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Author’s Note

I did not smell the sweat in U-19, or see Roger Casement march with the Irish Brigade, or eavesdrop on Reginald Hall’s intrigues, but this is a work of non-fiction. It is based on official archives, police reports, court transcripts, memoirs, private letters and, of course, diaries to reconstruct the events in this story. Where there is dialogue there is a source that is identified with other sources in the endnotes. Newspapers from that time, including weather reports, provided context and colour. I also drew on the work of historians and biographers, who are cited in the acknowledgements and endnotes. Research trips to locations in Ireland, the UK and Germany, and interviews with descendants of some of the protagonists, helped to fill gaps. In cases where the historical record falters I have selected what seems to me the most credible version of events and outlined conflicting versions in the endnotes. In cases where it is difficult to fathom why people did what they did, I leave it to readers to decide for themselves.
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Prologue

21 April 1916

The German submarine glided into Tralee Bay on the sea’s surface, cloaked in darkness. Clouds veiled the stars and dimmed the moon. U-19 cut its electric motors1 and slowed to a stop, rolling in a gentle swell. Two miles away, invisible in the blackness, lay Ireland.

It was 12.15 a.m.2 on Good Friday, 1916. The captain and his passengers stood in the conning tower, shivering in the chill, and scanned the bay. No lights or vessels were visible. The only sound was the slap of water against the hull. They raised their binoculars and did another sweep, 360 degrees. Nothing.

Somewhere in the inky void they were supposed to rendezvous with a cargo ship and a pilot boat that was to guide them to shore. The passengers were to disembark while comrades unloaded and transferred the weapons to a fleet of vehicles. But no signal lamps blinked in greeting. Nothing stirred.

Captain Raimund Weisbach peered into the night, uneasy. Was the plan cancelled? Or was it betrayed – was this an ambush? At any moment searchlights could blaze and light up the sub for hidden British gunners. He weighed his options. This was an important mission but maybe also a trap. The British had spies on land and at sea, and were refining ways to catch and destroy German submarines.

Entombed in a tin can as it plunged to the ocean floor, a submariner’s death was not pleasant. Not that the trenches were much better; so many ways to die in the Great War. U-19 had traversed the North Sea and rounded Scotland, evading mines and anti-submarine nets and Royal Navy patrols to deliver the three passengers to this Atlantic estuary. At times their leader had helped them all forget the danger and claustrophobia by singing ballads about his homeland3. Weisbach preferred Schubert4, but he appreciated these folk songs and the passengers’ stories about previous uprisings when Spanish and French fleets had brought muskets and cannon to oust the English.

For the aristocratic Prussian it was the strangest thing: this tall, thin man with the rich baritone looked and spoke like an English gentleman. He had been knighted by the king. Now he sought to drive a dagger into the British empire.

But where were his comrades? An hour of prowling and still nothing but blackness and stillness, as if U-19 were alone in the world. Weisbach did not know the fate of this latest rebellion and decided he was not going to linger in this eerie bay to find out. His passengers could row ashore in a dinghy to seek their comrades and start the revolution. One of the trio protested this plan as folly but the leader quietened him. ‘Hush, it will be a greater adventure going ashore in this cockle shell.’

Under a rising moon the crew helped the men stow maps, revolvers and other kit, then lowered the dinghy from the deck into the sea. Moving stiffly in heavy coats and life-vests, the passengers murmured farewell. Weisbach asked if they needed anything else. The leader looked at him. ‘Only my shroud.’5

U-19 restarted its motors and slipped away, a grey ghost. The little boat bobbed in its wake. The two younger men rowed while the older man, at the stern, navigated with a steering oar. Through the gloom he spied a line of white foam6 and heard a thunder of breaking waves. The boat began to rock. ‘Only two hundred yards more,’7 he said.








Part I Dream of the Celt








Chapter One Obedient Servant

Roger Casement stepped out into a damp, grey morning1 and a familiar tang of fish and old milk. The storm had passed, leaving a cold wind and a city of puddles. He would need to tread warily. There was a hole in his boot2 and the day had enough challenges without adding wet socks. Ebury Street woke early and so did its aromas. In a kinder world his boarding house would overlook the florists or fruit shops, but here it languished between a cheesemonger, a fishmonger and sour milk3 manufacturer.

Still, Casement favoured this terraced row of two-storey buildings and brightly painted doorways4 when visiting London. It had been good enough for a young Mozart, who composed his first symphony at number 180. Casement’s digs at number 50 were cheap, respectable and central. And the landlord let him store his trunks there while travelling. With his long, swift strides Casement could make it to Whitehall in under half an hour.

The quickest route, once past Ebury’s pungent wares, was right on Ecclestone Street, skirt the commuters spilling from Victoria station and gradually curve left, parallel to the river, until a proliferation of gothic spires, uniformed sentries and men with silk hats announced the administrative heart of Britain’s empire.

The committee of grandees that had invited Casement to address the Royal Commission was possibly already gathered, awaiting him. The occasion called for Casement’s best outfit of frock coat, starched collar and tie. He would be on stage, presenting the version of him they expected, giving his valedictory performance as a humble and obedient servant of the Crown.

It was Friday 8 May 1914, and the world’s most populous city was launching into another day of aggravation and wonders. A pale sun hung in a leaden sky, casting feeble warmth. London’s size and density astonished first-time visitors. Viewed from the eyries of St Paul’s Cathedral it stretched in every direction, an endless vista of brick and spires. The Thames snaked through it all appearing timeless, but it had taken centuries of dredging to engineer it into a global waterway teeming with barges, tugs and steamers.

Everywhere, a ceaseless hustle. The earth itself vibrated with underground trains and tunnelling for new lines. Trams, motor cars and buses clogged streets in honking, swerving duels for supremacy while a rearguard of horse-drawn carts clip-clopped after them. Pedestrians had to gauge the speed of contraptions old and new before crossing streets. The previous day a bus had run over an errand boy named Cyril Ellis5, who now lay dying in hospital. ‘I will be brave,’ he told doctors. ‘I am a scout.’

Casement had been coming to London since he was a boy, but while he now edged towards his 50th birthday, the city of Dickens seemed younger, bigger, brasher. Derricks towered over scaffolding that birthed buildings taller and grander than what came before. The skeleton of a vast new county hall rose over Westminster Bridge, while at Knightsbridge Harrods prepared to metamorphose into a retail temple of unparalleled luxury. Even the Titanic’s collision with an iceberg two years earlier had not dented enthusiasm for record-breaking propulsion and technological marvels. ‘Flying without wings,’6 the Globe’s front page declared over a report about an ‘electro pulling magnet’ that powered a model train to 300 miles per hour.

A restless, clamorous spirit reigned in what historians were to call the Edwardian era, after the late king. Suffragettes were smashing windows and detonating firebombs to demand votes for women, labour unions were striking for better wages and Ireland’s demand for self-government was causing uproar.

Europe, at least, was at peace. There had been no war between the great powers in almost half a century. They had grown rich, made quantum leaps in scientific innovation and expanded colonies across Africa and Asia, making it a European world. But it was a tense calm. France pined for revanche – revenge to erase its humiliating defeat in the 1870–71 war with Prussia, which had paved the way for Germany’s unification. The new nation yearned for a proper empire, a ‘place in the sun’, so built a fleet to challenge the Royal Navy, which induced Britain to build even bigger ships. Russia and the Austro-Hungarian empire glowered and bickered over the Balkans. Other nations nursed their own ambitions and grudges.

For years there had been talk of war yet it never came. Crises erupted, gunships sailed, then everyone backed down. There was too much to lose. Commerce bound the continent in tight embrace. So did kinship and affection. Royal families intermarried and people criss-crossed frontiers to study, work and play. Whenever a quarrel flared, diplomats lulled the continent back to somnolence.

Summer would usher in, as it always did, balls, regattas, polo, tennis, golf, concerts, seaside excursions and trips to the continent. The Daily Mirror fretted that Austria’s aged emperor, Franz Joseph, had a bad night of coughing. ‘But he felt fresher7 in the morning,’ it reassured readers.

The Royal Opera House was rehearsing Götterdämmerung, the final opera of Wagner’s Ring cycle that depicted war between gods and the burning of Valhalla, but nobody took it as a portent. This was the age of opulence and glitter. The Dangerous Age was the name of a comedy playing at the Vaudeville8 theatre.

Casement strode through this milieu with confidence. He knew London, knew its salons and chanceries, its boulevards and alleys, its lights and shadows. He would have known, too, that his visit here coincided with a royal funeral, and as he wove through the crowd of mourners and sightseers filing into Westminster he surely had heard the rumours about the man in the coffin.

The Duke of Argyll, a former governor general of Canada and son-in-law of Queen Victoria, had succumbed to pneumonia and was to receive a grand send-off. Pageantry preparations were well underway: an assemblage of horses9 with magnificently attired riders, guardsmen with drums and trumpets, bishops with fur cloaks. By the high altar a plumed hat and sword lay on a coffin draped in a union jack. At each corner stood a soldier, with rifle reversed. Wreaths of white blooms10, mauve orchids, arum lilies and pink and red carnations scented the abbey.

The crowd was staking out vantage points to spot King George V, Queen Mary and other top-hatted and black-veiled royals, cabinet ministers, peers, ambassadors, admirals and field marshals in what would be England’s most eminent gathering since George’s coronation in 1911. The dead man’s accomplishments were in truth meagre, but his rank demanded pomp.

And discretion. The duke’s friendships with men known for unnatural vice had fuelled rumours of ‘the love that dare not speak its name’, a phrase famous since Oscar Wilde’s gross indecency trial in 1895. Public shaming and prison broke the Irish writer, who died a wretch, but the duke would go to his grave eulogised and unsullied by the dread word. Homosexual.

Leaving the rubberneckers and courtiers to their business, Casement turned into Old Palace Yard, a secluded square tucked between the abbey and the palace of Westminster. A figure in bronze, holding a Bible in one hand, a sword in the other, gazed down from a pedestal.

Casement climbed the steps of Royal Commission House and entered a large room with besuited men seated amid documents and ink pots11. Duty hung in the air. The Commission inquired into affairs of state and was currently examining Foreign Office management practices.

Hearings tended to dullness. Voices murmured, chairs creaked, papers rustled, the clock ticked towards lunch. But this day’s expert witness was a famous hero. Roger Casement was an adornment, in every sense, of the British empire.

[image: A bearded man in a pinstripe suit with a high collar and tie gazes directly at the camera.]

Roger Casement in a studio photo in London.



He was a striking physical presence, 6 ft 2 in., lithe, with deep-set blue-grey eyes and raven-black hair. Tropical sun had crinkled the forehead and some grey streaked the beard, but he still possessed a dark beauty that over the years had moved men and women to record it in memoirs. ‘One of the finest-looking creatures12 I had ever seen,’ wrote one. ‘Magnificent-looking … the gaze of all the tables was fastened on him,’13 gushed another. Casement resembled a Castilian aristocrat who had stepped from a Velázquez painting14, said another. It wasn’t just Europeans who swooned. Natives in Congo called him Swami (Woman’s God) and Monafuma15 (Son of a King).

What gave the grandees most reason to sit straighter and adjust their collars was that Casement embodied imperial virtue. He had exposed villainy in dark corners of the globe and stirred a humanitarian response that reinforced Britain’s sense of moral superiority.

It was all the more remarkable that Casement had reached such eminence the hard way via humble colonial outposts. He had sailed to Africa in 188316, aged 19, as a clerk for a Liverpool shipping line. Enchanted by the continent, he stayed. He surveyed railways, accompanied expeditions and ran supply bases for companies and missionaries in the Congo Free State, a vast, private fiefdom owned by Belgium’s King Leopold II. While malaria felled other Europeans, Casement, for a time, seemed immune and criss-crossed jungles like a Victorian superman.

‘There is a touch of the conquistador17 in him,’ the writer Joseph Conrad, who met him at this time, later observed. ‘I have seen him start off into an unspeakable wilderness swinging a crookhandled stick for all weapon, with two bulldogs at his heels and a Loanda boy carrying a bundle for all company. A few months afterwards it so happened that I saw him come out again, a little leaner, a little browner, with his stick, dogs, and Loanda boy, and quietly serene as though he had been for a stroll in the park.’ Casement’s accounts of his journeys, however, shook Conrad. ‘He could tell you things! Things I have tried to forget, things I never did know.’ The writer channelled some of this into his masterpiece Heart of Darkness.

In 1892 the Foreign Office hired Casement to work in a trading post in the Niger Oil Rivers Protectorate, the start of his long service for the Crown, and in 1895 sent him to Portuguese East Africa as part of the consular service. It was the poor cousin of the diplomatic corps. While ambassadors hobnobbed in palaces, consuls processed customs forms and sailors’ grievances in mosquito-infested ports.

When the Boers rebelled in South Africa, Casement gathered intelligence for his Foreign Office masters and proposed a daring, though ultimately unsuccessful, commando raid. His judgement could be faulty, even histrionic. When malaria caught up with him, the start of recurring bouts of fever and ill-health, it also aggravated a tendency to hypochondria18.

Nonetheless, in 1903 he accepted a new mission to investigate reports of abuses in Congo. With little more than a notebook, grit and guile, Casement ventured into forests and uncovered unspeakable vileness. King Leopold’s soldiers, the Force Publique, were using whips19, guns and terror to force tribes to harvest rubber trees that produced sap for European factories. Those who tried to flee or failed to reach quotas had limbs hacked off. The further Casement went up-river, the greater the horror – entire populations condemned to hunger, disease and brutality. The systematic plunder made Leopold immensely rich and would later be considered genocide.

When presented to the House of Commons, Casement’s report – a model of meticulous evidence and controlled fury – created a sensation that eventually forced Belgium’s monarch to give up the Congo and galvanised what became the modern humanitarian movement. In 1905 England’s king appointed Casement a Companion of the Most Distinguished Order of St Michael and St George, an award for outstanding service in foreign affairs.

And then, incredibly, Casement did it again. He was consul general in Rio de Janeiro when reports emerged of abuses in Peru’s Putumayo region. Casement took a steamer into the Amazon20 and discovered a system of bondage that was, if anything, worse than Congo. The company responsible tried to conceal it, but Casement found survivors and perpetrators who recounted whippings, drownings, beheadings and shootings, all in the name of profit.

His 165-page report caused another sensation in 1911. Never before had voices of individual indigenous people – ‘savages’, as some still called them – so resounded in an official document. Casement briefed the US president, William Taft, and Pope Pius X issued an encyclical urging compassion for South America’s Indians. Arrest warrants were issued, the rubber company went into liquidation and there were promises, not all kept, of kinder methods in the Amazon.

Plaudits rained down on the investigator. ‘Roger Casement has deserved well of his countrymen and of mankind,’ said The Times. ‘A man of the highest character – truthful, unselfish, one who is deeply respected by all who know him,’ said Arthur Conan Doyle, who modelled the dashing hero of his novel The Lost World on Casement. On 6 July 1911, in the throne room of St James’s Palace, King George tapped a kneeling Casement on each shoulder with a sword, and when Casement rose he was a knight.

Little wonder, then, if the Royal Commission committee was star-struck. Sir Roger looked every inch the knight, and with his soft-spoken baritone and old-world courtliness sounded like one too, even if his testimony concerned Foreign Office minutiae. He recommended open competition for entry to the consular service and merging it with the diplomatic service. ‘Nobody in the Foreign Office21 has ever been a consul, or knows anything about the duties of a consul,’ he said.

This critique was duly transcribed. Whether the committee’s final report would have any impact few outside Whitehall would ever care, but in helping to tweak Britain’s bureaucratic machinery the esteemed visitor had shown he really was, in the formulaic terminology of Whitehall officials, a ‘humble and obedient servant’.

Sir Roger spoke with the cadence of an English gentleman but the committee would have detected an Irish lilt. Sir Roger, after all, was from County Antrim on Ireland’s northern tip and made no secret of his roots across the Irish Sea. In fact he had customised consul letterheads to specify he was a representative of Great Britain and Ireland. This was accurate – the two islands formed the United Kingdom – but idiosyncratic. No other consul seemed to bother with the appendage.

The grandees also knew Sir Roger favoured Home Rule, the term for devolved government in Ireland. He wrote letters to The Times about it. This did not dent his credentials. Transferring limited powers to an assembly in Dublin while London retained supreme control was government policy. Since the famine of the 1840s Ireland had stabilised and become somewhat prosperous, even cheery, and Home Rule seemed a way to heal old wounds while anchoring the Irish in the union.

Sir Roger, in any case, was the right type of Irishman: Protestant and verging on English. In Africa the explorer Henry Morton Stanley had called him ‘a good specimen22 of the capable Englishman’. As the committee thanked its witness and showed him out, it was evident the Congolese had been on the right track. If not quite the son of a king, Sir Roger was the next best thing, a king’s knight.

Casement stepped out into Old Palace Yard, his performance complete. He had not lied. The working conditions of consuls was a subject close to his heart. But he had his own reasons for accepting the invitation. The Royal Commission was covering his travel expenses. And he had indeed come to London for duty, just not the type they envisaged.

The day remained grey. The figure on the pedestal with the Bible wore a military tunic from another century and angled the sword downwards like a walking stick, the pose relaxed, almost jaunty. The expression was confident, composed. Etched on the white stone, a simple inscription: OLIVER CROMWELL. 1599–1658.

Such pride of place, here in front of parliament, for the general who led a Puritan revolution, established the Commonwealth of England and unleashed ethnic and religious annihilation in Ireland, leaving a scorched wasteland and folk memory of terror. Ireland still shuddered at the name. The English knew this yet still honoured him with this statue.

For Casement, it was an abomination. In Antrim he had devoured the history and legends of Gaelic chiefs and written poems about their doomed efforts to save their land and culture. But as a young man he set aside such boyhood passions. In the 1880s Ireland was a settled part of the United Kingdom, and the horrors of the Great Hunger were fading. Public works had built roads and ports and fostered industry while agrarian reforms gave land to peasants. Emigration continued but most people stayed, and many became middle class. Ireland’s grievances gathered dust.

When Casement moved to England to work for the shipping company he felt Irish and British. The young consul was diligent and proud to serve the empire. In South Africa he was all for giving the rebellious Boers a bloody nose. But as that grim war seeped across the velds, doubts seeped into Casement. His side was burning farmsteads and herding women and children into concentration camps. He could not bear to wear the medal they gave him. Memories of Irish legends stirred. In 1898 he began a poem, ‘The Dream of the Celt’, lamenting Ireland’s subjugation by mercenaries in pay of an English king:


Stout Henry’s purpose wrought with bastard blow;

The Celt too quick to trust …



He completed the poem in 1903, the same year Congo’s desolation – wrought by another coloniser – led to epiphany. ‘I had accepted imperialism,’23 he later wrote. ‘British rule was to be accepted at all costs, because it was the best for everyone under the sun … well, the (Boer) war gave me qualms at the end. And finally when up in those lonely Congo forests where I found Leopold, I found also myself, the incorrigible Irishman. I realised I was looking at this tragedy with the eyes of another race, of a people once hunted themselves.’

Casement continued working for the Foreign Office for the salary – he had siblings to support – and masked a growing antipathy to his masters while moving from post to post. In the Amazon he identified a metaphor for England’s impact on Ireland: sipo matador24 was a parasitic fig vine that attached itself to a tree and spread mould until the flow of sap ceased, leaving the vine clasping the lifeless and decaying body of its victim.

Visits to London reinforced this perception. In 60 years its population had more than doubled to 4.5 million while Ireland’s had almost halved from 8.5 to 4.4 million. As the imperial capital filled, Ireland hollowed. On visits to Ireland, Casement supported attempts to revive the Irish language and ancient Gaelic sports and donated so much of his salary to schools, journals, festivals, street beggars and siblings that he was perpetually broke.

[image: Two men in early 20th-century attire stand together outdoors. Both are in light-colored suits; the taller, bearded man has a trilby hat and a walking stick. The shorter man has a moustache and is wearing a boater hat and a striped tie. The background features a stone building and additional figures in the shade.]

Casement with Juan Tizon, head of the Peruvian Amazon Company, in the Putumayo region in 1912.



In 1913, citing malaria and other maladies, he took early retirement. He was no longer a government official but still confined public pronouncements to supporting Home Rule, which he considered a small but useful step towards Irish independence. He excoriated England’s baleful influence in anonymous articles for Irish publications while, in public, remaining loyal to the Crown. But despite its promises, the government was now hesitating over granting even this limited form of self-government, hence Casement’s trip to London. He planned to join a plot to compel the government to grant Home Rule. In 1606 the Gunpowder Plot conspirators were hanged, drawn and quartered in Old Palace Yard, but what Casement envisaged was not treason, merely illegal. He turned to go, leaving this place of execution.

Crowds still milled outside Westminster Abbey. The funeral service had been magnificent, the king himself joining a hymn for the Duke of Argyll:


Let thy mercy, O Lord, be upon us according as we hope in thee.

He will swallow up death in victory.



It was just over a mile to Grosvenor Road. Number 36 was a gaunt, narrow house25 overlooking the Thames. When Casement arrived a late spring mist shrouded the warehouses26 on the opposite bank and the tide was ebbing, leaving coal barges tilted on sleek mud. His friends were in a back room, discussing how to get guns.






Chapter Two Chieftains

A Serbian melody filled the Golden Sturgeon cafe1 and Gavrilo Princip got up and swayed to the rhythm. He was 19, with a little moustache and a small, slight build. Too runty to be a soldier, the Serbian army told him, but he could dance. It was the music of Slavs, music no occupier could extinguish, and a way to pass the time until he got the opportunity to pull a trigger.

Princip was part of a militant group of young Serbs dedicated to uniting Slavs and expelling foreign overlords from the Balkans, and in spring 1914 he was haunting Belgrade cafes2 while mulling ways to hit the Austro-Hungarian empire, which held neighbouring Bosnia as a colony. His chosen method was assassination.

Spotting a friend, Princip forgot the music and fell into conversation. The friend showed him a newspaper cutting. It said Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, was to visit Bosnia, and gave a date for the visit: late June.

· · ·

There were days in May 1914 when it seemed the entire purpose of the oil painting on the ceiling of Dublin Castle3 was to mock the chief secretary for Ireland, Augustine Birrell. It loomed over St Patrick’s Hall, a gilded ballroom used for ceremonies, and showed King Henry II4 receiving the submission of Irish chieftains. The monarch stood in the centre, all clanking armour and plumed helmet, and the chieftains huddled before him, paying homage. A cherub offered gifts. It was 1171 and England’s conquest of Ireland was off to a good start.

The Romans who conquered Britain had steered clear of this sister island, which they called Hibernia, Land of Winter, but there was no stopping young Henry. He brought an army of knights and archers, got the Gaels to kneel, then sailed back to England.

Eight centuries later Birrell was tasked with managing the legacy of this royal foray. The days of homage were long gone. Henry’s hubris had unleashed a chain of events that now charged at Birrell like an enraged boar.

Birrell’s castle was not really a castle. It was a cobbled quadrangle in the centre of Dublin enclosed by offices and state apartments built over the ruins of a twelfth-century fortress. A sweeping staircase led to the Throne Room and St Patrick’s Hall, where Queen Victoria had danced quadrilles. Previous viceroys eyed their successor from the portrait gallery. Charles Dickens, visiting in the 1860s, said these ‘clever, and weak, and cunning faces’ told the story of British control in Ireland. Some wore a diamond star and diamond badge, part of the Irish Crown Jewels. They were stolen in 1907, the year Birrell took this post. The chief secretary did not believe in portents but could recognise a metaphor.

A lawyer by training and writer by vocation, he was 64, with a capacious head and impressive sideburns, and had won acclaim for erudite essays spiced with a wit known as ‘birrelling’.

When the Liberal party swept to power in 1906 and began laying the foundations of a welfare state, it sent Birrell to bring reforms to Ireland.

The actual viceroy was the Lord Lieutenant, who trotted around Dublin with brass-helmeted dragoons in velvet coats, but the chief secretary had the real power and a cabinet seat at Downing Street. This required regular crossings of the Irish Sea, which Birrell loathed, but Ireland he liked.

Taking up the post, briefing papers, historical tomes and dusty reports filled him in on events since Henry II. For a man disinclined to imperial adventure it was a sorry saga. England’s Anglo-Norman mercenaries faced peril if they ventured beyond ‘the Pale’, a bastion around Dublin marked white on maps. Gradually the arrivals intermarried with the Gaels and formed a new class, the Anglo-Irish, which complicated England’s effort to absorb this first colony, a template for its later global empire. The stakes escalated after Henry VIII turned England Protestant in 1534 and the indigenous Irish remained Catholic.

To subdue the rebellious northern province of Ulster the Crown expelled Gaels and gave their land to Protestant settlers from Scotland and England. Cromwell’s army extinguished flickers of resistance and ushered in centuries of persecution of Catholics. Sporadic insurrections by Protestant radicals and the Catholic underclass all failed, even when England’s enemies, Spain and France, sent ships to aid the rebels5.

The 1800 Act of Union abolished Dublin’s parliament – a final, rickety vestige of autonomy – and merged Ireland with Great Britain, which comprised England, Wales and Scotland, under the name of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. Ireland’s elected representatives henceforth sat in Westminster, but power still flowed through English officials in Dublin Castle.

When potato crops failed in the 1840s a million died and a million emigrated in coffin ships, a calamity the natives called an Gorta Mór, the Great Hunger. The government limited food aid to not encourage idleness in a race already deemed inferior and caricatured as apelike drinkers and brawlers. ‘The real evil with which we have to contend is not the physical evil of the famine, but the moral evil of the selfish, perverse and turbulent character of the people,’ said a Treasury mandarin in charge of famine relief6. In the disaster’s bitter aftermath, small, underground groups such as the Fenians and Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) staged sporadic bombings and assassinations.

For Birrell it all made for depressing reading, but after the 1880s optimism crept into the chronicles. Violence abated, public works extended ports, roads and railways, and improved education created a Catholic middle class.

The country embraced constitutional politics in the form of the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), which asserted Irish interests in Westminster debates on taxes and trade. As good Irish nationalists its MPs also stood up to request a devolved Dublin parliament – Home Rule – and as good parliamentarians they sat down again when told no. Back in Ireland the young drifted from politics to a revival of Gaelic arts, culture and sport. A country not quite humming but no longer weeping was Augustine Birrell’s inheritance when he sailed into Dublin Bay in 1907.

Some proclaimed this provincial capital the ‘second city of the empire’7 and from a distance it looked the part. Stately edifices with green domes lined the Liffey. Nelson’s Pillar, a 134-foot granite tribute to England’s greatest admiral, overlooked open-topped electric trams that rattled along Sackville Street, one of Europe’s finest thoroughfares.

The site of the former parliament was now a bank with handsome porticos. Trinity College’s Corinthian facade gave way to statues of Edmund Burke, Oliver Goldsmith and other Anglo-Irish scholars. There was a Royal College of Surgeons, a Royal Botanic Gardens, a Royal College of Science, a Royal Irish Academy, so many royals. A heroic-sized statue of Queen Victoria, with crown and sceptre, inhabited the Royal Dublin Society. Grafton Street’s boutiques stocked the latest fashions, while in Stephen’s Green picnickers fed ducks amid statues of royalty.

Dead nationalist heroes were not forgotten, but the more troublesome ones were tucked away. Wolfe Tone, who led a French military force in 1798, had only a flat stone inside a ring of iron posts. Robert Emmet, who led an 1803 rebellion, had not even that. ‘When my country takes her place among the nations of the earth, then, and not till then, let my epitaph be written,’ he said before execution, words the Irish could still quote, but there was no tombstone or even a body, which had disappeared.

Daniel O’Connell, who played by constitutional rules and won votes for Catholics in 1829, had a bridge named after him and a stone tower over his plot at Glasnevin cemetery. Charles Stewart Parnell, who led the campaign for Home Rule in the 1880s, got an obelisk inscribed with a Parnellism: ‘No man has a right to fix the boundaries to the march of a nation.’

They had a way with words, these fellows, but epitaphs and boundaries did not trouble Birrell in his first few years in charge. He was an enlightened administrator and more urgent, prosaic concerns intruded, not least Dublin’s stench and disease. Up close, elegant-looking houses turned out to be slums. Poverty herded almost a quarter of the city’s 300,000 population into one-room tenements. Inadequate water and sanitation wafted a sickly-sweet aroma of filth8 that incubated tuberculosis, diarrhoea, whooping cough and one of Europe’s worst child mortality rates9.

It was not all because of British neglect. Members of Dublin corporation were slum landlords10 who profited from overcrowding, and local employers paid pittance wages. Many Dubliners escaped destitution by joining the British army, which offered wages and adventure, and earned honours across the empire. Belfast, a hundred miles north, throbbed with factories and the Harland & Wolff shipyard that built the Titanic, but it too had squalor.

Birrell did what he could for the slums, expanded university access and reinvigorated land reform. And then came the opportunity to do something truly historic. The Liberals had long favoured devolved government for Ireland but the Conservative-dominated upper chamber, the House of Lords, blocked Home Rule. Between 1909 and 1911 two things happened: the Lords blocked the government’s budget, triggering a constitutional showdown that ended the Lords’ veto power. And election results made the Liberals dependent on IPP votes at Westminster. Its price for supporting the government was a revived push for Home Rule that the Lords could no longer thwart.

The stars had aligned for a new era: a Dublin parliament to accommodate Irish distinctness while London retained overall control. After centuries of friction it had fallen to Augustine Birrell to apply the elusive balm – a belated atonement for the hubris of the monarch with the plumed helmet who gazed from the castle ceiling.

That’s when the enraged boar charged.

It started as a faint, distant thud of hooves in 1911. Much of the Anglo-Irish elite, and almost all Ulster’s Protestants, favoured preserving the existing union with Britain, which made them unionists. Home Rule risked free trade with Great Britain and Belfast’s industrial pre-eminence. Worse, Catholics – the peasants, farmers, tradesmen and professionals that comprised almost three-quarters of the population – would be in charge. To play second fiddle to papists and descendants of rabble was an affront.

Two factors whipped unionists into a menacing charge. One was Sir Edward Carson, a Dublin-born Protestant barrister and MP of uncommon eloquence and resolve who vowed to destroy Home Rule. Protestants were thinly scattered across most of Ireland’s 32 counties, but a strong majority existed in the four north-eastern counties, with the city of Belfast their beating heart. So Carson spearheaded resistance from here, aiming to keep Ulster, the historic province that encompassed nine northern counties, welded to Britain.

King Carson, as he was nicknamed, mobilised huge rallies11 and recruited a private army, the Ulster Volunteer Force. For Carson, loyalty to the Crown, in this upside-down crisis, required rebelling against His Majesty’s government.

The other factor was Britain’s Conservative and Unionist party. It viewed the Liberals as constitutional wreckers beholden to Irish nationalists, so it cheered the Irish unionist swerve into sedition. F. E. Smith, a party darling12, became Carson’s aide-de-camp, or ‘galloper’. Chaos in Ireland was a means to sink Home Rule and the Liberals.

While Birrell wrung his hands, nationalists formed their own militia, the Irish Volunteers, as a counter-pressure to hold the government to its promise. So by 1914 Ireland had two opposing private armies, totalling about 200,000 men, that marched and drilled, though largely without weapons. Several times Birrell tried to quit13, but the prime minister, Herbert Asquith, persuaded him to stay on.

The crisis escalated in March 1914 when army officers said they would ignore14 any order to crack down on the Ulstermen, a rupture of military discipline that became known as the ‘Curragh mutiny’. Then, in a stunning move, Carson’s militia obtained 25,000 rifles15 from a German arms dealer.

Irish nationalists gaped. They had no weapons and for generations had not even thought about weapons. They had embraced elections and parliamentary protocol, and here was the reward – unionists pointing guns at them and incipient civil war.

This was the backdrop to Casement’s visit to London in May and the reason the tableau of homage to English rule on Dublin Castle’s ceiling so mocked the chief secretary. What made it all even worse was German glee. In Berlin’s calculus, England was too sunk in its Irish quagmire16 to wade across the Channel should any trouble arise on the continent.

· · ·

On 28 May, as Birrell braced for another Irish Sea17 buffeting en route to Dublin, Gavrilo Princip and two comrades packed five Browning pistols and six grenades and sailed from Belgrade to the Sava river port of Šabac.

Since the newspaper clipping about the Archduke’s pending visit to Bosnia, Princip had been busy recruiting helpers and sourcing funds and weapons for the mission. He was not thinking about the delicate equipoise between Europe’s great powers. What mattered was he had a target and location and lacked only a precise date.

From Šabac the conspirators took a train to Koviljača18, a spa town on the Serbian side of the Drina river, then evaded border guards by splashing across a shallow ford into Bosnia. They trekked over forested hills and took a train from Tuzla to Bosnia’s capital, Sarajevo. A chatty fellow passenger turned out to be a policeman who mentioned when the Archduke was due in the city: 28 June.

· · ·

It was a morning made for a parade. The sun beamed, the sea glistened and a light breeze ruffled the banners. The air tasted of salt. Roger Casement surveyed the gathering with satisfaction: more than a thousand men, all members of the Irish Volunteers, or soon to be signed up. At a shouted command the march began, pipers leading the way19 along a coast road to a rendezvous with history. It was Sunday 28 June.

Since his visit to London seven weeks earlier Casement had criss-crossed Ireland making recruiting speeches20 for the militia dedicated to Home Rule. He had addressed rallies in Cork, Limerick, Clare, Dublin, Tyrone, Monaghan and Derry, but this one would be special. It was in his native Antrim, so a homecoming, and coincided with a commemoration to honour a slain Gaelic chieftain. Plus the weather was glorious.

The Irish Volunteers, formed the previous year, now numbered more than 100,000 men who marched, drilled and sang. Irish nationalists had not openly organised like this in over a century. Having done nothing to impede the Ulster Volunteer Force’s seditious swaggering against Home Rule, the government could hardly object to nationalists organising in support of government policy. Still, police officers monitored the rallies and noted Casement’s speeches. He was not breaking the law, but his vehemence raised eyebrows among former colleagues in London.

The lack of modern weapons stung. While the UVF brandished rifles and even machine-guns, the nationalists made do with batons and hurley sticks. Casement fizzed with a secret. Soon, all going well, there would be rifles. His meeting in London had raised funds and set a plan in motion.

Meantime, arms swinging, long legs loping, he had a parade to lead.

· · ·

Some 1,700 miles to the east, the sun also blazed down on Sarajevo, which awaited its own procession. The royal visit was going well. For two days Archduke Franz Ferdinand had reviewed military manoeuvres and feasted on trout, beef, pineapple and wines from across the empire.

This was the last day. Before returning to Vienna the royal party would make a ceremonial drive in an open car through central Sarajevo, giving the public a chance to see the heir to the Hapsburg throne and his wife Sophie. Imperial flags and crowds lined Appel Quay, a riverside boulevard. The procession was due at 10 a.m. Amid the throng, the conspirators waited.

· · ·

Casement’s procession wound its way up to a hilltop mound of stones that marked the reputed burial site of Shane O’Neill, a chieftain slain in June 1567. The splendour of Murlough Bay unfurled below them. This was the landscape of Casement’s youth, the hills and glens and waters where he hiked and swam, imbibed stories and legends, and embarked on the great puzzle that was his life. Who was he, really?

Casement was born in Dublin in 1864, the youngest of four children, to parents ill-equipped for the role. His father, Roger senior, a scion of Protestant gentry, was an eccentric wanderer who served in the British cavalry in India and studied Hindu mysticism21 before riding to Europe in 1849 to help Hungarian rebels, which he did by delivering a crucial message, an improbable yarn that was actually true and entered family lore as romantic heroism.

In 1855 Casement senior married Anne Jephson, who converted to her husband’s faith22 but secretly baptised her children as Catholics. They had two sons, Tom and Charlie, a daughter, Agnes, known as Nina, then Roger. Unable to settle or earn a regular income, the family hopscotched around the British Isles until landing in Antrim. When Roger junior was nine his mother died in an English boarding house of liver cirrhosis, suggesting alcoholism23. His father left the children to be raised by relatives and lived in a hotel where he held seances, withered and died. Orphaned at the age of 12, Roger junior would spend the rest of his life idolising parents he never really knew.

Shuttled between relatives, the closest thing to home was Magherintemple, an uncle’s dark, forbidding house24 on the Antrim coast. Casement’s refuge was its library, a portal to poets, heroes and rebels. He never found a true home. When visiting England and Ireland between foreign postings the consul would stay at boarding houses or hotels or crash with friends. A nomad with no partner, no children, stranded somewhere between being Protestant and Catholic, British and Irish, serving yet scorning the Crown, it was a fractured identity25. He had friends but was lonely and prone to depression, which turned to elation when a cause possessed him. That cause now was Ireland.

Shane O’Neill’s burial mound was close to Magherintemple, but Casement was no longer welcome – his unionist relatives disapproved of Home Rule agitation. He mustered courage for a quite different reception from an old childhood friend. Ada McNeill was tall, smart, attractive26 and in love with him. It was excruciating. For years he had dodged her during her visits to Antrim. ‘I wish, poor old soul, she would leave me alone,’27 he confided to a friend. ‘I have very strong feelings of friendship for her, and goodwill, and brotherly Irish affection, but I wish she could leave other things out of the reckoning.’ Still, he took time from the march to dutifully call into her home. She gave him a rose28.

· · ·

In Sarajevo, Gavrilo Princip stepped out of a crowd, aimed at the royal car and fired two shots.

Franz Ferdinand’s wife slumped, fatally wounded. The Archduke swayed. There was a small puncture hole in the gilt trim of his collar. Blood trickled from his mouth. ‘It is nothing,’ he murmured29, then closed his eyes and died.

· · ·

At the top of the hill, Casement addressed the marchers. The voice hoarse, he appealed for unity. Ulster Volunteers or Irish Volunteers, all were Irishmen, and England must not divide them, he cried. Surveying the eager faces and sparkling bay, Casement must have felt a pang. The plot to get rifles was not his only secret. This speech was his last public appearance in Ireland before leaving on a quest for money, allies and more guns. While Europe slumbered through another summer, he was heading west, to America.






Chapter Three Guns

Captain Reginald Hall’s watch said it was 10 p.m., but night refused to set over St Petersburg and his hosts did not want to say goodbye. Russians thronged the embankment1 along Pont Nicholas to give final cheers as the yacht slid from its moorings to ferry the English officers back to their ships. The news from Sarajevo had ricocheted around Europe hours earlier, jarring its holiday languor, but nothing could darken this moment of rapturous amity on the Neva river, where the sun would glow till midnight.

The goodwill visit of the Royal Navy’s 1st Cruiser Squadron2 to Russia’s Baltic ports had uncorked 10 days of champagne, vodka, caviar, gala balls and declarations of eternal friendship. Tsar Nicholas II had marvelled at the British Dreadnoughts and inspected their turrets while his daughters, the Romanov princesses, gambolled on deck. The British had admired his Winter Palace, banqueted till they burst and applauded a thousand Russian cavalrymen who charged and wheeled in perfect formation.

Now it was time for the visitors to start the long journey home. The yacht chugged past the yellow dome of St Isaac’s Cathedral to the port of Kronstadt, where Hall and the other officers rejoined their four battlecruisers. The next morning, 29 June 1914, under azure skies, the squadron sailed to a coaling station at Bjorko Sound3 to fuel up for the journey home.

The Queen Mary was pride of the fleet4, a newly minted model of firepower, armour and speed powered by 42 boilers, but to her 1,000-strong crew she was really impelled by the personality of her captain. Reginald Hall was small, 44 and looked older – bald dome, tufts of snowy hair over the ears, conspicuous false teeth and such pointed features it was said he could hold a piece of toast between his nose and chin.5 Pale blue eyes continuously blinked, a twitch possibly caused by dry-eye syndrome6, yielding the nickname Blinker.

[image: A naval officer in a formal, double-breasted uniform with a belt, standing confidently, resting a hand on a sword by his side. He wears a peaked cap and has insignias on his cuffs. In the background, blurred ship elements are visible.]

Reginald ‘Blinker’ Hall aboard his battlecruiser HMS Queen Mary in 1914, before being appointed director of naval intelligence.



Hall had the taut physique and swift movements of youth, dragon tattoos on his arms7 and an abrupt, incisive way of speaking that could boom into a parade ground command. And those eyes. Depending how he looked at you it could be the contemplation of a benevolent grandfather or the scrutiny of a peregrine falcon. ‘Eyes of hypnotic force, dark, penetrating, index of an indomitable soul,’ an awed newspaper interviewer wrote in 19118.

As the Queen Mary loaded supplies and 1,300 tonnes of coal, days of backbreaking, choking work, Austria-Hungary mourned the Archduke and eyed an opportunity. Whether or not Serbia was implicated in the assassination, the Hapsburg empire now had a pretext to throttle its uppity Slav neighbour.

‘One day the great European War will come out of some damned foolish thing in the Balkans,’9 Otto von Bismarck, Germany’s Iron Chancellor and sage, had reputedly warned, but that was in 1888, and the prophecy had gathered dust. No one yet envisaged a wider crisis, let alone calamity















































[image: A portrait image of a young Winston Churchill wearing a formal military uniform adorned with multiple medals.]
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