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Author’s Note

Some of the contemporary accounts of peoples, events and places in this book use language which is unacceptable to us today. Because such language raises issues that are central to the book’s themes, and in the interests of employing the authentic voices of the characters involved, I have included it in limited direct and indirect quotation.

In the second half of the book, I have silently corrected the Norwegian Adler Christensen’s idiosyncratic spelling (and grammar when confusing) when quoting from his writings in what was his second language.




1. Conquistador

In late 1883 the SS Bonny moved through the hundreds of miles of ochre silt thrown out by the freshwater force of the Congo River to dock in Boma, on the river’s northern shore about fifty miles upstream from the Atlantic. The 5,000-ton cargo steamer’s purser was a tall, strikingly handsome nineteen-year-old Anglo-Irish orphan with a thin face, deep-set grey eyes that could be simultaneously soft and blazing, black curly hair and the beautiful, musical speaking voice of a ‘cultured English gentleman’. His smitten cousin – and confidante for all but his most closely guarded secrets – considered that the moment he ‘entered a room, he seemed to make the other people in it seem commonplace’.1

The young man, neither fully Irish nor fully English, neither Catholic nor Protestant, not at ease yet not a stranger in the British Isles, needed to escape the emotionally disjointed, peripatetic childhood that had ended with him a Ward of Chancery under the care of a guardian in Ulster whom he barely knew. After leaving school at the age of fifteen, he went to live with his maternal aunt Grace Bannister’s family in Liverpool, where his uncle, an agent for one of the trading companies that made the city the foremost port for the British Empire, introduced him to the Elder Dempster shipping line, owners of the Bonny. After this leg-up, the inadequately educated, connectionless Roger Casement ‘got every step in life … entirely off my own bat’.2

Despite the cheer of the Bannister home, Casement had to get away. He felt taken advantage of as a lowly clerk in Elder Dempster. But more significantly, and unacknowledged by his conscious self, his homosexuality – which emerged to his close friends and family, and to the world, in a cataclysmic revelation only in his last weeks – meant that he could not live a conventional life in Britain. His restless energy demanded open spaces or he ‘would die’, so he made the four-week journey from Liverpool via Plymouth, Hamburg, Madeira and Grand Canary to Sierra Leone and eventually Boma. The captain of the ship had been told his new crew member was ‘a noisy, talkative character’, so was surprised to find him ‘quiet and intense, speaking little’.3 Casement often confounded expectations: he kept his inner, bifurcated identity hidden even from those that knew him best.

He craved the romance of adventure, but had no inkling of how the first sight of the ‘vast and gaunt’4 waters surrounding Boma would lead to the moral education that would transform the lives of the inhabitants on two continents – and set him on the path to greatness, worldwide acclaim and the scaffold.

In 1877, only six years before Casement’s arrival in the port, when it was beyond the frontier of colonial Africa, unclaimed by any European power, four exhausted and bedraggled Africans turned up with a letter addressed ‘To any gentleman who speaks English at Embomma’. Its author wrote that he had ‘arrived at this place from Zanzibar with 115 souls, men, women and children’ who were ‘now in a state of imminent starvation’ and suffering from scurvy, dysentery and fever; they could ‘buy nothing from the natives for they laugh at our kinds of cloths, beads and wire’. Supplies must arrive within two days or there would be ‘a fearful time of it among the dying’. The letter was signed ‘H. M. Stanley, Commanding Anglo-American Expedition for Exploration of Africa’5 and it astonished the eighteen or so hard-bitten Portuguese, Dutch, French and English traders who lived in boxlike tin-roofed houses on the bank of the estuary.

The enfeebled Stanley was carried in on a hammock to complete his 7,000-mile, 999-day coast-to-coast journey. He had not been heard from for over a year, and had lost the majority of his men to desertion, drowning, death in battle, dysentery, attacks by cannibal, snake and hippopotamus, thirst, starvation and worms that burrowed through the soles of their feet. Many others were to die in the next few days from sheer exhaustion. Yet the death toll was nothing to that meted out: Stanley boasted that ‘we have attacked and destroyed 28 large towns and three or four score villages’.6

For Stanley, the arrival in Boma – his purpose being to prove the river link between the vastness of the Congo interior and the sea – was a personal, political and global triumph. The illegitimate son of feckless Welsh parents, he had been raised in a Denbighshire workhouse run by a sadistic schoolmaster before finding his way to America as a deckhand. He was befriended in New Orleans by a wealthy English cotton trader, from whom he took his surname and education, and uniquely served in the Confederate Army, the Union Army and the Union Navy in the American Civil War before deserting to look for adventure as a New York Herald foreign correspondent.

Stanley’s greatest scoop was finding Dr David Livingstone. Livingstone had discovered the Victoria Falls, Lake Nyasa, the Zambezi River and a previously unacknowledged slave trade; he had seen 400 Africans massacred by an Arab slaver at a market on the banks of the Lualaba River. Livingstone was clear that the unknown heart of the continent had to be cleansed by ‘Commerce, Christianity and Civilization’,7 the mantra of the British Empire, then nearing its height as the controller of the world’s economies (including those it had not actually colonised, such as China and Argentina) and its policeman, even if the Pax Britannica mostly operated at gunpoint. But by 1871 Livingstone had not been heard from in six years, and Stanley seized his moment to launch his expedition. His book, straightforwardly titled How I Found Livingstone, was a massive bestseller, despite accusations that his exaggeration tipped into fraudulence. The exploration authority in Britain, the Royal Geographical Society, sponsor of a competing expedition, put it about that he was ‘neither a proper explorer nor a proper gentleman’;8 the French newspapers, by contrast, declared his discovery to be a feat comparable to Hannibal’s and Napoleon’s crossings of the Alps. Despite his vexed relationship with the country of his birth, Stanley was a pallbearer at Livingstone’s funeral in Westminster Abbey two years later, at which he underwent the dramatic epiphany which convinced him that he had to continue his hero’s work. Boma was the endpoint of his crossing of the continent from the Indian Ocean to the Atlantic, to prove that the Lualaba River was the upper reaches of the gigantic River Congo, unconnected to the Nile. He had started to fill in a huge blank on the map of Africa, establishing that the Congo was navigable for a thousand miles and linked 7,000 miles of interconnected waterways, draining a basin of 1.3 million square miles – an area larger than modern India and rich in commercial prospects.

Such discoveries precipitated the astonishingly swift and rapacious ‘Scramble for Africa’ in the second half of the nineteenth century. Explorers rushed to find the source of the Nile, believing it to be the cradle of civilisation as well as the mightiest waterway for carrying goods to and from Europe. There were dreams of goldfields and diamond mines, and the certainty of ivory in the 10 million square miles of new territory; over 100 million inhabitants offered a ready-made labour force. Europe was in a financial depression in the 1840s and needed new markets for its products, as well as a purpose and prestige that could raise morale and prospects: France had been defeated in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1; Italy had just become united and the newly unified Germany was creating its Second Reich. The German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, embarking on his nineteen energetic years in office, foresaw the possibility of making trouble between France and Britain thousands of miles from home, as well as stemming the flood of emigrants to the United States from his country by giving them new opportunities. He coined the word Kolonialtummel,9 ‘colonial whirl’, as an apt description for the times.

The imposing, luxuriously bearded, outwardly charming and obstinate King Leopold II of the Belgians was avid for news of Stanley as the journalist-explorer struggled to reach the sea. King of the Belgians was a position created for Leopold’s father only forty years earlier and one that always seemed vulnerable in a young country internally divided by its antagonistic Flemish and Walloon citizens, and externally trapped between the warring powers of France and Germany. Leopold had grown up dreaming of an empire from the unexplored world that would give him status among his crowned cousins and prove to his ‘petit pays, petits gens’ that they ‘could be an imperial people capable of dominating and civilising others’.10 Leopold I, who had mocked his son’s fantasies, had been married to Princess Charlotte, heir presumptive to George IV of England, but she had died in childbirth. His sister Carlota had married Archduke Maximilian of Austro-Hungary and the couple had been installed as Napoleon III’s puppet Emperor and Empress of Mexico, although their reign had ended when Maximilian had been executed by rebels in 1867.

Leopold’s jealousy had been intensified by visits to the British colonies of Ceylon, India and Burma, and to the Dutch East Indies with their crops of coffee, sugar, indigo and tobacco. Yet his ministers were advising him that free-trading Belgium was strictly business-orientated and that expensive colonies were not necessarily good for profits. In one of the more murderous ironies of history, the King understood that any territory belonging to tiny Belgium had to be presented as a largely humanitarian venture. He invested profitably in the Suez Canal Company and looked into buying Fiji, railways in Brazil, and portions of Argentina several times larger than Belgium; he tried to acquire the Philippines from Spain in 1875. Now, in envy of his European cousins and realising that steam transport had transformed the possibilities of exploitation – further enlarged by the knowledge that quinine was a useful preventative to deadly malaria – he turned his attention to Africa. In the middle of each night an early edition of The Times was packed into a special cylindrical container in London, taken by railway from Blackfriars to Dover, carried on to the Ostend boat and thrown from the Brussels express as it passed the sprawling palace at Laeken, just outside Brussels. There it would land at the feet of a footman who hurried it to the royal breakfast table to satisfy the King’s obsession with Stanley.

The Atlantic slave trade had been prohibited in Britain and America in the first decade of the century. Britain had then in 1833 passed the Slavery Abolition Act, which attempted to formally end the use of slave labour in the West Indies while providing colossal sums in reparations to British slave owners; in the US, the 13th Amendment to the Constitution, which officially abolished slavery, was adopted in 1865. Although many more were enslaved in Spanish and Portuguese colonies in South America, some millions in Brazil alone, the French, Germans and British were focused on the African trade as a part of their purported civilising mission. But in East Africa so-called Arab slave traders, often Africans from modern Kenya and Tanzania, sold their captives in the markets of Zanzibar for exploitation there, as well as in Persia, Madagascar and the plantations of the Arab peninsula. Leopold was determined to play this to his advantage: in the summer of 1876 he visited his first cousin Queen Victoria at Balmoral and lunched with Angela Burdett-Coutts, an influential philanthropist keen to help missionaries, children without access to education, homeless prostitutes, and thirsty horses in need of water troughs; he sent an aide to Berlin to discover German intentions in Africa. Next, he convened a conference of explorers and geographers which he steered towards establishing the International African Association in Brussels and marking out points on the blank map where ‘hospitable, scientific and pacification bases’11 could be set up. With these preliminaries out of the way, he was invigorated by an account, tucked away on a middle page of The Times, of Stanley’s arrival in Boma and began to track the explorer’s feted return to Europe, even sending emissaries to intercept him when his ship docked in Marseilles, an honour Stanley did not forget.

Leopold’s go-between with Stanley was General Henry Sanford, a Connecticut millionaire awarded his military rank in return for his presentation of a battery of field guns to the 1st Minnesota Regiment in the American Civil War. Appointed by Abraham Lincoln as Minister to Belgium, Sanford had become increasingly dependent on Leopold’s patronage as he squandered his fortune in disastrous mining and agricultural ventures, and by taking out patents on inventions such as a box to lubricate railway axles with water rather than oil. Stanford became the King’s ambassador just as the Scramble intensified and he was despatched to lure the celebrity explorer to Brussels. Stanley negotiated a salary of 50,000 francsfn1 a year and a fully funded expeditionary force to survey the Congo Basin under the aegis of the misleadingly named International Association of the Congo (proprietor the King of the Belgians).

Stanley’s first Congo stint for Leopold was also his longest. It was crucial that he took control before the French explorer Pierre de Brazza could establish the settlement that was to take his name on the river’s north bank. In August 1879, he steamed up the navigable 110 miles of the lower stretch of the river to Vivi, and for ‘a rental’ agreed with the five local chiefs to establish a settlement on the ‘barren, mean and worthless’, albeit strategically placed, land. He offered £15 per annum in the brass rods that served as currency, with a ‘monthly royalty of £2 of cloth’ and, as a one-off payment, ‘fifty pieces of cloth, three boxes of gin, five military coats, five knives, five cloth waist belts and five ample loincloths of superior quality’.12

Stanley’s men spent a year breaking rocks as they built the station at Vivi and then began to carve a road linking the Upper and Lower Congo, bypassing 250 miles of rapids, one stretch of which, 200 yards wide, was named the Gates of Hell, its cliffs on either side towering over the white waves as they crashed through the Crystal Mountains. The half-starved, disease-ridden men often covered only a few hundred yards a day, carrying their canoes alongside the torrents that had made all but the coastal areas resistant to exploration in the past. Stanley had five months’ start on Brazza, but his workforce was burdened with the parts of two dismantled steamers, the Royal and En Avant, each one of which weighed over three tons, more than the combined bodyweight of the porters. They bridged ravines, filled in gullies and cut through bush and forest to traverse the rapids with their fifty tons of equipment, including the steamboats and a barge, to reach the newly named Stanley Pool, the key natural harbour giving access to the Upper Congo. The Pool was fourteen miles by eighteen, filled with swirling cross-currents and islands of floating weed as the river roared out of the forest with a force that could uproot trees – the river drops over a thousand feet to sea level in a mere 220 miles, in places surging through its many cataracts into forty-foot waves. On arrival at Stanley Pool, the lowest navigable point of the Upper Congo, the Welsh-American commenced work on a station he called Leopoldville, now Kinshasa, despite being laid so low by malaria that he dictated as his last words an apology to Leopold for failing to carry out his mission.

But by the time the Bonny docked with her new purser, the dynamic Stanley had established Leopoldville on his eponymous Pool; the tree-topped hill above it was renamed Leopold Hill, and soon Lake Leopold II and the Leopold River appeared on maps. Stanley had spent around 3 million francsfn2 of his boss’s private fortune, but in April 1882 he was ready to set off upstream to establish the great trading empire that he envisaged. The furthest settlement, Stanley Falls, where the river narrowed from two miles wide to under half a mile, its cross-currents throwing up violent jets of foam, was at the midpoint of the entire continent.

Leopold commenced a fresh diplomatic push, adjusting his presentation of the Congo for each audience. He got his new association blessed by London as a ‘Society of the Red Cross … formed with the noble aim of rendering lasting and disinterested services to the cause of progress’, engendering a donation of 50,000 francs from Lady Burdett-Coutts, while in Berlin he spoke of a modern crusade against the Arab slavers moving across the continent from Zanzibar. Sanford adroitly blurred the lines in the United States: on a trip to tend to his failing investments, he gave a speech in New York which promoted Leopold’s stated vision ‘to found a chain of posts or hospices, both hospitable and scientific … ultimately, by their humanizing influences, to secure the abolition of traffic in slaves’. One commentator declared it ‘enough to make an American believe in kings forever’.13

Leopoldville Station and two others were finished by March 1882, and that autumn the sick Stanley, disillusioned with Leopold’s autocratic rule over the Congo chiefs, travelled to Brussels, where he was amazed to be told that the King was prepared to increase his expedition’s expenditure fivefold and its manpower from 250 to 3,000 men in return for upping the amount of ivory to be carried out of the basin. Stanley disciplined the workers who had given him ‘more trouble than all the African tribes put together’;14 he used his Zanzibari militia to quash any dissenting Arab slavers; he bribed and cajoled the local chiefs, sometimes encouraging them with demonstrations of his state-of-the-art Krupp cannonry to make their mark on the treaties they could not read, in exchange for more cloth, more gin and more brass rods. King Leopold, Stanley commented, had the ‘enormous voracity to swallow a million of square miles with a gullet that will not take in a herring’.15 There were 200 ethnic groups in the Congo speaking over 400 languages and dialects, but they possessed no gunpowder and no tribe was powerful enough to offer more than token resistance. Soon the new flag of a gold star on a blue background flew above the villages and lands of more than 450 Congo chiefs, and Stanley rushed to write his new work of propaganda, The Congo and the Founding of Its Free State: A Story of Work and Exploration. It was soon to be a bestseller that was translated into seventeen languages and boosted Leopold’s prestige as well as augmenting his own mythology.

Leopold continued to play the Great Powers off against one another – telling the British government, for example, that if he did not get all the land he wanted he would withdraw from Africa entirely, leaving their rival France with first refusal on the territory or allowing the Portuguese to resurrect their claim on the mouth of the river; at the same time he commissioned an article for circulation to influential Englishmen revealing just how untrustworthy the Portuguese had been over treaties in the past. In order to settle the claims and the division of the spoils, the Berlin West Africa Conference was convened in the slushy winter of 1884–5. It was chaired by Iron Chancellor Bismarck and took place under the huge chandelier in the white, pillared music room, with its red damask curtains, of his Wilhelmstrasse house. Fourteen plenipotentiaries were present, ambassadors from the European nations, Russia and the Ottoman Empire, but not a single African representative, and diplomatically lightweight Belgium did not warrant a delegate. Leopold had to absorb the news sent to him daily while walking in his enormous, tropically heated glasshouses at Laeken, one of which had a massive gold star on its roof. But his manoeuvrings paid off as none of France, Germany or Britain wanted to cede power to any of the others: Britain was keen not to allow the French any control over its oil-rich Niger territory, and Bismarck was determined, despite the recent entente with his neighbours, that France should not expand its colonial reach. The possibility of the International Association of the Congo remained on the table as a compromise that gave no Great Power too much influence and satisfied the delegates’ humanitarian, free-trade-based idealism with its implied benefits for all – including the Congolese.

It was agreed in February 1885 that a huge swathe of Central Africa should become a free-trade zone without slavery. The working map had been drawn from Stanley’s sketches of the Congo River and a few hundred of its shoreline villages; Leopold and he added a few sweeping lines in red pencil for approval by the conference. At the mention of Leopold’s name during the signing ceremony, all the delegates rose to their feet and cheered. He became King-Sovereign of the Congo Free State on 1 June, ruler of a territory that encompassed a thirteenth of the entire African land mass, was larger than Western Europe and seventy-six times the size of Belgium. Bismarck declared that the state was ‘destined to be one of the most important executors of the [humanitarian] work we intend to do’ and hoped for the speedy ‘realisation of the noble aspirations of its illustrious creator’.16 The London newspapers treated the conference as a triumph of British negotiation on humanity’s behalf: the Standard hailed the huge market for ‘cotton goods, blankets, crockery, muskets, gun powder, hardware of all kinds, and cheap finery of every description’ and the Leeds Mercury saluted ‘that noble-minded Sovereign who had the wisdom and courage to begin the enterprise of the Congo which would be the bright centre to the new Federation of Freedom and Peace’.17 A new national anthem, ‘Towards the Future’, was commissioned. Five years earlier, one of Leopold’s subordinates had written to Stanley, ‘There is no question of granting the slightest political power to negroes. That would be absurd.’18

Between Stanley’s near-death arrival in a hammock and Casement’s stepping off the Bonny, Boma had grown in line with its new significance as the capital and the last point of contact for the riches leaving the continent. Warehouses on cast-iron pilings as protection from rot and termites had sprung up on the dockside and were soon to be linked by a narrow-gauge railway to the government buildings and offices on the cooler plateau above the town. Three times a day the seventy-five white colonial officials were transported down the hill and on through the banana plantations to take their meals in dining rooms at sea level. Leopold himself never undertook the journey, but his birthday was celebrated in the Congo with a review of troops, a shooting contest and a concert by a local Catholic children’s choir. The choir had rehearsed in the oven-like cast-iron church, the grandiosely named ‘Cathedral’, whose wall panels, window frames, roof and spire had all been shipped over from a Belgian foundry.

Rather than eating with the other officials, the Governor General remained in his comfortable residence with its French windows, porches and guards in blue uniforms and red fezzes. Unlike his counterparts in other colonies, he had little to do as the place was run from offices in Leopold’s palace. The King picked the top two rungs of administrators himself and the four or five men in Brussels with oversight of the colony reported directly to him. He set up orders of chivalry, including a medal for African chiefs with his profile engraved on one side and the Congo’s new coat of arms above the legend ‘LOYALTY AND DEVOTION’ on the other. He had no need to consult before his decree that ‘vacant land’ and all the ‘raw materials’ found in his colossal country were the property of the state. What constituted ‘vacant land’ in a sparsely populated country without any form of writing or documentation of property ownership, and where agricultural soil often had to be left fallow for years to produce crops, was not considered.

Stanley’s rental payments with their sweeteners of cloth and gin were soon forgotten and free trade never arrived. The Congolese were forbidden to sell or deliver ivory to anyone other than one of Leopold’s state agents, and even that was set against the King’s losses: he told his Prime Minister that the state ‘is certainly not a business. If it gathers ivory on certain of its lands, that is only to lessen its deficit.’19 He had spent his entire fortune of 19 million francs, and started to economise: the man who loved his food to the extent that he had been known to order his next meal in Paris restaurants before he had finished his current one let it be known that he would consume one less course at lunch. He rewrote his will, leaving the Congo to Belgium after his death in exchange for an immediate loan of 25 million francs plus heavy investment in a railway. He had been granted a mortgageable chattel in Berlin.

Yet Leopold understood the profits that would flow now that the costs of development were sunk. There was a near-insatiable market for ivory billiard balls, piano keys, knife handles, combs and hairbrushes, napkin rings, jewellery, ornaments and false teeth. More significant still was the burgeoning new rubber industry: Leopold estimated that ‘if every warrior on the immediate banks of the Congo and its navigable affluents were to pick about a third of a pound in rubber each day … £5,000,000fn3 worth of vegetable produce could be obtained without exhaustion of the wild forest productions’.20 Electrical cabling was using increasing amounts of rubber and a Scottish vet and cycling enthusiast, John Boyd Dunlop, had patented the inflatable rubber tyre in 1888; seven years later the Michelin brothers had put pneumatic tyres on a car in the Paris–Bordeaux race for the first time. Leopold’s analysis of his astonishing future wealth was an underestimate. His years of entrepreneurial diplomatic wiles were about to result in an economic boom – albeit at a devastating human cost.

At the start of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Charles Marlow likens the European rulers of the Congo to the Roman invaders of Britain: ‘They were no colonists, their administration was merely a squeeze … They were conquerors … They grabbed what they could get for the sake of what was to be got.’21 Roger Casement did not intend to become a member of this victorious administration when his employer’s ship docked in 1883 – it was about the escape ‘from desk and pen’.22 His brothers, two and three years older, had already set off for South Africa and Australia, and Roger had even greater reasons than them for feeling a misfit in the British Isles. As a child brought up in gloomy, constricted places, never settling for long, he expressed a yearning for exotic escape by painting scenes of tropical beasts in a made-up jungle and writing adolescent escapist poetry of historical romance; when he was eight, he might have been stirred by Stanley’s celebrated accounts of his discovery of Dr Livingstone. Shortly before the Berlin Conference, aged twenty, after three round trips on the Bonny and a decade after Stanley had begun his near-fatal journey of exploration, Roger Casement decided that his future lay in Africa.

He applied to join the International African Association, explaining to his relations in Antrim that it managed ‘several large expeditions up the river Congo in south west Africa of which Stanley the great explorer is the head’,23 and, after an initial wobble over the small salary of £72 per annum, signed up as the Berlin Conference was getting under way. After he had made his name as a great humanitarian, it suited him to be vague about his first years in Africa. He probably worked surveying the railway. He also served in the stores at Vivi, loading ivory to be taken downstream to Boma, in the terminology of the time calling the Congolese ‘savages’ and ‘the natives’; late in his life, he merely claimed that the period was spent ‘in varied employments’. These were the years that were to give him greater knowledge of the place ‘than any man living’,24 as a fellow reformer was to say. By the time of a significant literary encounter a few years further on, his views on the conduct of colonialism in general, and on Leopold’s regime in the Congo in particular, were close to being fully formed.

The Free State was administered by about 3,000 Europeans in its early days, approximately half of whom were Belgian, and the new arrival was never short of work. He joined the euphemistically named Sanford Exploring Expedition, alongside virtually all the non-Belgians in the state, in 1886. As a reward for his diplomacy in bringing about Washington’s recognition of the Congo Free State, General Sanford was permitted to gather gum copal, palm oil and copper as well as rubber and ivory in the Upper Congo, and was promised more help than was actually delivered with porters, depots and transportation. The twenty-one-year-old Casement was invited to run the expedition’s Matadi supply base at an annual salary of £150;fn4 later, he co-ordinated 300 Africans who carried the parts of a steamer, Florida, past the rapids and cataracts above the town. It was dull and humid work, but with its compensations: Mounteney Jephson, one of Stanley’s men, described dining in April 1887 in Casement’s ‘large tent … Sitting down to a real dinner at a real table with a table cloth and dinner napkins and plenty to eat with Burgundy to drink and cocoa and cigarettes after dinner … in the middle of the wilds’. Three days later they met in the early morning and Jephson ‘tucked into his oatmeal biscuits’.25 Casement, the seemingly conventional colonial figure, was singled out by another colleague at the base as ‘a good, hard-working man’ and, more significantly, as ‘a gentleman, with some principle about him’.26

He displayed those growing principles in his first recorded moral turning point. In 1886 and 1887 he often met ‘an agent of the State’, Lieutenant Franqui, the Commissaire of the Cataract Region, and twice saw him flogging workers. Casement accompanied one of them, who had been ‘literally cut to pieces’, on the fifty-mile walk to Boma, lending his hammock for the man to be carried in, only to be ‘laughed at for my pains’ by ‘the judicial authority’. He was told he ‘had no right of intervention’ on behalf of those harmed by Leopold’s men because the flogged men were ‘poor Portuguese natives from S.E. Africa’,27 despite their being government servants. Franqui went unpunished.

Casement’s brief role in Stanley’s Emin Pasha Relief Expedition in 1887 gave him insights into the absurdity of colonisation. Emin Pasha, the Governor of Equatoria in south Sudan, was in fact a short German called Eduard Schnitzer, a gifted linguist and eccentric who was gathering a collection of bugs, beetles and stuffed birds for the British Museum. The Mahdists in his territory were a Muslim fundamentalist group who staged a rebellion and killed the British Governor General of the colony, before demanding that Queen Victoria come to Africa, convert to Islam and submit to their rule. The British feared disaster and, being overstretched, they welcomed Stanley’s offer of help. The expedition gathered its stores: bottles of champagne arrived from Fortnum’s, a new dress uniform was tailored for Emin Pasha, and Hiram Maxim sent the prototype of his latest machine gun, which, Stanley claimed, would be ‘of valuable service in helping civilisation to overcome barbarism’.28 Sponsorship was raised, including £60,000 from the Royal Geographical Society and a sum from Stanley’s former employer, James Gordon Bennett Jr of the New York Herald, who insisted that the men march with the banner of the New York Yacht Club at their head.

Casement accompanied the expedition for only a week, so he did not venture as far as the cannibal-populated Ituri rainforest, where the vegetation was so thick that they often made only 400 yards’ progress in a day; despite that, they were so far ahead of the supply chain that sometimes they had to roast ants for sustenance. Of the 389 men who set off, many of them supplied by the slaver and ivory trader Tippu Tip, over half died from tetanus and dysentery, fell to the poisoned arrows of the terrified forest dwellers or simply got lost. When the rump finally emerged in mid-1889 with their champagne and the uniform that had been made for an imagined six-foot official, and with nearly all the boxes of ammunition stranded elsewhere, it turned out that Emin Pasha preferred to dither between defeatism and resuming his post in order to botanise and store ivory; moreover, the threat from the Mahdists had disappeared since he had written his letters of distress. Tippu Tip retired to Zanzibar and his memoirs, leaving his sons to fight the Belgian incomers set on monopolising the ivory trade. Stanley, with hundreds more African deaths to his name, naturally made journalistic capital out of the expedition, and noted in his journal that Casement was ‘a good specimen of the capable Englishman’.29

Casement was brought starkly up against inhumanity again when he was promoted to run a new trading station at Equator, on the Upper Congo. On the way to his post, he endured a sixteen-day riverboat journey with the Belgian Captain Van Kerckhoven, a hot-headed Congo veteran who boasted of signing nine treaties with local chiefs in one day. In the next century, the novelist Graham Greene was vividly to describe ‘the heat that engulfed them where the river narrowed to a mere hundred metres’, the mosquitoes they had to cope with in the evening and the tsetse flies in the daytime; ‘Even at night the air was so humid that it broke upon the cheek like tiny beads of rain.’30 In those conditions, watching Van Kerckhoven’s wax-tipped moustache as he boasted how he paid his Black soldiers ‘5 brass rods per human head they brought him during the course of military operations … to stimulate their prowess in the face of the enemy’31 must have been almost unbearable to the sensitive Casement.

Despite the promise of more responsibility, there was little to do at Equator as trade had not developed. And what developments there were became distasteful as Casement came to realise that the ivory passing through the station was collected with little thought for the elephant hunters – he expressed no opinion about their prey. The ivory and rubber were for Sanford’s private commercial ends, as far from the expressed humanitarianism of the so-called Free State as could be, and Casement took the moral course of resigning from his employment rather than going elephant shooting himself.

Casement was photographed with three of his closest Congo friends, and the portrait emphasises both his difference and his diffidence. All are wearing ties and high collars; Herbert Ward and Major William Parminter are in more formal dark suits, Casement and Edward Glave in tweed. However, Casement’s clothes look ill-fitting and tropically crumpled by comparison to the others, and he is the only one who does not have the upright stance of an empire builder in front of the camera: he tilts his head to look out sideways, quizzically. He does not appear at ease with these Englishmen and is set apart from them, despite their friendship and many shared values.

Of the group, William Parminter had led the most adventurous life: he had fought in the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, coming close to being awarded the Victoria Cross; after another period of fighting, he had joined Stanley in 1884. As Governor of Vivi province, he became the highest-ranking Englishman in the colony, with responsibility for finances and transport in the Lower Congo; as such, he was Casement’s boss. Edward Glave had explored in Africa, Alaska and British Columbia, before returning in 1893 with a newspaper commission to locate the tree under which David Livingstone’s heart had been buried. He was beginning a report on conditions under Leopold’s rule when he died of disease at Matadi in 1895: had he survived, ‘poor old Ted Glave’,32 as Casement called him when travelling in his investigative footsteps shortly afterwards, might have become a companion in reform as well as in the photograph. The news of his death inspired a forgettable memorial poem from Casement:


He sleeps himself, whose hand has often made

The simple grave wherein lost comrades lie

His last long tranquil slumber, duty-crowned …33



Herbert Ward was taller even than Casement, and his weather-beaten face is set off by his starched white collar. He too had left school and country at the age of fifteen, working in Australia, New Zealand and Borneo before being picked by Stanley. He joined the Sanford Expedition and met Casement in their early days on the railway. The men became close, with Casement standing godfather to Ward’s youngest son. Ward was in charge of the rear column of the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition, with 250 porters and five officers; when the column abandoned its post over a year later, only 150 of the porters and three officers remained. Ward, an accomplished big-game hunter, remained enamoured of Africa and on leaving after five years became a notable sculptor of African figures. Like Casement, he deplored the barbarous slavery of the Congo administration, and at the same time as Casement’s conscience propelled him into public action at the start of the twentieth century he wrote campaigning leaflets. He left a beguiling description of Casement as ‘a tall, handsome man of fine bearing; thin, mere muscle and bone, a sun-tanned face, blue eyes and black curly hair … with a captivating voice and singular charm’. He considered him a person ‘of great refinement, high-minded and courteous, impulsive and poetical … Quixotic’, albeit ‘with a certain truth’ and no interest in ‘personal advancement’. But a few years after this encomium was published Ward was to repudiate his friend and travelling companion, vowing ‘to turn him down forever’34 and changing his son’s name by deed poll from Roger Casement Ward to Rodney Sanford Ward.

Casement’s disillusion with the administration and regime was mounting by the late 1880s, exacerbated by the impotence he felt after the Franqui episode. The trading station at Equator had been dull, Sanford’s expedition was venal and his own small part in the Emin Pasha business pointless. He wrote to Sanford to announce that his work would be finished on the railway by November 1888 and that he was resigning his employment on the grounds that the Africans under his command were unmotivated by the pitiful wages on offer, and the money would be better spent on their education, ‘quickening their good instincts (and they have many) and repressing their bad’.35 It was a bold move by a junior to express his concern for the welfare of those whose humanity was disregarded by Leopold’s regime. In any case, the Sanford Expedition soon joined the list of its originator’s flops. The general’s mounting debts forced the sale of his art collection and a move to a smaller chateau in Belgium, while his man in charge in Africa gave up his miserable task and succumbed to drink; the boilers of the steamboats that had been hauled by porters around the rapids were left rusting in the jungle.

Until the last day of his life, Casement’s relationship with organised religion was vexed to the extent that he believed he had been baptised both Protestant and Catholic, yet he was not comfortable in either Church. His lifelong search for causes that might fill a lifelong emotional hollowness expressed itself in a growing spirituality in the late 1880s. His distaste for the colonial world of Stanley and Sanford and his desire to help the Congolese rather than be a part of the system that controlled them and their country led him to his next role. The first Protestant missions, predominantly British and American, had started arriving in the country in 1878 thanks to Henry Grattan Guinness of the brewing family and his wife. A few years later, Guinness’s Livingstone Inland Mission Society was merged into the Baptist Missionary Society, which set up stations, initially built of stakes, clay and palm fronds and thatched with grass roofs, throughout the region. The Society commissioned a steamer, The Peace, seventy foot by eleven, from Messrs Thornycroft of Chiswick, which was shipped out in 1883 and carried piece by piece to Stanley Pool for assembly; a British missionary boasted of her ‘wire network screens, strong enough to stop spears and slugs, and close enough to stop even the small poisoned arrows carried by some of the tribes’.36 Under the terms of the Berlin Conference, Leopold could keep other nationalities at bay only through his increasing monopoly of the business of his colony, and he had no way of scrutinising the missionaries’ work. Working in a mission was the only way Casement could remain in the country he had come to love and some of the contacts he was about to make, particularly those educated in the East London Missionary Training Institute, were to become his confidants and informers in his great work over a decade later.

William Holman Bentley, who had been in the Congo himself since 1879 and had hacked his way through the jungle as ruggedly as any explorer, vetted Casement’s candidacy with care. He heard that he was ‘very highly esteemed by everyone out here, a perfect gentleman, and very good and patient with the natives’, as well as being ‘the fittest man we could find anywhere to help’.37 Toughness and robust health were essential as hostile Congolese, the weather, insects and disease exacted their toll, and building the stations was as exhausting as laying the railways. Casement’s moral and physical courage had been clearly demonstrated: he had been a strong swimmer since his teenage years on Ireland’s north coast, and his feat of being the first white man known to swim across the hundred yards of the Nkisi River, avoiding its hidden whirlpools and its killer crocodiles, became the stuff of local legend, while his emerging reputation as a man who did not regard Africans as inferior made him a potentially valuable mission worker.

He was posted to Wathen Station, on a plateau 1,750 feet above sea level and eighty-five miles upstream of Matadi, near the town of Ngombe. The extensive settlement, funded by a wealthy Bristol wool merchant in 1884, consisted of a two-storey brick house and numerous other buildings raised on iron pillars. One of these consisted of a dormitory, chapel and schoolroom for 120 boys, another the same for sixty girls; a hospital, dispensary, printing office and farm buildings stood near by. By the time Casement arrived in 1888, mango, banana, plantain, cashew, alligator pear, orange, lime, coconut and breadfruit trees were flourishing and bringing in some income, and an English flower garden was developing thanks to the generosity of Sutton Seeds of Reading. The workers grew cassava, groundnuts, beans, onions, yams, millet, pumpkins, spinach, aubergines, ‘tough native cabbages’ and many local vegetables; they also kept chickens, goats and sheep, although their pig-rearing resulted in ‘measly’38 animals. A square mile was under cultivation, and guineafowl and pigeon were shot to supplement the diet.

The station was managed by four men and three women, and the new arrival was welcomed. He was hired for £10 per month (with board deducted) until the end of the rainy season to take over ‘the transport, building, planting, accounts, correspondence and general work’. Bentley was soon reporting back to London that the mission ‘could not have done better either in terms or type of man’. As did many of those that met Casement in the Congo, Bentley declared that he was ‘a gentleman’ and was relieved to observe that his ‘treatment of the natives is all that can be desired … there has been nothing in his manner of life out here which would cast reflection on us’. The only flaw he could find in his new worker was ‘how fair, generous and good-hearted he was’39 in his unwillingness to haggle up the price of the station’s surplus produce in the local town, and in his willingness to pay twenty brass rods for an item where others would haggle down to twelve. When he left the station, Casement gave the mission £3 10s from his meagre savings.

At the end of the rainy season of 1889, the perennially restless Casement found himself without employment. He had been away from the uneasy confines of Britain for six years on and off, and had made a name for himself as a hard-working, reliable and sympathetic figure. As Herbert Ward said, he was ‘a good man to have near in Africa where situations were always in one way or another critical’; his fellow adventurer Fred Puleston commented on his ‘emotional, tender and sympathetic nature’40 when dealing with people and animals, ‘condemning cruelty and injustice in any form’, and stressed that he was ‘honourable and loyal’,41 the sort to see a cause through. He was widely revered as he tried to improve the lives of the Congolese – they gave him the names Swama Casement, ‘Woman’s God’, and Monafuma Casement, ‘Son of a King’.

He felt useful as he found his feet and a cause in Africa, he had ‘made friends with the natives … poor souls’42 – although any corroborative Congolese voices are lost to us – and unlike most Europeans he picked up the essence of their many dialects. He spurned his fellow white officials: while they travelled first class on the two-day train journey to Stanley Pool, he went second class, which would ‘in an ordinary European community be held cruel for the transport of hardy animals’, partly out of parsimony but more ‘as an example to all my countrymen out here who think it infra dig to go 2nd with blacks’.43 As he steamed back across the Atlantic on leave, he reflected that he had made ‘no enemies, only friends’;44 those friends were to prove loyal when he later took on the all-corrupting greed of the colonial regime.

At this time, Leopold was rapaciously ramping up control. The King-Sovereign forbade the sale of ivory to anyone but his own agents, who in turn were encouraged to drive a savage bargain: for ivory purchased for eight francs a kilo, an agent would get 6 per cent of the much higher European market price; there was then a sliding scale which gave 10 per cent of the same market price for ivory purchased at four francs per kilo. It was a powerful incentive to negotiate at gunpoint, especially given that the elephant hunters were paid in beads, cloth and brass rods. The free-trade declarations of the comparatively recent Berlin Conference which gave the Congolese an income from their own country had been categorically pushed aside.

Brutality was on the rise. Thousands of porters were needed to carry the agents’ food, ammunition and building materials into the interior, and the ivory and rubber the other way, where the river was unnavigable. Chicottes, whips made of twisted hippopotamus hide, were used to keep the conscripted men, and often boys, in line; a punishment beating could consist of anything between 25 and 150 lashes. As a Congo official wrote without shame in his memoirs: ‘There were about a hundred of them, trembling and fearful before the overseer, who strolled by whirling a whip. For each stocky and broad-backed fellow, how many were skeletons, dried up like mummies, their skin worn out … seamed with deep scars, covered with suppurating wounds … No matter, they were all up to the job.’45 Of the 300 porters conscripted by a district commissioner to set up a new trading post 600 miles upcountry, not one returned.

In 1888, only three years after the Berlin Conference and while Stanley was still struggling through the Ituri rainforest, Leopold formalised his control. The Force Publique, a grim hybrid of a violent military police unit, a mobile guerrilla force and Leopold’s private army, came into being alongside the labour-contract system under which all Congolese were forcibly employed by the state for up to seven years. By the end of the century the Force was the most powerful army in Africa with 19,000 officers, many of them scoundrels, ex-convicts, fugitives, adventurers and sadists who signed up for their own ends, and tens of thousands of conscripts. The Force consumed more than half the state’s budget and was scattered throughout a network of small military posts, each with one or two white officers, exemplified by Van Kerckhoven, commanding dozens of Black soldiers. The conscripts were forced to fight vicious battles against rebellious warrior tribes, who were sometimes their own people. These clashes, won by superior European firepower, were barely mentioned in official reports.

Whether or not Casement’s conscience had been fully shocked into wakefulness, whether or not he believed that the atrocities he had witnessed or heard about were isolated instances of brutality, he felt, quite simply, that he had ‘all the love of Africa still upon me’46 and was anyway unemployed. He decided to recommit to the Congo. The indomitable Major Parminter offered a route back by issuing an invitation to join him in the work for the Société Anonyme Belge – in effect, Leopold – which had taken over the assets of the Sanford Exploring Expedition, to organise transport on the lower river. Casement took a few months’ leave in 1889 and went to Brussels to negotiate his one-year contract (it was a sign of his standing that he was not required to commit to the usual three years) before setting out for New York at the start of the following year to accompany Herbert Ward on a speaking tour of the United States. The bookings were made by the J. B. Pond Lyceum Bureau, the premier agency for anyone with a reforming bent, including the author Mark Twain, the African-American educator and presidential adviser Booker T. Washington and later the suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst. Casement rarely shone in public performance, so his uncredited role was probably as Ward’s off-stage support.

On his return, he stayed briefly in London, attending with his sister Nina, eight years his senior, a public lecture given by Stanley before returning to Africa. He strode out into the grassy scrub above Matadi, walking up to twenty miles a day, ‘squatting somewhere or other’47 to hold a palaver, an improvised conference between Europeans and village chiefs, before moving on to scout out the best spots on which to build the stations that enabled the spoils of the interior to be sent on their path to Europe. In the course of this work, his experience and feeling for the country gave rise to an encounter that would reverberate in literature.

When Captain Johannes Freiesleben of the riverboat Florida was killed after a trivial quarrel with the inhabitants of Tshumbiri, a village a hundred miles upstream of Leopoldville, the Société du Haut-Congo sent 370 soldiers to massacre all the inhabitants and burn the settlement to the ground. A Polish master seaman, a stocky, black-bearded man with intense, narrowed eyes, was appointed as a replacement. Konrad Korzeniowski was thirty-two and had spent a decade in the British merchant navy after a troubled childhood partially spent in France. While job hunting in London, he had heard tales of the Emin Pasha expedition and his youthful attraction to Africa was reawakened. He docked in Boma in June 1890, carrying with him the manuscript of a novel, and by the time Almayer’s Folly was published five years later, Korzeniowski had taken the name Joseph Conrad. His six months in the Congo transformed his outlook on life: as he was to tell his publisher years later, ‘he had not a thought in his head’ and was ‘a perfect animal’48 before his arrival.

The day after he landed at Boma, Conrad went upriver to Matadi, where he was to stay for three weeks before the trek to Leopoldville and command of the flimsy, rectangular fifteen-tonner Roi des Belges; it turned out that the Florida had been laid up for repairs. Matadi had grown, but ‘the town of stones’ was no more salubrious: it consisted of rusty corrugated iron shacks on high crags overlooking the rapids, and the European settlement was thronged with prostitutes, drunken sailors and adventurers hoping to make their fortunes in the booming ivory trade. As Conrad arrived, the ivory exchange in Antwerp had surpassed that of Liverpool, with over 75,000 kilos passing through each year – five years later again it had quadrupled in size, selling the tusks of thousands of elephants. The new arrival hated the place and considered the ivory trade an ‘idiotic employment’;49 he was therefore relieved to meet a tall, handsome, weathered man employed as a surveyor for the Matadi–Leopoldville railway, who shared his sense of alienation. Conrad told his diary that it would be ‘a great pleasure under any circumstances’ to make the acquaintance of Roger Casement, but in in his first hours in King Leopold’s colony it was a ‘positive piece of luck’. His immediate impressions of the Congo veteran were that he ‘thinks, speaks well’ and was ‘most intelligent and very sympathetic’.50

The two men spent a couple of weeks in a shared room, talking until the early hours and going on ‘short “palavers” with neighbouring village chiefs’ made possible by Casement’s fluency in the ‘coast languages’. Their objective was to procure porters for the caravans around the cataracts and rapids between Matadi and Stanley Pool. Conrad reckoned his dashing new acquaintance had ‘a touch of the Conquistador in him’ as he strode into the ‘unspeakable wilderness’51 swinging his stick and always accompanied by his two bulldogs, one white named Paddy, the other a brindle, Biddy.

Conrad, the great chronicler of human motivation in the political and social currents of the times, was to remain fascinated by the younger man’s enigmatic, often contradictory, personality, his charm and emotional energy, and the intensity of his conversation – in contrast to his own watchful, ironic wariness of display. When both men became internationally celebrated in the early years of the new century, he wrote that Casement, who by then ‘had as many years of Africa as I had months … could tell you things! Things I have tried to forget, things I never did know.’52 It is not hard to imagine Casement’s influence on Conrad’s masterpiece of colonial degradation, Heart of Darkness, drawn from his travel journals and published nine years later. The tales he heard in Matadi in those weeks of the likes of Captain Van Kerckhoven, with his gruesome collection of heads, might well have helped inspire the fictional Mr Kurtz, the prolific ivory trader who starts out intending to bring civilisation to the upriver Congolese but becomes corrupted in his powerful isolation, goes mad and induces them to worship him as a deity; his last words are ‘The horror! The horror!’ When Conrad disowned Casement in later decades, he cited his ‘emotional force’, the driver of his sympathetic understanding, as the factor that had both brought him to greatness and ‘undone him’.53

Casement himself did not report on what he saw on his marches or heard in his palavers, simply referring in one letter to his cousin Gertrude that the native village of Luvituku was ‘not a jolly place’ for ‘a wee girl’ like her, before describing his dog Paddy snoring at his side and telling her how much he missed his other bulldog a hundred miles downstream. But Conrad’s account of his encounter with the ‘pious Protestant Irishman’ and their late-night conversations about ‘things’ the newly arrived sailor had ‘tried to forget, things [he] never did know’ makes plain that the charming, softly spoken, sympathetic twenty-five-year-old with the ‘limpid personality’54 had changed. He was no longer the restless youth longing to escape the complications of his upbringing and the boredom of a clerkship in Liverpool who had first set eyes on Boma; he was emerging as a man of compassion, morality and sensitivity to the sufferings of others. The agent exceptionnel had taken the first steps that would shape his future; his next move was into the service of the government he would come to despise.




2. Breakfast with Leopold

Roger Casement was to spend the rest of his working life in the employment of the British Crown. Initially a keen, creative servant of empire, his questing romanticism, secrecy and rootless upbringing were starting to fertilise his humanitarianism, which found its first expression in the clash of European powers constantly playing out in its African colonies.

Shortly after his return to Africa in 1890, Casement the surveyor and mission worker was demonstrating his standing in the small British community, as well as his naivety about Leopold’s control: he suggested to Stanley that ‘there is scope for an English trading company on the Lower Congo on a fairly big scale’ and that ‘any well conducted English house with a business chief at its head could still do wonders on the Upper Congo’. The latter proposition rested on the unlikely premise that ‘the [Belgian-controlled] State gave it fair play’.1 Nothing could come of this, but the stint in Africa of this most unbusinesslike of men and the respect in which he was held in the colonial establishment were recognised by the Foreign Office, which returned him to the continent in 1892 to serve in the Niger Oil Rivers (later Coast) Protectoratefn1 in the trading port of Old Calabar, tucked into the Gulf of Guinea. The territory with its immense liquid assets had first been carved out by British gunboats burning the villages and sinking the canoes of the African middlemen who had ferried the oil to the coast; then, in a diplomatic tussle with the French which was settled at the Berlin Conference, the Niger Delta was recognised as a protectorate, ‘with no further assumption of territorial rights than is necessary to maintain the paramount authority and discharge the duties of an occupying power’.2

Casement’s own duties, for which he was paid £400 a year,fn2 were mainly in customs but also required him to serve as ‘travelling Commissioner and in other capacities for the Govt.’, including exploring routes for palm-oil trading. Immediately after his New Year’s Eve arrival, he set off on an expedition with Sir Claude MacDonald, the Commissioner and Consul General, ‘to make a short reconnaissance of our frontier here with the German Colony of Cameroons … the frontier has not yet been delineated, and my journey will be the first visit made by either side’; they were accompanied by ‘a botanical man’3 as they mapped the new colonial borders. By the October of his first year, Casement was signing himself ‘Acting Director-General of Customs’,4 responsible for regulating the export of palm oil, palm kernels, rubber, ivory and ebony and the import of European goods, primarily cotton and railway-building materials.

As in his early days in the Congo, he spent much time on foot among the creeks and swamps that fed into the mighty river. He maintained that this country should be opened up slowly and peaceably, explaining to MacDonald that any militaristic show would lead to loss of life and a ‘widespread feeling of hostility and resentment’. He was
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