chiming with ‘Emmet’ also points to a love of rhyme in this poet.


One incident relayed by Geoghegan also shows his peculiar humour. When first arrested, Emmet was taken to Kilmainham Jail, where his cousin St John Mason was also being held. Mason bribed the prison guard, George Dunn, into helping Emmet escape. A farcical plan was devised by Emmet that, if the governor had left the prison for dinner but sentries were present in the hall, Dunn would hide Emmet’s escape clothes in a washroom, where Emmet would go to change. Dunn was to whistle ‘God Save the King’ as a signal for Emmet to proceed to the washroom. Emmet found the incongruity hilarious. Indeed, this kind of simple slapstick is a particular favourite among those with Asperger’s syndrome. Alas for Emmet, the escape plan did not succeed: Dunn was a government spy, and Dublin Castle was duly informed.


It is quite likely that Emmet and the woman he loved, Sarah Curran, shared the same sense of humour – a rather simple kind. His letters to her are filled with humorous anecdotes that made her laugh. Geoghegan notes that there was a playful side to Sarah and that she had a great capacity for laughter – which possibly sustained her in times of crisis. In one of her final letters to Emmet, she writes: ‘You know I can laugh at the worst of times.’ Another was signed off: ‘I long to know how your wife and ten small children are.’ We know that Emmet’s brother Thomas had a great sense of humour too. According to Geoghegan, he took delight in entertaining his family and would attempt to sing ‘with a most discordant sound – to create a laugh – which he always heartily enjoyed’. A penchant for novelties was certainly found in Emmet, and this contained an element of playfulness too. He wrote poems in invisible ink, which turned purple when the parchment was treated with certain chemicals.




*





In his short life, there are many episodes where Emmet showed extraordinary visual memory skills, common to those with Asperger’s syndrome. During his many debates, he displayed an incredible memory, enabling him to speak for hours. His trial lasted more than thirteen hours: he must have been exhausted, forced to fast and stand in the dock all day, but his energy was undiminished, as were his tremendous powers of concentration. Such was his intense focus that he frequently spoke without a script or notes or any kind of aide-mémoire. Just before he was led away for execution, he quickly penned a letter to the Chief Secretary, William Wickham, who was responsible for military intelligence in Ireland. The letter is remarkable in that Emmet knew precisely what to say and did so calmly and precisely, despite the strain that he was under. In the approximately two-hundred-word letter – eloquent to the end – Elliot notes that he wrote ‘in a strong, firm hand, without blot, correction or erasure’.




*





So much has been written about Emmet, with no sparing of superlatives, that it can be difficult to get a realistic impression of the man – one not filtered through the eyes of uncritical followers. This is especially true in terms of how he related to people. Despite the scarcity of original sources, a picture emerges of Emmet as socially awkward. Signs of him being ill at ease in society are revealed by his brother Thomas’s brother-in-law, John Patten, who speaks of ‘the extreme diffidence of Robert’. Patten notes that Emmet ‘was so modest, reserved and retiring’ that he seemed unaware of his abilities. An awareness that he did not fit into society was noticeable early on, and his ‘apparent unfitness for society’ or ‘unwillingness to engage in active intercourse with men of the world’, as Madden puts it, gave rise to some uneasiness in his father where his career was concerned. Even so, Dr Emmet was absolutely convinced that strength of character and leadership lay beneath his son’s taciturn exterior and that, when the time came, Emmet would more than prove his worth.


Emmet is described as something of a recluse by Marianne Elliot; this is a feature sometimes encountered in those with Asperger’s syndrome. Elliot also notes that, as a young child, Emmet appeared to have few companions of his own age. During his student days, he came across as a ‘rather serious and quiet young man’ and certainly did not go in for the usual student predilections. Instead he lived at home and refrained from any pranks or riotous behaviour. Despite the effusive praise that his friend Tom Moore normally heaped on him, it is likely that Moore’s belief that Emmet was ‘wholly free from the follies and frailties of youth’ is accurate. It suggests that Emmet had an autistic superego, whereby he lived by a severe moral code – much like Robert Boyle. All in all, the impression is that Emmet’s lifestyle was above reproach and that he was rather prim and proper. There are no records of Emmet creating any social faux pas as such, although he was a poor time-keeper and often arrived late for debates. Records from the Historical Society at Trinity College show that he was regularly fined for late attendances. This unpunctuality likely suggests that his mind was engrossed elsewhere and that he had a tendency to live in the ‘here and now’ – as do many people with autistic spectrum disorders.


Nonetheless, Emmet was not entirely socially isolated or reclusive. His charm, kindness and generosity meant that he naturally drew people to him and was well loved. Indeed, the barrister Charles Phillips stated firmly that ‘everyone loved, everyone respected him’. Equally, Emmet could be controlling, dominating and black-and-white in his ideas, which made him a good leader of men. At a personal level, he had many acquaintances, but possibly few that he could call close friends or confidants. Although he was able to form attachments, these were generally among those who shared his interests or were childhood friends: men like Thomas Moore, Richard Curran, Archibald Douglas and Dacre Hamilton, a student who shared his passion for mathematics at Trinity College.


In France, Emmet developed a reputation for being enigmatic and elusive: British government intelligence reports of the time revealed that ‘he lived very privately at Paris’. There is also the suggestion that he may have been depressed for a period in France, or at least to have been ‘moody and withdrawn’. Adding to the view that Emmet was uncomfortable in general society, during his time in Paris he went to great efforts to avoid attending dinners, soirées and suchlike. It seems unlikely that this was due entirely to his concern for security and secrecy. He had few friends in the city and mainly associated with William Lawless, a former surgeon; Gabrielle, the Marquise de Fontenay and a family friend; and a mysterious ‘Englishman’ visiting Paris. Geoghegan says that Emmet refused to dine in public and stubbornly insisted on meeting guests in the residence of this Englishman. Again, the people he did meet in France were those that had common interests, such as Tadeusz Kosciusko, the Polish patriot and veteran of the American War of Independence, who had led an unsuccessful uprising in Poland in 1794 against Russia; the American ambassador Robert Livingston; the scientist Louis-Nicholas Vauquelin, who discovered chromium; and the American political writer and diplomat Joel Barlow. Though Emmet spoke perfect French, according to Elliot, he did not mix in French society, apart from attending the anti-Bonapartist salon of Madame de Staël – then a hive of intellectuals and radicals. There is no information on how frequently he attended her salon, however. As for French society in general, with his sharp moral code, it is possible that he was shocked by the aristocratic excesses and scandalous fashions of the French and chose to avoid them. Given his acute sense of decorum, this supports the view that Emmet was rather conservative and prudish in his tastes.


There are also indications of an emotional, immature personality with some hypersensitivity. Clearly the impression of a highly sensitive young man is found in the 1802 diary of Irishwoman Catherine Wilmot, travelling on the Continent, quoted in Eliot’s Robert Emmet: The Making of a Legend:




His colour comes and goes so rapidly, accompanied by such a nervousness of agitated sensibility, that in his society I feel in a perpetual apprehension lest any passing idle word should wound the delicacy of his feelings. For tho’ his reserve prevents one’s hearing many of his opinions, yet one would swear to their style of exaltation, from their flitting shadows blushing across his countenance in everlasting succession. His understanding they tell me is very bright.





Clearly, on these occasions the powerful and persuasive Emmet was well hidden under a rather juvenile, even feminine, façade. His tendency to blush in company would seem to indicate so. Even when reproaching his friend Moore, this was done with an ‘almost feminine gentleness of manner’, according to Moore. The Peter Pan quality of Emmet’s character also comes across in descriptions of him as a naive and impulsive dreamer: Patten speaks of his ‘boyishness of air’; James Tandy, son of Napper Tandy, one of the founders of the United Irishmen, described the rebellion as ‘puerile’ and called Emmet ‘that highly gifted but infatuated boy’.


Extremely close family ties and loyalties are often seen in those with Asperger’s syndrome. Emmet enjoyed a particularly close relationship with his family which exile did little to diminish. The bond between mother and son was particularly strong: he was her seventeenth child (she had buried thirteen infants), and she was hugely protective of him. In fact, he was her firm favourite. In some ways Emmet conforms to the notion that exceptional men are the sons of their mothers: Mrs Emmet too had a ‘delicate and proud nature, a lively sensibility and a penetrating intellect’, according to the Comtesse d’Haussonville. The Comtesse notes too that Robert above all other sons resembled his mother most and that the love she bore him inspired her with ‘especial solitude’, to which he responded beyond all her expectations. This would certainly fit with Freud’s view of the favourite child doing particularly well in life. Emmet possibly enjoyed the company of children too. He certainly had time for his nephews and nieces, and bequeathed his prize possession of a watch, which he had inherited from his grandfather, to his nephew Robert.


As regards relationships with women, Emmet’s name is indelibly linked to that of Sarah Curran. Indeed, in his romantic liaison with Sarah he became an unlikely romantic icon. This is not so surprising given his idealist, romantic imagination and lack of emotional maturity. Sarah, the daughter of wealthy barrister John Philpot Curran, who had defended several United Irishmen, lived in Rathfarnham and came to know Emmet through his friendship with her brother Richard. The ability to form and sustain intimate relationships regularly proves difficult for those with Asperger’s syndrome, yet it is clear that Emmet and Sarah’s was no ordinary relationship. From adolescence, Emmet had developed a sort of reverential deference for women, according to Patten, believing that they ‘preserved more traces of their original purity and excellence’ than could be found in men.


Those with autistic spectrum disorders certainly have a great capacity for feelings, which can make them sensitive in the extreme. Luckily for Emmet, his profound love for Sarah was reciprocated. In a love letter to Emmet, Sarah expressed the nature of their close bond: ‘and such is the perfect confidence that I feel subsists between us that I have no fear of misconstruction on your part of any uneasiness I feel.’ For Emmet’s part, the night before his execution he wrote to Richard Curran to inform him of his feelings and concern for his sister Sarah, conveying the nature of their romance:




I intended as much happiness for Sarah as the most ardent love could have given her. I never did tell you how much I idolised her. It was not a wild or unfounded passion, but it was an attachment increasing every hour, from an admiration of the purity of her mind and respect for her talents. I did dwell in secret upon the prospect of our union. I did hope that success, while it afforded an opportunity of our union, might be a means of confirming an attachment which misfortune had called forth.





Undoubtedly, Sarah had certain qualities that appealed to Emmet’s chivalrous nature, especially her ‘pure mind’ and ‘talents’. These ‘talents’ we can take to be her musical abilities. Geoghegan notes that she was a talented musician: she was an able pianist and harpist, and had a fine singing voice. She was also one of the first people in Ireland to have recognised the supreme genius of Mozart only a few years after his death. Like all his family, Emmet had a deep appreciation for music too – as do many people with Asperger’s syndrome, though they are not always capable of singing or playing an instrument themselves. From her time as a loyal servant of his in Butterfield Lane, Rathfarnham, Anne Devlin remembered that Emmet sometimes hummed a tune, but ‘he was no great singer’.


Other aspects of Sarah’s nature appealed to the romantic Emmet. Clearly she was charming, and her frail beauty was particularly attractive to him. Insightfully, Geoghegan says that there was something ‘fey and ethereal’ about her. Indeed, this otherworldliness only added to her pure quality in Emmet’s eyes. In addition, she cut a slightly tragic figure, having endured a deeply unhappy childhood, with the loss of her mother, the death of a sister, banishment from the family home, and a cold and indifferent father. Nonetheless, behind the frail beauty was a reserve of strength and a deep religious faith which surely must have impressed Emmet too.


It could be argued that Emmet’s romantic liaison with Sarah was not ‘normal’ but was rooted in courtly and chivalrous notions – reflecting, to a degree, the social class he inhabited. In this respect, it was an idealised love: he idolised Sarah. Indeed, this capacity to idolise women is certainly found in those with Asperger’s syndrome. Emmet’s sense of courtly honour is even more pronounced in that he hoped that a successful rebellion would establish his credentials with Sarah’s family and make him worthy to win her hand. His idolising of Sarah was also his undoing, however. As a fugitive, he imprudently failed to destroy her love letters, which contained details of the uprising; these letters ultimately incriminated them both. As regards other women, the Marquise de Fonteney in Paris and Anne Devlin in Dublin were largely maternal figures to Emmet, either being his confidante or offering him support of various kinds, or both.


That Emmet lacked a good understanding of human nature is quite clear and there is more to this than just the immaturity of youth. The charge of being a poor judge of men is often made against him, and for the most part this is true – and singularly points to Asperger’s syndrome. Given to extremes, he was either far too trusting or far too distrusting. As Geoghegan puts it:




While Robert Emmet might have been a good leader, he was a terrible judge of men. Always too trusting, it was one of the main reasons why the rebellion failed: he had taken at face value the declarations of support and believed every promise that he received. In prison he allowed himself to be completely deceived by George Dunn, whose treachery implicated the very person he wanted to protect the most. But the great betrayal was still to come. Leonard McNally, the trusted defender of the United Irishmen, reported everything he said back to Dublin Castle.





The fact that his defence barrister, Leonard McNally, was a government spy was an act of colossal treachery on McNally’s part, yet Emmet went to his grave with no inkling of it, believing him to be a man of honour. Unquestionably, the innate naivety associated with autism was present in abundance in him, and left him open to betrayal.




*





History is full of leaders, from Alexander the Great to Lawrence of Arabia, who take huge moral responsibility for correcting ills and oppression – typically with a sharp sense of duty. Emmet was another such leader. The qualities of duty, honour, loyalty, chivalry and trust were all extremely pronounced in Emmet’s case. In fact, it points to Emmet having a harsh superego or autistic superego. His moral code was forged at an early age through the influence of his parents, who instilled in him their version of radical patriotism but also charity towards the sick and destitute of Dublin. Elliot notes that the Emmet family was known for its charitable work and that Mrs Emmet was often accompanied by her youngest son on her visits among the poor. The close bond between mother and son continued throughout Emmet’s life and partly prompted his return to Ireland in 1802, though it was ultimately his sense of duty towards Ireland that precipitated his homecoming.


His honesty of purpose and feelings of guilt over Ireland’s oppression and his parents’ sacrifices made the need to assuage that guilt more urgent. Clearly, he was conscious that his parents had made great sacrifices by not impeding his brothers and himself in their pursuit of Ireland’s freedom, despite the obvious risks involved. Too often, Emmet is criticised for naivety, yet paradoxically he was fully aware of the risks involved in him returning home. In a letter to the Marquise de Fontenay, he writes: ‘I believe I am myself on the point of making a sacrifice by returning to Ireland’, which could be ‘a very painful one to me’. At the time of his father’s death in December 1802, he played the role of dutiful son, making the arrangements for the funeral and giving much-needed emotional support to his mother.


On the question of chivalry, Emmet seems more at home as a medieval knight than a wayward rebel. His chivalry was particularly expressed in his loyalty to his fellow rebels after the failed rising. As a fugitive, he refused to flee to France after so many of his men had been arrested and imprisoned. In the matter of his liaison with Sarah Curran, however, Emmet’s sense of chivalry was absolute. In prison, the fear that he had incriminated Sarah Curran by keeping her love letters and had thus endangered her life wounded him deeply. He was overcome with guilt: ‘There have been moments in my imprisonment when my mind was so sunk by grief on her account that death would have been a refuge.’ The burden of guilt left him in the invidious position of pleading guilty at his trial and accepting certain death, provided that her letters were not used as evidence against either him or her. His fate was sealed but he was immortalised as the utter romantic hero – dying for love of lady and land.


Nonetheless, his innate nobility was also signified by sincerity, dignity, gratitude and pride. In the face of adversity, during his trial and subsequent execution, he showed remarkable stoicism and dignity – something that has drawn comments from several historians, not least Marianne Elliot, who writes that ‘Robert Emmet greeted the news of his guilt with a callous indifference’, while Geoghegan notes that ‘Emmet’s self-confidence and defiant countenance unnerved some’. His unfailing good manners and politeness during this time were puzzling, and the enigmatic Emmet really comes to the fore. His final act before he left Kilmainham Jail was to write a letter to William Wickham, as the representative of the British administration. In many ways, it was a strange letter – neither strictly necessary nor to be expected at this time. His gratitude extended to the administration for treating him well and with kindness as a prisoner, and for the mildness of the administration: had they wished, they could have stamped out Emmet and his followers’ subversive actions with greater ferocity. And he would never claim that the British were ‘remiss’ in not detecting the conspiracy sooner. Far from being obsequious, the writing of this letter was the genuine and sincere act of an honourable man who had nothing left but his pride and dignity. Similarly, he shook hands with his jailers; at the gallows, he gave money to his executioner and even went so far as to help him place the noose around his neck. From the time his trial began until he mounted the gallows to meet his death, he showed no fear: he put propriety before fears or nerves.


The superego takes many forms, not least pride and vanity. Emmet was a proud young man who refused offers of financial help while in Paris, including that offered by the Marquise de Fontenay. At the time, many of the United Irishmen and refugees – including Wolfe Tone’s family – were petitioning for relief, having fallen on hard times in France. It appears that Emmet was not avaricious or self-aggrandising and that his needs were modest and simple. The entire legacy Emmet received from his father upon his death was spent on artillery and sundries for the 1803 rebellion, as well as the costs involved in housing several of the leaders of the rising in his unfurnished home in Rathfarnham in the preceding months.


From Lord Macaulay to Madden, accusations of vanity and egotism have often been thrown at Emmet. Commenting on Emmet’s rebellion, Macaulay declared: ‘I fear the vanity of a young man, with no principles, was his ruling motive in the murderous affair of 1803.’ There is no evidence of personal vanity in Emmet as such, however. John Patten, who had occasion to observe Emmet at close quarters, begged to differ: 




Robert had not a particle of vanity in his composition. He was the most free from self-conceit of any man I ever knew. You might live with him for five years – aye, for ten years – in the same house – in the same room, even, and never discover that he thought about himself at all. He was neither vain of his person nor his mind.





This also shows how enigmatic, private and secretive Emmet was and, moreover, how controlling he was in maintaining a distance from other people.


What is clear is that Emmet had an innate sense of justice – as do many with Asperger’s syndrome – which made him intolerant of any abuses of power. For this reason, he disliked Napoleon for his treatment of small nations such as the Netherlands and was loath to enter into any agreement with him, once declaring: ‘I consider Bonaparte as the most savage tyrant.’ His sharp moral code was reflected too in the proclamation of the provisional government which he drew up, in particular the code of conduct for soldiers. For those who violated the common laws of morality during warfare and were guilty of torture, free-quarter, rape and murder, there would be no harbouring or toleration of them by the new state – or indeed protection for them from the rough justice of the people.


There is little in the various accounts of Emmet to indicate that he showed excessive autistic aggression as such. Even so, in his brother’s account, he could be outspoken against the corruption and abuses that existed throughout the country. The extent to which he was controlling or critical of others was expressed in his need for secrecy, which possibly at times bordered on paranoia. Clearly he could be stubborn, but he appears to have borne criticisms well – something which is not common for people with Asperger’s syndrome – but perhaps reflected his huge need for self-control. On rare occasions, the mask slipped, however, and he apportioned blame or disapproval. On his return to Rathfarnham following the failed rebellion, he parried his loyal servant Anne Devlin’s disapproval by saying: ‘Don’t blame me, the fault is not mine.’ Similarly, at his trial, prosecuting counsel William Plunket’s listing of the shortcomings of the failed rebellion provoked extreme dissatisfaction on Emmet’s part. On hearing Plunket’s ‘I expose to the public eye the utter meanness and insufficiency of its resources’, Emmet’s demeanour changed from one of ‘manly firmness’ to one of total contempt. According to a yeoman who was present, Emmet assumed ‘an air of haughty and offended dignity’.




*





The unique repetitive mannerisms of those with Asperger’s syndrome are often expressed in a variety of ways, such as rocking, swaying, head-bouncing, foot-tapping or rhythmic arm-, leg- or hand-jiggling. Emmet showed signs of such repetitive and stereotypical movements. In his case, these stereotypies were probably in response to the sensory overload of an attentive or hostile environment, or ways of sustaining his train of thought. These were most noticeable when he was speaking in public or out walking. Geoghegan writes that Emmet had a peculiar habit of swaying his body: from his earliest days at Trinity College, ‘[Emmet] had developed a habit of swaying his body when he spoke in public, and he seemed to use this as a metronome to modulate his style.’ On another occasion when he delivered a speech with his back to a fireplace, his hand moved rhythmically backwards and forwards along the chimney piece to emphasise certain arguments. Another mannerism that was obvious in court was the continued gentle rhythmical tapping of his fingers on the palm of his hand ‘for added emphasis’ during a speech. This was most evident during his speech from the dock.


Another repetitive mannerism occurred when he was out walking, which he did religiously. He carried a little cane that he would tap rhythmically on the ground when he was deep in thought. Miles Byrne, in his Memoirs, recalls a meeting with Emmet and United Irishman Thomas Cloney in Harold’s Cross. Byrne observed the rebel leader approaching ‘walking along and musing, and tapping the ground with his little cane, in his accustomed way’.




*





The many facets to Emmet’s character serve only to deepen the enigma of the man. There is some evidence of identity diffusion too, with his constant need to reinvent himself in the shape of orator, poet, inventor, revolutionary, martyr, and so on. Geoghegan writes that part of the paradoxical nature of Robert Emmet was the ‘curious combination of poet and warrior’. Although Emmet had some talent for poetry, his verses were not highly original or remarkable. Influenced by the Romantic poets of the time – Coleridge, Southey, Shelley and others – Emmet’s poetry is distinctively dramatic, containing impassioned pleas for action or laments for dead heroes. Moreover, the rhyming couplets are often strained and contrived.


Many Asperger geniuses at some point pursue occupations that seem bizarre and out of character. Emmet’s other occupation in his short life was in tanning. Upon his return to Ireland in 1802, he had no means of earning a living and decided to learn a trade by going into partnership with John Patten and a tanner called Norris.


A martyr or messianic identity is sometimes found in the Asperger genius too. For rebel leaders, the figure of Christ the redeemer is inevitably bound up with notions of personal sacrifice, suffering and, ultimately, death. It is not insignificant that, at the time of Emmet’s arrest, a handwritten commentary on the passion of Christ was found in his possession. Certain words were heavily underscored: ‘the innocent victim … oppress’d – afflicted – bleeding – dying’. Over a century later, the same thinking was present in Pádraig Pearse, but to a far greater extent. Not surprisingly, given their failures, many consider these national heroes to have been delusional or, as Yeats put it, to have suffered the ‘delirium of the brave’. There was clearly a religiosity or sense of religion in Emmet’s imagination. Though he was not a regular churchgoer and was not particularly committed to Anglican services, Emmet was avowedly Christian. In his final hours, he was conscious of his sins and asked to receive the sacrament.


A desire for public recognition for one’s achievements is at the heart of the Asperger genius. In Emmet’s speech from the dock, we get a concern for immortality and how he would be perceived in time to come. He admits that he was a ‘man to whom fame is dearer than life’. With an eye to posterity, Emmet wrote – for his brother – a detailed account of the plans and preparations for the rebellion. In effect, this was the culmination of his life’s work, written as a progress report on Ireland’s fight for freedom, where all the disasters are catalogued, along with his thoughts on how they could have been rectified had things been different.




*





That Emmet was both a genius and a prodigy is beyond question. A friend of his at Trinity College, Archibald Douglas, wrote that ‘so gifted a creature does not appear in a thousand years’. Time and again, we find the word ‘pure’ used to describe exceptional minds. Emmet’s grandnephew Thomas Addis refers to Emmet’s ‘purity of mind’ and ‘purity of intention’, while the political philosopher William Godwin concluded that Emmet was ‘a man of a very pure mind’ – though he lucidly added that he was also a ‘meteor and ephemeral’, no doubt shorthand for ‘the good die young’. Thomas Moore too wrote about Emmet’s purity:




Were I to number, indeed, the men among all I have ever known, who appeared to me to combine in the greatest degree pure moral worth with intellectual power, I should, among the highest of the few, place Robert Emmet … how capable he was of the most devoted passion events afterwards proved. The pursuit of science, in which he eminently distinguished himself, seemed at this time the only object that at all divided his thoughts with the enthusiasm for Irish freedom, which in him was an hereditary as well as national feeling.





His pureness of mind took many forms, whether in the pursuit of love of woman or country. And typically, his romantic imagination was bursting with heroes legendary and real. In his formative years, he received a classical education, where his mind was exposed to heroes from antiquity. Later, he was influenced by George Washington and heroes of the American War of Independence such as the Polish general and patriot Tadeusz Kosciusko. All these heroes, alive or dead, were more real to him than the people around him. Charles Philips, a friend of the Curran family, confirms this view:




His mind was naturally melancholy and romantic – he had fed it from the pure foundation of classic literature, and might be said to have lived not so much in the scene around him as in the society of the illustrious and sainted dead. The poets of antiquity were his companions, its patriots were his models, and its republics his admiration.





Moreover, Emmet’s romantic imagination meant that he was stoical to the end: he whispered the words ‘Utrumque paratus’ from Virgil’s Aeneid to his cousin St John Mason as he passed into Green Street Courthouse for his trial. He was ‘prepared for either’ fate: death or life.


The impact of Emmet’s letters and orations, in particular his speech from the dock, was phenomenal – it was reported in The Times, the London Chronicle and the Dublin Evening Post – and affected the minds of both oppressed and oppressors, to say nothing for the legions of intellectuals and patriots on both sides of the Atlantic. Lord Norbury who tried Emmet, was actually reduced to tears, as were many who left Green Street Courthouse the day of his trial. Indeed, Emmet’s letter to Wickham had such a profound effect on Wickham that he resigned his position as Chief Secretary soon after. Romantic poets such as Southey, Coleridge and Shelley succumbed to the dazzling eloquence of the speech too, as did Abraham Lincoln, who reputedly learnt it by firelight in his Kentucky cabin.
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