












 South Africa 181 

  

operation. I am a city man. Smelling the cow 
dung it was very exciting!! 
TS: What was your impression of people’s 
knowledge about apartheid and the South 
African struggle? 
IN: Well, it was good. I addressed a number of 
schools and colleges in Sundsvall. I was very 
impressed by the way they would question 
me, especially the young kids. They would 
challenge me: ‘Look, you cannot tell me that 
blacks were not allowed into certain build-
ings?’ It was difficult to explain it to them. 
They would not believe it. When I told them 
that blacks had never represented South Africa 
in sports and so forth, they would question 
me. Generally, I think that most of the adults 
had quite a good knowledge of what apartheid 
was. But I was also challenged, sometimes to 
the extreme. 

One thing that I will never forget was when 
I was travelling from Stockholm to Sundsvall 
by train. There were only two of us in a com-
partment, myself and a young man. He intro-
duced himself and I introduced myself and we 

started to talk. As we went on our night jour-
ney, I realized more and more that this chap 
was a right-winger. I then became a bit con-
cerned. I was with a right-winger and he was 
digging into my background. I was avoiding 
certain questions. It was at the time when a 
Russian spy had escaped from a Swedish 
prison and they could not find him anywhere. 
They put up roadblocks and the seas were 
being searched. This guy was challenging this. 
‘How did this spy escape? It is definitely the 
government’s work. The government and the 
Communists are responsible. Moscow is re-
sponsible’. He was attacking Moscow, left, 
right and centre. I just shrugged and kept 
quiet, saying yes, yes. He insisted that Russian 
submarines were violating the Swedish waters 
and he was absolutely certain that this chap 
was in one of the submarines! Of course, he 
went on to talk about terrorism. But I kept my 
cool and did not let out who I was. This was 
the only time something like that happened 
during my six months in Sweden. 

 

 

 

Beyers Naudé 
Director of the Christian Institute of Southern Africa—South African Council of 
Churches  
Director of the Ecumenical Advice Bureau 
(Johannesburg, 15 September 1995) 

Tor Sellström: When did you first come into 
contact with the Nordic countries? 
Beyers Naudé: Well, you will be surprised at 
my answer. The first time that I came into con-
tact with the Nordic countries and churches 
was in 1953, when I was still on the other side 
of the struggle for liberation, a devoted Na-
tionalist. 
TS: And a member of the Afrikaner Broeder-
bond? 
BN: Yes, a member of the Broederbond. I was 
a young minister of the white Dutch Reformed 
Church, sent on a study tour for church youth 
work. There were two of us, Dr. Willem 
Strauss and myself. The World Council of 
Churches organized our study tour. It in-
cluded visits to Denmark, Norway and Swe-

den on forms of church youth work, to which 
we were introduced and on which we had 
discussions. The first time that I returned was 
after I had accepted to work in the Christian 
Institute. 
TS: Which was in 1963? 
BN: It started in 1963. I cannot recollect exactly 
what year my first visit was, but through the 
work in the Christian Institute I became more 
and more acquainted with the Church of Swe-
den Mission. I was constantly visiting Uppsala 
and I also attended the World Council Confer-
ence there in 1968. I also visited Norway and 
Denmark. That is the basic background. In the 
course of my work in the Christian Institute I 
had several visits undertaken to Sweden, 
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Norway and Denmark. Once also to Finland, a 
number of years ago. 
TS: The World Council of Churches’ synod in 
Uppsala in 1968 led to the launch of the Pro-
gramme to Combat Racism the year after? 
BN: Yes, it was launched in 1969, but the de-
cision was taken in 1968. 
TS: 1969 was an interesting year. It was also 
the year when Henry Kissinger concluded that 
there would be no black rule in Southern Af-
rica. It was the year of the Lusaka Manifesto 
and it was the year when the Swedish parlia-
ment paved the way for direct official humani-
tarian assistance to national liberation move-
ments, which led to the support to ANC from 
1973. In those days, how did you in this con-
text view the Nordic countries? 
BN: Well, let me start by saying that as far as 
support to the liberation movements was con-
cerned, I had in principle no problem with 
that. In the Christian Institute and through a 
growing and more meaningful contact with 
the black community in South Africa—
especially the black Christian community, but 
also the Black Consciousness Movement with 
Steve Biko, and many others—it became more 
and more clear to me personally, and to a 
number of us, that, firstly, we had to legitimize 
the liberation movement in South Africa. Sec-
ondly, although we might disagree with the 
armed struggle, we had to approve in princi-
ple that they had the right to liberate them-
selves. There was no problem with that. My 
problem was the question of the armed strug-
gle. Not with the decision of individuals to 
participate in armed struggle if they believed 
that they had done all other things to prevent 
that. My problem was to what degree the 
church had the right to support the armed 
struggle.  

Throughout history, the churches in the 
world have always held two main views in 
this regard. The pacifist view and the view of 
those who would say that you must first try all 
the peaceful means and only if they fail are 
you allowed to participate. To me it was a very 
difficult decision, because in my heart I am 
basically a pacifist. I seek solutions by peaceful 
means. It was a very deep and painful struggle 
for me. Also to eventually say to myself: I have 
no problem in supporting the goals, the aims 
and the objectives of ANC, including the Free-
dom Charter. As a Christian, I believed that 
the Freedom Charter reflected the values of 

justice and peace of the gospel much clearer 
than any other document that we had in South 
Africa. My problem was whether I had the 
right to support the armed struggle as such. I 
could not bring myself to that. I could under-
stand why many others did, but for myself I 
made a distinction. I said that blacks in South 
Africa with so much less opportunity for being 
involved in peaceful protests would certainly 
be entitled to give themselves to the armed 
struggle, but I, as a white, still had the oppor-
tunity to present pressures and viewpoints, for 
instance on sanctions and other actions, much 
better than by joining the armed struggle. 
TS: On this point, your position coincided 
with the position of the Nordic countries. For 
example, when resolutions came up in the 
United Nations calling for support to the lib-
eration movements, the Nordic countries 
would vote for these resolutions as long as 
they were not advocating armed struggle as a 
means of solving the conflict. If so, they would 
abstain. 
BN: Yes, that is correct. Let me say that the 
principled approach of the Nordic countries 
helped me very much. I had to consider, for 
instance, the example of somebody like Bon-
hoeffer, who eventually came to the point 
where he said: ‘I know that I am participating 
in sin if I try to kill Hitler, but it is the lesser of 
two evils. Therefore, knowing that I am guilty, 
I am still committed to do that, because I have 
no other option.’ 

In my case, I always asked myself: Is there 
no way in which—through the application of 
all other peaceful means—the countries of the 
world who are really committed to non-violent 
change can more effectively bring about a 
transformation? Through those means, rather 
than with weapons, nuclear bombs and every-
thing else? Looking back today, I would say 
that the world eventually will be forced to 
come to the conclusion that there is no way in 
which we in the long run can solve problems 
through armed struggles, because the more 
you take them up, the more vicious, devastat-
ing and eventually suicidal they become. But it 
needs, I would say, the wisdom of experience 
to hopefully bring us to that view. 
TS: In a recently published book on the World 
Council of Churches there is a description on 
how the different ecumenical movements em-
braced the Programme to Combat Racism. I 
was a bit surprised to read that the Nordic 
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churches were quite slow in the implementa-
tion of the programme. Is that also your view? 
BN: That is true. I think that it relates to the 
fact that in the Nordic churches the pietistic, 
evangelistic movement has always played, and 
is still playing, a very strong role. The danger 
of pietism is always to be non-political, non-
controversial and to withdraw from any politi-
cal debate and discussion. I think that it 
needed a whole transformation in the think-
ing, a new set of mind, on the part of the Nor-
dic churches and their members to realize that 
social justice based on the gospel may need a 
much more active participation in politics. Not 
necessarily in party politics, but in the whole 
political struggle of a nation for liberation. To 
me it seems to be one of the major reasons why 
there was this hesitancy. I would not say un-
willingness, but confusion and over-caution. 

Is it not also true that the propaganda which 
came from the West—from South Africa and 
from the United States and others—in a certain 
sense always presented the liberation move-
ment as Communist, terrorist and anti-Christ? 
It was on the basis of that totally distorted 
conception and impression that many of the 
sincere, devout pietistic Christians in the Nor-
dic countries felt that they dared not give any 
support of any kind, not even humanitarian 
support, to the liberation movement. 
TS: Does that mean that you were mainly re-
ceiving support through the government 
structures in the Nordic countries? I am think-
ing of the support to the South African Council 
of Churches and the Christian Institute? 
BN: No, that was forthcoming through the 
churches. As far as that was concerned, it was 
not seen to be part of the support for the lib-
eration movement as such. It was seen as hu-
manitarian support for the victims of apart-
heid. That distinction is basic and very impor-
tant. 
TS: You could perhaps say that the churches 
in the Nordic countries would view the lib-
eration movements as resistance movements, 
while the political structures would see them 
as liberation movements? 
BN: Yes, that is a very important point to be 
made. 
TS: You were probably the most central per-
son inside South Africa when it came to the 
channelling of Nordic humanitarian support 
to a number of structures and organizations. 
How did you view the cooperation with the 

Nordic countries? How did you liaise with 
them? 
BN: Well, I could not meet the Nordic gov-
ernments. My passport had already been 
withdrawn in 1972, long before my banning. I 
could not leave South Africa. I simply had to 
learn how to regularly communicate the needs 
of the people and the organizations. Secondly, 
how to respond to requests coming from them 
and convey them to the Nordic governments. 
And, thirdly, how to set up contacts from the 
other side.  

This was done in various ways. Firstly, 
through constant letters which were written 
confidentially and sent out. Naturally, never 
by mail. And we never talked over the phone, 
because I knew that my telephone was tapped. 
I knew that anything that I would send proba-
bly would be intercepted. So you simply had 
to use your wisdom to find ways and means to 
convey the messages and do it as confiden-
tially as possible. Secondly, by arranging visits 
which had to be undertaken by representatives 
from the other side and also set aside adequate 
time for in-depth discussions of their needs. 
The way in which I did that was that I con-
stantly gathered as much information as I 
could. I could never meet socially with more 
than one person at a time. I therefore had to 
break my banning order from time to time to 
meet secretly with more than one person, be-
cause in the African culture—and that is a very 
good principle—anyone with an order to cor-
roborate his or her statement would insist that 
somebody else should be present. I had no 
problem with that. In this way it was possible 
to, first of all, gather the information—I delib-
erately went out of my way in order to seek 
and find such information—secondly, to 
communicate it confidentially and, thirdly, to 
make myself available at any moment. Some-
times it was in the middle of the night. Some-
times it was early in the morning. At a mo-
ment’s notice, in order to meet somebody 
somewhere. 
TS: You also met with representatives from 
the Nordic legations in South Africa? 
BN: Oh, yes! For instance, for a long period I 
regularly met with Birgitta Karlström Dorph 
from the Swedish legation. I had long and 
meaningful discussions with her. I reported to 
her in full about what was happening. I heard 
which information she and the legation 
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needed, gathered the information and then, at 
a given point, reported back to her. 

Apart from many other qualifications, 
Birgitta had the gift of winning the trust of the 
black community through her person and 
through her commitment. She was the kind of 
person who blacks, intuitively, after a certain 
period would know that they could trust and 
open their hearts and minds to. Whenever 
Birgitta promised anything she kept her word. 
When she could not, she was very clear to say: 
‘I cannot promise anything, but I will see what 
I can do.’ Among those who came to know her 
personally in South Africa there is a deep and 
lasting respect for her person and her com-
mitment. 
TS: Would you say that the Swedish and Nor-
dic officials were personally more involved or 
committed than other diplomatic representa-
tives? 
BN: Yes, I would immediately say that as far 
as the Swedish representatives were con-
cerned. I am thinking of Birgitta, Cecilia 
Höglund and others. There was no doubt that 
they were deeply committed. As far as certain 
of the other countries were concerned, I think 
that the general feeling was that they did this 
because it was their professional responsibil-
ity. But they did not always emanate the spirit 
of commitment which came from the Nordic 
countries. I am here thinking of Sweden, but I 
also want to refer to Denmark and Norway. 
For instance, somebody like Trond Bakkevig 
from the Norwegian church and the real, inti-
mate trust which he developed. I think that 
they gave a very clear impression to the com-
munity that here you had representatives of 
governments of three countries which were 
committed in a deeper sense than may have 
been the case with others. Without my knowl-
edge, there may have been one or two other 
embassies who also had that commitment. But 
I think that the black community in South Af-
rica—struggling for liberation—had the 
impression that the deepest commitment came 
from the representatives of the Nordic coun-
tries. 
TS: At the same time, I understand that those 
who were knowledgeable about the Nordic 
support were the direct recipients and not so 
much the broader community of beneficiaries? 
BN: I think that the reason for that was the 
tremendous repression. It was not unwill-
ingness to convey the information, but the fear 

that the security police, the phone-tapping and 
everything else would jeopardize the support. 
But now it should be brought much more into 
the open. 
TS: In your opinion, was the Nordic support 
to the liberation process in South Africa given 
without strings attached or was it extended 
with a view to influencing the future South 
Africa in a particular political direction? 
BN: I personally believe that it was done to 
influence South Africa. Not in a specific po-
litical direction, but to realize that the values of 
democracy, peace and justice which the Nor-
dic countries had experienced—and which 
had given them so much of both freedom and 
commitment—for the sake of countries such as 
South and Southern Africa should be dis-
cussed and debated. But I never saw that as 
political manipulation with a view, for in-
stance, to financial gain or anything of that 
kind. 
TS: Nor to prepare the terrain for investments? 
BN: No, I never saw it as such. I personally 
also do not believe that it was the motivation. I 
think that it was different, for instance, with 
the United Kingdom, the United States and 
Germany, where our impression was that this 
was not done from a political view, but spe-
cifically with the view to further influence 
financial developments which would benefit 
the economy, the trade and the finances of 
those countries. But I do not believe that it was 
the impression with any of us regarding the 
Nordic countries. 
TS: This week, Chancellor Kohl addressed the 
South African parliament in Cape Town. He 
said that the German companies stayed in this 
country—even during the darkest period—to 
give employment to the most downtrodden. 
BN: Well, first of all, his statement is not cor-
rect. If you ask any of the black communities 
who were involved with the majority of the 
German companies, including Volkswagen, 
Mercedes-Benz and others, that was never the 
impression that the workers had about the 
motivation of the German companies’ staying 
and operating here. In fact, in many respects it 
was seen to be the opposite. Whoever in-
formed Chancellor Kohl about that did not 
give him the full information. 
TS: You channelled great amounts of soli-
darity funds from the Nordic countries. Did 
you experience any problems with account-
ability and financial controls? 
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BN: I cannot speak for any of the other parties 
and organizations which were supported. I 
can only reply to what I myself experienced 
and the way I saw it. Perhaps I should empha-
size that for the sake of accountability—I 
should say, for the sake of always being able to 
account to myself that what I was doing could 
reflect integrity—I always tried my very best, 
even when it was not requested, to report on 
the way in which support was given to indi-
vidual persons in different parts of the coun-
try. There were instances where for the sake of 
security and the safety of the persons con-
cerned I could not give their names, but I al-
ways explained that. For me it was taken for 
granted that whenever I could I should report 
as fully as possible. Not because it was re-
quired—there was a large measure of flexibil-
ity—but because I felt that it was important 
that I should never at any stage create the im-
pression that either I, or a few friends or oth-
ers, were benefiting from those grants. 

There was never any pressure, but, cer-
tainly, a flexible, regular reporting was re-
quired in so far as it was possible. I tried to do 
that to the best of my ability and I never felt 
that it was not supported in that way. 
TS: Is there anything you would like to add to 
characterize the relationship with the Nordic 
countries? 
BN: Yes, I would. It is of vital importance that 
the human communication at all levels of our 
societies—our thoughts on the building of a 
responsible, free and democratic movement in 
South Africa—should be maintained and 
strengthened. I believe that there are historical 
values of democracy, justice and peaceful reso-
lution of conflicts which the Nordic countries 
have developed in the course of a number of 
years and which we desperately need. So, for 
the sake of South Africa, my plea is: Please 

maintain and strengthen those contacts. Sec-
ondly, I would wish to say that there is to my 
mind a very substantial contribution which 
also South Africa can make to the insight and 
the understanding of the liberation struggle in 
general, of the human struggle for freedom 
and democracy, to the Nordic countries. I 
think that both societies should be open to that 
regular communication. Thirdly, I would wish 
to say that, if unattended, the tremendous gap 
between wealth and affluence in the Northern 
countries and the poverty and destitution in 
the Southern world will create major prob-
lems. For the sake of the world, the global 
economy and economic justice it is of vital 
importance that countries like the Nordic 
countries and South and Southern Africa re-
main in constant contact to communicate, dis-
cuss, debate and dialogue on these issues. Not 
in the first place for the sake of South Africa or 
for the sake of the Nordic countries, but for the 
sake of the global community. This seems to 
be the task that lies ahead of all of us. 
TS: That is a much more difficult task. 
BN: True, in the past it was easy to clearly 
indicate that apartheid was the enemy. We all 
opposed apartheid, regardless of our political 
affiliation. The task ahead is much more diffi-
cult, no doubt about it. But in the long run it is 
going to be much more meaningful and pro-
ductive, if we have the wisdom to understand 
how to do it. 

May I end by saying that I personally wish 
to express my deep and lasting gratitude for 
the enrichment of my own life through my 
personal friendship with the Nordic countries, 
through the commitment that they made to 
justice and peace and through the way in 
which they helped me to understand much 
more what it meant to make that contribution. 

 

 

 

Barney Pityana 
President of the South African Students Organisation—Black Consciousness 
Movement—ANC—Director of the Programme to Combat Racism of the World 
Council of Churches 
Chairman of the South African Human Rights Commission 
(Uppsala, 23 January 1997) 



Tor Sellström: As a young student activist at 
Lovedale and at the University College of Fort 
Hare in the 1960s, were you aware of the Nor-
dic support to the anti-apartheid cause in 
South Africa?  
Barney Pityana: No, I was not. In those days, I 
was very much involved in the Student Chris-
tian Movement (SCM) and the University 
Christian Movement (UCM), of which I was an 
officer. However, I do think that SCM and the 
Anglican Students Federation had visitors 
from Sweden coming to address us, but I can-
not remember their names. So, there were 
links between the Student Christian Move-
ment and Sweden. 

I was expelled from Fort Hare in 1968. I was 
regional director of the University Christian 
Movement and president of the Anglican Stu-
dents Federation before I joined the South 
African Students Organisation (SASO). While I 
was with UCM, I became aware of the World 
University Service (WUS), partly because at 
that time I also participated in the work of the 
National Union of South African Students 
(NUSAS). From 1968, I knew of the financial 
support to NUSAS from the Nordic countries. 
Of course, in my early days I was not unaware 
of Dag Hammarskjöld during the Congo crisis.   
TS: There were refugee students in Sweden 
who had been expelled from Fort Hare at the 
time of the Extension of the University Edu-
cation Act in 1959. One of them was Billy 
Modise, who is now South Africa’s High 
Commissioner to Canada. They may have 
been in contact with their alma mater? 
BP: I am sure that there were those links, but 
for me it was a gradual realization as I got 
involved and moved into the leadership. That 
was also when I became aware of the support 
structures that were needed to carry out our 
work.  
TS: In her contribution to the book Bounds of 
Possibility: The Legacy of Steve Biko and Black 
Consciousness—which is co-edited by you—
Mamphela Ramphele describes how there was 
a reluctance on the part of funding agencies to 
support black initiatives in South Africa dur-
ing the period from 1970 to 1977, with the ex-
ceptions of the International University Ex-
change Fund (IUEF) and WUS. Both IUEF and 
WUS were to a high degree funded by the 
Nordic countries. What projects were sup-
ported by these organizations? 

BP: We started SASO with really nothing but 
commitment. However, we recognized very 
early on that we were going to need some 
funding support. Our initial access to financial 
support was through Beyers Naudé and the 
Christian Institute, who connected us with 
various people and also gave us small 
amounts. The second channel at the time—we 
were in Durban then—was UCM. Many of us 
in the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) 
had been involved in UCM and through them 
we began to receive support from the United 
Methodist Church in the United States. 
Through UCM we also linked up with WUS. 
Via the Christian Institute and UCM, our ini-
tial support was thus very much from the 
churches.  

The Nordic support increased quite quickly 
as we developed projects. The University of 
Natal Medical School had an exchange pro-
gramme with a university in Sweden. They 
used to have two students going to Sweden for 
a term or something like that. In 1969 or 1970, 
two students—Aubrey Mokoape and a col-
league—went there and they were the ones 
who made the first major approaches for 
funds. I think that it was through them that we 
made the first contacts with IUEF. Before that 
IUEF was not a major funding source, as far as 
I remember.  

However, I think that Mamphela Ramphele 
is right, because in those days the funding was 
never substantial. We were never trusted, in 
spite of the fact that we had clear programmes. 
In fact, NUSAS was getting more support from 
the same sources than we did. But NUSAS was 
developing projects in reaction to us. Also, 
they were always limited to scholarships and 
things like that, while we started projects that, 
for example, involved students going to the 
communities to run clinics and have winter 
schools. NUSAS did not have that, but we did 
and we carried them out with very little fund-
ing support. I think that the reason why the 
donors were so reluctant was that they were 
not used to blacks establishing their own or-
ganizations. Whatever they might say, there 
was a racist element. It was a struggle for us, 
although we were convinced that we had a 
claim. 

Having said that, our first breakthrough 
came when Ben Khoapa and Steve Biko man-
aged to break out of Spro-cas (Special Project 
on Christianity in an Apartheid Society) to 
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establish the Black Community Programmes, 
or BCP. Major funding was now coming to a 
body that was black. So, when Steve Biko was 
banished to King William’s Town, he was 
able—as part of the Black Community Pro-
grammes—to establish all the projects that 
were based there, including the clinic and the 
study programmes. The funding for this came 
from the Nordic countries through IUEF and 
WUS. 
TS: Lars-Gunnar Eriksson, the Director of 
IUEF, was a Swedish Social Democrat. How-
ever, while the Swedish Social Democratic 
government had extended direct official hu-
manitarian assistance to the ANC since 1973, 
Eriksson and IUEF were allegedly looking for 
a ‘third force’ in South Africa. Would it be fair 
to say that the support given by IUEF to the 
Black Consciousness Movement was moti-
vated by anti-ANC considerations? 
BP: I think that the situation was a lot more 
nuanced than that. Even before Craig William-
son came onto the scene I think that Lars-
Gunnar Eriksson recognized that there was a 
very new and very significant political move-
ment represented by SASO and Black Con-
sciousness (BC) inside South Africa. His main 
interest was to recognize that movement and 
then to support and nurture it. What hap-
pened subsequently—prematurely, I think—
was that large numbers of BC people left 
South Africa in the wake of the 1973 upheav-
als, that is, after Turfloop, and that they began 
to develop material needs in exile. In the proc-
ess, people like Harry Nengwekhulu—the first 
senior BC person who left South Africa—
became close to IUEF. He experienced the 
need to get resources in order to provide 
scholarships and cater for a growing number 
of BC people outside South Africa. According 
to him, in order to get that support many of 
the traditional donor agencies required that 
the people belonged to ANC. Bearing in mind 
the arrogance of the BC people in those days, it 
was very difficult for most of them to con-
template that. But Lars-Gunnar Eriksson and 
IUEF gave them support. I do not think that he 
did so because he was seeking to form a ‘third 
force’, but simply because somebody like 
Harry Nengwekhulu approached him for that. 

In addition, Lars-Gunnar Eriksson hired 
Craig Williamson with the support of ANC 
and against opposition from us and from the 
South African Council of Churches. We told 

him that Williamson was not a person to be 
trusted. There was a lot of controversy around 
that. In fact, Williamson was according to 
Eriksson in those days clearly supported by 
ANC. So, it could not be that Lars-Gunnar 
Eriksson was in favour of the formation of a 
‘third force’. Craig Williamson’s emergence at 
IUEF had the support of ANC and one of the 
first things that he did when he got there was 
trying to stop the support for BCM and con-
centrate IUEF’s support on ANC.  

I do not think that Lars-Gunnar was think-
ing in terms of a ‘third force’, but there was on 
his part a recognition of BCM as a new politi-
cal movement in South Africa. From talking to 
him I know that he felt that too many refused 
to acknowledge that. His insight was that 
BCM was a political force that had to be taken 
into account. 
TS: That kind of hesitancy on behalf of the 
donors could perhaps also be noticed when 
the United Democratic Front (UDF) was cre-
ated in 1983? 
BP: That is right, but after the exposure of 
Craig Williamson and the collapse of IUEF it 
became increasingly important for the donors 
to make sure that any position that they took 
on South Africa had the support of ANC. In-
formally, ANC was in that way able to indi-
cate what could and what could not be sup-
ported.  

When I left South Africa in 1978—in the 
wake of the murder of Steve Biko—there was 
a very clear sense that it was important for us 
to start negotiations with ANC about the po-
litical scene outside South Africa. Within BC 
there were people who were taking all kinds 
of positions. One group was becoming close to 
the Nigerians, also training people there. Oth-
ers were moving to Libya and even to Pales-
tine. And there was a lot of conflict among the 
BC people in Botswana. By 1978, it had be-
come very clear that the situation was untidy. 
And, indeed, Steve Biko would have come out 
of South Africa to try to bring some order into 
the situation and encourage people to have a 
creative relationship with ANC. That would 
have been the main objective of the talks.  

I was never convinced that it was necessary 
to have both a BCM and the traditional libera-
tion movements. When I came out, I told eve-
rybody very clearly that that never was the 
intention of BC. BC had a role inside South 
Africa at the time, but I was never convinced 
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that I was going to come out of South Africa 
and become BCM. But I also recognized that if 
we were going to move ahead, it was impor-
tant that we could take as many people with 
us as possible. So, in faithfulness to what the 
people in South Africa wanted we organized 
meetings with ANC. These meetings were 
financially supported by Lars-Gunnar Eriks-
son. However, we did not get his support for a 
BC conference that took place in London and 
that we felt was necessary. When there was 
concern on behalf of some people that there 
was going to be a ‘third force’, IUEF did not 
support that. 

We had a very useful meeting with ANC in 
Lusaka, which for me determined that there 
really was no need to form a separate orga-
nization. But it was necessary to hold this na-
tional meeting in London in 1980 to report on 
our discussions with ANC. I then discovered 
that things had gone so far—largely because of 
the relations between BC people and ANC 
people and others—that it never was going to 
be possible to keep anything like a united, 
cohesive position and, secondly, it had also 
become very clear that the idea of having a 
common position as BC was not going to op-
erate.  
TS: In an interview with Craig Williamson in 
1996, he said that the background to Steve 
Biko’s arrest and death in September 1977 was 
that Biko was preparing to leave South Africa 
to meet Oliver Tambo and that this meeting 
was being organized “by the Swedes” through 
IUEF. Would this be correct? 
BP: On his initiative, Steve Biko planned to 
clandestinely meet ANC abroad. And to come 
back. He had no intention of permanently 
leaving the country. I am aware that IUEF was 
to make it possible. Harry Nengwekhulu was 
part of it and he would have found some 
means of support from them. I do not know 
how advanced the plans were at the time of 
Steve’s arrest. It had nothing to do with that. It 
was due to the fact that he had breached his 
banning orders. 

It is true that there were definite plans for 
Steve Biko to meet with ANC. There were 
various reasons for that. One was the fact that 
growing numbers of BC people were leaving 
the country and many of them were seeking 
military training. Secondly, especially the 
situation among the BC people in Botswana 
was very bad. There were lots of factions and 

it was necessary that those who really did 
want to get involved in armed combat could 
be trusted. Steve would have explored the 
possibility of BCM engaging in open political 
struggle internally in South Africa and of let-
ting those who wanted to be involved in 
armed struggle do so through ANC. Essen-
tially, that is what he was going to explore. It 
was to bring some sort of discipline into what 
had been happening in exile. 
TS: In exile, you joined ANC and subse-
quently became the director of the Programme 
to Combat Racism (PCR) of the World Council 
of Churches, based in Geneva, Switzerland. In 
a recently published book, it is said that the 
Nordic churches were quite slow in imple-
menting the PCR recommendations. Is that 
also your opinion? 
BP: Well, I was the third director of PCR and 
by that time there was very strong support 
from the Nordic churches. However, there was 
also a very strong movement for the isolation 
of South Africa and it is true that some Nordic 
churches—certainly in Norway—were not 
supportive of this. For example, Norway did 
not believe in the actions we took against 
Shell, which was a major campaign. They did 
not support that at all, but supported instead a 
process which we did not support, namely 
that of channelling funds to groups within 
South Africa. Like ANC, we believed that it 
undermined the isolation of South Africa. 

However, the Special Fund to Combat Ra-
cism, which was our main fund, in fact relied a 
great deal on Nordic and German support. 
The support from the churches in Sweden and 
Norway was considerable, while the support 
from Germany did not officially come from the 
churches, but rather from groups who were 
raising funds informally. It is also true that the 
funds of the Nordic aid agencies came from 
their governments and we were aware that 
they were distributing public funds that they 
knew were going towards the support of ANC 
and other liberation movements. During my 
time as director, the Special Fund increased 
dramatically because the consciousness of the 
need to combat racism all over the world also 
increased. But the major part of that fund was 
contributed because of South Africa. The 
money was, however, not necessarily spent on 
South Africa.  

In brief, I would say that we did receive 
funding from the Nordic countries and that—
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in the formal sense—some Nordic churches 
were ambivalent about supporting the Special 
Fund.  
TS: You were also closely involved with the 
ANC Department of Religious Affairs and 
Inter-Faith Chaplaincy, which from the be-
ginning was almost fully funded by the Lu-
theran World Federation (LWF). In turn, LWF 
was strongly supported by the Nordic 
churches. In the light of the fact that the mem-
bership of ANC represented a very wide re-
ligious spectrum, did this Lutheran link con-
stitute a problem? 
BP: No, not at all. Around 1983–1984, ANC 
had come to recognize the very important role 
played by the churches in South Africa. ANC 
was beginning to have a very direct sense of 
that from the cadres that came out of South 
Africa into the camps. The sense of religion 
had become very evident. ANC had also come 
to recognize that there was a need for some 
kind of pastoral care among its cadres. Espe-
cially, this was clearly understood by Presi-
dent O.R. Tambo and to some extent by people 
like Thabo Mbeki.  

The international campaign against South 
Africa could not continue without the in-
volvement of the churches. The churches were 

critical. By 1983, when UDF was formed, relig-
ious communities were also involved in the 
struggle inside South Africa. The products of 
that—the people who were going to ANC—
were for the first time clearly people who were 
aware of their religion. That is why it was nec-
essary to have a Department of Religious Af-
fairs. But I do not think that it ever really 
achieved its potential. It was seen as a way in 
which ANC could have religious people 
within the movement and bring their zeal for 
liberation and their religious commitment 
together. ANC was not asking people to give 
up their religion in order to become committed 
cadres.  

The other aspect was the chaplaincy, that is, 
the means of caring for people in the camps or 
in the general refugee situation in which the 
ANC cadres were living. It was also to be a 
forum where links between the churches in 
South Africa and ANC could take place. That 
did not happen as well as it could have. There 
was an interest from religious people in South 
Africa in the work of ANC and people did—in 
a clandestine manner—continue to meet and 
focus on what ANC was doing about religious 
issues, but those formal links with the 
churches were not sufficiently established. 
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Walter Sisulu 
ANC—Secretary General 
Former ANC Deputy President—Senior adviser to the President of South Africa 
(Johannesburg, 15 September 1995) 

Tor Sellström: Did the ANC leadership have 
any contacts with the Nordic countries before 
the Nobel Peace Prize was given to the late 
Chief Luthuli in 1961? 
Walter Sisulu: No, I think that the first con-
tacts with the Nordic countries were with 
Chief Luthuli. 
TS: When he went to Norway, did he travel 
alone or was he accompanied by other ANC 
leaders? 
WS: Unfortunately, he was not accompanied 
by any leading person. He was accompanied 
by his secretary and, of course, by his wife. 
TS: So the involvement by the Nordic coun-
tries started when you were on Robben Island? 
WS: Indeed so. That is the time when it be-
came shaped according to our desire. 

Now, on the question of Chief Luthuli: We 
had not, I must confess, by that time attached 
such an importance to the Nobel Prize itself. 
But from that time on we began to analyze it 
and realize its significance. 
TS: In the Nordic countries it was very sig-
nificant. It came after the Sharpeville massacre 
and when you took the decision to launch the 
armed struggle.  
WS: Yes, it came at a time when a drastic 
change was taking place. 
TS: The good relations between the Nordic 
countries and ANC were, of course, to a large 
extent the work of the late Oliver Tambo? 
WS: Yes, indeed so. 
TS: He came to Sweden in 1961. 
WS: Yes, I think in 1961. 
TS: When you were on Robben Island, did you 
get any information about the Nordic support? 
WS: Yes, we were quite well informed. Al-
though we were not allowed newspapers, we 
were able to get information. We knew of the 
role of the Nordics. 
TS: How did you view this? You had these 
Western countries in the North that supported 
the same liberation movements in Southern 
Africa as the Soviet Union did. 
WS: Well, this was an eye opener. We had 
never before thought of them in that way. We 
began to look at them and realized what a 
tremendous advance we were making, having 

good relations with the Nordic countries. Its 
importance was beyond our understanding. 
TS: Do you think that it assisted you to create 
political space? 
WS: No doubt. It was a tremendous move to 
have such a relationship. O.R. Tambo did great 
work, particularly in that field. He was able to 
analyze the situation. He was a diplomat and a 
politician. 
TS: I think that Thabo Mbeki was very much 
working along the same lines as O.R. Tambo? 
WS: Yes. After all, he is a product of O.R. 
Tambo. 
TS: I have read that the late Olof Palme, the 
Swedish Prime Minister, corresponded with 
you and Nelson Mandela when you were on 
Robben Island. Is that possible? 
WS: I cannot remember that. They would not 
have handed them over. You see, the letters 
were kept and when the relationship changed, 
Mandela was perhaps able to read them. I do 
not think that they would have allowed it dur-
ing the early times.  
TS: When you were released, you went to 
Sweden to see O.R. Tambo. Coming there, 
how did you assess the Nordic countries and 
the relationship that he had built over the 
years? 
WS: It was fantastic! Amazing! Just to cope 
with that relationship and to consolidate and 
improve it. It was our task. It had a tremen-
dous impact on me. The information of the 
part that they had played. 
TS: At that time Sweden had a conservative 
government? 
WS: Yes, but the right and the left were able to 
work together. 
TS: One reason for that is that very early on it 
was not only the political left, but also the 
church and the liberal centre that were in-
volved. 
WS: My understanding was that that was able 
to bring the right to realize. It seems that with-
out the left they had known very little. 
TS: There followed an intense process leading 
up to the elections in which the Nordic coun-
tries supported ANC. Do you think that it had 
any significant impact? 
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WS: It had a tremendous impact! The Nordic 
countries have got one aspect which perhaps 
now we understand. From the point of view of 
humanity, I think that they are among the 
greatest. I think that the part they have played 
in international politics is beyond understand-
ing.  
TS: The Nordic countries are very modern, but 
also very traditional, with a strong tradition of 
egalitarian policies and democratic principles. 
WS: Yes, I think that that helped to shape the 
relationship and for us to understand what 
kind of society we were dealing with. 
TS: The relationship will now continue. 
WS: It must grow! It must be intensified! We 
just cannot afford to lose it, to allow it to cool 
down. It must continue on a high level, be-
cause we are not only dealing with a particular 
struggle. We now have a fiddle and we have a 
role to play on the international arena. We 
have to see to it that good friends such as we 
have had are maintained. And that we to-
gether will work out a new programme, a new 
era, a new approach. The Nordic countries are 
indispensable to us in that situation.  
TS: I believe that it is also important for the 
Nordic countries to have allies that think in 
similar terms. 
WS: Yes, I agree with that fully. 
TS: It is part of the reason why the Nordic 
countries supported ANC, SWAPO, MPLA, 
FRELIMO and ZANU/ZAPU, namely the 
question of small nations’ right to self-
determination.  
WS: It is very important. We will never be able 
to fully grasp this relationship. I have no 

words to express it, but the feeling in me is the 
feeling of greatness and of the function that 
awaits both the Nordic countries and our-
selves. In the same way that we have worked 
together, I have no doubt that we will be able 
to take this a step further. I lack words to say 
how we should consolidate this relationship, 
how it should be taken further. We need each 
other. We have a greater job to do and this 
time not for a particular country, but on a 
global basis. 
TS: Yes, but this struggle is even more diffi-
cult. 
WS: Yes, more difficult, because it involves by 
and large the question of non-racialism. We 
now have to lead other countries in this direc-
tion. We have difficulties in getting people to 
understand it at home and yet it is the greatest 
task that we must work for. The first stage 
without the second is not worth it. 

I am very much attached to and feel very 
sentimental about the relationship that has 
been built with the Nordic countries. I happen 
to have been to Sweden and Norway. I came 
into contact with the people of those countries 
and my respect for them grew beyond what 
words can explain. 
TS: Did you hear the children sing in Xhosa 
and Zulu? 
WS: Yes! I came back and said that they sing 
Nkosi Sikelele better than we do! I emphasised 
this to Oliver Tambo because he himself was a 
musician. I listened to it in Norway and in 
Sweden. They were very good.  
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Garth Strachan 
ANC—Umkhonto we Sizwe—South African Communist Party—Director of the 
Education, Resource and Information Project / Voter Education and Election Train-
ing Unit 
Responsible for fundraising at the South African Communist Party  
(Cape Town, 10 September 1995) 

Tor Sellström: You went into exile around 
1975. What made you leave South Africa? 
Garth Strachan: I ran away from the army. I 
had been politically involved in the student 
movement, but in 1974 I was called up to go to 
Angola. I had been on the run from the army 
for about a year, but in June 1974 the military 
police caught up with me. I served a four week 
refresher course and then I was due to go to 
Namibia and Angola. However, since I had a 
passport I just left the country. It was more of 
a self-imposed exile, plus the fact that Brigid, 
who later was to become my wife, had left 
South Africa. So, it was two things, to run 
away from the army and to join her. It was 
only at that point that I became involved with 
ANC. 
TS: Before leaving South Africa, did you not 
have any contacts with Nordic support to the 
liberation struggle? 
GS: No, none whatsoever. 
TS: In exile, you started to work with the In-
ternational Defence and Aid Fund (IDAF) in 
London? 
GS: Yes, I got a job at IDAF’s research and 
publications department. That was in 1976-77. 
At the end of 1977 and in 1978 I worked for the 
Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) in Britain. 
In both places I came into contact with Nordic 
support. Obviously, at IDAF there was a 
whole host of programmes, such as support 
for legal fees of people who were detained and 
charged as well as support for publications. As 
far as I know, that was supported by the Nor-
dic countries.  
TS: IDAF was, of course, one of the main 
sources of information on the situation in 
Southern Africa.  
GS: Yes, but also AAM got Nordic support. I 
remember that it was very difficult, because it 
was support for an organization in another 
country. I very much recall that the Anti-
Apartheid Movement through some so-
phisticated methods was given money for in-
ternational campaigns against apartheid. 

TS: How did the South Africans in AAM and 
IDAF view the support by the Nordic gov-
ernments to the national liberation movements 
in Southern Africa? 
GS: Although it has become popular not to 
admit this now, at the time—at least in the 
circles where I moved and up to the mid or 
late 1980s—the reality was that in ANC—well, 
there was a much more sophisticated political 
analysis on the part of some individuals—
there was a kind of pro-Soviet hysteria. Al-
though the support from the Nordic countries 
was obviously gratefully received, at an ideo-
logical level I think that there is no doubt that 
there was a strong sense—a kind of analysis, if 
you like—that the Social Democratic move-
ment (a) was homogeneous, (b) that there was 
no common left within the Social Democratic 
movement, and (c) that the support for the 
liberation movements from the Nordic coun-
tries and from the Social Democratic move-
ment as a whole very often was characterized 
as imperialist and sometimes even as Ameri-
can support, channelled through those coun-
tries which were most amenable to give sup-
port to ANC and other liberation movements. 
It was characterized as imperialism, keeping 
the door open here, if you like.  

I think that there was a very unsophisti-
cated, undialectic and unidimensional un-
derstanding of the Nordic support for the lib-
eration movements. For me, it says a lot about 
the Nordic countries—and it says a lot about 
the Social Democratic parties in those coun-
tries who in a sense drove that support—that 
despite that unnuanced, unsophisticated char-
acterization of their support within the libera-
tion movements, they (a) continued to support 
them and (b) that the support was genuinely 
disinterested. To the best of my knowledge, 
there was never any effort, either in the form 
of literature or in the form of personal contacts 
or interventions, which aimed at turning 
around the misconception in the ranks of the 
liberation movement. And that characteriza-
tion was not just in ANC. Certainly, in ZAPU I 
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know that it was there and also in SWAPO, al-
though I do not know about it in detail. I think 
that the analysis was very unsophisticated and 
incorrect. 
TS: That view was to a large extent also held 
by the non-governmental left in the Nordic 
countries. The criticism mainly boiled down to 
the fact that the Nordic governments would 
not support the armed struggle. 
GS: I did not realize it then, but by the late 
1980s we began to look at the situation in a 
slightly more nuanced way. The reality was 
that the Nordic support was for prisoners, 
their dependants, the trials and the mass 
movements inside the country and therefore, 
as we well know, very often also for the in-
ternal underground structures. They were 
very closely linked to the mass movements—
which in a sense provided a fertile environ-
ment for the underground structures to oper-
ate—and to the external movement in so 
many, many different ways. The only form of 
support that to the best of my knowledge was 
not given was literally the military hardware 
itself. But without all these other elements, the 
armed struggle would not have been possible 
anyway. As ANC itself always said, the politi-
cal and the mass struggle as well as the inter-
national struggle—especially the mass strug-
gle—was more important, and in some ways—
as ANC also often said—the armed struggle 
was really to mobilize mass support. So, look-
ing back one does not see any problem. 
TS: SIDA also supported ANC in Angola. In 
the camps, were you aware that part of the 
support was coming from SIDA? 
GS: Yes, we were. I was in Angola in 1979-80, 
part of 1981 and part of 1983. The conditions 
were not as bad as they had been, let us say in 
1977, but there were very long periods of time 
when the conditions were extremely bad. I re-
member someone saying that even Robben 
Island had been easier than the camps. So, the 
conditions were very bad and I think that it 
was well known, at least in my experience, 
that the support was coming from friendly 
countries. The food was from the Soviet Union 
and some of the East bloc countries. But we 
were always told that the financial support for 
the food that was being purchased, as well as 
for the clothes and the soap and all those 
things was from Holland and Sweden. 

TS: I think that you got meat and other prod-
ucts from ANC’s agricultural farms in Zambia, 
which in turn were supported by SIDA?  
GS: I remember that from time to time, proba-
bly from bad management, but also from a 
host of other factors, there would be very bad 
crises in the camps in Angola. On at least three 
occasions I remember that big Boeing 707s 
were chartered to take food from Harare to 
Angola. On two of the occasions, I was work-
ing in Zambia and I was involved in the ar-
rangements. On the third occasion I was in 
Angola. We got relief food from Harare which 
was particularly poor in quality and became 
known as ‘Mugabe’. 

Another observation that I would like to 
make here is that the fact that the MK people 
very often did not know where the money was 
coming from had a negative component to it, 
but it also had a positive side. The ANC 
Treasurer General’s office was remarkably 
good at keeping quiet about the lines of sup-
ply, especially on Rands, and we had millions 
of Rands passing through our hands for the 
struggle inside the country, for example, for 
MK soldiers moving into South Africa. It was 
an incredibly tightly kept secret. I am simply 
saying that there was a negative, but also a 
positive element: keeping quiet about the exact 
sources of some of the funds in those particu-
lar circumstances. 
TS: Later on you went for training in the So-
viet Union. How was the Swedish or Nordic 
support seen from that perspective? 
GS: Well, I was on record as far back as in 
1985 saying that although ANC suggested and 
put out in all its propaganda material and 
communications that the political struggle was 
more important than the military struggle, in 
reality it paid lip service to that. Notwith-
standing the need for armed propaganda, my 
own view is that very serious strategic errors 
were made with regard to the underground 
struggle because of an overemphasis of the 
armed struggle. 

Obviously, one can go into a great deal of 
debate and detail on that matter. The reason 
why I think that it is important is that it played 
itself out at the political level. What was seen 
to be—and what was said to be—most impor-
tant was the military training and the supply 
of military weapons. What was also said was: 
‘Yes, Swedish, or Nordic, support is in general 
terms important, but at the end of the day they 
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do not want to see the complete defeat of 
apartheid. Otherwise they would have sup-
ported the armed struggle.’ I came to the con-
clusion as far back as in 1985 that this was a 
fundamental error. There was an error in the 
strategy of ANC, which led, in a sense, to a 
fundamental error of understanding the rela-
tionship between ANC and other countries.  

I am not saying that everybody in ANC had 
that position. I am sure that there might have 
been some who did not. But that was a general 
understanding and it was profoundly incor-
rect. Given the particular historical moment, it 
was also part and parcel of a very profound 
failure to understand the dynamics within the 
international Social Democratic movement. 
ANC’s and SACP’s understanding and analy-
sis of that was very much that of the Soviet 
Communist Party. It was more or less the 
same, which was very wrong. I think that it 
was particularly damaging to ANC, because it 
failed to see that the anti-imperialist struggle 
went beyond the Cold War dynamic. And that, 
I think, was a very poor understanding of the 
need to develop close political ties with Social 
Democracy, especially the left Social Democ-
racy. Not just in Europe, but also in other parts 
of the world. I think that it was a very unfor-
tunate product of a very close relationship 
between, in particular, SACP and the Soviet 
Union. As much as people say that this was 
not the case, I think that my experience in 
ANC suggests that it was very strong and en-
trenched.  
TS: When Thabo Mbeki characterized the con-
tribution by the Nordic countries to the libera-
tion process in Southern Africa, he empha-
sized that Sweden particularly—and he sin-
gled out Olof Palme’s contribution—
recognized the liberation movements not as 
resistance movements, but as governments-in-
waiting. 
GS: Absolutely. There is not much one can 
add to that other than possibly to make one 
very obvious point: I suppose that one can 
take nothing away from the contributions 
made by the Soviet Union, Nigeria or any of 
the East bloc countries. They were massive 
contributions. However, in a sense, they were 
contributions from the governments and the 
ruling parties, which did not necessarily have 
either the blessing or the knowledge of the 
populations of those countries. I was person-
ally often very surprised. Maybe it is not a 

good yardstick, but when you came across 
ordinary people in the then Soviet Union they 
were not necessarily in agreement with the 
support for the liberation movements. And—
sometimes quite alarmingly—there were mas-
sive problems with racism directed to ANC 
and black people in the Soviet Union.  

I think that the Nordic support to the lib-
eration movements in a sense was something 
that one can hold up almost as a model of 
solidarity. It was disinterested, because of the 
reasons that I have already given. Secondly, it 
appeared to have the voluntary agreement and 
support of large sections of the population. 
Perhaps it is being too wise, with the benefit of 
hindsight, but, as people say, it is better to be 
wise too late than never to be wise at all. I 
think that that support really was a model of 
disinterested international solidarity. Its 
weakness, though, was that perhaps precisely 
because of the nature of the struggle—that is, 
armed, underground, etc—a corresponding 
popular knowledge and linkage between the 
people in Sweden and the other countries and 
those who were the recipients of the support 
was not possible.  

The challenge for me as a South African is to 
be able to say to other South Africans that we 
received XYZ during this period. It is not that 
we owe a debt, because I do not believe in that 
kind of relationship. The money was not given 
in order to secure a debt. But we should learn 
from those experiences and extend a hand of 
friendship to the people of the Nordic coun-
tries, especially given our history. That is for 
me real international solidarity. It would be a 
great pity if the tremendous support from the 
people of the Nordic countries ended now. 
Not that it is ending, but the challenge to make 
it more popular and deeper should be taken 
up.  
TS: You were also involved with the chan-
nelling of funds to the forward areas in South-
ern Africa and to the Home Front. Lots of 
funds allocated by SIDA to ANC were des-
tined for the Home Front. Were they chan-
nelled to South Africa with your knowledge? 
GS: Many of the internal non-governmental 
organizations and mass movements very often 
had a link to the underground or to the exter-
nal ANC. A lot of the project proposals—a 
very large amount of them; I would not know 
the precise proportion which were destined to 
receive funding from the Nordic countries or 
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Holland—passed through our hands. I was the 
administrative secretary to, first, the ANC 
Revolutionary Council and later to the Poli-
tico-Military Council in Zambia. 

ANC did not jettison or sabotage project 
proposals or support applications from or-
ganizations which did not hold the same ideo-
logical or political view as ANC. There was a 
line of communication, to the best of my 
knowledge, between ANC and the Nordic 
representatives. Information was exchanged. 
When an NGO was being set up as a front, it 
was possible for ANC to say: ‘We cannot in-
terfere with your support for the internal mass 
struggle and the democratic movement, but 
this information might assist you in taking an 
informed decision.’ There was that kind of 
dynamic. Certainly, in my position—and I am 
not saying that it was a widely held view; in 
fact, it was not a widely held view because of 
the nature of the struggle itself and the nature 
of secrecy—I was very much aware of the fact 
that the overwhelming majority of the internal 
organizations simply would not have been 
able to survive were it not for the external 
support from governments and NGOs, specifi-
cally from the Nordic countries.  
TS: During the 1980s, millions of Rands were 
allocated by SIDA to the Home Front. The 
reporting requirements on this part of the co-
operation were based on trust. In a sense, 
ANC was here on the same side as the donor. 
Do you think that there were problems with 
the accounting of the funds for the Home 
Front to ANC and then by ANC to SIDA?  
GS: I think that there were, but I think that it 
will be very difficult to say how much cor-
ruption there was. I also think that a culture of 
dependency probably was engendered. But 
one has to ask the question: Was there any 
alternative? I do not think that there was. The 
only alternative was not to supply the money. 
Of course, you take all the steps you can to 
negate and stop corruption. In a way, it took a 
great deal of courage to provide money and 
support, knowing full well that the lines of 
accountability were not strong and therefore 
open to abuse. It meant that Sweden was sup-
porting the struggle while knowing that there 
would be some corruption. 
TS: There was the case of the infiltration of the 
South African agent Craig Williamson into the 
International University Exchange Fund 
(IUEF), which was strongly supported by the 

Nordic countries. The IUEF affair must have 
had an impact on ANC’s trust and confidence 
when it comes to Nordic support? 
GS: I do not think that it had any impact. The 
South African government made a big song-
and-dance act out of it and it was in the head-
lines of the South African newspapers for a 
few days. To the best of my knowledge, not a 
single arrest followed upon the return of Craig 
Williamson to Pretoria and I think that I 
would have known. Of course, he came across 
sensitive information about money and lines 
of supply and he probably gave a lot of politi-
cal intelligence on ANC, but my impression 
was that the damage was not altogether that 
serious.  

I am not saying this with the benefit of 
hindsight. It was certainly the understanding 
of the people who worked with him on a very 
close basis. The key people were Mac Maharaj 
and to some extent Aziz Pahad and Jacob 
Zuma. Maharaj was my immediate boss at 
exactly that time and he did not trust William-
son as far as I could see. I personally feel that 
serious damage was not done. Neither did it in 
my view have a serious impact on the percep-
tion of the people of the Nordic countries. 
Williamson was seen as a South African who 
had gone to work for IUEF with the blessing of 
ANC. Maybe I am wrong, but this is how I see 
it. 
TS: Before the 1994 elections, you became the 
director of an important organization for voter 
education in South Africa. What was the back-
ground to VEETU, the Voter Education and 
Election Training Unit? 
GS: I was the director of ERIP, the Education, 
Resource and Information Project, which had 
been established by Murray Michell, Trevor 
Manuel and Cheryl Carolus in about 1984. In 
those days, it did a host of semi-clandestine, 
sometimes clandestine, support activities for 
the struggle in the form of research, training 
and provision of free services for media, such 
as videos etc. When I became director of ERIP 
in 1992, we were asked by the Centre for De-
velopment Studies to do voter education for 
the forthcoming elections. We agreed to do it, 
but in meetings with people from the Swedish 
Olof Palme International Center—specifically 
delegations led by Bo Toresson—we put for-
ward the idea that as much as voter education 
was important, unless you provided elections 
training support you would never level the 
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playing field in South Africa. Because you 
were asking a sector of the democratic move-
ment with no experience of elections whatso-
ever to compete on an equal footing with the 
National Party, which at that time had the 
monopoly of the media, both electronic and 
printed, and a huge, highly sophisticated and 
experienced election machine. Toresson and 
his colleagues not only quickly came to see the 
logic of what we were saying, but also very 
swiftly linked up with ANC.  

To cut a long story short, VEETU was then 
established as a subsection of ERIP. It was a 
consortium of four big training NGOs in Cape 
Town, Durban, East London and Johannes-
burg. ERIP was the recipient of the funding 
support from Sweden and managed the na-
tional process, both in terms of financial man-
agement and in terms of design of the training, 
specifically together with ANC. It was a very 
big project. I think that forty thousand people 
were trained for the elections. They were 
trained in elections management, media, secu-
rity, communications, canvassing and speech 
making, public relations, fund-raising, finan-
cial management, administration etc. 
TS: The trainees were not only from the ANC? 
GS: No, there was an agreement with the 
Swedes that we would train all the political 
parties which hitherto had not participated in 
an election. That meant ANC, PAC and the 
Inkhata Freedom Party (IFP) which only 
joined the process three or four weeks before 
the elections took place. However, in spite of 
repeated written and face to face requests to 
provide IFP with training, they never agreed 
to that. But we also trained the trade unions, 
NACTU and COSATU, the civics—not just 
SANCO, but even small civic organizations—
CONTRALESA and fifty different women’s 
organisations. 

It was a massive project. It would never 
have been possible without the Olof Palme 
International Center. It was not just the fi-
nancial support. During the seven months be-
fore the elections, I cannot recall a period 
longer than two weeks when somebody from 
the Olof Palme International Center was not 
here to give advice, support and, in a sense, 
knowledge and experience of elections in 
Sweden and other countries. In a way, I think 
that the massive effort of some twelve million 
Rands was seen by the Swedish people as a 
sort of natural culmination of a long process of 

support for the coming to fruition of democ-
racy. It was the final contribution that should 
be made, although there was obviously a good 
understanding that the struggle for develop-
ment was only just beginning with the coming 
into existence of formal democracy.  

It also had a massive international impact. 
People from VEETU travelled to Russia, 
Ukraine, Tanzania, Vietnam, Palestine and 
other countries, basically to provide people in 
those countries with an understanding and a 
framework of what VEETU did to prepare for 
the South African elections. So, it had a much 
wider impact than South Africa itself. Two 
books have already been published on the 
subject of VEETU. 
TS: Was the Olof Palme International Center 
the main funder of VEETU? 
GS: There was also support from Denmark, 
Holland and from NGOs in the USA, such as 
the Mott Foundation. The Italians had prom-
ised money, but it was not forthcoming. There 
were governments that categorically refused to 
give money. The British, the Americans and 
the Germans. I met their ambassadors on a 
number of occasions. What was remarkable for 
me was that it in a sense characterized the 
Swedish and the Nordic ability to come to 
terms with the real issues of the liberation 
struggle in a way that other countries were not 
able to do. They were able to see that just do-
ing voters’ education did not level the playing 
fields at all. You had to provide elections’ 
management training. You had to train people 
to be able to contest an election in order to be 
able to fight it on an equal footing. 

I left VEETU four months before the elec-
tions. I then worked with ANC for the cam-
paign in the Western Cape. Here there was 
Swedish Social Democratic Party support. That 
was invaluable in terms of advice, guidance 
and for gaining a strategic understanding of an 
election process. It was absolutely invaluable. 
What I recall as being most important was the 
meetings with the ANC leadership—Nelson 
Mandela, Walter Sisulu and others—but also 
with the regional leadership. The biggest prob-
lem for ANC before the election was a lack of 
understanding of what an election is. The poli-
ticians thought that they could lead the elec-
tion, but there was no understanding of the 
management component. I think that the 
Swedish Social Democrats went a very long 
way in assisting ANC to reach a proper un-
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derstanding of what an election is, of its com-
ponent parts, its political parts, its man-
agement parts. ANC could have made very 

serious mistakes, but the potential for those 
mistakes was very much minimized by the 
support from Sweden. 

 

 

 

Craig Williamson 
National Party—Military intelligence officer and commander of foreign operations—
Deputy Director of the International University Exchange Fund—Member of the 
President’s Council  
Executive Outcomes 
(Pretoria, 23 April 1996) 

Tor Sellström: In your personal view and that 
of the structures for which you worked in 
South Africa, why did Sweden and the other 
Nordic countries become so involved in 
Southern Africa? 
Craig Williamson: That is a question which 
we tried to answer for a long time. I think that 
the best answer that I can give you—and the 
best analysis that we came to over the years—
is that it related to the Nordic, particularly the 
Swedish, brand of Social Democracy. It was 
different to the Marxist-Leninist brand and 
also to the socialism of the British Labour 
Party and parties like that. 

Throughout my involvement with different 
organizations, I noticed and reported on po-
litical tensions which existed within various 
structures, especially aid agencies, gov-
ernments and organizations such as SIDA, but 
in particular within the non-governmental 
organizations that they were supporting. I 
worked with people who identified political 
forces in various areas of the world and who 
tried to take them under their wing. In other 
words, a non-governmental organization 
would try to become involved with a political 
group, say in Latin America or Africa, the 
leaders of which they believed to be salvage-
able. It was almost a religious thing. You must 
develop and nurture the political leaders and 
organizations who were following a political 
course which you, the aid donor, felt was cor-
rect. Rather than have these people becoming 
hard-line Marxist-Leninists, it was better to 
raise some support in the international arena 
and give them assistance. 

At that time, a lot of the liberation organi-
zations were complaining that the only people 
who gave them assistance were the East bloc 
countries and that the West was, in fact, guilty 
of being in complicity with apartheid and with 
the regimes in Latin America. I think that there 
were political forces in the West who agreed 
that the conservative political organizations in 
the West were in complicity with apartheid 
and with the Latin American dictators and so 
on, but felt that they should not be. At the 
same time, they also did not think that they 
should be supporting Moscow’s foreign policy 
objectives in whichever region. 
TS: It appears contradictory that the Nordic 
countries—who were clearly anti-Commu-
nist—supported the same movements in 
Southern Africa that were backed by the Soviet 
Union. 
CW: I think that one of the key elements of the 
South African security forces’ war against 
ANC and the other liberation movements at 
that time was to paint them as part of the in-
ternational Soviet view of things and to dis-
courage anti-Soviet countries and organiza-
tions to support them. One of the biggest prob-
lems, or hindrances, to that policy was, in fact, 
the Swedes and the Nordic countries. Later on 
even the Canadians and the Dutch. Those 
were the most stubborn Western countries 
who continued to support ANC. What South 
Africa would have liked was that everybody 
should take a black and white, or a white and 
red, colour view of things, which Sweden 
never did. 
TS: Would it in this context be correct to say 
that Olof Palme played an important role? 
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CW: Yes, that is where Olof Palme came in as, 
I suppose, one of the ideologues of that view. 
Palme and the people around him were a third 
force in this type of political situation and they 
saw it as a very important role. Therefore, they 
supported, or they were open to support, peo-
ple who phrased their requests in a way that 
they found attractive. But that is not unusual. I 
think that it happens in any funding activity. 
When people come with a funding request 
they will obviously design it to get the best 
possible response from the person who makes 
the decision. 
TS: Olof Palme and his colleagues had old 
personal relations with many liberation lead-
ers from Southern Africa. Do you think that 
personal relationship made it easier for the 
Social Democratic forces in the Nordic coun-
tries to see beyond the East-West divide? 
CW: Yes, I think so, because I had a similar 
experience. Getting to know various leaders 
personally, you get to know more about their 
personal political world view than if you just 
read their writings or the official magazine of 
the movement. Those who had a chance to 
meet these people personally, to go to univer-
sity with them or become close political 
friends with them, understood that none of 
them, or very few of them, actually were 
Communists. That the type of socialism that 
they were thinking about, and probably 
wished to promote, was a type of socialism 
which fitted with the ideological view of the 
Nordic leaders, or people who became leaders 
in the Nordic countries. 
TS: Was that contradictory to you? You were 
working for forces that wanted you to paint 
the world white-red? 
CW: Oh, no! I always used to say that ‘I have 
spent ten years looking for a black Communist 
and I have not found one yet’. Everybody 
would laugh. People might call me a racist, but 
there were actually very few blacks in the 
Communist Party who were ideologues. The 
ideological driving force in the Communist 
Party was mainly eurocentric. But that did not 
mean that it was not useful for us—for politi-
cal purposes—to paint the whole organization 
red. And a lot of politicians, of course, be-
lieved that. I still think that some National 
Party politicians believe that if we could just 
split the Communists away from the other 
black guys, then we would not have any prob-
lems. Even in 1990-91, when I finally got out of 

the National Party, that was the belief. Even 
during CODESA it was still the belief. But I 
think that there were more accurate views in 
the security forces and the intelligence com-
munity. 
TS: You worked with the International Uni-
versity Exchange Fund (IUEF) for a long time. 
IUEF was accused of supporting a so-called 
third force in South Africa. How true would 
this be? Was it something that the Nordic So-
cial Democratic parties promoted? 
CW: I think that the way Lars-Gunnar Eriks-
son and his friends in the Swedish Social De-
mocratic Party saw it—putting it very simplis-
tically—was that there is a liberation struggle 
in South Africa which is a just struggle, but the 
black political groupings have a problem, be-
cause they are dominated by ANC, which in 
turn is dominated by the Communist Party, 
which is controlled by the Soviets. They did 
not only get that view from their own personal 
experience of the situation. They also heard 
that view expressed very loudly by certain 
black South African politicians, particularly by 
PAC people and, of course, after 1976 very vo-
cally by Black Consciousness Movement peo-
ple, who refused to join ANC. They did so for 
two reasons. One, because they said it was 
ineffective. It had not done anything. Two, 
because basically it was an organization ideo-
logically dominated by whites and the Soviets. 
The Swedes were seeking a way to assist this 
new, younger generation of thinkers in the 
South African liberation struggle, and they 
tried to avoid being dictated to by ANC and 
others in determining who should be assisted. 
Obviously, ANC would only assist people 
who were in their camp. 

The Swedes took an independent view and 
started to say ‘We must give support to Harry 
Nengwekhulu, Barney Pityana—who, of 
course, later went very strongly into ANC—
and these types of people’. A Christian, non-
Marxist group of people. But socialist. There 
was definitely substance to this, because I saw 
the personal memoranda written between 
Lars-Gunnar Eriksson and Pierre Schori and 
these people, where he would give them some 
views on what was going on. They would 
sometimes write back to him and he would 
even draft questions to be asked in parliament, 
or replies. That was definitely their belief. 

I think that NGO’s were used to do and say 
things and promote policies which the Swed-
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ish government and the other Nordic govern-
ments could not officially do. They had to offi-
cially tell Oliver Tambo: ‘Oliver, we are a hun-
dred per cent behind you and we like you very 
much. You know, we do not like Joe Slovo too 
much, but we understand.’ But, in reality, they 
did not want ANC to be allowed to push the 
emerging black leaders into obscurity. If you 
do not give a flower water, it dies. I think that 
it was the view. Give these flowers some water 
and do it through IUEF. And IUEF had a 
clever way of saying that the aid was humani-
tarian. ‘We have to give aid to all refugees, to 
all people’ and so forth. So, it was a defendable 
policy. 
TS: Is it your impression that Denmark and 
Norway—being members of NATO—were 
less in favour of ANC than Sweden? 
CW: I always got the impression that Denmark 
was the least interested. I think that they went 
along because it was an emotional thing. It 
was right. I did not ever get the idea in Den-
mark that there was a strong ideological in-
volvement. The youth movements and others 
that we worked with in Denmark were very 
much less political than in Norway. In Nor-
way, there was a conflict between different 
political forces in the youth movements. We 
used to go there with the South African pro-
gramme, or other programmes, to give credi-
bility as part of a political battle within those 
organizations. It was more political. For exam-
ple, when I in 1978 manipulated IUEF into 
accepting ANC as the sole liberation move-
ment in South Africa, the Swedes accepted it, 
but in Norway people were very angry. In 
Denmark, Poul Brandrup and them said: 
‘What you guys do, you do.’ They did not 
have a very strong political approach. They 
were doing something that they believed was 
correct. Anybody who was against apart-
heid—as long as they were not throwing 
bombs—should really be given some assis-
tance. 
TS: There was never any direct support by 
IUEF to Inkatha?  
CW: No. There was only some very small sup-
port to Inkatha. Buthelezi came to Geneva and 
met with Eriksson several times. There was a 
guy there, an old trade-unionist, who was 
meant to be Buthelezi’s sort of representative, 
but when Musa Myeni came to Geneva they 
gave him some support, in terms of a scholar-
ship and this type of thing. But they would 

never assist the organization as such. Buthelezi 
tried to get support from IUEF, but he never 
succeeded. Lars-Gunnar blocked it because of 
the ‘puppet-of-apartheid’ thing. He could not 
justify such support. I think that he was given 
the advice that Inkatha should not be sup-
ported. In fact, I know that he discussed it 
with ANC in Maputo. With Joe Nhanhla, who 
told him not to. At times he was confused. He 
came to me and said: ‘Buthelezi is a good 
friend of Tambo. They have met in London. 
Would it not be useful to support him?’ But 
Joe Nhanhla and ANC said no. And, of course, 
the instructions I got were also no. I mean 
from the ANC-Communist Party side, not 
from our government.  
TS: Reading between the lines, it seems that 
the interest of the South African security es-
tablishment was that you should get to ANC 
through IUEF. Was that the objective? 
CW: Yes, but not as simplistic as that. It was to 
understand the whole dynamic behind the 
anti-apartheid support internationally. We had 
to sabotage it. We were much more worried in 
the mid-1970s about the Black Consciousness 
Movement than about ANC. That is why we 
started to sabotage IUEF’s support for BCM. It 
was like a double-edged sword. It was also to 
get me more popular with ANC, obviously. I 
was doing something that they believed in. 
‘Even if this man has a dubious background, 
he is doing something which we want him to 
do. He is effective.’ So, if somebody went and 
said this or that about me, ANC would say: 
‘Hey, just leave him alone. He is working un-
der discipline and he is doing his job’. That 
was good for me. 

We wanted to cut the funding support to the 
Black Consciousness Movement. For two rea-
sons. Number one, they were a problem inter-
nally. Politically, that was where the problem 
was, not with ANC. Number two, it was part 
of the whole process of trying to have a very 
clear black and red situation. But here we had 
a difficult situation. It was not so easy for ‘Pik’ 
Botha or his people to go to a foreign minister 
overseas and explain that the BCM guys were 
also red. We could not give them the proper 
ammunition. And you start to sound less 
credible if you say that anybody who opposes 
you is a Communist. Then people would say: 
‘We have heard that type of story before’. 

Sweden and the Nordic countries were also 
supporting the World University Service and 
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there were a lot of ideological problems with 
that, because WUS started to support—in fact, 
more and more—the Black Consciousness 
Movement. They had a much more religious 
approach, more of the centre, maybe. This 
became a political problem, because one had 
not only to try and stop the support from 
IUEF, but also to make sure that funding did 
not go into WUS, because that could defeat 
our goal.  
TS: That must have been uncomfortable for 
you? At the same time as IUEF was trying to 
broaden the support, you wanted it to be nar-
rowed down to ANC? 
CW: Yes, it was very difficult because of that. I 
had to narrow it down to ANC, but without 
being illogical. If I suddenly would have said 
to Lars-Gunnar that we must support this or 
that ANC initiative, he would immediately 
have thought that I was a Communist. He 
would have thought that this is a SACP guy. 
Which is what people like Buthelezi and peo-
ple from ZANU told him. They were not so 
worried about me being a spy for South Af-
rica. They were worried that I was a white 
South African Communist. So, on the one 
hand he had to tell people: ‘He is not a Com-
munist’. And on the other: ‘He is not working 
for the South Africans either’. It was a bit 
tricky. If I had just said: ‘Look, ANC is the lib-
eration movement’, he would not have gone 
for it. 

It took a bit of time. Of course, the only rea-
son it worked was that the Black Con-
sciousness Movement started to have some 
problems of its own from 1976-78. They broke 
up into fractions. The Gaborone office was 
asking one thing, the London people another 
and then Lusaka was saying something else. 
Some people were talking to ANC and some 
were not. For IUEF, a non-governmental orga-
nization having to justify money and expenses 
to donors, it became a bit tricky. But, using 
that confusion, I was able to move the political 
decision to recognize ANC. And, of course, 
during that same period ANC got its act to-
gether. After 1976, they got a wake-up call and 
realized that they had better get the organiza-
tion to do what it was supposed to be doing. 
They started to look better and at the IUEF 
conference in 1978 I was able to get the policy 
through. 
TS: Who was then Lars-Gunnar Eriksson? You 
have described him as an anti-Communist. 

Many have asked if he was working for Swed-
ish, or Nordic, interests or for South Africa? 
CW: He was a fanatical Social Democrat. Fa-
natical. Lars-Gunnar Eriksson liked to play. He 
loved intrigue and he created intrigue, but he 
really disliked Communists. That is why we 
found him useful. 
TS: Even before you joined IUEF, the financial 
management of the organization had been 
strongly criticized. You have stated that you 
managed to divert funds through Lichtenstein 
to your structures in South Africa. Daisy Farm 
has been mentioned. Could you comment on 
this? 
CW: First of all, I would say that Lars-Gun-
nar’s problem was that he was not a good 
manager in terms of technical things. He was a 
politician. He was very good at getting to 
know people, to understand what they 
wanted, the political structures and so on, but 
he did not care about the actual figures and 
the financial management, making sure that 
this account and that account were balanced. 
Money was money. If he had something that 
he needed money for, he would spend it and 
worry about trying to justify which account it 
came from afterwards. I suppose that you can 
get away with that if at least—after you spend 
the money—you find a way to account for it. If 
not, it becomes administratively impossible to 
start unravelling the mess. And it became a 
complete mess. 
TS: Which was handy for you? 
CW: Yes. He then created a slush-fund. At 
first, he had a less structured slush-fund, but 
at a certain stage he realized that he had to 
have a proper one. So he created this thing in 
Vaduz, Liechtenstein, called Southern Futures. 
He then used to report to the donors: ‘Look, on 
certain confidential projects all I can tell you is 
that when the money leaves IUEF’s account, 
you have to accept that for auditing purposes 
it has been spent’. He would take the money 
out of IUEF and put it into Southern Futures 
Vaduz and, of course, he could then do what 
he liked with Southern Futures Vaduz. This 
does not mean that he stole the money or 
spent it on his chalet in France. He was well 
paid. He had a good salary. He could afford a 
good life. But if he had gone to SIDA and said: 
‘The ILO conference is on in Geneva. All the 
liberation guys are there and I am going to 
take them to a night-club and this and that’, 
they would have had a heart-attack if the 
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money was coming out of IUEF. So it would 
come out of Southern Futures Vaduz. 

Some of these guys, for example Sam Nu-
joma, would come to town and say: ‘Lars-
Gunnar, I need money’. Lars-Gunnar would 
say: ‘How much?’ ‘Well, 20,000 Francs’. 
Lars-Gunnar would then give him 20,000 
Francs, which would come out of the slush-
fund. Every time Joshua Nkomo came to 
town he got money. He stayed at the Inter-
continental Hotel, which was an expensive 
business. 

Lars-Gunnar was playing a political 
game. So, what we did was just the same. 
IUEF was supposed to have a leadership 
training programme for white students in 
South Africa. The money had to be spent, 
because if it was not spent there would not 
be any more grants given. Sometimes there 
was pressure. Lars-Gunnar would say: ‘We 
have got money for this white student pro-
gramme. Are we not going to spend it? 
What am I going to tell the donors if it does 
not exist?’ That is how it was done. It was a 
leadership training programme, but, unfor-
tunately, it was a leadership training pro-
gramme for the security forces, not for the 
anti-apartheid forces. At one stage we ran 
an internal structure here which was fi-
nanced by IUEF. People even came from 
Denmark and other countries and were 
shown the programme. They went to the 
farm and were very happy. 
TS: To Daisy Farm? 
CW: Yes. Poul Brandrup from Denmark 
lived on the farm for a while. He was told 
that this was the secret place we had for 
training of anti-apartheid activists. They all 
said: ‘Oh, wonderful! This is in the heart of 
apartheid, just twenty kilometres from Pre-
toria. They have got a farm where they are 
training the opposition’. They believed the 
romance of the thing. 
TS: One wonders how the Nordic govern-
ments could continue increasing the alloca-
tions to IUEF? 
CW: I think that they were doing it deliber-
ately. I mean, we believed that. For exam-
ple, I gave cash to ANC. We were supposed 
to be supporting this or that programme, 
but I would go to the bank in Geneva with 
Swiss Francs and buy Rands at a discounted 
rate. I would get about twenty or thirty per 
cent more Rands and then go to Lusaka and 

give ANC Rands. Thomas Nkobi would 
give us a written account of the money, 
with a big ANC stamp on it. ‘Thank you 
very much!’ I mean, what did I write in my 
reports to the South African government? 
Sweden and the other donors could not give 
money to ANC for political and military 
purposes, but they gave it to IUEF, who 
then played some games and it went there 
anyway.  

I know that people in Sweden knew that 
he was giving out cash. Sitting late at night, 
having some schnapps and coffee, he would 
say: ‘This is politics. This is the real world. 
We do not all live on refugee scholarships 
and little farms that make handicrafts. 
These people are fighting a liberation strug-
gle. They have to pay hotel bills and so on’. 
He often used to have that argument. The 
donors would say: ‘Yes, but you know that 
we do not have funds for that’. But he found 
a way to create the funds. Air-tickets were 
one of the biggest slush-fund activities. The 
guys would phone from Lusaka and say: 
‘We have to send so and so many delegates 
somewhere. We need air-tickets’. He would 
then buy the tickets, although there was no 
project that could buy them. 
TS: Who were the most critical among the 
donors? 
CW: I think that he was less scared of the 
Swedes, because he had more political influ-
ence with SIDA. He was more scared of the 
Danes. They were very pernickety. The 
Canadians were another problem, because 
Paul Ladouceur was actually on the IUEF 
board and he was a real auditor. But South-
ern Futures Vaduz was unbreakable. The 
recipients also played ball. It was not that 
the money was disappearing into Southern 
Futures Vaduz. The recipients would tell 
the donor that they got the money. ANC 
would give them a piece of paper saying: 
‘We have received the money’. So the donor 
left it there. Especially for the internal pro-
grammes it was understood, for security 
reasons. Between the recipient and himself, 
Lars-Gunnar could make any arrangement. 
TS: IUEF also tried to serve as some sort of 
fund-raiser for the SOMAFCO settlement in 
Tanzania and you tried to work with IDAF 
in London. Do I see you behind these initia-
tives? If you were pushing the ANC line? 
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CW: Yes, the Solomon Mahlango Freedom 
College. ANC, Lars-Gunnar and everybody 
saw that as a prestige project. IDAF was a 
different thing. Lars-Gunnar was convinced 
that it was run by the Communists and he 
wanted to take over its function. But he also 
had people who came to the office com-
plaining about IDAF. 

People can say what they like about 
IDAF, but the fact at the end of the day is 
that IDAF for a long time supported who 
they felt like supporting. There was a strong 
South African Communist Party influence 
there. IUEF paid lawyers for people on trial, 
because IDAF just could not get the bureau-
cracy together and Lars-Gunnar never be-
lieved that it was purely because of funding 
or bureaucracy. He said: ‘These guys have 
got problems. They have been arrested. 
They are on trial and they need lawyers to 
be paid’. Often we paid. IDAF would then 
get angry and refund IUEF, which we usu-
ally would accept, because we had used 
money from some other programme. IUEF 
did not have the money to pay for trials. 

Lars-Gunnar and Canon Collins had a 
reasonable relationship, but his relationship 
with the rest of them was very antagonistic. 
He planned to take over IDAF. He thought 
that he could do it when Collins went. This 
was not only a personal ambition. It was po-
litical. He did not like IDAF. 
TS: So this was nothing that you had to 
push? 
CW: No. I helped him, obviously, because 
the more trouble we could cause for IDAF 
the better. But I had a difficulty there, be-
cause I could not be too openly anti-IDAF 
since I was supposed to be on the ANC side. 
TS: In the Swedish media, both Pierre 
Schori and Mats Hellström have been asked 
to comment upon IUEF, Lars-Gunnar Eriks-
son and yourself, but they have declined to 
do so. Why do you think that they have 
never talked about this. Is it because they 
were very close to Eriksson? 
CW: I do not know. I think that they were 
good friends. Lars-Gunnar was a guy who 
at the end of the day was doing what a lot 
of people wanted him to do. He was tripped 
up. 
TS: Coming back to South Africa, you have 
admitted to planning the actions against 
Ruth First in Maputo and Jeanette Schoon in 

Lubango in Angola. Do you know of any 
plans directed against SIDA people in the 
Frontline States that were assisting ANC or 
other liberation movements? 
CW: I revealed the actions against Ruth 
First and Jeanette Schoon because I realized 
what was going on, but when we did our 
cross-border operations we tried to avoid to 
have any international people hit due to the 
political problems involved. 
TS: The SIDA people were also diplomatic 
personnel. It would probably have been dif-
ficult for you to do anything against them? 
CW: They would not have done anything 
against SIDA people. At one stage—when 
the Rhodesians bombed Lusaka and we had 
given information to them of where to 
strike—there was a German aid worker 
killed and everybody was very upset. No. 
They did not even go for the Soviets, so they 
would not have gone for the Swedes. 
TS: I also asked UNITA this question. They 
once kidnapped—and actually killed—
Swedish aid workers. But they said that it 
had been a political error. 
CW: Yes, it can be carried out by a unit who 
does it because they think it is the right 
thing, but it is not the organization as such 
who thinks so. 
TS: Do you know who were behind the 
bombing of the ANC office in Stockholm?  
CW: I actually did not even know that it 
was bombed. 
TS: Did you have any agents in Sweden or 
in the other Nordic countries? 
CW: Our involvement there was not very 
good. I would say that the first time that we 
really got a lot of information was when I 
was operating there. They would obviously 
have had some people there, but I do not 
think that there was anything particular. I 
really think that South Africa was not—how 
should I put it—obsessed with the Nordic 
countries. It was more of a political prob-
lem. I mean, the support was not in the 
same context as the Soviet support. I think 
that they wanted to deal with it more on a 
political level. The Nordic countries were 
left very much to the foreign affairs people. 
TS: It has also been alleged that your intelli-
gence in IUEF led to the assassination of 
Steve Biko. 
CW: Well, the reality of that was that Steve 
Biko was coming out of the country to meet 
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with Oliver Tambo. It was set up by the 
Swedes and by Lars-Gunnar. I reported that 
it was going to happen, but I do not know if 
the fact that they then beat him up and 
killed him was based on that. I actually do 
not believe that the people who arrested 
him would have known that intelligence. It 
would never have been revealed to them. 
They would never have told them: ‘Look, 
we have got information that Biko is going 
to see Tambo’. 
TS: Was it not the same structure? 
CW: It was the same structure, but they 
would never have told them, because it 
would have been too sensitive. They may 
have told them that Biko is up to something. 
‘Detain him or question him!’ I do not even 
know. But the reality is that Biko’s detention 
and then death was at the time when he was 
secretly going to leave the country to meet 
Tambo. It was all funded by Swedish 
money through IUEF. That was bad news. 
TS: There are also some people who have 
mentioned your name in connection with 
the Palme assassination. 
CW: It is fantasy. 
TS: Is it plausible to talk about a South Afri-
can link to the Palme assassination? 
CW: I do not think that anybody here hated 
Olof Palme. If they were going to kill a head 
of state, hell, there are a lot of people before 
Olof Palme that would have been on the list. 
I really do not understand why Olof Palme. 
If they were prepared to do such a thing, I 
think that there would have been quite a 
few other targets. One day I saw a newspa-
per article which said that the murder was 
done by Koevoet under my command and 
that we had camped in the forests outside 
Stockholm in winter. Some journalist asked 
me and I said: ‘Yes, we actually went over-
land from Africa with casspirs, all the way 
from Johannesburg. We drove in casspirs to 
Sweden. We did the operation and nobody 
saw us. Then he said: ‘You are joking!’ I 
said: ‘Well, please, do me a favour’. They 
said that it was Koevoet people. I said that 
‘we were trained in desert warfare and now 
you tell me that we went and camped in the 
forests outside Stockholm in the middle of 
winter. That nobody saw us, that we crept 
into the city and killed the Prime Minister 
and left. And that nobody found one trace. 
That is really quite good’. Now there is 

some lunatic here in Pretoria who keeps 
telling the Swedes that I was the com-
mander and that he bought the gun. He is a 
madman. He wants money. 
TS: Is there anything you would like to 
add? 
CW: Well, if you go through the IUEF files 
of the Latin American programmes, you 
will find that there is a parallel. For exam-
ple, Eden Pastora, Comandante Zero in 
Nicaragua, was getting money from IUEF 
and that was because he was an anti-Com-
munist. They were playing exactly the same 
role with the Contras. Chile, Argentina and 
Nicaragua were IUEF’s main programmes. I 
do not know the names, but all of it was de-
signed to support the Social Democratic ele-
ments of these groups. That is why IUEF al-
ways had the reputation among the left of 
being CIA. The old ISC was set up by the 
intelligence agencies and IUEF came out of 
ISC. When ISC collapsed, Lars-Gunnar, 
Schori and them kept it alive as an inde-
pendent organization. It always did the 
same thing. It always supported anybody 
who was Social Democratic, but not Marx-
ist. I do not think that you will find one con-
tradiction there. 
TS: In retrospect, would you then say that 
the role of the Nordic countries was con-
structive for Southern Africa? 
CW: Well, I think that the Nordic influence 
has been very strong. As I flippantly said—a 
bit cynically maybe—we looked for black 
Communism and we failed to find it. I do 
not know whether ubuntu— the traditional 
element amongst the African people, which 
some people equate with Communism—has 
got more in common with Social Democracy 
than with Marxism-Leninism. But I think 
that Lars-Gunnar and those people clearly 
saw that it could be nurtured and devel-
oped. 

Obviously, I think that the success here 
has been greater than in other places. The 
quality of leadership in Namibia since liber-
ation has not been the same as we have 
here. In Zimbabwe the same. Here, I think 
that the basic thinking of ANC probably has 
benefited a lot from the Nordic influence. 
But, at the end of the day we all know that if 
it was not for other historical forces—which 
brought about the time of Gorbachev—we 
would probably not be sitting talking here. 
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By this time, we would probably be in quite 
a nice fighting situation. 
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Canaan Banana 
Co-leader of the African National Council—ZANU—President of Zimbabwe 
Professor at the University of Zimbabwe  
(Harare, 3 June 1996) 

Carl Fredrik Hallencreutz: From your per-
spective, how would you explain the in-
volvement by the Nordic countries in the lib-
eration struggle in Zimbabwe and Southern 
Africa? 
Canaan Banana: I think that the involvement 
of the Nordic countries was very central and 
crucial to the advancement of our struggle for 
freedom in the region. We were operating at 
the time of the Cold War and while the social-
ist countries appeared to be ready to assist the 
liberation movements in Southern Africa, the 
bulk of the Western countries—including the 
United States of America—dismissed us as 
terrorists, merely repeating the language of Ian 
Smith. It was a great disappointment. 

The Nordic countries were viewed by the 
nationalist forces in particular and the people 
of Zimbabwe generally as a very welcome 
neutral force that did not have any perceived 
interests to protect, while both the Western 
and the Eastern powers were busy supporting 
one group against the other for reasons of ide-
ology and so-called spheres of interests. How-
ever, we felt that the Nordic countries came in 
purely on humanitarian grounds and it is 
against that background that their involve-
ment became very crucial and also lent a cer-
tain amount of legitimacy to the freedom 
struggle. 
CFH: What would you then suggest as pos-
sible factors that made the early involvement 
by the Nordic countries possible? 
CB: I believe that the missionary work played 
an important role and that missionaries—
although they were also divided between a 
progressive and a conservative element—were 
concerned about the plight of the majority of 
the black people of this country. From time to 
time they submitted written reports to their 
home missions. Others wrote to magazines to 
give the Swedish people a picture of the situa-
tion that was prevailing in our country. Also, 
do not forget that they had begun a trans-
Atlantic voyage and that a few Africans who 
got scholarships from the mission centres were 
beginning to study in Europe. They became a 
kind of ally through which the church and the 

people of Sweden generally would be intro-
duced and exposed to the nature of our strug-
gle. I really believe that the role that the church 
played through its missions and through the 
witness of people who got assistance to study 
in the Nordic countries was important. 
CFH: As a Methodist minister, did you have 
any contacts with Swedish missionaries? 
CB: Well, we used to meet within the context 
of various church councils. In the Rhodesian 
Christian Council there were missionaries 
from Sweden that I got in touch with and dur-
ing my studies at the Epworth Theological 
College we also had tutors—missionaries—
who came from Sweden. I think that a good 
number of them understood the dynamics of 
the struggle, although I must hasten to say that 
many of them also tended to distance them-
selves from the politics of the country. How-
ever, they did not necessarily support the 
status quo. In this, what was true of the Swed-
ish church was also true of many other 
churches.  

We have to distinguish between what I call 
the official position of the church and the non-
official. The official was represented by the 
leadership defending the status quo and the 
non-official position was represented by indi-
vidual missionaries who were non-conformist 
with regard to the proclaimed policy of their 
home churches and who went out of their way 
to try and understand the dynamics of the 
African struggle for freedom. Some of them 
identified with that struggle. 

My real active contact with the Church of 
Sweden Mission in Zimbabwe was, however, 
really through the indigenous priests. I used to 
join forces with a number of them when we 
were mobilizing material support for the free-
dom fighters, particularly those who were 
operating in the Mberengwa area. 
CFH: You were, of course, active in the Coun-
cil of Churches in Bulawayo. Did you then 
work with the Church of Sweden Mission? 
CB: Yes, very much so. When I was chairman 
of the Bulawayo Council of Churches, the 
Church of Sweden was part of the council. We 
also joined forces when we addressed the 
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problems of school leavers and the drift of 
blacks from the rural areas. We established 
centres where community schools took place 
in church halls and the Church of Sweden was 
very co-operative. I was also invited a number 
of times to preach in the Swedish churches. 
CFH: The African National Council (ANC) 
was formed in December 1971 and you be-
came one of its leaders, together with Bishop 
Muzorewa. From the ANC point of view, how 
would you assess the role played by the 
Church of Swedish Mission? 
CB: Well, at that particular time the churches 
were very careful not to be seen by the secular 
government to be linked with the liberation 
forces outside. That was the case with all 
churches and as far as ANC was concerned, 
we did not make a clear distinction between 
the operations and activities of individual 
churches as such. The church was seen by 
ANC to be a little bit lukewarm, although 
ANC itself had its leadership from the church. 
A lot of church people participated and ANC 
got support from most of the major churches 
in Zimbabwe. I have no reason to believe that 
the Church of Sweden Mission was different. I 
think that they also saw ANC as an organiza-
tion that filled an important vacuum in the 
absence of the detained nationalist leaders, but 
as far as the internal forces were concerned 
there was not very much pronounced, open 
support for the struggle by the Church of 
Sweden. 

Of course, the Nordic countries were ex-
tending assistance to the liberation movements 
outside the country and I think that it was 
done in a manner that would not endanger 
anybody here in Zimbabwe. It was a very dif-
ficult period and a lot of the activities that 
were carried out inside the country were done 
so quietly. 
CFH: Did ANC have any direct or official links 
with the Nordic governments? 
CB: Not that I know of, but you must appre-
ciate that the ANC period was very short and 
that soon after its formation I left Zimbabwe 
for studies in the United States. Whether there 
were any formal contacts established during 
my absence I would not know. And soon after 
my return to Zimbabwe I was detained. 
CFH: Sweden decided at an early stage to 
support both ZANU and ZAPU. Did you see 
that as a problem? 

CB: No, I would want to interpret that as an 
act of tremendous maturity. They were sup-
porting the cause of African freedom regard-
less of the ideological persuasions of the vari-
ous nationalist forces. I think that a great 
amount of respect should be given, because if 
anybody wants to dictate to any people—let 
alone to the people of Zimbabwe—what phi-
losophy, doctrine, policy or system they 
should embrace, they would be insulting the 
integrity of that people. Co-operation and 
support, yes, but on our terms. 

I think that this was the problem that we 
found with a number of Western organizations 
who said: ‘Yes, we are ready to give you sup-
port on condition that you renounce your links 
with certain countries and that you commit 
yourselves to so-called free enterprise and 
democratic traditions’. We felt that those were 
matters that were best left to the people of 
Zimbabwe. It was their democratic and sole 
prerogative to decide their own policy. So, the 
fact that the Nordic countries supported the 
cause of Zimbabwe’s freedom without regard 
to the future ideological and political system 
was a mark of great maturity and something 
that the Nordic countries must take a lot of 
credit for. 
CFH: The assistance to ZANU and ZAPU was 
for humanitarian purposes only and there 
were strict rules on reporting and auditing. Do 
you remember if there were any complaints 
regarding the utilization of the support? 
CB: No. If there were complaints they would 
have been communicated directly to the lead-
ership concerned, maybe behind closed doors. 
And the fact that I at that time was not part of 
the leadership of the liberation movement 
meant that I was not privileged to that kind of 
information. 
CFH: You were detained from 1975, but re-
leased to attend the Geneva conference at the 
end of 1976. Did you have any contacts with 
government representatives from the Nordic 
countries during the conference? 
CB: Not personally, but I would not be sure 
whether or not contacts were established be-
cause my period in Geneva was somewhat 
divided. I went to Geneva in the Muzorewa 
delegation and then moved to ZANU and the 
Patriotic Front. I was among the top eight who 
were negotiating in Geneva. I do not recall any 
Swedes coming to meet us as a negotiating 
team, but that is not to say that contacts were 
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not established, because there were spokesmen 
on foreign matters from both ZANU and 
ZAPU in the Patriotic Front delegation. 
CFH: Did anyone from the Nordic countries 
recognize your move from ANC to ZANU? 
Did they approach you about it? 
CB: No, I was not approached. 
CFH: After the internal settlement in 1978, 
there were discussions in some Nordic circles 
about possible support to Bishop Muzorewa. 
Did you have any information about that? 
CB: Not at all. All of that period I was in 
prison and they made sure that there was a 
very heavy censorship. I never received any 
newspapers and the only radio information 
that we were being exposed to was the very 
official Rhodesian broadcasts. We were not 
even allowed to listen to the Africa service of 
the BBC. 
CFH: When the Lancaster House Agreement 
was signed in December 1979, did you then 
discuss the future of Zimbabwe with repre-
sentatives of the Nordic churches? 
CB: Yes, very much so. I remember a meeting 
that we held at Bishop Shiri’s office in Bul-
awayo with a visiting delegation from the 
Lutheran World Federation. They were very 
concerned and wanted to know what to ex-
pect. We had a very frank discussion and I 
advised them that it would be beneficial for 
the church to seek an audience with the new 
leadership that was likely to emerge after the 
elections, that is Robert Mugabe and Joshua 
Nkomo. They expressed their concerns, hopes 
and expectations and wondered very much 
about the future of the church in a new, free 
and independent Zimbabwe. On my part, I 
had, of course, no fears whatsoever and I as-
sured them that although I was an individual, 
I was going to do what I could to ensure that 
the church had its place in the new Zimbabwe. 

I think that everybody was concerned about 
the so-called links with the East and that when 
the Patriotic Front won the elections, the 
churches were perhaps going to be closed 
down. I did not foresee that taking place, so I 
tried to assure the churches that they did not 
have to fear the new government, that this was 
an irrelevant fear and that the true fear was 
their own fear. They could redeem themselves 
by doing the right thing and be liberated from 
the old paternalistic approach, recognizing 
that the African people had the sole right to 
define their own agenda. I was merely stating 

the fundamental principle of respecting people 
to determine their own destiny, so that the 
interests of the people would be paramount in 
determining the decisions that were going to 
be made in Zimbabwe by the new govern-
ment, but also by the churches. I urged the 
churches to take advantage of the change, 
move in the direction of reconciliation and 
participate in the programmes of reconstruc-
tion, because if the people saw the churches 
working actively, no one would attack them. If 
so, the people would rise and defend the 
churches. 

The Lutheran World Federation responded 
positively and to a great extent by mobilizing 
material support at independence. They 
drilled a number of boreholes in Southern 
Matabeleland and continued their education 
programmes. They were ready to participate at 
independence, but whether or not they did 
enough prior to independence is a question 
that history, and history alone, will be able to 
answer. 
CFH: You were appointed the first President 
of the Republic of Zimbabwe in April 1980. In 
that position, were you able to maintain your 
contacts with the Church of Sweden Mission? 
CB: Well, not really. However, I did meet with 
individual Swedish missionary leaders and 
with the local leadership, who discussed 
things in a general manner. We also met 
within the context of the Zimbabwe Christian 
Council at the time when Bishop Shiri was the 
President of the Council. Problems emerged 
when information reached us that there were 
individuals within the council who wanted to 
sabotage the programmes of development and 
we felt that some investigations had to be car-
ried out. Bishop Shiri led various delegations 
to discuss the problem that had arisen between 
the council and the government at the time. I 
got the impression that Bishop Shiri himself 
was very genuine in wanting to seek some 
kind of accommodation, but initially the coun-
cil itself was a little bit worried about what 
Sweden perceived as interference in church 
matters by the government. It was only when 
they realized that we were serious that they 
began to sit down to talk to us in earnest. 

The problem was centred around the Gen-
eral Secretary, who did not understand the 
challenges of the new situation and as gov-
ernment we felt that he had to go. He be-
longed to the old order. He belonged to Zim-
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babwe/Rhodesia and wanted to frustrate the 
efforts of the new government. The churches 
understood the allegations—in fact, the infor-
mation had come from the Christian Council 
itself—but it became a matter of principle. 
There were churches which said: ‘Look, as a 
matter of principle we cannot be told by the 
government what we should do!’. However, as 
a government it was our responsibility to en-
sure the security of the state and to ensure that 
the programmes of reconstruction and 
development were implemented, particularly 
at a time when international assistance was 
most needed. 
CFH: Finally, as a statesman, you very much 
opened up a theological perspective on lib-
eration and development and you have con-
tinued this endeavour as a scholar. In this con-
text, have you also kept in close contact with 
Sweden and the other Nordic countries? 
CB: Yes. Since my retirement from active pol-
itics, I have made numerous visits to Swe-

den—to Uppsala in particular—where I have 
had close contacts with you, Professor Hallen-
creutz, and the Nordic Africa Institute, who 
have organized various seminars where I have 
presented papers and participated in discus-
sions. They have had a very active interest in 
the social, historical and theological connec-
tions between Sweden and Zimbabwe. How-
ever, what was once a hive of activity in Upp-
sala now seems to be going towards a natural 
death. Perhaps we need some resources from 
Sweden to enable us to reflect. Before inde-
pendence, we were reflecting and critically 
looking at the powers that we were dealing 
with, but now it is not very easy for us to do 
that. I think that joint efforts with well-
meaning people from the Nordic countries and 
other parts of the world could help us to rede-
fine our own agenda and see to what extent 
we can build a society that is truly democratic 
and in harmony, socially, mentally and in all 
aspects of life. 

 

 

 

Dumiso Dabengwa 
ZAPU / ZIPRA—Head of Military Intelligence  
Minister of Home Affairs 
(Harare, 27 July 1995) 

Tor Sellström: You led negotiations with 
Sweden on behalf of ZAPU in Lusaka in the 
late 1970s regarding humanitarian support. 
Did you also participate in similar discussions 
with other Nordic countries? 
Dumiso Dabengwa: No, it was mainly with 
Sweden. I had discussions with SIDA. We 
were looking for support at that time, particu-
larly for the refugee population that had come 
through to Zambia. I was then in command of 
the ZIPRA forces, and whilst we were bringing 
our own recruits from inside Zimbabwe we 
had a problem with young people who de-
cided to leave school. They wanted to join the 
liberation struggle. But we realized that they 
were too young to be involved, so, instead, we 
organized schools for them. We had two 
camps which were responsible for these young 
people, J. Z. Moyo Camp and Victory Camp. A 
boys’ camp and a girls’ camp. We put them 

into classes. They were studying, and it was 
mainly for this purpose that I led the ZAPU 
delegation, requesting assistance for the young 
people who we were not going to use in the 
military. 
TS: The Swedish relationship with ZAPU goes 
back a long way. Even in the 1960s, support 
was channelled through Christian Care and 
IDAF to families like the Chinamano family 
and others who were imprisoned in Rhodesia. 
DD: Yes, that is correct. 
TS: When did you have your first contacts 
with the Nordic countries? 
DD: My first contact with the Nordic countries 
was in Zambia, at the beginning of the 1970s. 
TS: I think that the first protocol between 
ZAPU and SIDA was signed in 1973? 
DD: Yes, that is correct. 
TS: How did you view the support from the 
Nordic countries? 
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DD: Well, we had very good relations with the 
Nordic countries. We were, for instance, part 
of the Helsinki World Peace Council. That is, 
to a very large extent, how we got in touch 
with the Nordic countries. After that it spread 
to Sweden, where we had a representative. He 
was based in Sweden, serving all the Nordic 
countries. We had good relations right from 
the beginning, as I say, through the Peace 
Council.  

We were very clear that we accepted as-
sistance from anyone. Whoever gave us as-
sistance. It does not necessarily mean that we 
got that assistance because we shared the same 
ideological concepts. What was important for 
us was if people were willing to give us assis-
tance to get rid of the oppression in our coun-
try. 
TS: As long as it was without strings attached? 
DD: Yes, as long as it was without strings at-
tached. The Nordic peoples gave us assistance 
and recognized our plight and our struggle 
and that was what was important. We did not 
need to have to subscribe to their ideologies. It 
was not received in return for anything. 
TS: It could look contradictory that member 
countries of NATO like Denmark and Norway 
joined forces with neutral Sweden in giving 
humanitarian support to the liberation move-
ments that followed a socialist path. You did 
not see that as a problem? 
DD: No, we did not have a problem with that. 
We were very genuine and frank and said to 
them that we accepted aid from the socialist 
countries, but that that did not necessarily 
mean that Zimbabwe eventually would sub-
scribe to their policies. The main thing was to 
get rid of the oppression in our country, to 
fight the Smith regime. 
TS: Was it not strange to your supporters in 
the East? 
DD: No, I think that they also appreciated and 
understood that we had to get support from 
whatever country sympathized with our lib-
eration struggle. Never did they try to say: 
‘Look, these countries are part of NATO and 
therefore you should not get any assistance 
from them. If you go to them, we will cut off 
your assistance.’ That was never the case. In-
stead, they appreciated it and actually encour-
aged us to get in touch with as many countries 
as possible that wanted to assist the struggle. 
TS: Did you ever visit the Nordic countries 
yourself? 

DD: I did not visit the Nordic countries until 
independence. The furthest I went was Lenin-
grad. I was able to look across the sea and see 
Finland. 
TS: Was the support you got from the Nordic 
countries only of a humanitarian or civilian 
character? 
DD: Yes, it was. It was strictly civilian. 
TS: I have just read your contribution to the 
book edited by Terence Ranger and Ngwabi 
Bhebe, Soldiers in Zimbabwe’s Liberation War, 
where you discuss the situation in 1977-78. 
ZAPU was then to create semi-liberated areas 
inside Zimbabwe and there was a need for 
another kind of armament and trained per-
sonnel to administer these areas. The timing of 
this coincides with strong criticism that Joshua 
Nkomo made of Swedish support at the be-
ginning of 1978. Within the friendly relation-
ship, he criticized Sweden for not supplying 
arms and training to ZAPU. In retrospect, 
should this be seen in the light of your deci-
sions regarding the warfare in Rhodesia? 
DD: Yes, I think that comrade Nkomo was 
making that criticism in the light of the heavy 
pressures that we were getting in the combat 
areas inside the country and the fact that we 
were moving to a new stage after the Smith 
regime had proved to be completely intransi-
gent in any negotiations. The only thing that 
Nkomo could turn to was: ‘Look, there is no 
other way. The only way that we can get rid of 
the Smith regime is through military efforts.’ I 
think that he did not realize the fact that the 
countries who were aligned to NATO proba-
bly saw that the efforts that we were making—
particularly as we were supported by the so-
cialist countries—were efforts which would 
destroy their own base in Africa, and as such 
they could not come in and give military sup-
port. We did realize at a certain stage that 
most of the so-called Western countries who 
supported our liberation struggle did so 
purely on a humanitarian basis, rather than 
anything else. They accepted that the Smith 
regime was wrong. It was racial and they did 
not share anything with it. But when you put 
the question: ‘What do you expect us to do?’, 
no one would support the military struggle. 
To us it showed only one thing: that the West-
ern countries felt that they had their kith and 
kin in Rhodesia, who they did not want to be 
harmed. That is the reason why they would 
not give us any military support. 



 Zimbabwe 211 

  

TS: In the case of the Nordic countries, is it not 
more relevant to talk about non-military sup-
port? There was a lot of support given to the 
refugee camps and soldiers also march on 
their stomachs? 
DD: I do realize that, but the support was 
meant for the civilian population, even though 
some of it filtered into the military. When it 
was given, it was on the understanding that it 
was for the civilian population. 
TS: At the United Nations, the Nordic coun-
tries would support your cause, but they 
would not vote for resolutions referring to the 
armed struggle? 
DD: That is right, yes. 
TS: In spite of these differences could you 
develop a good relationship with the Nordic 
governments? 
DD: Yes, we did develop good relations. We 
understood their problems. Our explanation—
or our justification—was that as part of NATO 
they found it difficult to come out in the open 
and support our military efforts towards lib-
eration. All they would do was to say: ‘Look, 
we are supporting the civilian population. We 
want to make sure that those people do not 
suffer, but we will certainly not support the 
armed intervention promoted by the liberation 
struggle.’ We understood them as people who 
wanted to play safe and still remain in NATO. 
Not burn their fingers with NATO. On the 
other hand, they felt that they needed to assist. 
They appreciated the operation that we were 
undertaking, but they were not brave enough 
to come out and say: ‘Yes, your armed effort is 
also justified.’ 
TS: Sweden was a neutral country and the late 
Prime Minister Olof Palme was probably quite 
understanding of the question of armed strug-
gle in Southern Africa. He often discussed it 
with people that were close to him, like Oliver 
Tambo and others. 
DD: I know that, but on the other hand Swe-
den could not come out openly and say: ‘We 
support.’ We felt that Sweden at heart sup-
ported the armed struggle, but they could not 
burn their fingers by coming out in the open 
and saying: ‘Now we are going to give full 
support to the armed struggle.’ 
TS: Did you meet Olof Palme when he was in 
Zambia? 
DD: No, unfortunately I did not. Actually, 
when he came to Zambia I was out in the 
bush. 

TS: SIDA also contributed to ZAPU’s farms in 
Zambia. What happened to those farms at 
independence? 
DD: We gave all the farms back to the Zam-
bians. These are the farms that were used for 
the schools. As a matter of fact, the J. Z. Moyo 
Camp, where the young boys stayed, was 
bombed by the Rhodesians, so we did not 
develop any infrastructure there. We gave that 
farm back to the Zambians. At Victory Camp, 
where the girls were, we had developed some 
infrastructure. That one was given to SWAPO, 
and I think that when SWAPO finally left we 
decided to give it back to the Zambians. 
TS: Victory Camp was also bombed? 
DD: Yes, but there was only slight damage. 
TS: In that connection Sweden supplied a mo-
bile field hospital. 
DD: Yes, they did. 
TS: That was probably the closest you came to 
military cooperation with Sweden? 
DD: Absolutely. But it was very useful. 
TS: You later moved it to Solwezi? 
DD: Yes, we moved it to Solwezi, where we 
had a big camp to which we intended to move 
all our refugees. 
TS: Is there anything that you think one 
should particularly look into when it comes to 
ZAPU’s relations with the Nordic countries 
during the struggle? 
DD: Not really. I think that we to a very large 
extent felt at ease with the Nordic countries in 
all our relations. We got the impression that 
they were, as I said, people who at heart sup-
ported our liberation struggle, but on the other 
hand found themselves in an embarrassing 
situation, where—because of their member-
ship in NATO—they could not come out 
openly to support it. We tended to be accom-
modating in our understanding and in our 
dealings with the Nordic countries. 
TS: In this respect, did you draw upon the 
experiences of other liberation movements? I 
am particularly thinking of ANC and SWAPO, 
who had close relations with the Nordic coun-
tries from the early 1960s? 
DD: Yes. We actually drew our lessons from 
them. We got to understand that we could 
only go to a certain limit with the Nordic 
countries and that we could not stretch it any 
further than that. 
TS: Do you know if at any stage ZAPU dis-
cussed the question of Swedish or Nordic 
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support to projects inside Rhodesia under 
your direction? 
DD: Yes, this was when comrade Nkomo 
made that statement in 1978. One of his main 
thrusts was to get that kind of support, be-
cause that was the time when we were looking 
at the creation of liberated zones. Obviously, 
we were going to require an infrastructure 
when we created such zones. We would have 
to take over the schools. We would have to 
take over all the social functions of the Rhode-
sian government in those areas. It was for this 
kind of support that he to a very large extent 
was appealing. While the Nordic countries 
probably were not able to supply the arms as 
such, they must be able to support the liber-
ated zones inside the country, the administra-
tive effort that we intended to make there. 
TS: In the case of ANC and SWAPO, a lot of 
support went inside Namibia and, particu-
larly, to South Africa. 
DD: I suppose that it happened as a result of 
the lessons learnt from the Zimbabwean lib-
eration struggle. Because of the developed in-
frastructure in Zimbabwe no one ever believed 
that we could have liberated areas as such. 
And yet, in practical terms, what we were 
talking about was really areas where we 
thought that we were able to move, more or 
less without being molested by the Rhode-
sians. They would, of course, come in and still 
continue to bomb and so forth. Probably try to 
launch a military offensive against our forces 
there. But these areas were liberated in a sense, 
and this was what was being disputed. It was 
argued that the infrastructure was too devel-
oped to have liberated areas. To that we said: 
‘Look, a guerrilla’s tactic is that once he has 
established himself, he is able to get the accep-
tance of the population in that area. We con-
sider that a liberated zone. The dispute of 
whether he actually can control and defend 
that area, without the enemy forcing him out, 
is neither there, nor here. What should be rec-
ognized is that he has been accepted by the 
population. He works with the population. He 

has an influence over the population. And 
therefore he needs to be assisted, also in help-
ing the population in that area.’  

This was disputed. Many did not under-
stand this. The OAU Liberation Committee 
itself did not want to understand. They talked 
about ‘liberated areas’ in Zimbabwe in in-
verted commas. This is the reason why our 
effort was to bring in big military units that 
would actually be able to physically protect 
those liberated areas, as against leaving only 
the guerrilla movement there. Because as the 
guerrillas were coming in, consolidating the 
support of the people and then moving for-
ward to the offensive, the enemy forces would 
eventually come back into the areas where the 
guerrillas had initially established themselves. 
They would harass the population and carry 
out a lot of torture and murder of the people 
there, because they had supported the guer-
rilla forces. What we said was that we wanted 
these people protected. This is why, when it 
came to Namibia and South Africa, they had 
learnt the lesson. I think that the lesson went 
down very well after our experiences in Zim-
babwe. 
TS: You mentioned the OAU. I have noted 
that both ZANU and ZAPU did not want 
funds to be channelled from Sweden through 
the OAU Liberation Committee, but preferred 
direct, bilateral contacts. 
DD: Yes, because we wanted to make a dif-
ference. The Nordic countries were chan-
nelling funds mainly for the civilian popula-
tion and we did not want the OAU to mix 
those funds with the funds that were meant 
for the liberation struggle. 
TS: So it was not because of distrust vis-à-vis 
the OAU? 
DD: No, there was no question of distrust. It 
was mainly to make sure that the funds were 
not mixed up. The liberation funds should 
come through the OAU and the humanitarian 
funds for the civilian population should come 
directly. 
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Kumbirai Kangai 
ZANU—Secretary of Transport and Social Welfare 
Minister of Lands and Water Resources 
(Harare, 19 July 1995) 

Tor Sellström: When did you first enter into 
contact with the Nordic countries? 
Kumbirai Kangai: It was in the mid-1960s. In 
fact, after the formation of ZANU in 1963 we 
got to know that there were friends in Sweden, 
but I had not met anybody. However, before I 
left the country in 1965 I met some friends 
from Sweden. I was struck by their openness 
and friendliness, which was quite different 
from the colonialists we had here. Then I went 
to the United States for many years, where I 
never had any contact.  

Upon completion of my studies, I went to 
work full-time for the party at our office in Dar 
es Salaam. There I got in touch with the staff in 
the Swedish embassy. Then I came down to 
Lusaka, where we established a relationship in 
which every year there would be a discussion 
between Sweden and ZANU. We actually 
signed a protocol and in that document the 
Swedes would indicate how much was going 
to be given to ZANU. By the way, at that time 
it was all called humanitarian assistance. On a 
number of occasions I was part of the ZANU 
delegation led by comrade Chitepo to those 
discussions. ZANU also acquired a farm not 
far from Lusaka which the Swedes paid for. 
That is when we really started to rehabilitate 
our refugees, carrying out quite a number of 
activities. 

We had those meetings on a yearly basis, 
and each year the grant to our organization 
increased. When we got to Mozambique—and 
I was in charge of transport—the Swedes in-
troduced the Scania truck and each time we 
would get three or four new trucks. It really 
made a tremendous impact on our people as 
far as the Swedish and the Nordic peoples are 
concerned. I am singling out Sweden. This is 
not to say that the other Nordic countries have 
not assisted, but as far as ZANU is concerned, 
Sweden was the driving force when it comes 
to humanitarian assistance. 
TS: Why do you think that Sweden developed 
a strong commitment to ZANU at an early 
stage? Was it through the influence of the 
churches in Zimbabwe? Was it the political 
leadership in Sweden? 

KK: I think that it was a combination of these 
factors, and also due to the position that our 
party adopted. We were straightforward. We 
were a non-racial organization, fighting the 
oppression of the majority by a minority. We 
wanted to establish a democratic society and I 
think that it went down very well with the 
principles that we shared with the people of 
Sweden. 
TS: The first protocol between ZANU and 
SIDA was signed in 1973. That was the first 
protocol SIDA signed with any liberation 
movement. There must have been a solid mu-
tual foundation of trust? 
KK: Exactly. There was really a mutual un-
derstanding between the two of us. Each time I 
visited Sweden, or I had a Swedish delegation 
in my office, you would feel like you were 
speaking to another comrade in the or-
ganization. That was really the feeling. 
TS: Sweden and the other Nordic countries 
mainly supported what was called ‘the au-
thentic six’ liberation movements. ZANU was 
not in this group. 
KK: NORAD focused on ‘the authentic six’. 
Later on, when we formed the Patriotic Front, 
we also got some assistance from them. That is 
when NORAD actually started to assist us. But 
when you talk of the assistance from the Nor-
dic countries, as far as ZANU is concerned, the 
major support came from Sweden.  

There is another aspect to Sweden’s in-
volvement. It is the international posture 
which it gave ZANU. I will give an example. 
In 1978, after we had signed our protocol, 
there was money set aside for the procurement 
of vehicles. I was sent to Europe to look for 
transport, Land Rovers, lorries and things like 
that. The British had actually outlawed any 
sale of Land Rovers to Mozambique. I got to 
the UK and posed as somebody from West 
Africa. I went to Southampton, where they 
assemble Land Rovers. I talked to the man-
agement there. I introduced myself as a busi-
nessman from West Africa who wanted to buy 
Land Rovers and they said: ‘How are you go-
ing to pay?’ I said: ‘I have a bank in Sweden. I 
will just tell it to transfer the money to your 
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account.’ I tell you, I was given VIP treatment 
by those people! I said: ‘Fine, let us look at the 
cost of the vehicles.’ It was, I think, four Land 
Rovers, one ambulance and one fast vehicle, a 
Range Rover. I got the price and I said ‘OK, 
fine.’ I got on the train, went back to London, 
called Mozambique to inform comrade Mu-
gabe what I had got and then called SIDA to 
simply say: ‘Can you transfer X amount of 
money to account number so-and-so in Lon-
don?’ Everything just went smoothly. When I 
got back to Southampton, these British people 
checked their account and saw that the money 
had been transferred. I tell you! I packed my 
vehicles and shipped them to Maputo.  

You can see the type of relationship we had. 
To simply call from London and say: ‘My 
name is Kumbirai Kangai from the sector for 
transport and welfare of ZANU. Can I speak 
to so-and-so? We are buying one, two, three, 
four vehicles at this price. The total price is so-
and-so much. Can you transfer the money 
from SIDA to account so-and-so in the UK?’ 
And it was done! I do not know if today, 
government-to-government, people have that 
kind of trust. Who can act so expeditiously on 
an amount such as that, involving thousands 
of pounds? 
TS: In 1980, just before the elections, Lord 
Carrington turned to the Swedish government 
and said: ‘We are having problems with Mr. 
Mugabe and ZANU. Mr. Mugabe is in clear 
breach of the understanding which he signed 
in Lancaster House and there is every reason 
to fear that any undertaking which you have 
been given regarding the use of Swedish funds 
will be disregarded.’ The Swedish govern-
ment—which at the time was non-socialist—
replied: ‘Regarding your doubts about Mr. 
Mugabe’s will and capability to keep agree-
ments, we would only say that our experience 
is different from yours. Development coopera-
tion between Sweden and ZANU has always 
been founded on mutual respect and conscien-
tious observance of concluded agreements.’ 
KK: That is good. Excellent! It says a lot. The 
transaction I told you about was very typical 
and very simple. There was that kind of hon-
esty. 
TS: Do you feel that there were political condi-
tions attached to the Nordic support or was it 
given without any strings? 
KK: It was aid without any strings. What we 
did when we met was to brief them about our 

operations, describe the situation and maybe 
go over our objectives. Then we would move 
into business. They understood that we were a 
group of people with objectives and that these 
objectives furthered international peace and 
cooperation. We made it quite clear. When we 
looked at our situation, it looked like a conflict 
between blacks and whites. But that was not 
the motivating factor for us to take up arms. 
We wanted to establish a democratic country. 
Once the Nordic people understood that, they 
really came to our support. 

When you moved in other circles you would 
say: ‘I am just coming from Sweden. I had a 
meeting with the SIDA people to request hu-
manitarian assistance for our refugees.’ The 
result was that the Dutch started to come in 
and a number of other countries would follow. 
They would see what the Nordic countries 
were doing, saying: ‘I think that there must be 
a reason why these people are assisting this 
group.’ 
TS: It broadened your diplomatic field? 
KK: It added impetus to really increase our 
international support. 
TS: Did you co-ordinate policy with the Nor-
dic countries at the level of international orga-
nizations, like at the United Nations? 
KK: Yes, we did. In fact, it was quite common 
that comrades in the Nordic countries came to 
us and said: ‘Do you hear what these countries 
are saying in the UN? This is the position they 
are taking.’ Or when we were going to a meet-
ing, they would say: ‘Look, you may be con-
fronted with this issue. This is the position that 
has been adopted by country X.’ 
TS: So there was not just co-ordination with 
the Nordic aid organizations, but also with the 
Ministries for Foreign Affairs? 
KK: Oh, yes! Of course! In fact, whenever I 
visited Sweden, I had meetings at the Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs, SIDA and with all the offi-
cials that were involved. For us it was really 
support from the country. 
TS: Including the solidarity movement and the 
NGOs? 
KK: Yes. When I was in Sweden I never went 
to sleep. I moved from group to group. I 
would spend each night with comrades, dis-
cussing various aspects of our struggle, look-
ing at various models throughout the world 
and also seeing how we could improve our 
operations. It was really a pleasure! 
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TS: At government level, the Nordic countries 
could not support you on the question of the 
armed struggle? 
KK: That we understood. It never became an 
issue. What we did was simply say: ‘Look, we 
understand your position. We want diplo-
matic, political, financial and material support. 
We can assure you that the material support is 
for our refugees and for the welfare of our 
people, in the movement and outside the 
country.’ 
TS: From the Swedish side the support to 
ZANU started in 1969. Later on ZAPU also 
received support, but there was never any 
assistance from Sweden to FROLIZI or to 
UANC. But there was some support from 
Norway to Muzorewa, I think? 
KK: Yes, we heard that the bishop had some 
support from NORAD. 
TS: In the case of Sweden, it was both ZANU 
and ZAPU. Was that a problem? 
KK: It was not a problem for us, although we 
would have liked all the support to come to 
us. Particularly in the 1970s, our position was 
that the democratic forces in Zimbabwe 
should find a common ground. That would be 
the best way to defeat the enemy. Hence the 
number of organizations formed to try and 
create a front between us and ZAPU. That is 
really important. 
TS: After the assassination of Herbert Chitepo, 
the Zambian government detained you and de 
facto banned ZANU? 
KK: Yes! It banned ZANU. 
TS: But you kept your contacts with the Swed-
ish embassy during this difficult period? 
KK: Yes. Anders Bjurner had arrived to Lu-
saka and I had just started to work with him 
when that happened. All of a sudden things 
happened, and I was detained. I managed to 
send a note to Bjurner, introducing one of our 
comrades. I said to this comrade: ‘Please, take 
this to the Swedish embassy. Give it to Bjurner 
and simply say that we have some women and 
children who are at place so-and-so. They 
need medical attention and welfare assistance.’ 
They received that assistance right through the 
time when we were in detention. 
TS: The Swedes also came to visit you in the 
prison in Kabwe? 
KK: Yes, they came to visit us. They also as-
sisted us when Tongogara, Chimurenga and 
Sadat were charged with the murder of 

Chitepo. When we heard that they were 
charged, comrade Muzenda arranged through 
Bjurner for a lawyer to defend them. But even-
tually there was no case. In fact, the lawyer did 
not have much work. 
TS: I know that the Swedish section of Am-
nesty International also intervened. It was 
initiated by a church person with experience 
from the Mberengwa area. 
KK: Right. 
TS: It is quite interesting, because Sweden 
had, of course, at the same time very good re-
lations with Zambia? 
KK: Yes, but they maintained the relations 
with ZANU in spite of our differences with the 
Zambian government. 
TS: Did you later renew the relationship with 
Sweden from the Mozambican side? 
KK: Yes. It went very well. When comrade 
Mugabe came out of detention, we briefed him 
and said: ‘Look, this is what we have done. We 
have established a relationship with Sweden 
where we every year discuss our needs and 
sign a protocol.’ Then we continued from Mo-
zambique.  

What the solidarity groups perhaps do not 
realize is the relief caused by the bales of 
clothes which they shipped. In 1977, the Chi-
moio refugee camp was attacked. I happened 
to be in Maputo when the attack took place, 
but I immediately rushed back to the camp. 
The little hut where I was staying was burnt. 
Everything was burnt, my medical books and 
equipment, stethoscopes and blood pressure 
cuffs. Everything was destroyed. I remained 
with the pair of trousers that I had. It was rain-
ing very heavily. You just had to stand by a 
tree. All night. I immediately went to Beira. I 
looked around and saw some bales of clothes 
which had arrived from Sweden. I quickly 
took them, rushed back to the camp and dis-
tributed the clothes to the people, including 
women and children. I tell you, it was a big 
relief! I am mentioning this to illustrate what 
actually happens to a person in the bush who 
has no alternative. He has no money to buy 
anything. And all of a sudden somebody 
comes and says: ‘Hey! Here is another pair!’ 
TS: The collection of clothes was also impor-
tant in the Nordic countries. It was a way to 
mobilize people. 
KK: Yes, but when somebody gives away a 
pair of trousers, I do not think that it brings to 
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mind the significance to somebody who is in a 
remote area in the bush, completely destitute. 
TS: In the case of Sweden, it was Emmaus, 
Bread and Fishes and the Africa Groups that 
primarily collected clothes. 
KK: Yes. They were very good. 
TS: Independent Zimbabwe became a host to 
the liberation movements from Namibia and 
South Africa. All the Nordic countries sup-
ported SWAPO and ANC. Norway also sup-

ported PAC. As a government, did you see 
that as a problem? 
KK: That was never a problem for us. In fact, it 
was a pleasure to assist our comrades. All we 
did was to say to them: ‘Due to the fact that we 
are very close to South Africa and that we still 
do not trust some of the people in our own 
security units, we would like to make sure that 
you move cautiously, but feel free.’ We facili-
tated their movements. 

 

 

 

Didymus Mutasa 
ZANU—Deputy Secretary of Finance 
ZANU-PF Administrative Secretary 
(Harare, 25 July 1995) 

Tor Sellström: When did you first come into 
contact with Sweden or any other Nordic 
country? 
Didymus Mutasa: I started my serious po-
litical involvement in 1963. At that time, there 
were quite a number of Swedish missionaries 
in Rhodesia who had come to work with the 
American Methodist Church, for instance in 
our area. We used to go to meetings organized 
by different churches.  

There was a meeting at Waddilove in 1957 
or 1958. I do not remember the exact date. The 
missionaries insisted that they did not want to 
have separate accommodation from the Afri-
can delegates and that they did not want to eat 
different food from the African delegates. 
They said that they were the same people as 
the Africans, and if Africans were invited to 
the conference they should be treated in the 
same way. So they packed their bags and slept 
with us in the same dormitories. They opened 
our eyes to the fact that, really, the white peo-
ple that we had in Rhodesia were not different 
from others. They were people of the same 
class, and sometimes even people of a very 
much lower class, who—certainly when they 
settled in Africa—however, pretended to enjoy 
a status which was higher than their class. In-
stead of looking at themselves as workers, 
they wanted to become masters. I think that 
that problem was set out in my mind through 
our involvement with the missionaries, and 

particularly with the missionaries from Swe-
den. 
TS: Did you also meet missionaries from the 
other Nordic countries? 
DM: No, unfortunately. I only met mission-
aries from Sweden, but during the later period 
of our involvement in the liberation struggle 
we met all sorts of people. We visited Sweden 
and got support from a group called Emmaus 
Björkå. They were young Swedish people, full 
of enthusiasm, hoping that their work—
collecting bits and pieces of clothes—would 
help the Zimbabwean refugees in Mozam-
bique. They lived a very simple kind of life, 
which we enjoyed. Like a community. We 
were sent there from the bush. And there we 
were in Sweden, experiencing a bit of bush 
life! 
TS: When was that? 
DM: That was in 1976. There were three of us 
who left Mozambique and were told to go to 
Emmaus Björkå. We went around collecting 
some clothes, packed them and sent them to 
Mozambique. Then we went to another little 
group in Stockholm. We also worked with 
them, going from one office to another. We 
were a scruffy little liberation movement and 
not very many important people wanted to see 
us. But those youngsters were very keen. They 
would telephone around and say: ‘Why do 
you not want to see this people? Why do you 
not want to know what their wishes and their 
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demands are?’ And then, occasionally, they 
were told: ‘You know, we give quite a lot 
through SIDA. Why do you not go and see 
SIDA?’ So we went to SIDA and talked to 
them, which I believe people like Herbert 
Chitepo, President Mugabe and comrade 
Simon Muzenda had already done. So we 
were updating SIDA on our needs. Back in 
Mozambique, the SIDA representative in 
Maputo came to see us and said: ‘I understand 
that you have been to my country. I am sorry 
that you did not tell me before you went, but 
what are your needs?’ We then sat down and 
discussed with him. 
TS: With Jan Cedergren? 
DM: Yes, Cedergren. He would sit down with 
us and very generously give us the things we 
asked for. I think that SIDA also paid for the 
freight of the clothes from Emmaus Björkå. 
They also supplied us with the food that we 
needed—tinned food particularly, beans, meat, 
milk—partly for the children and partly for us. 
When we started working with SIDA, the 
budget for ZANU was in the region of two 
million Swedish Kronor. We then had people 
who were running away from Rhodesia and 
we went to Cedergren and said: ‘Now, this is a 
problem.’ He said: ‘Fine, I can raise your 
budget to about 8 million.’ We thought that 
this was tremendous. It was a lot of money. He 
said: ‘Well, as long as you can account for it 
and as long as you can give me a list of the 
things that you need, I will buy some of the 
things and give you the money to buy the 
other things. But you must definitely account 
for it.’ It was our responsibility together with 
the late Ernest Kadungure to provide that in-
formation to Cedergren.  

After that we did not find it really necessary 
to make long journeys to Sweden and the 
other Nordic countries any more, because 
SIDA was right in our midst. The man was 
absolutely sympathetic to our cause. It was the 
same sort of experience as I explained about 
the Swedish missionaries. Here was a Swedish 
man, who—because he trusted us and we 
trusted him—actually was walking with us 
more than just one mile. You asked him to go 
one mile and he came two miles with us. That 
was absolutely good for us. By the time we left 
Mozambique, I think that the Swedish assis-
tance to ZANU-PF alone was somewhere in 
the region of 16 million Swedish Kronor. 

TS: Yes, it was. Then you got an extra allo-
cation for the repatriation of the refugees of 5 
million. 
DM: Exactly. That is true. 
TS: How did you view this? Sweden was a 
Western country. You were a liberation 
movement which had adopted Marxism-
Leninism as the guiding principle and you 
were using armed warfare to get rid of the 
colonialists. 
DM: Well, all Western governments were clear 
on one question. They could not give us arms, 
but they could give us food and after they had 
taken that stand there were a few who did 
that, like Sweden, Belgium to some extent, 
Norway again to some extent and Holland to 
quite a great extent. In Holland it was not the 
government, but non-governmental organiza-
tions, as in Denmark. Those countries gave us 
clothes, food and many of the things that we 
wanted, but not arms. But we understood 
why, because the racist regime that we were 
fighting against was to a great extent white 
and many of the people who came to settle in 
Rhodesia were not from England. Some had 
come from Italy, some from Holland and oth-
ers from all over Europe. It was very difficult 
for these governments to give us arms to fight 
against their own people. But they did not 
mind giving us food, because I think that in 
their own argument we had to exist. 

But the Swedish government went a little 
further in that their support was much greater 
than the others. In fact, at one time it was 
greater than all the other Western gov-
ernments put together. We explained that as 
due to the understanding of the Prime Minis-
ter, Olof Palme. He himself was a socialist. 
Although he wanted change through non-vi-
olent means, I think that he understood our 
cause when we explained that we were really 
getting enough arms from China and that we 
were not fighting a conventional war which 
needed huge supplies of arms, but just a few 
guns to protect ourselves. Our mission was not 
really to go and kill people, but to protect 
them. In the course of the events, we might 
find it necessary to kill the enemy, but that 
was not the objective. The objective was to 
change his way of thinking and let him see 
that what was going on in Rhodesia was 
wrong. 
TS: Do you feel that there were political condi-
tions attached to the Swedish and Nordic sup-
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port? Was there a hidden agenda attached to 
it? 
DM: None whatsoever, but I do not know 
whether this is just a feeling which I devel-
oped from my own experience with the Swed-
ish people. When I was in detention, I was 
adopted by a Swedish group of Amnesty In-
ternational. A young fellow called Peter 
Malmström used to write to me all the time. 
He also used to write to Ian Smith almost ev-
ery month, asking him to release me or try me. 
That experience gave us an understanding of 
the Swedish people, which was very different 
from others. We could see that they were abso-
lutely concerned about us and would like our 
situation to change. When we found that 
extending to the Swedish government, we 
realized that they must have the same heart 
because with Amnesty International and the 
schools that were involved in sending letters 
and clothes, adopting children or detainees 
and their families, it was tremendous, abso-
lutely tremendous. It could not come from any 
other group of people, except those that had 
the correct heart. 
TS: Did you or your family members receive 
support through Christian Care or IDAF? 
DM: Yes. My family received assistance from 
Christian Care here in Zimbabwe. My children 
were educated through Christian Care and all 
my legal fees were paid by IDAF. The man 
who was instrumental in the setting up of 
these funds was Guy Clutton-Brock, who was 
a very close friend of mine. Right at the begin-
ning—when I was still a ‘free’ man in Zim-
babwe—I was also involved in setting them 
up. I never knew that I myself would be a 
beneficiary! 
TS: There were a lot of Swedish funds via 
Christian Care and IDAF? 
DM: Indeed. 
TS: I know that some families were supported, 
like the Chinamano family. Others got scholar-
ships, among them President Mugabe. I think 
that he studied law and economics at the Uni-
versity of London with that funding? 
DM: Yes, that is very true. Through Reverend 
Collins at IDAF. His wife is still running that 
fund. Yes, I am aware of that. 
TS: Coming back to the assistance to the refu-
gee camps and for the running of the ZANU 
office in Mozambique, do you think that the 
principles of accountability were both suffi-
cient and flexible? 

DM: Oh, yes. They were simple and conve-
nient. Cedergren was in Maputo and rather 
than us going to Swaziland to buy vehicles or 
whatever we needed, on occasions we would 
ask him to do it for us. He actually used the 
money, showed us the receipts and said: ‘This 
is the amount of money that I am subtracting 
from the budget that we have put together.’ 
The accountability was, as far as I am con-
cerned, absolutely perfect. 
TS: There was, of course, the alternative to 
channel the SIDA funds through the OAU 
Liberation Committee, but in the case of Zim-
babwe both ZANU and ZAPU explicitly 
wanted the funds directly. Was it because you 
had a modus operandi with the local Nordic 
aid offices? 
DM: We had already established good con-
tacts with SIDA and the other Nordic coun-
tries. We had to a great extent also experienced 
the bureaucracy within the OAU. They would 
say that we must wait for the summit meeting 
of the Heads of States, which then would take 
quite a long time to decide whether it was 
necessary for us to pursue the liberation strug-
gle. In the meanwhile, we would be sitting 
under the sun, waiting and hoping that the 
assistance would arrive. Why should assis-
tance from Emmaus Björkå, first of all, sit in 
Stockholm for three or four months before it 
was sent to Dar es Salaam, where it would 
remain for another three or four months before 
finding its way to the OAU man, Hashim 
Mbita, who then, ceremoniously, would bring 
it to our President? It would take about eight 
months to get the money and the struggle 
would be delayed or slowed down for that 
length of time. So, we felt, well, why do we not 
get the money directly?  

When we got the money directly, we also 
became more enthusiastic. You could then say 
to the youngsters: ‘Go inside the country. You 
can take this amount of food, and when you 
need it you can use it.’ And when there were 
areas within the country that needed food, 
they could actually come and get some from 
us. During the later stages of the struggle, the 
liberated areas inside the country needed food. 
And sometimes the food was brought from 
Mozambique. 
TS: Did the Nordic countries support ZANU 
and the Patriotic Front diplomatically? When 
you met in diplomatic fora, did you consult 
with them? 



 Zimbabwe 219 

  

DM: Yes, we did. To a great extent. Most of 
our time was taken up by explaining the ac-
tivities of the British government, because it 
was the main actor vis-à-vis the regime in 
Rhodesia. It was to a great extent the stum-
bling block, being a colonial power which did 
not accept that situation, at the same time 
stopping the international community from 
having anything to do with Rhodesia. We 
found that it was necessary to explain the 
situation to our friends and we believe that 
they in turn quietly approached the British 
and said: ‘Why are things happening that 
way?’ 

There were many fronts in the war. Within 
the country we had to make our people under-
stand what was going on and within the lib-
eration movement itself all of us had to under-
stand the purpose of the war. We also found 
that our friends needed people who could 
work with them almost on a full time basis. 
Our external relations office in Maputo was 
very busy, collecting newspaper cuttings and 
giving out information to the people that as-
sisted us. 
TS: You invited both Emmaus Björkå and 
SIDA to the independence celebrations in 
1980? 
DM: Yes. By the time of independence, we had 
made quite a number of friends. As the saying 
goes, success breeds more success. The small 
beginnings in Sweden were noticed by people 
in Holland and the Holland Committee on 
Southern Africa started to work with us as 
well. In Germany, there were about four 
groups that helped us. The Communist Party 
of West Germany worked very hard. A group 
of enthusiastic youngsters went around with 
us from one town to another, collecting funds. 
I think that at one time we must have raised 
somewhere in the region of two million US 
Dollars, with which we bought Scania trucks 
to transport food and other materials. These 
people sent out their information material in 
the German language, which also could be 
read in Switzerland. The German part of Swit-
zerland then started to be interested and to 
organize assistance for us. 

There was a proliferation of these solidarity 
groups. The only country where they did not 
appear was Britain. I do not know why. Aid 
organizations like War on Want, Christian Aid 
and others actually gave us assistance, but the 

organized solidarity groups were not to be 
found. 
TS: How about Finland? 
DM: For some reason unknown to us, Finland 
was more connected to ZAPU than to us. The 
Social Democratic Party in Germany was also 
giving more assistance to ZAPU than to us. 
But we did not mind. We felt that it really was 
for the same cause. We were very pleased that 
assistance was forthcoming and that it was 
going to people who needed it and made use 
of it. 
TS: In the case of the Swedish government, the 
same amount was given to ZANU and ZAPU. 
How did you look upon that? 
DM: I used to joke with Cedergren and say: ‘I 
do not think that there are as many refugees in 
Zambia as there are in Mozambique.’ And he 
would say: ‘Yes, I know, but this is the deci-
sion by my government.’ 
TS: You could live with that? 
DM: Oh, yes! We knew that the Swedish gov-
ernment gave 32 million Kronor to the libera-
tion movements. That was a lot of money. We 
were most grateful for the 16 million that 
ZANU received, although it did not come as 
cash, but as material support. Otherwise we 
would have been inundated with people that 
we could not have fed and the Mozambican 
government, which helped us, would have 
absolutely found it difficult to carry on. Some 
of the economic problems the Mozambican 
government was facing were due to the sup-
port of our war effort. They were bombed and 
their infrastructure was destroyed by the 
Smith regime. 
TS: After independence, you hosted SWAPO, 
ANC and PAC. In the case of the Nordic coun-
tries, SWAPO and ANC—but partly also 
PAC—were recipients of official support in 
Zimbabwe. Did you view this as a problem? 
DM: No, we viewed it as a duty, a duty which 
earlier had been carried out by Tanzania and 
Mozambique throughout our own liberation 
struggle. We had been received by FRELIMO. 
They hosted us and in turn we felt duty-bound 
to host the other liberation movements. We 
were very pleased to have them here. We did 
not have much trouble from them as liberation 
movements. They had a purpose. They were 
really keen to work hard for the benefit of their 
countries. We were, in a way, proud that we 
were able to give them sanctuary. 
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TS: You yourself worked hard through the 
Cold Comfort Farm and other organizations to 
link the South African liberation movements 
with the democratic forces inside South Af-
rica? 
DM: That is very true. We did that, and again 
thanks to the help that we received from Swe-
den. We were able to get people from South 
Africa to experience Zimbabwean life after 
independence. We used to say to our South 
African friends: ‘Our boundary is the Lim-
popo. When you go beyond the Limpopo, you 
must realize that you are going beyond apart-
heid and when you return we hope that you 
will keep it that way and start to influence 
people who will not be able to cross the Lim-
popo, but nonetheless should leave apartheid 
behind.’ It was important for them. We had 
some South African farmers who came here 
and lived with fellow Zimbabwean farmers, 
sharing the peace and quietness and the de-
velopment that these communities of farmers 
were experiencing. We brought in students. 
The students’ programme went on a little 
longer, because it involved not only students 
from South Africa, but from Southern Africa. 
We had students from Tanzania, Mozambique, 
Malawi, Zambia and Namibia. It was very 
interesting to watch these youngsters discuss-
ing and thinking about the future.  

But the funniest meeting that we organized 
was with a group of women from South Af-
rica. They came to the airport in Harare and as 
they were waiting in the hall, the white South 
African women thought that the black South 
African women were their Zimbabwean hosts. 
We then drove them to Cold Comfort Farm 
and said: ‘Well, ladies, you may not realize 
this, but we have brought you here together 
because we think that it is necessary for you to 
live in your own country in this way.’ One 
woman raised her hand and said: ‘What do 
you mean? Are you saying that these ladies 
are from South Africa?’ We said: ‘Yes.’ And 
she said: ‘Fancy, we have come all the way 
from South Africa to meet here in Zimbabwe. 
Why can we not do this in our own country?’ 
We found that absolutely important. Indeed, 
we think that it was crucial. 

When we met with the white South African 
women we said: ‘You know, it is your children 
who are being involved in the war and they 
are being killed. What are they dying for? It is 
not that the South Africans are poor and have 

to fight for food. South Africa is one of the 
richest countries in the world. So what is your 
son fighting for?’ Those who had grown-up 
children in the war started to shake. We found 
it necessary, because when they went back 
home they decided: ‘We have had enough. We 
cannot let our children suffer. We cannot let 
this war go on.’ It was very important for us to 
undertake that programme. 
TS: Did Sweden or the other Nordic countries 
support these programmes? 
DM: Yes, tremendously. I think that we got 
the biggest assistance from SIDA. We ought to 
talk to them now to let us do a programme for 
rural development. That is our next struggle. 



Abel Muzorewa  
Leader of the African National Council and UANC—Prime Minister of Zimbabwe-
Rhodesia 
Bishop of the United Methodist Church of Zimbabwe  
(Harare, 26 November 1996)  

Carl Fredrik Hallencreutz: Could you say 
something about your early contacts with the 
Nordic countries? 
Abel Muzorewa: Well, the first white person 
that I ever met, so to speak, was the Swedish 
nurse Sister Ellen Björklund. She was the 
midwife when I was born, so the first white 
person that I ever met was that woman. I 
probably would have been just sand or mud—
nothing—if she had not been there, because I 
was born a premature baby and in those days, 
with all due respect to my African ancestors, 
people did not know what to do with a prema-
ture baby, except to just put it in a pot and 
throw it away. But because she was there, I 
was saved. That was my very dramatic first 
contact with Scandinavia, or specifically with 
Sweden. Sister Björklund is buried at Old Um-
tali and whenever I go to the cemetery I clean 
up the grave and put flowers on it, because she 
means a lot to me. 

When I grew up, there was also a female 
Swedish nurse, Sister Ruth Hansson. She was 
a good friend of my parents and the last per-
son that my wife worked for before she got 
married to me. I used to go to her house to see 
my wife-to-be. As far as I am concerned, that is 
my most important connection to Scandinavia, 
although it is personal. 
CFH: I think that you met Sister Ruth when 
you were in Sweden? 
AM: Right. I had to go and see her, up in the 
mountains. 
CFH: Did you have any contacts with Nor-
wegian Methodists at that time? 
AM: Well, that was much later, when I became 
a preacher and, above all, when I became a 
bishop. That is when I used to go to Scandina-
via to tell the people about the missionary 
work and so forth. Unfortunately, I do not 
remember the places I went to, but I visited 
Norway about three times and Sweden about 
the same, I think. I also went to Denmark and 
to Finland.  
CFH: When you were at college, did you have 
any contacts with Sweden then? 

AM: No, I studied all the time. But there was 
another important contact before I became a 
bishop. The first white home to which I was 
invited to actually spend two nights was the 
Swedish home of Lennart Blomquist and his 
family. That was at Mutambara. I had been 
invited for a meeting on the mission station. It 
was very important for me. I consider the con-
text and the attitudes of our time racially and 
that was the first time that I actually stayed in 
a white home as a guest. Later on we had, of 
course, all these missionaries from Scandina-
via, nurses, preachers, educators and so forth. 
CFH: If we turn to the more political dimen-
sion of your life, in your opinion, which fac-
tors could explain the Nordic involvement in 
Southern Africa? 
AM: I am sincere when I say that I am very 
grateful and very impressed by what the 
Scandinavian countries have done, not just for 
Zimbabwe, but in Southern Africa as a whole. 
It is quite obvious that they have been much 
involved in the liberation struggle in this part 
of the world. I have tried to think what the 
reasons could be. I know that they are not 
former colonizers, so it would not be like in 
the cases of Britain or France. 

As a Christian myself, I want to believe that 
their involvement was motivated by Christian 
hearts and that it came from the church influ-
ence that they had, first of all, because they 
believed in freedom themselves and they as 
Christians wanted to share with others. But 
they did not only share their beliefs. They also 
shared their sons and daughters, who came to 
Zimbabwe as preachers, ministers of religion, 
nurses and educators. These people came as 
missionaries and I believe that the Scandina-
vian countries, so to speak, later continued to 
be missionaries in the social, political and eco-
nomic life in this part of the world. But I do 
believe that it emanated from their Christian 
experience and that they wanted to share. 
They wanted to share not just part of the life 
here, but the total life, which meets with my 
theme from the time of liberation that we 
wanted to preach a total gospel for the total 
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person. I think that it was what the Scandina-
vian countries practised and continue to prac-
tise. 
CFH: You were in contact with Scandinavia as 
a Methodist bishop before you became in-
volved in politics. How did these contacts 
develop when you later led ANC and UANC? 
AM: Well, first of all, we had the confidence in 
Scandinavia which I had experienced through 
the church. I also knew what they were doing 
for other countries that had become independ-
ent before us, like Tanzania. So, we felt very 
confident that we could go to Sweden and feel 
welcome as people who were struggling for 
our liberation. We went there a number of 
times, asking for help. We wanted UANC to 
be recognized as a party parallel to the other 
liberation movements. 
CFH: So it was a matter of establishing UANC 
as a liberation movement? 
AM: That is right. 
CFH: Would it have been the same with Nor-
way and Denmark? 
AM: Yes. We actually went to beg for money 
wherever we could get it. We wanted money 
for some of our young men and women who 
wanted to go to school. As we were struggling, 
we had to prepare our people and have 
trained personnel. We were begging for 
money for scholarships. You may find it dif-
ficult to believe, but I could point out a num-
ber of men and women in the present govern-
ment administration who we trained when we 
were not yet in government. A lot of people 
who we sent to the Ranche House College. 

We had to have money and we went to 
countries like Sweden to beg for money, also 
to maintain our external offices and to get all 
the material help we could find, clothes and so 
forth, for our dispersed people. To make a 
long story short, we went to ask for recogni-
tion, for money and to mobilize Scandinavia to 
fight against UDI, so that it would not succeed. 
Those were the reasons why we went there. 
CFH: You had a Swedish ANC representative 
in Sweden, Erling Söderström, the son of a 
teacher at the United Theological College. Did 
you have many representatives like that? 
AM: Yes, in each Nordic country we tried to 
have somebody. We also had one in Norway 
and one in Denmark. 
CFH: I suppose that you must have been dis-
appointed with the attitude of the Nordic 
countries to the internal settlement? 

AM: Unfortunately, as we were trying to fight 
the oppressors here, there was a big competi-
tion going on regarding who was going to be 
the king. Some countries that were liberated 
before us, like Tanzania and Zambia, did not 
support us, but tried to be the king-makers. 
Here I had a problem in that Nyerere, Kaunda 
and Machel were already acquainted with 
other people, such as Nkomo. I think that they 
had made up their minds and wanted to sup-
port those people. I also think that they be-
lieved that the most effective way was the 
armed struggle, because otherwise they would 
have chosen to support me instead of the oth-
ers. Have you read my book, by the way? 
CFH: Yes, indeed. Did you know that it was 
translated into Swedish? 
AM: I read that, but I thought that it was 
banned or something. 
CFH: No, it was published in 1980. 
AM: OK. I also think that we were not un-
derstood. I tried to do what Mandela did. I did 
not believe that we should continue to throw 
guns at each other, destroying ourselves—
black and white—our properties and so forth. 
We could talk with the enemy and, in spite of 
all the criticism against us, I went to talk with 
Smith and he granted us what we had been 
calling for during all these years, namely ‘one 
person-one vote’. That was the first concession 
and I want to believe that it was the internal 
settlement that shortened the bloodbath and 
the armed struggle in Zimbabwe.  

We could have gone on, saying: ‘I am 
strong. I am going to go on’. Mugabe would 
then have said the same thing. We had a lot of 
resources. Really, if I had not cared about the 
bloodshed, we could have gone on. We could 
have engaged South Africa and other people, 
mercenaries, but we stopped the bloodshed 
through negotiation. I am quite aware that it 
was not favoured by many people, but we 
could have gone on until such a time when we 
would have been recognized, in the same way 
that people carry out bloody coups and just go 
on until they are recognized. 
CFH: Is there anything that you would like to 
add? 
AM: Well, with all my heart, soul and mind, I 
am grateful to the Christian, democratic and 
general spirit that the Scandinavian countries 
demonstrated in supporting the liberation 
struggle in this part of the world, and here we 
are talking of Zimbabwe in particular. The 
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only question that I have at this point is that 
the Mugabe government—which they sup-
ported and continue to support—now is 
known as one of the worst and most corrupt 
governments around. There is corruption, 
mismanagement of funds and deprivation of 
the freedoms of speech, assembly, association 
and so on. 

I do not understand why the Scandinavian 
countries are still supporting that kind of gov-
ernment. I would have thought that they—as 
the people of integrity that they are—should 

be open and frank with Mugabe and say: 
‘Friend, we do not believe that we should con-
tinue to give our money to Zimbabwe to be 
used in the way that you are using it’. I think 
that they have got a holy power and a right to 
tell Mugabe: ‘Stop one, two, three, because we 
do not believe in what you are doing and we 
do not support that kind of thing’. It is shock-
ing for me to realize that the Scandinavian 
countries are still supporting Mugabe in spite 
of the mismanagement of their monies. I do 
not understand it. 

 

 

 

John Nkomo 
ZAPU—Secretary of Administration 
Minister of Local Government and Rural Development 
(Harare, 21 July 1995) 

Tor Sellström: You led a ZAPU delegation to 
talks with Sweden in 1979. Was that your first 
contact with the Nordic countries? 
John Nkomo: No, that was not my first con-
tact. Over the years of our struggle—before the 
Lancaster House Conference in 1979—I 
worked very closely with the Nordic coun-
tries, particularly with SIDA in terms of the 
annual review of the assistance that we were 
getting from Sweden. It was, of course, hu-
manitarian assistance, not military. As our 
numbers began to grow in the camps in Zam-
bia it was very convenient to ask Sweden to 
assist us with the logistics, such as food, trans-
portation and any other assistance that would 
enable us to handle the thousands of refugees 
that had come there. 

We were always under attack and at times 
we would have everything destroyed. But we 
understood why Sweden could not go beyond 
humanitarian assistance. There was the Cold 
War divide between the East and the West and 
we understood that the Nordic countries had 
taken a neutral position. The ideological thrust 
coming from the East had a bearing on us. It 
created a situation that gave us the impetus to 
get going and we tended to develop a much 
firmer leaning to the East than to the West. In 
the West, we only had contacts with solidarity 
groups that were collecting clothes and other 

items. People who were disseminating our 
propaganda. But in the East, and in the East-
ern-inclined countries, we were actually get-
ting arms. In between, you had the Nordic 
countries. We really appreciated their assis-
tance, because it enabled us to move around. 
TS: Did you not find that strange, with Den-
mark and Norway being members of NATO? 
JN: Well, there was not so much involvement 
by Denmark and Norway. They were not very 
supportive of the liberation struggle as such. 
They supported on humanitarian grounds. I 
recall that ZAPU once used the services of a 
Danish airline, ferrying refugees from Bot-
swana across to Zambia because the camps in 
Botswana could not accommodate any more 
people. That exercise only stopped when the 
Rhodesians threatened to shoot down the 
plane. Of course, the cargo—which was sup-
posed to be refugees—was also a potential 
army for our war. The Danes were members of 
NATO. They were not dealing in arms, but 
assisting on humanitarian grounds. It was 
different with Sweden, which is why we also 
had a ZAPU mission there. From Sweden it 
was easy to reach all sides, even the Soviet 
bloc. Preferably we would, of course, have 
liked the majority of the countries to be on our 
side. 
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TS: The first ZAPU mission in Sweden was, I 
think, headed by Dr. Makhurane, who was 
based at the University of Uppsala? 
JN: Yes, and later on we had people like Ca-
naan Moyo and Isaac Nyathi, who is now an 
MP here. 
TS: Nyathi was heading the ZAPU research 
department in Lusaka, which also received 
support from SAREC, the Swedish Agency for 
Research Cooperation with Developing Coun-
tries? 
JN: Yes, that was very important for us. Also 
the training aspect was very important. Al-
though we were fighting a war, we wanted to 
make sure that we would be ready to take over 
the administration in Zimbabwe. So, we 
spread our wings to cover as much as we 
could. 
TS: What do you think made the Nordic so-
cieties, and Sweden in particular, involved 
with ZAPU and ZANU? Did it partly have to 
do with old links through the missions? 
JN: I think that what encouraged Sweden to 
really come out in full force was the exodus of 
the population in Mberengwa and Gwanda, 
which is predominantly Lutheran. What they 
did later on was to try and provide as much 
comfort as possible to the people that they 
regarded as part of their community. How-
ever, I think that Sweden also had a much 
wider focus. They were really looking at the 
future, preparing for a time when Zimbabwe 
would be independent. It was important for 
them that their support programmes were 
implemented. It had nothing to do with our 
struggle. They were implementing them in the 
districts that we mentioned, Mberengwa and 
Gwanda, through the involvement with the 
missions there. 
TS: I think that Edward Ndlovu, ZAPU’s Gen-
eral Secretary at the beginning of the 1970s 
came from that area? 
JN: Yes, he had that background. 
TS: And on the ZANU side, people like Rich-
ard Hove also had a background in the Church 
of Sweden Mission schools? 
JN: Yes, Richard Hove comes from the Mnene 
mission in Mberengwa. There was that in-
fluence.  

As I said, I think that Sweden was looking at 
the future and how they could expand their 
involvement in this part of the world. They 
saw that the resolution of our problem had the 
potential for a more stable environment. That 

is why they cooperated with both ZANU and 
ZAPU. Theirs was not an ideological influ-
ence, as opposed to those countries that sup-
ported the two parties separately. You had the 
Soviet Union supporting ZAPU and China 
supporting ZANU. Their support was based 
on an ideological orientation. For Sweden, it 
was more of a social, or humanitarian, ap-
proach than an ideological approach. 
TS: Do you think that the late Swedish Prime 
Minister, Olof Palme, played a part in this? 
JN: He played a very important part in this. I 
also think that his orientation was more sup-
portive of the liberation struggle, although he 
could not give us arms. But his orientation was 
more in support of the liberation struggle. 
TS: In international fora, such as the United 
Nations, did you feel that you had support 
from the Nordic group? 
JN: Yes, the Nordic countries always played a 
sort of catalytic role. Their support was not 
based on any ideology, be it socialism or capi-
talism. It was a mixture of both, which was 
useful for the purpose. They were very sup-
portive of our diplomatic efforts. There they 
could not be accused of being militarily in-
volved. That was a role they could play with-
out risking any condemnation. The other 
countries, particularly in the West, felt that 
they could scale down their diplomatic sup-
port. The Nordic countries did not do so, be-
cause I think that they also were convinced 
that our struggle was just.  

Had it been today, I am sure that we would 
not have had any problems, because now there 
is so much emphasis on democracy and hu-
man rights. And here was a situation where 
human rights were being down-trodden. De-
mocracy in Rhodesia was based on qualifica-
tions. You had to qualify to enjoy democratic 
rights. 
TS: I think that the Nordic involvement to a 
large extent was a question of human rights. 
JN: Yes, and that is what we enjoyed, because 
we knew that although they would not give us 
arms, they were giving us diplomatic support. 
And the struggle was multi-pronged. 
TS: On the other hand, in the United Nations 
the Nordic countries could not support reso-
lutions advocating armed struggle. Did you 
understand that position? 
JN: Obviously, there were times when we 
were disappointed, but we felt that this was 
not an issue to be pushed, because we knew 
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that they were with us in the diplomatic field. 
We appreciated their position. If they had 
taken another stand, we would probably have 
lost diplomatic leverage. We understood that. 
And, as I said, they continued to support us 
and that support encouraged us to move for-
ward. They had a rather important role to 
play. It was not by choice that we went mili-
tary. When our initial diplomatic approach 
failed, it had to be militarily supported. But we 
were always convinced that it was not the 
military that was important. It was diplomacy. 
The military effort was simply a tool to pres-
surize the others to come to the table and talk. 
That is how we went to Geneva in 1976, to 
Malta in 1977, to Dar es Salaam in 1977 and to 
Lancaster House in 1979. It was because we 
used the military struggle to pressurize the 
other party to come to the talks. 
TS: Sweden gave equal amounts of humani-
tarian assistance to ZAPU and ZANU. You 
had a relationship based on trust with SIDA 
and your colleagues in ZANU—with whom 
you were competing for resources—also had 
this relationship of trust. Was that difficult? 
JN: We had a project department, headed by 
Edward Ndlovu, which was intimately in-
volved with the Swedish embassy in Lusaka. 
There were other supporting agencies with 
SIDA in Zambia with whom we discussed our 
problems. We were not making any com-
parison with what was going on with ZANU 
in Mozambique. Later, we became the Patriotic 
Front. We were then able to send joint mis-
sions to make life easier for those who were 
supporting us. As to the amounts of support 
given to the individual movements, there was 
no jealousy at all. We would, of course, have 
preferred to get more, but since the Nordic 
countries, or Sweden specifically, were in sup-
port of the Zimbabwean struggle, it was only 
right to accept that we should share whatever 
there was. You say that ‘beggars may not be 
choosers’. 
TS: The closest to any military involvement by 
Sweden was, I guess, when the Swedish Air 
Force delivered a mobile field hospital after 
the Rhodesian attacks on the ZAPU camps in 
Zambia in 1978? 
JN: Yes, I received that hospital at the Lusaka 
International Airport, with the jeeps and so on. 
TS: There were rumours that the Rhodesians 
might sabotage the operation? 

JN: Yes. In a war, there are military casualties, 
but the camps that were attacked were refugee 
camps. Our argument with those who wanted 
to accuse us—or accuse Sweden for support-
ing us—was that the poor children there were 
not suffering by choice. They should look at 
the situation as a symptom of something 
wrong. What was wrong was inside Rhodesia. 
Those who supported the casualties of this 
violence were doing it on humanitarian 
grounds. What we had to deal with was to 
correct the situation inside the country, and 
that became our diplomatic message.  

Zambia had to suffer for accommodating us 
and we had to sacrifice so much, trying to put 
a situation right. You could say that you can 
do that by talking, but we tried to talk. We 
went to Geneva, but it failed. We went to 
Malta, it failed again. Certainly, there had to 
be other methods. To those who were saying 
that we should talk, we said that they must 
put pressure on Smith. I recall when Kissinger 
was running around. In October 1976, I was in 
Botswana when suddenly we were told that 
they had cornered Smith with Vorster and that 
we were going for talks. We felt that maybe it 
would bring about a solution, but once Smith 
said ‘not interested’, we said: ‘That is it.’ I also 
recall the Victoria Falls meeting in 1975. I was 
heading the secretariat on the bridge. I was 
responsible for assuring that half of the train 
was on this side and half on that side! They 
said: ‘Fine, that is an effort!’ Kaunda was stak-
ing his reputation and credibility as a political 
leader by saying: ‘Right, I am going to join 
Vorster. I am getting the two parties to meet.’ 
All those efforts. If we had gone for the mili-
tary, we would have said: ‘No talks!’ But we 
knew that those who were supporting us 
could not let Smith win the game by saying: 
‘Look, they just do not want to talk.’ 

The Swedish assistance at the time when 
our camps were being bombed and children 
were dying was a humanitarian act. But we 
had to carry out a night operation in order to 
avoid detection or even destruction of the mo-
bile clinic. 
TS: Later on you moved that clinic to the 
ZAPU camp in Solwezi? 
JN: Yes, we moved it to Solwezi, because life 
had become very difficult there with malaria 
and so on. It was very useful as it had its own 
generators. It was really a fully-fledged hospi-
tal. Fully equipped, which was very useful. 
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These are some of the things that a lot of peo-
ple do not know. 
TS: What happened with the clinic? 
JN: We took it home to Zimbabwe, but as time 
went on it failed. After independence there 
was more focus on what was readily available, 
which is a pity. Some of our equipment was, of 
course, donated to Zambia. They had sacri-
ficed so much. 
TS: What happened with your farm outside 
Lusaka? 

JN: We handed it over to Zambia. In fact, we 
had taken it over from FRELIMO. When 
FRELIMO left we took over the farm and 
when we left I think that initially SWAPO was 
going to take it over, but eventually it was sold 
to a fellow who used to be a minister in 
Kaunda’s time. When I later went to Zambia to 
arrange for the fencing of the mass graves, he 
had already put up the fence himself. 

 

 

 

Sydney Sekeramayi 
ZANU—Student in Sweden—Deputy Secretary of Health 
Minister of State for National Security 
(Harare, 27 July 1995) 

Tor Sellström: You were a student in Sweden 
in the 1960s. You were also the ZANU repre-
sentative there. How did you end up in Swe-
den? 
Sydney Sekeramayi: I actually came to Swe-
den in June 1964 from Czechoslovakia. I had 
gone to Czechoslovakia after I had been ex-
pelled from school in Rhodesia. The party—
then NDP and later ZAPU—organized schol-
arships for me and four others to go and study 
in Czechoslovakia, and when we had a few 
problems there we left. At that time, Rupiah 
Banda, who was the International Secretary of 
the Zambia Students’ Union, facilitated my 
coming to Sweden. He established a contact 
between myself and NIB—later SIDA—which 
resulted in a scholarship to study in Sweden. 
That is how I came to Lund. But first I had to 
complete my secondary education, which I did 
at Grännaskolan. Then I came to the University 
of Lund, where I first studied genetics before I 
got into the medical school. 

Billy Modise, who is now the South African 
High Commissioner to Canada, was already in 
Lund, studying sociology. And, of course, 
Rupiah Banda, the former Zambian Foreign 
Minister. 
TS: Were you appointed representative for 
ZANU while studying in Lund? 
SS: Yes. Well, I got to Lund when the split 
between ZANU and ZAPU had already oc-

curred. I supported the ZANU side. When I 
got to Lund, I was interacting with Rupiah 
Banda and with Modise. We all felt that it was 
necessary to mobilize support to ZANU and 
ZAPU for purposes of invigorating the strug-
gle. There were other Zimbabweans who I 
discovered a little later on. One was Claude 
Chokwenda, who was also a very active mem-
ber of ZANU. Finally we had in Sweden about 
five students from Zimbabwe and we all hap-
pened to support ZANU. We started to get 
into contact with the groups in Sweden which 
were supporting the liberation struggle in 
general in Southern Africa. By then none of the 
countries was yet free. Ourselves from Zim-
babwe, with our colleagues from South Africa, 
Namibia, Angola and Mozambique, all of us 
formed a group that was spearheading the 
support, asking the Swedish organizations to 
support the liberation struggle in Southern 
Africa. This was in the early 1960s. The armed 
struggle had not yet taken off, so we were 
more concerned with mobilizing material sup-
port, especially to those people who were in 
prison or in detention. 
TS: I think that one of the first Swedish soli-
darity committees for Southern Africa was the 
one in Lund, which was called the South Af-
rica Committee? 
SS: Yes, and which then had persons like Ulf 
Agrell, who was very active. We also had Per 
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Garthon and others who were very supportive 
of our struggle. 
TS: That means that you were in Sweden 
when the Båstad demonstrations took place 
against the Davis Cup tennis match between 
Sweden and Rhodesia? 
SS: Yes, I was in Båstad at that time. The Af-
rica group in Lund was very active. Båstad is 
near Lund, so we went there, but I was very 
careful about one thing. I did not want to do 
anything that would lead me into a situation 
of conflict, especially with the police. I felt that 
if the activities that we were promoting in 
support of the struggle turned into a confron-
tation with the Swedish police, it would not 
create a good impression. So when we were 
organizing the demonstrations against the 
tennis match all of us were saying: ‘Whatever 
happens, we should avoid confrontation with 
the Swedish police’. Sweden is basically a 
peaceful country and any kind of violent ac-
tion would not be positively interpreted. We 
were very careful about that. 
TS: Sten Andersson, who later became Min-
ister for Foreign Affairs, was brought to court 
because he was demonstrating on a First of 
May under the slogan ‘Verwoerd commits 
murder on African soil’. It was seen as defa-
mation of a Head of State. 
SS: Yes, at that time Sweden was extremely 
peaceful. Any violent action, or even state-
ment, was not taken very well, so we were to 
operate within those guidelines. 
TS: In what circles did you find support in 
those days? The student movement, of course? 
SS: Well, we had the student movement, 
which was very strongly supporting us. The 
National Union of Students (SFS) in Sweden 
and the students in Denmark, Norway and 
Finland, all of them, held the position that they 
must support the liberation struggle in South-
ern Africa. In my case, that also facilitated 
contacts between me and the Zimbabwean 
students who were in England. We would 
meet during the summer, reprogramme our-
selves and see in which areas we could give 
maximum support in terms of ordinary dis-
semination of information and propaganda 
and in terms of collecting material things, like 
clothes and some money where it was possi-
ble. I remember—I think that it was in 1967 or 
1968—when the party in Lusaka was having 
problems with their office machinery. We col-
lected money for a Gestetner machine and sent 

it there. It was a humble beginning which was 
building up slowly. 
TS: The very first request by ZANU to SIDA 
came in 1969. From then on you received offi-
cial assistance from Sweden? 
SS: Yes, we had a bilateral relationship. 
TS: When you were the ZANU representative 
in Sweden, did you also represent the organi-
zation in the other Nordic countries? 
SS: Yes, in the whole of Scandinavia. I had 
become Secretary General of the Zimbabwe 
Students’ Union in Europe, which was really 
the students’ wing of ZANU. I was co-
ordinating all the student activities in the 
Scandinavian countries and with the larger 
group that was in the United Kingdom. That 
was one side. On the political side, I was de 
facto the party representative. When people 
like the late Herbert Chitepo and Richard 
Hove were going to Sweden, I was the person 
who facilitated their coming there to present 
our case. I remember when the late Chitepo 
came. We were able to organize meetings for 
him in Lund. It was also possible to take him 
to Stockholm. His presentation of our situation 
was very well received and in terms of sup-
port for us it was quite a reinforcement. 
TS: Was that in 1972? 
SS: Yes, about 1972. 
TS: When he came in October 1972 he really 
surprised the officials at SIDA, because he 
said: ‘We are going to start the armed struggle 
in Rhodesia and this will result in refugees 
pouring into Zambia. So we would like to dis-
cuss with you how we can help these refu-
gees.’ Here was a representative from an anti-
imperialist liberation movement, waging 
armed struggle, openly telling a Western coun-
try about its military plans! 
SS: Yes. He was very clear that if you take the 
history of the Scandinavian countries we could 
not discuss military support, but we should be 
honest: ‘Let us tell them that we are going to 
wage an armed struggle. Where we will get 
the arms from is none of their business, but 
from the moral and political point of view we 
want them to support us.’ When he talked 
about launching the armed struggle in Rhode-
sia, it was really part of a policy that there 
were certain people whom you could tell the 
truth, because it would not help if you hid the 
truth from them. They would later find out 
and think that you were not quite honest in the 
presentation of your case. So we agreed: ‘Tell 
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them that the struggle is on the way and that 
we expect non-military support from our 
Scandinavian supporters.’ 
TS: It shows a large degree of trust between 
ZANU and SIDA? 
SS: Yes. 
TS: Perhaps it helped that you had quite a 
strong support base in the Swedish church due 
to the old relations with the mission stations? 
SS: With the mission stations, yes. And later 
with Emmaus Björkå. That was the organi-
zation which really got into the homes of the 
Swedish people, especially appealing for 
clothes, which we would sort out and send 
over. But after I got to Mozambique in 1977 
and as things were beginning to unfold, I re-
ally became very scared of the situation when 
we were sending clothes, because in 1978 the 
Rhodesians were beginning to poison clothes. 
Imagine if they had poisoned the clothes that 
we were sending at that time! We were send-
ing them to people who were in prison, who 
were in detention, to our leaders. It would 
have been a really terrible situation. I thought 
about it and said: ‘Oh, help me God if any-
thing happens!’ The Rhodesians would just 
have been very happy. They would have poi-
soned the clothes and accused the Scandinavi-
ans of sending poisoned clothes. 
TS: This technique of poisoning clothes was 
invented here in Harare? 
SS: Yes, at the Chikurubi prison. Quite a few 
white guys at the university were involved, 
but they all left the country. Years later, I re-
alized that this could have happened, but 
thank God it did not happen. 
TS: Did ZANU also get support from the other 
Nordic countries? 
SS: Yes, particularly from the Social Demo-
cratic Party in Denmark. In Sweden we had 
Sten Andersson and in Denmark we had Steen 
Christiansen, the secretary of the Social De-
mocratic Party. He was very strong in support-
ing us and it led the Danish government, 
whichever coalition there was, to also support 
us. On a social note, Steen Christiansen was 
the best man when the now Foreign Affairs 
Minister Mudenge had his wedding, so they 
were very good friends right from that time. 
We had those contacts. In Finland it was the 
same. Obviously, in terms of geography Fin-
land was a little further away, but anything 
that was done by the Social Democratic Party 
or the Liberal Party in Sweden was emulated 

in Finland. They would do the same. Whatever 
appeals we made through Pierre Schori and 
other leaders of the Swedish Social Democratic 
Party were disseminated to their friends in the 
other Scandinavian countries, and their sup-
port would come. 
TS: You represented a party which was out-
side of what has been called ‘the authentic six’. 
Did you feel ill treated or in a lesser position 
vis-à-vis the other African liberation move-
ments—ANC, SWAPO, ZAPU, PAIGC, MPLA 
and FRELIMO—at the Nordic government 
level? 
SS: I think that at the government level there 
was no real difference. I am not excluding the 
others, but if you take the Swedish Social De-
mocrats and the Centre Party then, whether 
under Thorbjörn Fälldin or earlier. Alex Chik-
wanda from Zambia, later Minister of Finance 
and also Agriculture under Kaunda, was in 
Sweden and he was a very good friend of 
Thorbjörn Fälldin’s. We had been able to make 
a presentation of ourselves which at the gov-
ernment level did not distinguish between us 
and ‘the authentic six’.  

But clearly, if there was a meeting organized 
by what you might call the pro-Soviet organi-
zations of that time, we would get there and 
sometimes be humiliated to the extent that 
even if you had been sent a ticket you would 
be told that there was a mistake somewhere. 
You were not expected to attend the meeting. 
We would accept the situation and go back, 
but it also made us more committed to support 
the party. We were able to tell where we did 
not have any support and we also knew where 
we had support. We told our leadership in 
Lusaka and in Dar es Salaam in very clear 
terms that whatever assistance we were able to 
mobilize in Scandinavia was from these sec-
tors, but from those other sectors we did not 
expect very much. We had no illusions. If a 
meeting was organized by those who called 
themselves ‘the authentic six’, we would not 
make lots of efforts to be present. But if we got 
there, we would make our position very clear. 
It slowly began to have an impact.  

If you take an organization like SWAPO, 
they knew the situation on the ground, how 
we worked, fighting as hard as anybody else. 
If you take FRELIMO, in the end they also 
knew and became our hosts. A change began 
to develop which was taking into account the 
objective situation of the fight for the libera-
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tion of Zimbabwe, a situation which was no 
longer dictated by the ideological cul-de-sac of 
the so-called ‘authentic six’. We were begin-
ning to be accepted as much as our colleagues 
in ZAPU. But, obviously, there were others 
who did not want us at all. At the height of the 
Sino-Soviet dispute, the Soviet Union and all 
the allies of the Soviet Union would not hear 
of us. Sometimes that would be unpleasant. 
TS: You lived in Sweden and you knew of the 
strong anti-Communism that, for example, 
Olof Palme represented. At the same time, 
Palme was very supportive of movements like 
ANC of South Africa, which allegedly was 
influenced by Communists. How do you ex-
plain that? 
SS: When you read Palme’s book Politik är att 
vilja (‘Politics Is Dedication’), I think that it to 
some extent explains the ideological conflict 
between the East and the West. But I think that 
he was also able to identify the fact that our 
situation required the type of action that we 
were taking and, probably, that the support 
that we were getting from the Soviet bloc was 
very coincidental, rather than deliberate. If 
you take Palme, having spoken to people like 
Mondlane, Chitepo and others, he could un-
derstand what they were saying. I think that 
they were able to impress on him that ‘the 
issue at home is not an ideological issue be-
tween Communism and capitalism. It is one of 
liberation. If we are able to liberate ourselves, 
we will be able to make up our own minds 
about the best ideological position to take’. In 
terms of bloc support there might have been 
some ideological contradiction, but in terms of 
national liberation—which Palme was sup-
porting, for example in Vietnam, Cuba and 
elsewhere—I do not think that there was. 
TS: Did you co-ordinate or consult with the 
Nordic governments in international fora like 
the United Nations? 
SS: Yes, if you take the Nordic countries, you 
had, for example, also the Socialist In-
ternational, where we were very active. That is 
one platform where we were given a status 
which enabled our leadership to communicate 
with the leaders of all the Scandinavian coun-
tries. And at the UN and in other international 
fora we would brief the Scandinavian coun-
tries very well, because we knew that they 
would eloquently put our position across. You 
had a position where the British—as much as 
they were opposed to UDI—tended to be pro-

tective of the Rhodesian regime. But I think 
that the Scandinavian spokesmen really put it 
in the correct moral context: ‘This issue should 
be looked into for what it is. Others have stood 
and fought for their liberation and it is in that 
same light that the Zimbabwean struggle 
should be looked at. It should not be looked at 
in the ideological or in the racial sense, but in 
the sense that there is what has been accepted 
by the UN, namely the principle of self-
determination’. That is what was at stake. 
TS: Do you think that the Nordic countries 
played a role in broadening your diplomatic 
field of action? 
SS: Yes, very much so. For example, with the 
Labour Parties in the lead in the Nordic coun-
tries, we would be invited to the congresses of 
the Swedish Labour Party, the Danish Labour 
Party, the Norwegian Labour Party and the 
Finnish Labour Party. Other representatives of 
independent countries—or those in the libera-
tion struggle—also attended these congresses, 
so we had a platform where we would be able 
to spread our own message to a much larger 
audience. 
TS: You were also working in Sweden as a 
medical doctor? 
SS: Well, I did my internship and when I fin-
ished it was a question of what next? I dis-
cussed it with my leadership. I had been sent 
out of the country by the party. I remained in 
the party as part and parcel of the struggle and 
I felt that it was quite natural that when I had 
qualified as a medical doctor I should come 
back. Since we were not yet independent, the 
only country that was close to us was Zambia 
and I decided to go and work there. I left Swe-
den in 1975. 
TS: So you were in Zambia when Chitepo was 
assassinated?  
SS: No, that occurred when I was still in Swe-
den. I was working in Ängelholm. When the 
news came I was actually in theatre, doing 
surgery. One of the young doctors, who knew 
my political affiliation and activities, came to 
me and said: ‘I hear from the news that your 
Chairman Chitepo has been killed. Do you 
know anything about it?’ That was the first 
time, so I removed my gloves and gown, lis-
tened to the news and phoned my friends. 
TS: Sweden maintained contacts with ZANU 
through that crisis. That is interesting, because 
Sweden also gave a lot of support to Zambia, 
but Zambia banned ZANU? 
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SS: Yes, Zambia put the ZANU leadership in 
prison. It was a difficult time. When I went to 
Zambia in about September 1975, the tension 
was still there. You could not speak very freely 
as a member or a leader of ZANU at that time. 
But I was working in the hospital, so I was not 
in the real limelight. The leadership was in 
prison and we were trying to see how best we 
could keep the organization together. It was a 
difficult time. 
TS: Kaunda has later said that it was not until 
he left government that he found out that one 
of his own ministers was working against 
ZANU. 
SS: Well, I think that of all the Zambian min-
isters who were anti-ZANU, the hardest was 
the former Minister of Home Affairs, Aaron 
Milner. He was extremely anti-ZANU. 

If I look at our situation after independence, 
I would say that when I was Minister of 
Health, a lot was done by Sweden in the health 
sector. To me it was like a continuation of 
where I had left. When I returned to Sweden 
as a Minister of Health, I went to SIDA and 
met all the friends. Despite the various prob-
lems that we have, sometimes you wish that 
we could have the kind of balance that Swed-
ish politics struck, which centres on the goal of 
uplifting the generality of the people. Of all the 
things that I studied in Sweden, what still 
strikes me when I talk with my friends is the 
way in which Sweden was able to organize 
itself and really make sure that the generality 
of the people, from the peasant farmers—who 
are now very few in Sweden—to the white 
and blue collar workers and the obviously 
affluent ones, progressed with avoidance of 
conflict. The position that ‘this is our country: 
Whatever we do, we do it together’. Where 
you do not have a very antagonistic relation-
ship between, for example, capital and labour. 
I remember the old leader of the trade union 
movement, Arne Geijer. When he and the big 
guns from industry spoke you saw a conver-
gence: ‘In the Swedish national interest, this is 
what we must do.’  

I sometimes find that lacking here. You do 
not have the convergence of ‘let us move to-
gether in the national interest of Zimbabwe.’ 
You have the kind of situation where some 
people tend to say: Your government, as if it is 
not their government. It is that kind of ori-
entation which I often wish that we would be 
able to build. It cannot be an event. I think that 

it is a process that one should consciously try 
to build up. We may not be able to achieve it 
ourselves, but I think that for our children and 
grandchildren we should lay a foundation 
where the common interest is paramount and 
all the other things can be set aside. Let the 
central common interest guide us in what we 
do. That is one thing that I did not learn in the 
textbooks, but after eleven years in Sweden 
and having studied Swedish politics very 
much in my spare time. I find that the main 
issue that I raise when I am resting and talking 
with friends is: ‘We should be able to do this 
and also develop a work ethic where, if work 
begins at eight, people get into the factory at a 
quarter to eight, and if work finishes at five, 
people get out of the factory at a quarter past 
five.’ That type of attitude is one of the few 
things that you learn by staying in a country. 
You cannot impact it on anybody. You cannot 
say: ‘Do this!’ That type of culture begins 
when you absorb it after eleven years. I came 
to Sweden when I was very young and at a 
very active time. When my children ask me 
which countries are the best, I say Zimbabwe 
and Sweden. 
TS: Did you feel that there was a political 
agenda hidden behind the Nordic support to 
ZANU? Did the Nordic countries try to in-
fluence you in any direction? 
SS: No, that was not really there. 
TS: Was it purely humanitarian? 
SS: It was purely humanitarian. Well, one 
must obviously be human. If I am assisting 
you, it is natural that after some time you be-
gin to appreciate the assistance that I give you. 
From that appreciation you also begin to be a 
little curious about what it is that makes it 
possible for me to assist you. I think that it is 
only a natural development. ZANU was not 
very ideological in its outlook, East or West. I 
think that you will find that ZANU has tried to 
follow a middle course. When we came in we 
did not nationalize. People often say that the 
constitution stopped us from doing so. But 
constitutions are written. If you do not want to 
follow it, you tear it up and write a new one. I 
think that a social democratic tendency in a 
positive way influenced a lot of what we were 
doing in the beginning. How much of that is 
Swedish influence on my part, or on the part 
of others, one does not know. But the end 
product has tended to be something along 
those lines. 



 

 

 

Ndabaningi Sithole 
President of ZANU, Chairman of the Zimbabwe Liberation Council  
and President of ZANU-Sithole  
President of ZANU-Ndonga 
(Harare, 25 July 1995) 

Tor Sellström: There was an early in-
volvement by the Nordic countries in the lib-
eration struggle in Zimbabwe. How can you 
explain that? Did it start with the missions? 
Ndabaningi Sithole: Well, to begin with it 
was an involvement by the missions. Sweden 
had a very big mission in this country at 
Mnene. Incidentally, my first child was born at 
that mission. When the struggle started, some-
how the good-hearted people at Mnene sym-
pathized with the African nationalist cause 
and we were able to send some of our fellows 
to Sweden. My own son, for instance, got into 
a family there. They looked after him. My 
daughter also got there through a Swedish 
family. But it is not only my family that bene-
fited from being kept by Swedish families dur-
ing the struggle, but other families as well. 
They benefited a great deal. 
TS: I know that family members of nationalist 
leaders received support from Sweden 
through organizations like Christian Aid and 
the International Defence and Aid Fund. So, 
you think that the missionary influence was 
important? 
NS: It was very important, indeed. The mis-
sionary involvement is always very important. 
That is my view, which I held as way back as 
in the 1950s when I first wrote on African na-
tionalism and said that the African liberation 
movements would have been much poorer 
without the missionary influence. Practically 
all the leaders of the African movements in 
this country—and elsewhere in Africa—went 
through mission schools. Take Mugabe him-
self, the President of Zimbabwe. He went to a 
Roman Catholic mission school. Take Nkomo. 
He schooled through the Methodist church. 
And I studied through the United Church of 
Christ. 

TS: Did you have this connection in mind 
when you appointed the first ZANU repre-
sentatives to the Nordic countries? 
NS: Yes, that is right. 
TS: Was this because you had contacts with 
the Nordic people? 
NS: Yes, we already had contacts with them. 
We always admired the Nordic people and 
wanted our promising young people to go 
there. 
TS: Later you sent ZANU members to Sweden 
on scholarships, like Sydney Sekeramayi? 
NS: Yes. 
TS: You were waging an anti-colonial, anti-
imperialist liberation struggle in which you 
eventually were forced to take up arms. Was it 
not strange that the Nordic countries sup-
ported you? 
NS: No, there was nothing strange about that 
as far as we were concerned. Westerners are 
able to distinguish between personalities and 
causes. We were not fighting white people as 
such. We were fighting imperialism, which in 
this country was represented by Britain, and 
we knew that Sweden was not in support of 
imperialism. They just wanted the people here 
to be free and we took advantage of this. We 
did not appeal to them for weapons of war. 
We appealed to them for medicines, clothing, 
food, footwear and blankets and they came out 
with their very best. They helped us in that 
way. But as far as the military side is con-
cerned, we never even made an effort, because 
we knew that their policy was for peace. 

But we told them that we were waging a 
war. We did not hide it. We said that there is a 
war because people are not listening to what 
we are saying. If we fight they will probably 
listen much better, and, in fact, then they did 
listen! For a long time we told the whites 
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here—and in Britain and elsewhere—that they 
had to give in to the demands of the majority. 
TS: When did you have your first contacts 
with the Nordic countries? Was it through the 
church? 
NS: Yes, with the church. I was trained at Da-
daya mission, two or three hundred miles 
away from the Mnene mission. Mnene mission 
was Lutheran and Dadaya was of the United 
Church of Christ, but we used to have inter-
sports relations and a good number of my 
friends came from Mnene. Even at this stage, 
when I go to Mnene I am treated as though I 
belong to that part of the world. 
TS: Later on you also visited Sweden? 
NS: Yes, I did. In 1977, after I had been re-
leased from jail. That is when I visited Mrs. 
Ingrid Lilja, who was looking after my daugh-
ter. Actually, Mrs. Lilja was my daughter’s 
second mother. I stayed with them. 
TS: You were released before the Geneva talks 
in 1976. After the talks, the Swedish govern-
ment decided to support ZANU and ZAPU. 
Were you not disappointed that your forma-
tion, ZANU-Sithole, did not receive any sup-
port? 
NS: Well, naturally I was disappointed. But I 
could see the point, because Kaunda was on 
the side of Mugabe and Nkomo. The same 
with Nyerere, for one reason or another. They 
gave their whole-hearted support to Nkomo, 
Mugabe and so on. But what was most impor-
tant to me was the question of majority rule. If 
their support would cause us to get majority 
rule that was all that mattered as far as I was 
concerned. Even when we lost the first elec-
tions here in Zimbabwe I said—when the 
journalists asked me if I was not disap-
pointed—that ‘naturally, as a party leader I am 
disappointed, but as a nationalist leader I am 
very happy, because we got our principle of 
majority rule’. 
TS: Did you get any support from any other 
Nordic country? 
NS: No, only from Sweden. 
TS: How about Finland? 
NS: No, I cannot remember that. But most of 
the time I was inside, in jail. 
TS: Denmark or Norway? 
NS: Well, I visited Denmark and I met the 
Prime Minister of that time. And Norway. In 
the 1970s we received some material support. 
Not military support. 

TS: Was this Nordic support given with condi-
tions attached to it? 
NS: No, with Sweden we did not detect that. 
They just helped for humanitarian reasons, 
really. More than anything else. I think that 
humanitarianism is something that we de-
tected all the time in our dealings with the 
Swedes.  
TS: What about accountability? Were the 
Swedes strict on that? 
NS: Well, I would say that at that time the 
problem did not seem to arise. But as corrup-
tion in the nationalist movement began to raise 
its head, they were very particular on that. 
Things given should be used for the purpose 
for which they were given.  
TS: In the Cold War situation that prevailed at 
the time, were you supported by the Nordic 
countries at the United Nations and in other 
international fora? 
NS: Yes, you could trust them almost abso-
lutely. 
TS: So you worked with them? 
NS: Yes. They were sympathetic to our cause. 
TS: Is it your opinion that the Nordic countries 
actually meant something for the liberation 
struggle in Zimbabwe? 
NS: Oh yes! Not only for the liberation strug-
gle at that time, but their values were so im-
pressive that up to this day we still want to 
emulate their views on peace, tolerance, co-
operation, helpfulness and so on. If we can get 
more Nordic sympathy even now, we would 
be most grateful.  



Josiah Tungamirai  
ZANU/ZANLA—Political Commissar 
Former Air Marshal 
(Harare, 7 June 1996) 

Carl Fredrik Hallencreutz: In your strategic 
role in the armed liberation struggle, when did 
you first come across the Nordic countries? 
Josiah Tungamirai: The first time that I heard 
that Sweden was helping us was in 1971, dur-
ing our training at the Mgagao camp in Tan-
zania. At that time, we were only recruits and 
we did not know much about where the lib-
eration movement was getting its support 
from, with the exception of the OAU Libera-
tion Committee, which, I think, then was the 
basic supplier of ammunition and humanitar-
ian aid. 

Later on, as we went on with our training 
and political education—adopting a socialist 
ideology—we were told by our instructors that 
the people who supported us were from the 
East, but also from some European countries. 
When we asked how we could get support 
from the capitalist countries, we were told that 
there were some progressive people in these 
countries who saw our struggle as a just cause 
and that they were there to help us from a 
humanitarian point of view. From the East we 
got training grounds, ammunition, military 
uniforms and all the military hardware. At 
times they also gave us some humanitarian 
assistance, but—as I said—we were told that it 
mostly came from progressive people within 
the capitalist countries. For example, the 
Americans gave us some clothing and from 
Britain we also got some clothing. However, 
the bulk of our clothes, food and transport 
came from the Nordic countries, especially 
from Denmark, Norway and Sweden. 
CFH: Before you came to Tanzania, did you 
have any contacts with or information about 
the Nordic countries? 
JT: No. I come from the Masvingo area, but, 
unfortunately, I did not know much about the 
outside world. From 1965—after UDI—
Rhodesia was closed by sanctions and we had 
very little literature about what was happen-
ing outside our borders. Even radio communi-
cation and news media were very restricted, so 
I did not know much about the Nordic coun-
tries. Of course, I knew from geography 
classes in school that there was a Denmark, a 

Norway and a Sweden, but not much about 
them. 
CFH: You did not have any contacts with the 
Swedish missions in Mberengwa? 
JT: No. In my district the missionaries were 
from the Dutch Reformed Church and the 
Roman Catholic Church. The Catholics were 
mostly Bethlehem Fathers from Switzerland 
and Germany. 
CFH: In your view, what was the motive be-
hind the Nordic support to the liberation 
struggle? 
JT: I think that they just saw the Zimbabweans 
as being oppressed. I did not detect anything 
strange. They did not teach us their ideology 
and they did not tell us how good Sweden 
was, how good Denmark was or how good 
Norway was. They were simply there to give 
assistance to refugees from an oppressive 
country. That is how I very clearly understood 
it. That was different from our Eastern friends. 
They put in the guns and the ammunition and 
helped us with our uniforms, which was very 
important and vital for the liberation struggle, 
but besides that they also taught us their ide-
ology. You could see that it was because of the 
Cold War. They had had no chance in the 
past—during the colonial days—to colonize 
us, but there was now a chance to do that by 
helping us with the liberation struggle. 
CFH: Did you notice any difference between 
Sweden, being a neutral country, and Den-
mark and Norway, who were part of NATO? 
JT: I would not know. I was part of the mili-
tary structures and our role was to receive 
what the party leadership brought us and dis-
tribute the goods to different camps. The peo-
ple who would know better where our goods 
came from are people like Kumbirai Kangai, 
who was directly involved with that. 
CFH: Sweden supported both the so-called 
‘authentic six’ and ZANU, trying to adopt a 
non-partial attitude. How did you see the pol-
icy in that regard? 
JT: Well, I think that the people in Sweden 
who supplied us with humanitarian assistance 
were very clever. The ‘authentic six’ was not a 
creation of the six liberation movements. It 
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was a creation of the Soviet Union, but when 
Sweden started its support, they supported 
both the six and ZANU. I think that what they 
really had in mind was not the question of 
what party the people belonged to, but what 
pushed them out of Zimbabwe and into exile. 
They supported us as exiled people from Zim-
babwe who were fighting for our liberation. 
CFH: From Tanzania, did you move straight to 
Mozambique or did you pass via Zambia? 
JT: For some time I was in Zambia, but not for 
long. It was only a stepping stone to move into 
Zimbabwe. In May 1972, we were taken from 
Tanzania in a group of fifteen to reinforce a 
group of forty-five. The group leader was the 
now retired General Mujuru (Rex Nhongo) 
and I was his deputy, leading a group of fif-
teen fighters. Originally, we were supposed to 
come through Botswana as a sabotage group. 
Most of us had done what we called military 
engineering in sabotage. But when we reached 
Zambia, it was changed. The group of forty-
five had already settled in Mozambique and it 
was calling for reinforcements. At that time we 
were ferrying war material from Zambia to 
Zimbabwe, but when the group asked for rein-
forcements the idea of sending us via Bot-
swana was changed into sending us through 
Mozambique instead. 
CFH: When you started operating from Mo-
zambique, what sort of contacts did you then 
have with the Nordic countries? 
JT: The only contact that I had with the Nordic 
countries was through the humanitarian goods 
which were delivered to us by the party lead-
ership. There was no direct contact. Through 
the Department of Transport and Welfare, the 
ZANU leadership looked for food, clothing 
and so forth, because our numbers were swel-
ling. But it was our leadership that handled 
these questions and it was based in Lusaka 
from 1965 to 1974. General Mujuru and myself 
were considered pure military people. We had 
not yet entered politics, as we later did. We 
were also still very low in the command struc-
tures. We were not even members of the High 
Command, but just ordinary general staff 
members. 
CFH: Did you experience any changes in the 
Nordic policy as the war went on? 
JT: I think that they maintained their policy of 
supplying the Zimbabwean refugees with 
food. In my mind, I do not think that they said: 
‘We should support the people who fight’. 

They said: ‘We are supporting the refugees’. I 
also think that that is why they managed to 
support us, because I do not think that they 
would have been able to continue if they had 
said that they were going to support the libera-
tion movement straight out. 

What I saw changing were the quantities of 
the supplies. They were increasing as our 
numbers were increasing. After the détente 
exercise—which almost brought the struggle 
to a standstill in 1974-75—and after the release 
of the leadership from the Zambian prisons 
and the reinforcement by the leadership from 
home, we established ourselves very well in 
Maputo and there was a big increase in sup-
plies from the Nordic countries. 
CFH: From a military perspective, how would 
you assess the effect of the Nordic support? 
JT: First and foremost, in the years from 1977 
to 1979, the numbers of homeless from Zim-
babwe increased greatly and at the end of the 
day we had over 40,000 refugees in Mozam-
bique. At that time, we faced three major prob-
lems, namely, food, clothing and medicine. 
And here the Nordic countries helped us tre-
mendously. Why do I say that it was a very 
big help? Because at that stage we were no 
longer recruiting from home, but from the 
refugee camps and if the refugees had not 
been fed, if they had not been clothed and if 
they had had no medical care, then our source 
of recruitment would have dried up, meaning 
that they would have died. Before 1977—when 
the leadership had not yet taken a grip of the 
refugee situation—a lot of this was taking 
place. We then had some camps which re-
corded an average of over twenty people dy-
ing each day due to lack of food. That is when 
the Nordic countries came in full force, giving 
us food, medicines and clothing. And that is 
also why the ZANU leadership never went to 
Sweden, Denmark or Norway saying: ‘Could 
you give us some guns?’ or ‘Could you give us 
some ammunition?’ We only got clothing, but 
as much as we wanted. We also got some 
medicines and food. 

The importance of this assistance went even 
further. For example, in what we called the 
North-East—which is now Mashonaland Cen-
tre and part of Mashonaland East—there were 
areas where we had fought the war and eve-
rybody had gone into the bush. The cultivation 
of the land had come to a standstill, so we had 
to take food from Mozambique into Zimbabwe 
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to feed the ordinary people, the poor, the 
masses. We fed them and clothed them with 
the supplies that we had got from external 
sources like Sweden, Norway and Denmark. 
CFH: Did you tell the soldiers and the local 
people where the humanitarian assistance 
came from? 
JT: Yes. 
CFH: Did you also discuss the difference be-
tween the Nordic support and the support you 
got from the East? 
JT: Yes, we told them. Besides telling them, we 
also kept the labels and people would read 
and ask: ‘You say that Norway is a capitalist 
country and that Sweden is a capitalist coun-
try. Why then is this medicine coming from 
Norway and this medicine from Sweden?’ 
People would ask such questions. It educated 
the people in the rural areas where we were 
operating. We had to sit down and explain to 
them and—since we had adopted a socialist 
line—we would say that ‘we do not agree with 
their government line, but it is true that there 
are progressive people within their govern-
ments and they are the ones who are asking 
their governments to help us with humanitar-
ian goods. We are getting our guns, ammuni-
tion and weapons from China, the Soviet Un-
ion, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary and so 
forth. They are helping us to liberate our-
selves. So, the West is giving us medicines, 
transport, food and clothing, while the East is 
giving us arms and ammunition’. We had to 
explain that, because the people could not 
understand. They asked us if we were getting 
these goods from the Mozambican govern-
ment and we said that Mozambique had given 
us shelter, but that the clothing mostly came 
from countries overseas. 
CFH: After the Lancaster House Agreement, 
how did you see the Nordic support? 
JT: Actually, I cannot comment much on that, 
because after the Lancaster House Agreement 
there was a total demarcation between the 
armed forces and the party and we were con-
centrating on the armed forces. We were pre-
paring the integration of the armed forces into 
one force. 
CFH: After independence, you became a Ma-
jor-General and then Air Marshal, forming 
part of the leadership of the Zimbabwean Na-
tional Defence Force. Of course, Zimbabwe 
also became involved in the continued re-
gional liberation struggle. Did you during this 

period have any contacts with the Nordic 
countries? 
JT: No, I did not. After independence I con-
centrated on the defence force and it did not 
deal directly with what was happening in the 
government. Also, we did not see what Mo-
zambique had experienced. We received some 
refugees in Zimbabwe and they were handled 
by the Ministry of Social Welfare, but their 
numbers were comparatively small. By the 
time we got our independence, there were 
moves towards a democratic change in South-
ern Africa and there was no major flow of 
refugees from South Africa or Namibia into 
Zimbabwe. There was very little of that and 
we never had major refugee camps, except for 
the camps for people coming from Mozam-
bique because of the civil strife in that country. 
We had more refugees from Mozambique than 
from Namibia and South Africa. 
CFH: On the basis of the relationship with the 
Nordic countries during the liberation strug-
gle, what role would you like to see them play 
in Zimbabwe today? 
JT: Well, what I expected on our part after 
independence was to call upon the countries—
both from the East and the West—who sup-
ported us during the course of our armed lib-
eration struggle to come to Zimbabwe and say 
to them: ‘Look, here we are with our inde-
pendence which you have supported in so 
many ways. We want to sustain it. Please, 
come and invest, so that you can see the fruits 
of what you have supported’. On the part of 
the countries which supported us, I also think 
that it would be wise to come and say: ‘Look, 
we have established an embassy. You are now 
independent and we are no longer supporting 
you as a liberation movement. We are support-
ing you as an independent country and the 
support we are pushing for is in the form of 
investments’. 

I am very worried by the fact that after in-
dependence you could see Germany, the 
United States and Britain entering in full force. 
They are now playing major roles compared to 
the countries which supported us until inde-
pendence. I am very worried about that. They 
were on the opposite side years ago and now 
they are on our side, while the countries that 
supported us from day one are not seen to be 
in the forefront, helping us to build our econ-
omy and to establish ourselves as an inde-
pendent state. 
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Kenneth Kaunda 
President of Zambia 
President of the United National Independence Party 
(Lusaka, 15 July 1995)  

Tor Sellström: I would like to clarify that the 
objective of the interview is to discuss the in-
volvement of all the Nordic countries in the 
liberation struggle in Southern Africa. 
Kenneth Kaunda: Well, it was Olof Palme 
who led the Nordic countries in this process. It 
was his contribution which aroused the inter-
est and the feelings of the other Nordic coun-
tries. They also made very wonderful contri-
butions, there is no doubt about that. But I am 
merely being factual when I say that it all 
started with Sweden. 
TS: You went to England as a young man in 
1957 and met the Labour Party and others 
there. Did you at that time have any contacts 
with a Nordic country or organization? 
KK: No, not at that time. We were very insular 
in those days. We were more or less locked 
out. We had no contacts with the outside 
world. For example, in 1954 a few colleagues 
and myself wanted to organize a Pan-African 
Congress for this region. We invited some 
people from the neighbouring countries, but 
even they were banned. Only one man from 
the United Nations, a Burmese, managed to 
attend. We were very insular. It was not our 
choice. It was the way the colonial masters 
wanted it to be. When I visited England it was 
the first time that I went outside the region. 
TS: Were your first contacts with the Nordic 
countries made then after Zambia’s indepen-
dence in 1964? 
KK: No, it was a little earlier. In fact, I visited 
Sweden in 1962 as a guest of the late Olof 
Palme’s party. I was very well received, in-
deed. I felt very much at home. 
TS: Perhaps you visited with Oliver Tambo, 
who also went to Sweden in 1962? 
KK: No, he must have gone on his own. That 
was the first time that I went to Sweden, but 
my first contacts with the Swedish people 
were, I think, at a World Assembly of Youth 
(WAY) conference in Dar es Salaam. I met 
Swedes there and I kept my contacts with 
them until 1962. 
TS: The Nordic involvement with Zambia 
started in response to an appeal by the United 

Nations to assist Lesotho, Botswana, Swazi-
land and Zambia? 
KK: Yes. That is how we organized scholar-
ships for some of our students. For example, 
Alex Chikwanda, who was in my government 
for a long time, studied in Sweden. Rupiah 
Banda came under the same scheme. I orga-
nized those scholarships.  
TS: I know that Rupiah Banda studied at the 
University of Lund together with Billy Modise, 
who is now South Africa’s ambassador to Can-
ada. They had a little band, called ‘Billy and 
Banda’. 
KK: I did not know that! 
TS: They were also among the founders of the 
Swedish solidarity movement. In 1969, the 
Swedish parliament decided that it was le-
gitimate to give direct support to the liberation 
movements. The other Nordic governments 
followed later. How did you view the Nordic 
position? 
KK: Well, first and foremost, let me say that I 
am sure that I express the view held by many 
leaders of this region. Firstly, because of the 
time when the assistance was given; secondly, 
the way in which it was given; thirdly, the 
type of aid that it was; and, fourthly, the im-
pact it had on us, made us all realize that the 
Nordic countries had something special to 
contribute. Not only to Southern Africa, but to 
the struggling masses and to God’s people the 
world over. They were very human. They did 
not grant aid to us because they expected 
something in return. They granted aid to us 
because they knew that fellow human beings 
needed that aid, almost saying to themselves 
that ‘if we were in that position and they were 
in ours, we know that they would do the same 
thing to us’. So, really—and in many ways—at 
the time of our struggle for independence in 
Zambia and in the neighbouring countries the 
impact of that aid was such that even if we 
had had—I am not saying that we did—but 
even if we had had some anti-white feelings, 
that aid would have changed our minds. 
TS: Did you not feel that there were strings 
attached to the aid? Any hidden agendas? 
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KK: This is exactly what I am saying. The aid 
had no strings attached. This is what I am talk-
ing about. It was: ‘Our fellow human being 
needs assistance. We will give it to him as best 
we know how.’ Really, it helped a lot to make 
us what we are. That contribution was very 
important. 
TS: Did you feel that the Nordic countries had 
different outlooks depending on their in-
ternational alliances? Sweden was neutral, 
Finland had a ‘special relationship’ to the So-
viet Union and Denmark and Norway were 
members of NATO? 
KK: Well, when we became independent we 
started off as truly non-aligned and we saw 
something similar in Sweden on these issues. 
Non-alignment did not mean that we were 
saying to anyone that we are holier than thou. 
When they made a mistake, we said to the 
West that according to us they had made a 
mistake. And if they did something right, we 
praised them equally strongly. The same goes 
for the East. If they did something good, we 
praised them. But if they did something 
wrong, we condemned them. 

To make this properly understood, let me 
give you an example on Zambia’s behalf of 
what we did in two clear cases: when the 
Americans were bombing the Vietnamese 
people, using napalm bombs and things of 
that nature, I spoke about it on behalf of Zam-
bia several times in public, condemning the 
action. I remember that I twice spoke about it 
in parliament, dealing with foreign policy 
matters. I was condemning it. But when the 
Americans stopped bombing the Vietnamese 
and it ended, we became friends again. There 
was nothing more for me to condemn. Then, 
some day in 1968 the Soviet Union invaded 
Czechoslovakia. I remember that I was at the 
border with Tanzania when this happened. I 
was listening to a broadcast from BBC and I 
heard that the Soviet Union had invaded. That 
same morning I addressed a huge mass rally. I 
condemned the Soviet Union and I made it 
clear to the rest of the world, and to them as 
well, that if they were going to withdraw their 
aid to us because of my condemnation, they 
were free to do so.  

Now, coming back to Sweden, I remember 
that it was under Olof Palme that the young 
men and women in America who did not want 
to go to Vietnam found a place there. 

TS: In the case of Sweden, Olof Palme 
marched with the North Vietnamese ambas-
sador and condemned the American bombings 
to the extent that the United States withdrew 
its ambassador. On the question of Czechoslo-
vakia, Palme condemned the invasion and 
talked about the new Czech government as 
‘the cattle of the dictatorship’. Your positions 
were very similar? 
KK: Very similar, indeed. I gave these exam-
ples, because I know where Olof Palme stood 
on these issues. He received these students 
when they refused to go to Vietnam and they 
were persecuted by the American government. 
They ran away and found solace in Sweden. 
We had a very similar stance on these issues. 
TS: You also supported liberation movements 
that received material and military assistance 
from the Communist bloc. Here some would 
argue objectively that you, Palme and other 
Nordic leaders were supporting the East in an 
East-West confrontation? 
KK: Those who did not know the leaders of 
the liberation movements might have thought 
that way. But for those of us who knew them it 
was different. They were pushed against the 
wall and they had to get arms from the Soviet 
Union or the People’s Republic of China sim-
ply because they had to fight. You can refer to 
the Lusaka Manifesto on Southern Africa, 
where we—the Heads of States of this re-
gion—made it clear that the liberation move-
ments that could attain independence through 
non-violent methods should do so. But we had 
no moral or political right in the situation pre-
vailing at the time to say that if they could not 
attain independence through peaceful means: 
‘Do not fight!’. We had no right at all. We 
urged them: ‘If you can negotiate peacefully, 
please, by all means, do so. But if you cannot, 
we will support the means you decide to use.’ 
And this is what happened. 

It did not mean that we were siding with the 
Soviet Union or the People’s Republic of 
China. If the West had given them arms, the 
liberation movements would have been very 
happy to receive them. They did not have a 
choice in this matter. They had to go to the 
countries where they could receive this aid, 
like the Eastern European countries and the 
People’s Republic of China, who supported 
them and backed them very strongly and fully. 

We knew that the situation was not easy. 
When it comes to the Portuguese colonies, I 
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myself met with political leaders on several 
occasions. I met settlers from Angola and Mo-
zambique. I wrote to them and my argument 
was: ‘Look, your countries have been under 
Portuguese rule for centuries. There is no way 
that you will lose if you hand over power 
peacefully, because culturally they will be tied 
to you. They are just part and parcel of you 
now, so you are losing nothing. You have eve-
rything to gain by handing over power to the 
majority of the people.’ But they continued to 
behave as if Angola, Mozambique and the 
other colonies were truly provinces of Portu-
gal. That is how the liberation movements 
embarked upon the armed struggle. 

Similarly, when we were dissolving the Fed-
eration of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, we did 
not dissolve it because we were against larger 
units, but because it was a second South Africa 
being imposed on us. We objected to it and we 
fought against it. When we were ending the 
Federation, I said to the last Governor: ‘Please, 
let me meet the leaders of the white minority 
groups, the Prime Minister and the Deputy 
Prime Minister’. Guess who was the Deputy 
Prime Minister? Ian Douglas Smith! I said to 
them: ‘Gentlemen, when we become inde-
pendent, we will recognize you as white na-
tionalists in Rhodesia. But we are conscious of 
the fact that the indigenous nationalists, the 
black nationalists, are by far the majority and 
that you will have trouble with them. So, 
please, if you ever need our services to try and 
be bridge-builders, we will be quite happy to 
assist.’ The Prime Minister then said: ‘Mr. 
Kaunda, if we did not know that you are se-
rious and sincere, we would have told you to 
mind your own business.’ Well, I was minding 
my own business until Ian Smith landed at 
State House here in Lusaka with his army and 
his choppers, coming to ask for assistance. 

That was at a time when it was taboo for Af-
rican nationalist leaders to meet those people. 
But because my conscience was clear, I met 
them. That is how I met the late Vorster, Botha 
and finally de Klerk. It was to show that if they 
would negotiate we had nothing against them 
at all. We were not anti-white as such. This is 
the point I made earlier, and which the Nordic 
people strengthened so much in us. 
TS: At the time of independence, you—and 
also President Nkrumah of Ghana—tried to 
establish diplomatic relations with South Af-

rica as a means not to be subdued or to open 
up space? 
KK: Yes, I said to them: ‘If you can look after 
my ambassador in the same way that you look 
after white ambassadors, we can establish 
relations.’ But they could not. 
TS: When it comes to the different liberation 
movements, the Nordic countries supported 
MPLA in Angola, FRELIMO in Mozambique, 
ANC in South Africa, SWAPO in Namibia and 
both ZANU and ZAPU in Zimbabwe. Also 
here your position was very similar? 
KK: Yes, exactly the same. That is clear. That is 
also how we worked. In the case of South Af-
rica, in the beginning we recognized both 
ANC and PAC and allowed them here. But 
what happened was that PAC had a camp for 
their cadres in Livingstone and that they de-
cided to kill some of their members, sus-
pecting that they were sell-outs or South Afri-
can agents, reporting them to the South Afri-
can authorities. I came to hear about it and 
said to PAC: ‘Please, do not do that. On this 
soil of Zambia, I am the only one who is con-
stitutionally allowed to take life. I do not like 
it, but the law says that I should do that when 
the High Court has found somebody guilty 
and has so decided. So, do not do that.’ How-
ever, they were going to kill them, so I gave 
instructions to the Zambian army to get into 
their camp and save the lives of those people. 
Fortunately, we did it without loss of life. I 
then said that they could not work from here, 
because they were defying my orders and 
there was no way that we could have two gov-
ernments in the country.  

They were sent to Tanzania. But when I be-
came chairman of the Frontline States and also 
chairman of the Organization of African Unity 
(OAU), I had to welcome them back. Because 
in that capacity I had to receive all the move-
ments that were recognized by the OAU. That 
is how PAC came back to Zambia after many 
years. 
TS: The Nordic countries supported the lib-
eration movements in Zambia through hu-
manitarian assistance. I presume that it was 
with your knowledge and approval? 
KK: Yes, we accepted it, indeed. We were very 
happy to do so. We knew what kind of aid 
they were giving and how it was given. It was 
given without strings. It was aid given because 
certain fellow human beings were in great 
need. 
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TS: Was it strictly civilian? 
KK: Yes, strictly civilian. I might add that if 
the Nordic countries for any reason had given 
them armed support, we would not have had 
any objections at all. Not with the Nordic 
countries. 
TS: In 1972, the ZANU leader Herbert Chitepo 
came to SIDA in Stockholm and said: ‘We are 
about to launch the armed struggle and the 
result will inevitably be retaliation by the set-
tler regime and refugees pouring into Zambia. 
So, can you please assist us in Zambia?’ It was 
quite amazing. Here you had a representative 
from a liberation movement coming to a West-
ern country and exposing their military plans. 
I guess that it says a lot about the trust be-
tween the parties involved? 
KK: Exactly. That is very true. That was sup-
posed to be top secret information, but in 
Sweden he talked freely because of that trust. 
TS: It eventually led SIDA to purchase a farm 
for ZANU here in Zambia. Later SIDA fi-
nanced the purchase of farms for ANC and 
SWAPO. Did you, in this context, feel that 
there was undue interference by the Nordic 
countries in the affairs of Zambia? 
KK: Certainly not. Without hesitation, none at 
all. At least none that I know of or that my 
colleagues who were dealing with these mat-
ters knew of. Nothing at all. 
TS: Because at some stage, Zambia and the 
Nordic countries could come on different 
courses? I am, particularly, thinking of the 
Angolan issue in 1974-75. 
KK: Exactly. The background was that we had 
kept UNITA away from Zambia, but after the 
coup in Portugal I sent my Minister of Foreign 
Affairs—guess who? Vernon Mwaanga!—to 
speak to his African colleagues. They met in 
Cameroon. I said that now that there is a 
change in Portugal, let Africa open up to all 
the Angolan liberation movements. Let them 
be accepted by OAU. If we do not do that, 
there will be all sorts of internal problems in 
the future. That was in 1974. Indeed, Mwaanga 
spoke to his colleagues and the Foreign Minis-
ters accepted that position and passed a reso-
lution which in turn was accepted by several 
Heads of State. After that, in 1974-75, things 
began to happen very fast. The Heads of State 
of this region met in Kananga and we agreed 
that if Agostinho Neto were to become Presi-
dent we would support him. We would also 

support Savimbi becoming Minister of De-
fence and we would support de Andrade. 

Zambia was later detailed to try and bring 
the Angolans together. We met all the factions 
here, at a farm. Reuben Kamanga was my rep-
resentative. He had been in Cairo and to most 
other centres when we were struggling for our 
independence and he knew most of the Ango-
lan leaders. They met for fifteen days. And 
failed! The following day, I asked to see my 
brother, the late Neto. I loved that man. He 
was a Marxist-Leninist and I am a Christian, 
but we were very good friends. We met for 
sixteen hours at State House. No breaks for 
lunch, only tea and scones. I tried to persuade 
my brother and said: ‘Look, you are an orga-
nizer. Please, bring all the parties together. It 
must be possible to do that, because for the 
time being you need a coalition government.’ 
But I believe that he was under pressure from 
the Soviet Union. We could not accept that at 
all. I stuck to my approach. That is when I 
made a statement saying that it was like letting 
a tiger’s cubs into Angola. It would bring no 
peace at all. I referred to the Soviet Union and 
Cuba. Again, Fidel Castro is a very good per-
sonal friend of mine, but I attacked the Soviet 
Union and I attacked him too. Because of the 
fear I had that it would bring problems to An-
gola.  

And, indeed, what followed was very sad. 
We were forced to have an OAU Heads of 
State summit meeting. Julius Nyerere and my-
self had vowed never to go to a summit under 
the chairmanship of Idi Amin, who was then 
the chairman. We refused to recognize him. 
But this time we were forced to go to the 
summit. And, unfortunately, of the 46 coun-
tries that voted, 23 were for and 23 were 
against. It was very sad. It was a lost case. As I 
said to President dos Santos when he came 
here for a state visit: ‘One does not settle 
scores. It is not right. I told you so.’ But that is 
what I discussed with my brother Neto. 
TS: Did you have any consultations—informal 
or otherwise—with Olof Palme? He was very 
much involved in some sort of diplomatic 
exchange between Neto, Castro and Kissinger 
in the beginning of 1976.  
KK: No. I did not know about that, but it 
shows the point I was making earlier. Even a 
man like Kissinger recognized that only some-
body like Palme could talk to Neto about their 
differences. He had to fall back on someone 
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who had defied him during the Vietnamese 
war. That’s interesting. 
TS: After the assassination of Herbert Chitepo 
in 1975, you detained a number of ZANU 
people while Sweden gave humanitarian assis-
tance to ZANU. Did that create any friction 
between you and Sweden? 
KK: No, certainly not. We suspected that the 
assassination was an inside job. At the funeral 
of the late Chitepo I said that my government 
would do everything possible to find out who 
had done this, arrest them and bring them to a 
court of law. We set up a Special International 
Commission. What I did not know then—I 
only came to know about it much, much later; 
in fact, after I had left government—was that 
one of my own ministers actually had been 
persecuting ZANU, because he was a sup-
porter of ZAPU. I did not know that at all. A 
researcher in Zimbabwe found out about it. 
Well, my minister was not supporting ZAPU 
as such. He was an agent of Ian Smith’s, in-
forming on ZANU. He was given instructions 
to disorganize ZANU within Zambia. My col-
leagues on the ZANU side unfortunately be-
lieved that he was acting like that on my in-
structions. So they were hostile for a long time. 
I did not understand why, because I thought 
that I was giving equal support to all the lib-
eration movements. That is until I left gov-
ernment and the researcher was told by one of 
Ian Smith’s former agents that this is what had 
happened: ‘Kaunda did not know about it.’ 
This researcher—David Martin—was a strong 
ZANU supporter. He had earlier published a 
book against me, but now he apologized.  
TS: There was also the so-called Shipanga 
affair in SWAPO in Zambia in 1976. It in-
volved three parties that were very close to the 
Nordic countries, namely SWAPO, Zambia 
and Tanzania. Was there any pressure by the 
Nordic countries, demanding that the detained 
SWAPO leaders should be duly processed or 
that they should not have been detained at all? 
KK: No, not that I know of. It was a very dif-
ficult thing for us. Very difficult, indeed. We 
really tried as humanely as possible to main-
tain law and order and to do things as estab-
lished by law. On the other hand, our com-
mitment to the cause of independence and 
freedom of the peoples of Southern Africa was 
such that there were certain things that we had 
to do. For example, accepting to launch the 
armed struggle from here was not easy at all. 

By the same token, it was not easy for me to 
defy a matter that was before the High Court 
and give instructions to fly somebody who 
was going to appear in the High Court of 
Zambia out of the country in our own plane. It 
was not easy at all. But when we weighed the 
two, it was quite clear where our duty lay. So I 
had to order that Shipanga and the others be 
taken to Tanzania. But as far as I remember we 
had no pressure at all from the Nordic coun-
tries. 
TS: I guess that it was a difficult issue for all 
the parties involved? 
KK: Yes, for all of us. For the Nordic countries 
and for ourselves, both in Zambia and in Tan-
zania. 
TS: Later, when Shipanga was released, he 
went to Sweden, where he formed SWAPO-
Democrats. That was perhaps symbolic? 
KK: Yes, and in a way helpful to us! 
TS: Did you normally consult with the Nordic 
countries at the United Nations and in other 
international fora? 
KK: Yes, indeed, on Southern Africa. Cer-
tainly, there were standing instructions that 
my ambassadors should consult with the Nor-
dic governments and—if we needed support—
that they should seek that from them. 
TS: One problem was perhaps that the Nordic 
countries as a matter of principle could not 
vote for resolutions containing calls for armed 
struggle? 
KK: Yes, certainly, but we understood that 
very well. There was no problem with that. 
Not at all. 
TS: With regard to economic and development 
issues, the Nordic countries at an early stage 
formulated the so-called Oslo Plan to co-
ordinate their policies and from 1984 they met 
with the Foreign Ministers of the Frontline 
States on a regular basis. The Finnish Prime 
Minister Kalevi Sorsa also took an initiative to 
broaden the Nordic assistance to SADCC and 
from 1986-87 all the Nordic countries applied 
economic sanctions against South Africa. 
There developed what one could call a region-
to-region cooperation? 
KK: That is true. We appreciated that. It 
strengthened us a lot. We quarrelled publicly 
with the big powers of the West on the issue of 
sanctions against South Africa. Here we were, 
small countries that were suffering, paying a 
high price, only supported by countries like 
the Nordic countries and the People’s Republic 
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of China. The big powers continued to pay lip 
service to the struggle against apartheid. It 
used to pain us a lot and that is how some of 
us were said to be anti-West. But we were not. 
We were just anti-wrong. I gave the examples 
of the Americans bombing the Vietnamese and 
the USSR invading Czechoslovakia. These 
were matters of principle for us. Whenever we 
thought that something was wrong, we con-
demned it publicly. This did not place us on 
good terms with the Western countries, espe-
cially not with my ‘dancing partner’ Margaret 
Thatcher! 

I remember when we were at a Common-
wealth meeting in the Bahamas, where I was 
detailed to move a motion of sanctions against 
South Africa. Margaret Thatcher opposed it. 
We adjourned and met again after tea. I said: 
‘Margaret, you are worshipping Mammon, not 
God.’ You could have heard a pin drop! There 
was silence amongst the Heads of State and 
Government. But, it was nothing personal. I 
was just arguing the point of sanctions. At 
another meeting in Canada, I said: ‘Margaret, 
you do not know Africa at all. It is important 
that you listen to the people who know these 
things’. I was not trying to make her look stu-
pid or something like that. Not at all. I was just 
thinking of the sacrifices we made.  
TS: I remember reading that when you hosted 
the 1979 Commonwealth Conference in Lu-
saka—where you were to discuss the Rhodesia 
question—she demanded that the leaders of 

ZANU and ZAPU should not welcome the 
Queen at the airport? 
KK: Yes. First she did not want Queen Eliz-
abeth to come here at all. She said that it was 
too dangerous. All she tried to do was to sabo-
tage the summit. She even went to Australia to 
try to win Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser over 
to her side. She could not. But because she 
trusted him, we made him the chairman of an 
internal meeting that we held here in Lusaka 
with her and her Foreign Minister, Lord Car-
rington. She tried to sabotage, but everything 
went well in the end. 
TS: Finally, it has been argued that support to 
one sole and ‘authentic’ liberation movement 
in the countries under colonial or apartheid 
rule was detrimental to the development of a 
democratic society after independence. How 
do you look upon that?  
KK: I think that during the struggle it was 
important for us to support one strong move-
ment, although in Zimbabwe the Nordic coun-
tries and ourselves in the Frontline States sup-
ported both ZANU and ZAPU. In South Africa 
as well. Now, I think that the situation changes 
after independence. I would have thought 
that, in terms of support, governments should 
support the peoples, but political parties 
should support the parties which think like 
they do. In that way you strengthen various 
voices towards the build-up of a democracy 
and we need a strong opposition. 

 

 

 

Salim Ahmed Salim 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and Prime Minister of Tanzania 
Secretary General of the Organization of African Unity  
(Copenhagen, 16 November 1995)  

Tor Sellström: You were the chairman of the 
United Nations Decolonization Committee 
from 1972, also chairing the UN Security 
Council Committee on Sanctions against Rho-
desia. In those capacities you must have 
worked closely with the Nordic countries? 
Salim Ahmed Salim: My contacts with Swed-
ish and Nordic representatives started in the 
early 1970s, when I went to New York and to 

the United Nations. We worked very closely 
with the Nordic countries on issues relating to 
African problems, especially in the decoloniza-
tion area. We respected the Nordic position, 
even if we sometimes did not agree with them.  

I can give one classic example, which I think 
is important. In 1972, we sent a team to the 
liberated areas of Guinea-Bissau. It was a very 
difficult exercise, because the Portuguese gov-
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ernment was totally opposed to the idea. They 
continued to stick to the myth that there was 
nothing like liberated areas. Besides, they held 
the myth that Portugal was pluri-continental 
and that all the Portuguese colonies were part 
of Portugal. In order to defy that myth and 
give legitimacy to the liberation movements, 
we decided to send a team into the liberated 
areas. Among those who went in that team 
was a Swedish national, a junior officer in the 
Swedish UN mission. We had three people in 
the team. There was an Ecuadorian and, I 
think, a Tunisian. As a result of the mission, 
we had a dramatic breakthrough in the inter-
national understanding in terms of greater 
legitimacy to the liberation movements vis-à-
vis the United Nations. We could now call for 
recognition of the liberation movements as 
observers in the Fourth Committee. Before that 
they were simply considered petitioners. 
TS: Was the team sent as a United Nations 
mission by the Decolonization Committee? 
SAS: Yes, under the Decolonization Commit-
tee, but in a subterranean manner. Due to the 
Portuguese, we could not announce that they 
were going there. We had to be very careful 
about their security. But it was a United Na-
tions mission and immediately after the return 
we had a meeting of the whole Committee of 
24 in Conakry, Guinea, to welcome the mis-
sion back. In fact, the meeting was a cam-
ouflage, because otherwise there would have 
been a concentration on the mission to the 
liberated areas. We said that we had a meeting 
of the Committee of 24, but at the same time 
we had this team.  

What happened after that? We went to the 
Fourth Committee and it decided to invite the 
liberation movements as observers. But then 
we had something which I say is important. 
Amílcar Cabral, the leader of PAIGC, came to 
New York and we were trying to get him to 
address the UN General Assembly. In those 
days it was inconceivable for a representative 
of a liberation movement to address the Gen-
eral Assembly, but we had the necessary sup-
port. However, the Nordic countries had res-
ervations. I remember the ambassador of Swe-
den and the other Nordic ambassadors telling 
me: ‘Look, we are not happy with this. Legally, 
it gives us problems if representatives of the 
liberation movements address the General 
Assembly. It has not been done before and it 
causes a lot of problems.’ So I went to Amílcar 

Cabral and said: ‘Mr. Secretary General, if you 
want to address the General Assembly we 
have the votes. We have the necessary support 
of the African countries, of the Asian countries 
and of a number of the Latin American coun-
tries. But I want you to know that the Nordic 
countries are very unhappy about it. What do 
we do?’ Cabral then said: ‘Look, the Nordic 
countries are our friends. They have supported 
us through thick and thin and we do not want 
to embarrass them. I will not address the Gen-
eral Assembly.’ He did not address the Gen-
eral Assembly in that session. And he was 
killed in January 1973. 

There was so much respect for the position 
of the Nordic countries. There was no question 
of doubting their integrity or their sincerity 
towards the liberation movements. If any 
other country or combination of countries had 
said no, we would have pushed the matter to 
the General Assembly and received the neces-
sary votes. Of course, subsequently it became 
quite common for the liberation movements to 
address the General Assembly. SWAPO did so 
and ANC did so, but in 1972—having obtained 
observer status in the Fourth Committee—we 
could not get Cabral to speak in the General 
Assembly. 
TS: I guess that another problem was that the 
Nordic countries as a matter of principle could 
not vote in favour of resolutions that made 
reference to the armed struggle? 
SAS: Occasionally we had to insist on the for-
mulation of armed struggle, but to get max-
imum possible support we sometimes used the 
term ‘all possible means’. That was something 
which everybody could interpret the way they 
wanted. Sweden and the other Nordic coun-
tries could say: ‘We do not include the armed 
struggle’, and we would say: ‘The armed 
struggle is not excluded.’ 
TS: But, de facto, the Nordic countries sup-
ported movements that waged an armed 
struggle? 
SAS: Well, let me say one thing which perhaps 
is more fundamental. I also remember saying 
it to the late Prime Minister of Sweden, Olof 
Palme. I knew him very well. We used to serve 
together in the Independent Commission on 
International Security. One day we were in-
formally discussing the Southern African 
situation and I said to him: ‘Look, the role of 
the Nordic countries goes beyond the practical 
assistance that you provide to the liberation 
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movements. It is what it means in the context 
of the North-South divide.’ The struggle in 
Southern Africa was basically against white 
rule—whether in the case of Zimbabwe, then 
Rhodesia, in the Portuguese colonies, in Na-
mibia or in South Africa—but I think that the 
contribution by countries like the Nordic coun-
tries made it impossible for the African coun-
tries to see it in terms of colour. The issue was 
not simply colour, because here were the Nor-
dic countries—as white as they could be—, 
who were the most active supporters of the 
struggle. So I said to Palme: ‘It is more than 
what you provide. It is the symbolism in-
volved in the commitment which the Nordic 
countries have made to the struggle against 
colonialism and racialism, against apartheid, 
in Southern Africa.’ 
TS: Do you then think that the Nordic coun-
tries served as some sort of bridge-builders 
between the East and the West? They sup-
ported the same so-called ‘authentic six’ lib-
eration movements that were supported by the 
East bloc, while at the same time forming part 
of the West? 
SAS: Yes, absolutely. Also as a moderating 
factor. By virtue of their situation, the Nordic 
countries were quite conscious of the concerns 
and reservations of the Western countries, 
who did not share their attitude towards the 
struggle. The Nordic countries were much 
more vigorous and much more supportive in a 
very serious manner. The support was not 
only political and diplomatic, but also tangi-
ble, through financial and other assistance to 
the liberation movements. They did act as 
bridge-builders, promoting understanding not 
only between East and West, but also between 
North and South.  

For the entire period that I was the chairman 
of the United Nations Committee on De-
colonization I had very good relations with all 
the Nordic ambassadors, many of whom be-
came my personal friends. I was very con-
scious of and very sensitive to what they had 
to say. At no time did I ever question their 
sincerity to the struggle. When we differed on 
the methods, one had always to appreciate 
their points of view, because we knew that the 
Nordic countries’ position was to support the 
liberation movements in a practical manner. 
We sometimes had to hold back. That was also 
the only way in which I could understand 
Cabral’s position. Amílcar Cabral was one of 

those luminaries—a giant among people—and 
he did not hesitate when I said: ‘We have the 
votes, but we have the problem of our friends 
in the Nordic countries. What do we do?’ He 
said: ‘OK, I do not have to speak to the Gen-
eral Assembly.’ That shows something. It 
shows the respect which he had for the Nordic 
countries, and, of course, those of us who were 
supporting him and the struggle shared that 
respect. 
TS: Tanzania was the decisive meeting place 
between the Nordic countries and the libera-
tion movements. In the case of Sweden, sup-
port was channelled to PAIGC, MPLA, 
FRELIMO, ZANU, ZAPU, SWAPO and ANC. 
With the exception of ZANU, they were ‘the 
authentic six’ that were close to the Eastern 
European countries. Tanzania followed the 
broader OAU recognition principle. How can 
you explain that Sweden decided to support 
these movements? 
SAS: Well, in the case of FRELIMO it was ob-
vious. It was not controversial. At the initial 
stage of the Angolan struggle, the Tanzanian 
government was supporting MPLA. It was 
also accommodating FNLA and UNITA by 
virtue of being the headquarters of the OAU 
Liberation Committee. But, over a period of 
time Tanzania became more and more identi-
fied with MPLA. In the case of South Africa, 
we always considered ANC as the strongest 
movement. But I should in all frankness say 
that there was a belief throughout many Afri-
can countries—not only in Tanzania—that 
PAC had bona fide support.  

I had long arguments on this question with 
Johnny Makatini, who was a brilliant South 
African leader. He used to tell me: ‘Look 
Salim, you people are wasting our time. The 
only authentic national movement in South 
Africa is the African National Congress. You 
are the only ones who support PAC.’ We used 
to have endless debates. But we did not find it 
difficult to understand the Swedish position, 
especially by virtue of the policy of ANC. 
ANC always followed a more inclusive policy. 
The policy of PAC was for some time depicted 
as a more radical Africanist position. So for us 
it was very easy to comprehend why Sweden 
would be more supportive of ANC. In addi-
tion, ANC did its homework. It did tremen-
dous work in the Nordic countries. 
TS: It is still interesting that Palme and Ny-
erere—who were very close—partly disagreed 
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on the question of which movements to sup-
port? 
SAS: Actually, it was not a contention. Over a 
period of years—especially from the 1970s—
Tanzania’s support for PAC became more pro 
forma by virtue of its obligation as headquar-
ters of the OAU Liberation Committee. This 
was contrary to the early days, when there was 
a belief that maybe PAC was more dynamic. It 
was for the armed struggle when ANC was 
not and all that. But when Umkhonto we 
Sizwe started to operate things became clear. 
Another thing that really turned the Tanzanian 
government’s position regarding South Africa 
was that the ANC trainees in Tanzania did not 
remain there. They were moving into South 
Africa. Most of the PAC trainees remained as 
armchair revolutionaries. That was, of course, 
a difficult situation. 
TS: Tanzania received lots of South African 
refugees. After the Soweto uprising in 1976, 
there was a Regional Commissioner in Mo-
rogoro who facilitated the setting up of the 
ANC Solomon Mahlango Freedom College, 
SOMAFCO. 
SAS: Yes, that was Anna Abdallah, who is 
now a Minister of State in the Prime Minister’s 
Office. 
TS: SOMAFCO became a focal point for in-
ternational solidarity. Those who could not 
assist the struggle inside South Africa could at 
least give humanitarian support to the school, 
and thus to ANC? 
SAS: It was a modern school in every sense of 
the word. I have on several occasions visited it. 
It was a pride for ANC, but it was also a pride 
for the Nordic countries, who actively sup-
ported the school. 
TS: When you agreed to this kind of huge 
project of the liberation movements in exile, 
did you never have second thoughts regarding 
the buildup of ‘statelets within the state’? 
SAS: Not really. You also have to understand 
the policy of Tanzania, particularly the per-
sonal contribution of President Nyerere to the 
struggle. He was a leader who really identified 
himself completely and without the slightest 
reservation with the struggle in Southern Af-
rica. He saw it as an extension of Tanzania’s 
own struggle. At no point did he hesitate to 
give everything that the country could give in 
support. In fact, this is one of the points where 
Nyerere was criticized by some of his oppo-
nents. They would say that he paid too much 

attention to foreign policy—especially to the 
liberation struggle—at the expense of the af-
fairs of the country. 
TS: Palme would receive the same criticism in 
Sweden. 
SAS: Exactly. In addition, the liberation 
movements—especially ANC and FRELIMO; 
despite the fact that we had the assassination 
of Mondlane and so on—were serious. They 
had an internal discipline and they respected 
the sovereignty of Tanzania. At no point was 
there any fear that you would create a mini-
state within the state. Most important was that 
the Tanzanians themselves identified with the 
struggle. This was crucial, because it was not 
solely a question of Nyerere or the govern-
ment. It was a sense of identification of the 
people of Tanzania with the struggle. The 
people felt very strongly that this was their 
own struggle, whether it was the question of 
Mozambique, Rhodesia, Namibia or South 
Africa. It was then easier for the government 
to assume policies and do things which in 
other circumstances would have created prob-
lems. 
TS: Can one also say that about the local popu-
lation in the Morogoro area regarding the 
ANC presence in the settlements of Mazimbu 
and Dakawa? 
SAS: Absolutely. I remember visiting those 
areas in different capacities, as chairman of the 
UN Committee of 24, as Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, as Prime Minister and as Minister of 
Defence. Every time I found sympathy and 
pride among the people of Morogoro. I never 
noticed any element of resentment or jealousy 
on the part of the local population. 
TS: In spite of the tragic accident that hap-
pened to your predecessor as Prime Minister, 
the late Mr. Sokoine, who died in a car crash 
outside the ANC settlement? 
SAS: Absolutely. It involved an ANC cadre. It 
shows the extent of the political commitment 
and the maturity of the ordinary Tanzanian to 
the struggle of South Africa. A thing like that 
could easily have clouded people’s judgement. 
It could have brought about emotions and 
anti-ANC feelings, but nothing of that sort 
happened. It was just considered as one of 
those unfortunate accidents that do take place. 
There was no stigmatization, either of the man 
himself or of the movement from which he 
came. 



246 Liberation in Southern Africa—Regional and Swedish Voices 

 

 

TS: Were you fully informed about the Nordic 
support to the liberation movements in Tan-
zania? Did you at any point see this as inter-
ference in your internal affairs? 
SAS: I am perhaps the wrong person to ask, 
because I was so involved and I so much val-
ued the contribution of the Nordic countries 
that I am almost biased. I think that the contri-
bution made a major difference in the struggle 
in Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Angola and cer-
tainly and most surely in South Africa.  

One of my most pleasant memories is from 
1987, I believe. At that time, I was Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister of Defence. Oliver 
Tambo, the President General of the African 
National Congress, and people like Alfred Nzo 
and Thabo Mbeki organized an anti-apartheid 
conference in Arusha. I co-chaired the confer-
ence with Lisbet Palme. It was a really moving 
experience. What was remarkable was the 
sense of identification with Sweden and the 
Nordic countries, especially with Lisbet by 
virtue of Olof’s contribution. People remem-
bered the contribution he made. For example, 
the important statement in Stockholm just 
before his death. 

For me, it has always been pleasant memo-
ries. Firstly, because the support was real. It 
was genuine, with no strings attached what-
soever. Secondly, it was support which made a 
difference at the practical level of the struggle. 
It also made a difference at the political and 
diplomatic level, and I was a witness to both. 
As permanent representative of Tanzania to 
the United Nations and chairman of the UN 
Decolonization Committee for ten years I 
know what it meant. Also as the representative 
of my country to the Security Council. There 
were times when I served there with Mr. 
Rydbeck, who used to be the ambassador of 
Sweden. I know what it meant when we were 
dealing with the problems of South Africa or 
Angola. It was remarkable to be able to talk 
the same language between myself from an 
African country and the Swedish, Danish or 
Norwegian representatives.  

When I was the chairman of the Committee 
of 24, we went to Botswana. I had a Norwe-
gian with me, Tom Vraalsen, who is now, I 
think, ambassador in London. He was one of 
my vice-chairmen. This was in 1976, after the 
independence of Mozambique. We were pre-
paring for a conference in support of the 
struggle in Zimbabwe and Namibia. We went 

to Lusaka and from there to Gaborone. We 
had to negotiate our way, because the plane 
had to make sure that it did not go through 
Rhodesian or Namibian air space. Somehow 
we reached Gaborone, where we stayed at the 
Gaborone Sun. Like any UN mission, we had 
people of all colours. We had a Japanese, a 
Jamaican lady who was very black, a Yugo-
slav, an Indian and Tom Vraalsen. We had a 
UN. We got to the Gaborone Sun. At that time 
apartheid was in its prime and the hall was 
full of white South Africans. We got there and 
Vraalsen decided to dance cheek-to-cheek with 
this lady from Jamaica. You should have seen 
the people in that hotel, looking flabbergasted, 
offended or both! But we enjoyed it! It is ter-
rible, but we liked it and Vraalsen said: ‘Look 
at this disaster. Look at the honky dancing 
with a nigger.’ There was such an unbelievable 
spirit of camaraderie. I think that even for the 
South Africans it was an occasion—stiff as 
they were—because they were also people 
who waited for things to change. 

I recall some of these events that really 
made us part of the same family. We felt alike, 
as friends fighting for the same cause, strug-
gling for the same issues. If we disagreed, we 
would disagree on tactics, but, basically, the 
strategic objective was the same. I have really 
very pleasant memories of the Nordic support, 
which I believe was very important for the 
struggle against colonialism and racialism. It 
came at a time when it was not fashionable. At 
the end of the struggle, everybody wanted to 
be identified. Everybody wanted to join and 
say that they had supported the struggle. But 
in the early days it was not fashionable. In 
those days, the Nordic countries were, in fact, 
committing something next to sacrilege. But 
we had their support and I must add that it 
did not matter who the government in power 
was, whether in Sweden, Denmark, Finland or 
Norway.  

They were our allies. We always say that the 
only traditional allies of the struggle in South-
ern Africa were the Nordic countries. When 
we talk in terms of ‘traditional’, we think of 
people who were supporting the struggle 
when it was in its infancy, who were critical 
when it comes to criticism and who did not 
have any particular vested interests in the 
classic, narrow sense of the words. Their 
vested interest was humanitarian. Seeing the 
injustices and rectifying the wrongs that were 
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going on. The Nordic countries made a monu-
mental contribution also in terms of race rela-
tions. People simply did not know how to 
hate. How can you hate when you have allies 

whose skin and colours are like your oppres-
sors’? The question of colour became irrele-
vant. What was relevant was the nature of the 
struggle. 

 

 

 

Vladimir Shubin 
Head of the Africa Section of the International Department of the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union 
Senior Research Fellow at the Centre for Southern African Studies, University of 
the Western Cape 
(Cape Town, 12 September 1995) 

1. On how the Nordic support to the Southern 
African liberation movements was viewed in 
Moscow: 

“I do not think that there was any negative 
opinion about that. I remember a discussion I 
had with the ANC Treasurer General, Thomas 
Nkobi, in the mid-1980s. He said that the So-
viet Union had been very correct when it in 
the 1960s recommended ANC to work for 
more financial support in the West.” 
2. On why Sweden supported the liberation move-
ments: 

“Sweden and some other countries should 
be given credit for having the foresight to 
know that changes were inevitable and that 
their contribution—or investment, if we use a 
word which I do not like very much—in the 
liberation process would be paid back one way 
or another. But that might not have been the 
decisive factor, because the humanitarian tra-
ditions in Sweden are very strong and there 
was pressure from the grassroots, from politi-
cal organizations, churches and, in general, 
liberal, humanitarian personalities. However, 
the direct support to the liberation movements 
was very small in the beginning. The policy 
could have been introduced by the Social De-
mocratic leaders to diffuse internal pressures 
from the more radical solidarity movements. 
There was an element of that. In Russian, you 
would say that it served as a lightning conduc-
tor. There was a combination of factors, hu-
manitarian, political and economic. 

I am a bit sceptical to the assistance in the 
beginning. The amounts given were very small 
as far as ANC, SWAPO, ZAPU and ZANU are 

concerned. Of course, MPLA, FRELIMO and 
PAIGC used to get sizeable amounts and after 
the Portuguese revolution the situation 
changed with regard to Zimbabwe, Namibia 
and even South Africa. 

When Olof Palme became vice-president of 
the Socialist International in, I think, 1976, 
there was a certain breakthrough. The Socialist 
International sent a mission to Southern Af-
rica, but that was to a large extent Palme’s 
own project. 

It is interesting to note that the policy of 
Sweden did not change when there was a 
change in government. In 1976, when the So-
cial Democrats lost the elections for the first 
time in many years, there was no decrease in 
the assistance to the liberation movements. In 
fact, during the years that the so-called bour-
geois coalition was ruling, the assistance in-
creased. Maybe the support was not so much 
social democratic policy, but a kind of national 
policy. Here, of course, the question is what 
was behind it. Economic interests, general 
feelings in Sweden or what? 

This was also the case in Norway. When 
Norway hosted the 1973 OAU/UN confer-
ence, the Labour Party was not in power. But 
the bourgeois government went to the confer-
ence as if nothing had happened. It is rather 
interesting”. 
3. On Nordic support to the so-called ‘authentic 
six’ and ZANU: 

”All these movements were the leading or-
ganizations at that time. Maybe with the ex-
ception of Angola, where FNLA tried to be-
come the leader. They signed this unfortunate 
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agreement with MPLA in December 1972 
which nobody remembers any more and 
which became one of the problems between 
the Soviet Union and MPLA at that time. 
FNLA claimed to be stronger than MPLA, but 
it was very much discredited. 

I think that pragmatism guided Sweden and 
the other Nordic countries. They were also 
well informed, because they were quite close 
to the liberation movements, at least from the 
mid-1970s. The ‘authentic six’ were stronger 
and cleaner, if you could use these words. For 
example, COREMO in Mozambique was noth-
ing and PAC had an unfortunate history of 
stealing and killing in exile. But I know that 
Sweden had some contacts with PAC, al-
though it did not result in anything. Some 
support would go to PAC through the United 
Nations, but Sweden did not give them any 
direct support.” 
4. On the role of the Nordic countries: 

“By and large, I think that the Nordic coun-
tries played a very constructive role, both po-
litically and in a broader sense. Politically, 
because they served as a kind of bridge be-
tween the Southern African liberation move-
ments and the West in general. I have also 
seen in the ANC archives that ANC at one 
stage wanted to concentrate on the smaller 
countries when the big Western countries were 
playing a bad role in South Africa. In the late 
1980s, big groups of ANC people came to 
study in Sweden within the PASA project, 
Post-Apartheid South Africa. Big money was 
apparently involved in this project. It was very 
prominent at some stage, but it seems that it 
then just faded and disappeared.” 
5. On the Nordic countries and Communism in the 
liberation movements: 

“I was present at the 1984 Socialist Inter-
national meeting in Arusha, Tanzania, which 
was organized by a Preparatory Committee 
headed by Professor Ki-Zerbo from Burkina 
Faso. It was a bit funny. We did not hide from 
the Social Democrats, but when people came 
to the meeting the organizers were openly 
telling ANC members that they were worried 
about the influence of Communists and the 
Soviet Union. They were saying this to South 
African Communists! It was a bit stupid. They 
were open about their negative agenda. They 
did not just say that they wanted to increase 
their support, but also that they wanted to 
diminish the Communist influence. That was a 

bit primitive. If they wanted to influence 
things, they should at least have known who 
they were talking to.” 
6. On the 1973 OAU/UN conference in Oslo: 

“The Oslo conference was a bit of a break-
through, but even the Scandinavian govern-
ments down-played it. Firstly, there was a lot 
of talk about the name and scope of the con-
ference. It was a ‘conference of experts to sup-
port victims of colonialism and apartheid’, but 
we said that we were not there as only so-
called experts, but as supporters of the libera-
tion movements. They then tried as much as 
possible to portray us all as non-governmental 
representatives, although it was a conference 
of the United Nations and the OAU. Secondly, 
in Oslo one could see the difference in attitude 
of the Norwegian hosts—maybe also of the 
Swedes—towards the liberation movements 
from the Portuguese colonies and the other 
movements. In spite of his status, Oliver 
Tambo—who was the highest representative—
was not given suitable treatment compared 
with the Portuguese anti-colonial movements. 
SWAPO was led by Shipanga and ZANU by 
Chitepo. I do not remember who was there 
from ZAPU, but it was not a high-ranking 
representative.” 
7. On the International University Exchange Fund 
(IUEF): 

“I think that one must highlight the role of 
IUEF. I used to know Lars-Gunnar Eriksson. I 
was rather friendly with him in the 1970s. We 
met in Moscow. He was a very interesting 
fellow. Of course, IUEF was very much dis-
credited by the Craig Williamson affair, but 
you should not close the whole issue of IUEF 
because of that. IUEF played a very important 
role, although controversial. For example, it 
was stated in the press—I do not know if it 
was correct or not—that there was some secret 
funding through IUEF to dissidents of ANC, 
but by and large it played a very important 
role. At some stage, the bulk of the Nordic 
assistance to the liberation movements was 
going through IUEF and not directly from the 
governments. A lot was done by IUEF in the 
early 1970s. I am sure that the Nordic assis-
tance through IUEF then was bigger than the 
direct support, which was rather limited. 

IUEF played a particular role, because they 
could send people inside South Africa to have 
a look. For example, they were a major chan-
nel of support to the South African Students 
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Organisation and the Black Consciousness 
Movement. I remember that Lars-Gunnar 
Eriksson told me about it and I said to him 
that it was about time that we also contacted 
them. He then said—boasting a bit, but still—
‘OK, give me two weeks and I will organize it 
in Nairobi’. Or, ‘give me three days and I will 
organize it in Botswana’. He was serious.” 
8. On IUEF, MPLA and the Soviet Union: 

“The information that Lars-Gunnar Eriksson 
gave me on Angola was very important. It was 
at his place in Geneva, towards the end of 
August or at the beginning of September 1974. 
I was in Geneva to attend an OAU/UN con-
ference on colonialism. 

The background was the agreement be-
tween Neto and Roberto in December 1972, 
which almost nobody mentions in the litera-
ture and through which Neto was to be second 
to Roberto. It was a mistake and became a 
problem for us at that time. I was present 
when Neto came to the Soviet Union after the 
agreement and he tried to explain the needs 
for it. Our people were not convinced and the 
assistance was suspended. Not stopped in the 
full sense, because there were still MPLA stu-
dents in the Soviet Union and the military 
supplies continued. It would have been rather 
difficult to also give political support to FNLA. 
The agreement immediately lowered the pres-
tige of MPLA. 

The IUEF people were almost the only ones 
who were present at the 1974 MPLA Congress 
and at the Inter-Regional Conference. It was 
important. At the congress, it was officially 
said that they had elected Daniel Chipenda as 
MPLA President, but they then had this con-
ference inside Angola where they over-ruled 
that decision. It was very controversial. Lars-
Gunnar Eriksson told me about this and about 
the importance of support to MPLA. The IUEF 
position was very good. They absolutely sup-
ported Neto, which was very important. It 
helped our people in Moscow to better under-
stand the situation, so credit must go to IUEF 
and to Lars-Gunnar Eriksson.”  
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Roland Axelsson 
SIDA—Regional coordinator of Swedish humanitarian assistance to  
Southern Africa 
Private consultant  
(Stockholm, 31 October 1996) 

Tor Sellström: When did you start working 
for SIDA? 
Roland Axelsson: I started to work for NIB 
(Swedish Agency for International Assistance) 
in 1962. I had then graduated with a masters in 
business administration from the Gothenburg 
School of Economics and I had worked for two 
years at the Swedish National Audit Bureau 
(RRV). 
TS: You went to Africa very early. When and 
where did you get involved with Swedish 
humanitarian assistance to the Southern Afri-
can liberation movements? 
RA: I first spent six years in Ethiopia and there 
I had very little contact with any liberation 
movement. But in 1972, I came to Tanzania as 
an administrator at the Swedish embassy and I 
almost immediately came in contact with 
FRELIMO, ANC and SWAPO. I was not a 
programme officer at that time. It was people 
such as Anders Möllander who dealt with the 
liberation movements, but as I paid all the 
money to them I got to know them quite well. 
Those I especially remember from that time 
are Hifikepunye Pohamba, who was the Chief 
Representative of SWAPO, Thomas Nkobi, 
who was the Treasurer General of ANC— at 
that time living in Morogoro—and my old 
friend Kay Moonsamy. So, it is now over 
twenty years since we met. In FRELIMO it was 
Janet Mondlane, who was the head of the Mo-
zambique Institute. With ZANU, ZAPU and 
MPLA I had very little contact. 
TS: That means that you were involved with 
Swedish support to ANC from the very be-
ginning. The first allocation was given in 1973. 
RA: Yes. In the beginning the amounts were 
very small. I bought some office furniture and 
a lot of vegetables for the ANC office in Mo-
rogoro and the South African refugees there. 
TS: From then on you worked very closely 
with all the Southern African liberation 
movements. These movements waged an 
armed struggle and received military support 
from the Soviet Union or China. How did you 
experience this in your day to day relations? 
Did you feel that the movements were striving 

for a Communist cause or that they were na-
tionalist in outlook? 
RA: Let me talk about ANC and SWAPO only, 
as they were of a greater concern to me. I did 
not speak Portuguese, so I had very little con-
tact with FRELIMO in that respect. 

I understood quite well that weapons were 
necessary in the liberation struggle and also 
that Sweden could not supply those weapons. 
The Soviet Union could and did. That was 
fully acceptable. I strongly believed that the 
Soviet Union could never influence the thou-
sands of students who were granted scholar-
ships for studies in Moscow and other places. 
On the contrary, many of the students there 
became in fact anti-Communist. Some indi-
viduals within ANC and SWAPO were, of 
course, Communists—at least they said so—
but they were hardly Stalinists. The majority of 
the people I got to know worked hard for the 
liberation of their countries, to get rid of colo-
nialism and introduce democracy. I would say 
that they have also managed now, to a great 
extent at least. 
TS: You mentioned Kay Moonsamy. He is 
today the Treasurer General of the South Afri-
can Communist Party. 
RA: Yes, he was a Communist, but he was 
shocked when he learnt about the real situa-
tion in Moscow. If he had known what was 
going on during the Stalinist era, I do not think 
that he would have been a Communist. My 
friend Thomas Nkobi also used to read the 
monthly magazine issued by the South African 
Communist Party, so I once asked him: ‘Are 
you a Communist?’ And he said: ’ No, I am 
not. I could never be’. 
TS: From the point of view of accounting, fi-
nancial openness and transparency, how 
would you describe SIDA’s relationship—and 
your relationship—with SWAPO and ANC? 
Did you get access to the necessary in-
formation and documentation? 
RA: Well, financial openness and transparency 
were, of course, delicate questions. SIDA 
wanted to know as much as possible about 
how the donor funds were used, but ANC and 
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SWAPO could not accept external audit. We 
had to stick to internal audit and what I could 
get out of various documents. I was very much 
trusted and allowed to study the respective 
systems of financial management. Neither 
ANC nor SWAPO accepted at that time that 
any other SIDA official should look through 
their books, so I was privileged. I am talking 
about the end of the 1970s and the beginning 
of the 1980s. 
TS: In general terms, is it then your view that 
the payment and accounting procedures were 
satisfactory? 
RA: Yes, absolutely. We had an agreed system, 
whereby the movements got advance pay-
ments and then submitted their settlements of 
accounts with vouchers. Everything had to be 
shown in one or another way. If they had 
spent the money correctly, we stamped the 
documents. We had a rubber stamp ‘Financed 
by SIDA’. Every single little receipt was 
stamped, not only by me in Lusaka, but also 
by my colleagues in Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania 
and the other countries. It applied to all funds, 
except the home front allocations. 
TS: All receipts were stamped so that they 
could not be used twice? 
RA: Exactly. Because they also had to submit 
receipts to the Norwegian embassy and Nor-
way did not request that they should be 
stamped. I was afraid that they would bring 
the same receipts to the Norwegians. 
TS: Some people have alleged that SIDA’s 
humanitarian assistance either was misap-
propriated by the leaders of the movements or 
used for military purposes. How would you 
comment upon these allegations? Were the 
financial control mechanisms comparable to 
those governing Swedish development as-
sistance to independent countries or were they 
less strict? 
RA: There were, as everywhere in life, small 
pockets of misuse and mismanagement. It 
happened, for instance, in Lesotho. A person 
called Kanalelo got a small amount of funds 
which he was to distribute among the ANC 
families in the country. But he stole the money, 
left the country and established a small enter-
prise in Zimbabwe instead. But he was not an 
ANC leader. He was an outsider who used the 
liberation movement. The leaders who I got to 
know were honest, to the best of my knowl-
edge. 

No funds were used for military purposes. 
It happened, however, that funds were used to 
feed military people. They had to live too. 
Except for the home front allocation, the fi-
nancial control was in my opinion better and 
stricter than the control exercised concerning 
aid to independent countries. In those coun-
tries—like Zambia or Tanzania—it was the 
national audit bureau which audited every-
thing. At that time, they had not yet started to 
get help from the Swedish national audit bu-
reau and the audit was not very good. 
TS: But in the case of international NGOs—
where SIDA did not have the direct respon-
sibility—we know of at least one case where 
there was mismanagement of funds and even 
political infiltration, namely the IUEF. In your 
view, how could this happen? Why did SIDA 
and the other donors not monitor IUEF more 
closely? 
RA: Well, that is difficult to know exactly, but 
probably because Sweden placed an ad-
ministratively incompetent person as director 
of IUEF. As auditor at SIDA, I tried in 1976-77 
to make an audit of IUEF, but I was stopped 
by our government. Stig Abelin and I wanted 
to do that, but we were not allowed to. 
TS: In 1984, you moved to Lusaka, Zambia, 
and served there until 1991 as SIDA’s regional 
coordinator of humanitarian assistance to 
SWAPO and ANC in Southern Africa and 
Uganda, Ethiopia and Madagascar. During 
these years, the South African regime con-
stantly attacked the liberation movements in 
the Frontline States and Lesotho and Swazi-
land. Offices were bombed and representatives 
were killed. Yet, you managed all the time to 
get the humanitarian assistance through. How 
did you work? 
RA: Funds were disbursed to ANC and 
SWAPO by the Swedish embassies in most 
countries, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Zambia, 
Mozambique, Angola, Zimbabwe and Bot-
swana. The money was normally paid by 
cheque, but in Botswana it was in cash. In Le-
sotho, Swaziland, Uganda and Madagascar, 
various methods had to be used. In Swaziland 
and Lesotho, I created fake organizations and 
managed to open local bank accounts in the 
name of those organizations. ‘SIDA Housing 
Project’ in Swaziland, for example. In Swazi-
land, we also used Ephesus House. It was a 
branch office of the defunct IUEF which lived 
on after the dissolution of IUEF. I used that 
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office as a cover until it was bombed by the 
South African security forces. 

ANC and SWAPO supported me. Thomas 
Nkobi, Hifikepunye Pohamba and all their co-
workers supported me one hundred per cent. 
They trusted me, but it was, of course, in their 
interest that their people were fed and that the 
money was correctly spent. 
TS: In some countries I understand that you 
also administered Norwegian humanitarian 
assistance. Was there an agreement on this 
cooperation between Norway and Sweden? 
RA: No, I never administered Norwegian 
funds. Being a SIDA coordinator, I however, 
cooperated very closely with the Norwegian 
embassies and consulates, especially in Lu-
saka, Harare and Gaborone. As I travelled 
much more in the region than my Norwegian 
colleagues, I sometimes acted on their behalf. I 
did so especially in Mozambique, but also in 
other countries, Botswana, for instance. But 
there was no written agreement between Swe-
den and Norway. It was a verbal agreement 
between me and the Norwegians. 
TS: How would you describe the difference, if 
any, between Swedish and Norwegian hu-
manitarian support to ANC? 
RA: The assistance was very similar, but Nor-
way had no budget item called ‘Home Front’. 
They were also more eager than Sweden to 
support big agricultural and infrastructural 
projects, like Dakawa in Tanzania. SIDA pre-
ferred smaller agricultural farms, such as Al-
pha and Chongela in Zambia and Mazimbu in 
Tanzania. 
TS: Norway paid for the planning of the ANC 
settlement at Dakawa? 
RA: Yes. All the roads and the water and sew-
age systems were paid for by Norway. They 
used the non-governmental organization Norsk 
Folkehjelp to do the job. 
TS: How about the ANC farms in Angola? 
Josef Jonsson went there to make some kind of 
feasibility study for SIDA. Was any Swedish 
assistance given directly to these farms? 
RA: Yes, we purchased quite a lot of equip-
ment that was sent to the ANC farm in Ma-
lanje. Josef Jonsson was there, overseeing the 
arrival of the equipment. But after a few 
months, the ANC people had to leave. The 
area was not secure. Some people were killed 
and others were frightened. So, the Swedish 
assistance was unfortunately of very little use. 

TS: Being responsible for considerable 
amounts of money and travelling around in 
what de facto in the 1980s was a war zone in 
Southern Africa, you must have been closely 
monitored by the apartheid regime? 
RA: Well, I always suspected that I was ob-
served, but very little happened. They were 
always very kind to me at Jan Smuts airport in 
Johannesburg. They asked me: ‘Why don’t you 
get a temporary visa to go to Johannesburg 
and spend the day there instead of sitting 
here?’ Sometimes I had to wait for ten to fif-
teen hours at the airport, so every time I said: 
‘Yes, please’. I waited and waited, and in 
about half an hour they always came back and 
said: ‘Sorry, we can’t grant you a visa’. They 
were nice and did their best, but I was listed as 
a terrorist sympathizer. Such people were not 
let into the country, of course. 

A very unpleasant thing once happened in 
Mbabane, Swaziland. I was driving from my 
hotel to see a Swedish priest who lived just 
outside Mbabane. It was in the evening. 
Around seven, I think. It was dark anyhow. 
Just when I passed the city centre, a small 
pick-up truck hit me head on at full speed. I 
fortunately survived without a broken leg. But 
the car was completely wrecked. It had to go 
to the scrap-yard. I was lucky. I still cannot 
believe that it was an accident. It was done on 
purpose. 
TS: Do you know of similar incidents against 
other SIDA officials involved with support to 
ANC and SWAPO in the Frontline States? I 
think that there was an incident in Lesotho, 
where the brakes of a car were tampered with? 
RA: That is true. It concerned a lady employed 
by the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs. It 
was bad. The South African security service 
was very alert in Lesotho. Once I was together 
with the Swedish ambassador. Going to the 
airport, we were followed by the South Afri-
can police. We knew that, because they had 
ten minutes earlier tried to persuade the am-
bassador’s driver to tell them about Swedish 
assistance to ANC. But nothing happened. We 
were just observed the whole time until we 
left.  
TS: The authorities in Botswana, Lesotho and 
Swaziland must have been interested in Swe-
den’s support to the liberation movements. 
Did they ever question you or create obstacles 
to your work? 
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RA: No, I cannot say that they did. They never 
questioned me, but I never sought any contact 
with them either. But I remember that my col-
leagues in Maseru and Gaborone sometimes 
were harassed. We always tried to be careful. 
For instance, in Gaborone we never met ANC 
in the Swedish embassy. We had to arrange 
some other place where we could meet. We 
knew that the embassy was always watched. 
And we never used diplomatic cars. We al-
ways used other cars, both to and from such 
meetings.  
TS: At a certain stage in the late 1980s, I think 
that it became impossible to continue the 
payments to ANC in Lesotho and Swaziland. 
Was the decision to freeze the payments taken 
by SIDA or by ANC? 
RA: In the case of Lesotho, I had to convince 
Thomas Nkobi that it was necessary. He 
agreed and then, of course, SIDA Stockholm 
also agreed. It was too dangerous to work 
there any longer. The South Africans had infil-
trated everywhere. We could not get the 
money to the families who needed the sup-
port. And we could not find a reliable person 
to assist us. But in Swaziland we never 
stopped the assistance completely. SIDA 
wanted to stop it several times, but I managed 
to convince them that it should go on.  
TS: You mentioned the budget item ‘Home 
Front’, which was included in the Swedish 
allocation to ANC. For this activity, Sweden 
did not request a comprehensive financial 
audit, but only a descriptive report. As an ac-
countant, were you satisfied that the assistance 
to the ‘Home Front’ was used for humanitar-
ian, civilian and not military purposes? It was 
used in South Africa, where you could not go. 
RA: Absolutely. In our agreement on financial 
procedures we said that receipts regarding 
home front activities should not necessarily be 
delivered to SIDA if it implied any risk to 
ANC. Each year we got what I would call half 
financial statements. We got statements, but 
they were not so detailed. However, all the 
material that ANC bought for the money, like 
small cars, duplicating machines, simple office 
equipment and so on were listed, even if there 
was no detailed purchase price for each item. 
We could anyhow estimate how much they 
would have paid. These items were obtained 
to distribute political leaflets within South 
Africa. South Africa is a big country, so they 
needed a lot of cars and so on. 

TS: So, it was mainly for organization, in-
formation and political work inside South 
Africa? 
RA: Yes, for political work inside the country. 
Not for making bombs and other things. Abso-
lutely not. I do not know who became the reg-
istered owners of the vehicles, for example. It 
was definitely not ANC. It must have been 
someone else. But the home front aid was hu-
manitarian in the political sense of the word. 
TS: After the unbanning of ANC, you were 
invited by Thomas Nkobi to assist him with 
the setting up of ANC’s financial administra-
tion in South Africa. How would you describe 
your relationship with the late Treasurer Gen-
eral of ANC? 
RA: Thomas Nkobi was a great and honest 
man. He was a person of great importance to 
the liberation struggle and he was a unique 
friend of mine. We treated each other like 
brothers in an open and frank manner. I had 
known him for twenty years, and when I met 
him at our last meeting on 26 April 1994 I told 
him as a joke to buy a new hat: ‘You have to 
buy a new hat before you will be appointed 
Minister of Finance in the new South Africa’. 
But he replied: ‘No, I will keep my old hat, 
because I will never qualify for that govern-
mental position’. He was a very honest man. 
TS: Looking back over all these years, how 
would you assess the role played by Sweden 
and the other Nordic countries in and for the 
struggle for national independence and de-
mocracy in Southern Africa? 
RA: The Swedish and Nordic role was quite 
essential. Without our assistance in the form of 
daily necessities, health care and so on, both 
ANC and SWAPO would have been faced 
with enormous problems, which most proba-
bly would have delayed the liberation consid-
erably. Of course, liberation would have come 
anyhow, sooner or later, but it would have 
taken more time, with more suffering for 
many people. There were no alternatives. No 
other countries in the world were willing to 
assist in the way that Sweden and Norway 
did.  
TS: Many SWAPO and ANC leaders have 
fond memories of the cooperation with SIDA 
in general and with you in particular. You 
participated very closely in an important his-
toric process in Southern Africa. What has it 
meant for you on a personal level? 
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RA: I would say that I got many friends. I felt 
personally involved in one of the greatest—
and for humanity most important—events in 
our lifetime, the liberation of Southern Africa. I 
was proud of being in a position to do some-
thing and not only watch what was going on. I 
am still closely following the developments in 
Southern Africa. It was a great time for me. 
TS: Is there anything that you would like to 
add? 
RA: Well, maybe I could mention the airlifts of 
thousands of South African refugees who had 
found a temporary retreat in Swaziland, Leso-
tho and Botswana, but had to leave those 
countries rather quickly and be moved to 
Zambia and Tanzania. The airlifts were ar-
ranged by UNHCR, but SIDA was heavily 
involved, especially in the financing of those 
airlifts on many occasions. 

Another important event took place in 1978, 
after the terrible Kassinga massacre of Namib-
ian refugees in Angola. I remember how we 

chartered a British airplane in Lusaka to fly 
foodstuffs to Luanda as emergency assistance. 
We procured mealie-meal to fill five airplanes, 
but when we were about to load the lorries we 
had rented from Zambia National Milling, the 
Zambian Minister of Agriculture gave contra-
orders, saying that we could not export maize 
flour: ‘You have to find something else to send 
to Angola’. Elisabeth Michanek of SIDA, the 
Vice-President of SWAPO at that time, 
Mishake Muyongo, and I then had to run 
around in the market places in Lusaka to buy 
other foodstuffs. We found beans, rice, wheat 
etc. We needed quite a lot to fill five DC 8 air-
craft, but we managed. I personally accompa-
nied one of the flights to Luanda. It was very 
interesting. When we arrived at Luanda air-
port, Angolan military planes were already 
parked there. Everything was re-loaded into 
these military aircraft, which then flew the 
food to Kassinga and the surviving Namibian 
refugees. 

 

 

 

Birgitta Berggren 
SIDA—Secretary to the Consultative Committee on Humanitarian 
Assistance—Head of SIDA’s section for Southern Africa 
Secretary General of the Swedish NGO Foundation for Human Rights 
(Stockholm, 27 March 1996) 

Tor Sellström: You have been involved with 
Swedish humanitarian support to Southern 
Africa in various capacities—as programme 
officer with SIDA, as secretary to the Consulta-
tive Committee on Humanitarian Assistance, 
as head of the Southern Africa section at SIDA 
and as head of the SIDA office in Zimbabwe. 
When did you first start to work directly with 
the national liberation movements? 
Birgitta Berggren: That was in Dar es Salaam 
in 1976. It was at the time of the Soweto upris-
ings, when new life came into the South Afri-
can struggle. It was very interesting to follow, 
since the information in Tanzania about events 
in Southern Africa was amazingly good. Of 
course, all the liberation movements were 
supported by the Tanzanians, so you could 
easily meet all the people there. People who 

later returned to Zimbabwe, Namibia and 
South Africa. 

What I most clearly remember from Dar es 
Salaam is that each quarter we would have the 
local ANC representatives coming to leave 
reports and get new funds for the sustenance 
of their people in Tanzania. Thomas Nkobi 
and a fellow from SACTU, George Monare, 
would come to the Swedish embassy. Monare 
was a big fellow. They would be dressed up in 
suits, ties and be wearing South African hats, 
and the girl in the reception would call me and 
say: ‘The uncles have arrived’. I would go out 
to see the ‘uncles’ and we would sit down and 
talk. So, it was in Dar es Salaam that I had my 
first contacts with the liberation movements. 
Also with people like Eli Weinberg, for in-
stance. He had just arrived together with his 
wife Violet. We listened to them, because they 
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were of the older generation. They could tell 
the whole story of the struggle. It was very 
interesting to meet all these people. 

After Soweto—around 1978—people started 
to leave South Africa in big numbers. When 
they were released from jail, they were so re-
stricted in their movements that they eventu-
ally opted for exile and often for military train-
ing. When you followed the struggle, you un-
derstood even more how important the camps 
in southern Tanzania were. 
TS: Before that you had already been involved 
with Swedish humanitarian support to the 
victims of apartheid in the form of legal aid, 
scholarships to students etc.? 
BB: Yes, with refugee students in Sweden. But 
I just knew that they were refugees. I was ac-
tually not involved in the party picture in the 
way that I became in Tanzania. That was a 
different thing, much closer to reality . 
TS: Going back, in 1969 the Swedish par-
liament cleared the way for direct official sup-
port to the liberation movements in Southern 
Africa. In your view, what would be the main 
motives behind the decision to give direct 
support to the liberation movements? 
BB: I think that it was a sign of confidence and 
trust. The Swedish government wanted to 
show that these were movements that they 
supported politically. There were several as-
pects to it, but the most important was, of 
course, the political one. 
TS: The Swedish support was prepared by a 
Consultative Committee on Humanitarian 
Assistance, where you served as secretary 
from 1978 to 1980. What were the main func-
tions of the committee? How would you assess 
its role? 
BB: The committee had existed for quite some 
time when I came into the picture. Very clear 
routines had been established. There were 
representatives from the major parties in par-
liament, the trade unions and various non-
governmental groups. The important thing 
was that the issues discussed—which at times 
were quite sensitive from a political point of 
view—were properly anchored in a broad 
spectrum of the Swedish society. The main 
function of the committee was, I would say, to 
discuss in a forum that was knowledgeable. 
Many of the committee members had been 
involved in African and Latin American ques-
tions, matters of human rights abuse and po-
litical support to resistance groups or libera-

tion movements. It was a very qualified forum 
for debate. The Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
was, of course, represented with qualified 
people. Since you had to find reliable channels 
for the Swedish support and you had to pro-
tect the recipients, it was very important that 
the deliberations were confidential, that peo-
ple were loyal and that they felt that this was 
something that they should not go to the press 
with. Even if you did not agree—or maybe 
had objections to some of the decisions 
taken—you should be absolutely loyal, be-
cause we had to protect those who were re-
ceiving the support. 
TS: Were there dissenting voices in the com-
mittee regarding the support to the liberation 
movements? 
BB: No, not really. No one said: ‘I am not go-
ing along. I want the minutes to say that I was 
not part of the decision’. I cannot remember 
that that ever happened. 
TS: From the beginning of the 1970s, Swedish 
official support was channelled through SIDA 
to a number of Southern African liberation 
movements that later assumed power in their 
respective countries. However, direct assis-
tance was never extended to competing 
movements, such as PAC and Inkatha of South 
Africa and UANC of Zimbabwe. Did the 
committee at any point discuss possible Swed-
ish support to these movements? 
BB: Not all the time, but regularly there would 
be requests from PAC, Inkatha or UANC for 
support and at times it was discussed. As re-
gards PAC, the main attitude was that they 
received or had the possibilities of receiving 
considerable support from the United Nations. 
Having worked in Dar es Salaam, I also knew 
that PAC was very torn by internal struggles 
and even killings. Already in Tanzania I knew 
that they could not make use of the funds 
which were available to them through the UN 
system. They were not organized enough. It 
was a rather tragic picture that PAC presented 
in Dar es Salaam. 

As for Inkatha, they did receive Swedish 
support. The motive was that they wanted to 
increase their ethnic image and promote ethnic 
cohesion among the Zulus. So the support was 
actually given to strengthen Inkatha as a Zulu 
organization. It was channelled to the news-
paper The Nation, but also to training pro-
grammes or education material on the Zulu 
culture and nation. 
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I had a very strong feeling that this was to 
strengthen the position of Gatsha Buthelezi. 
That was very much the impression I got. I 
was very critical of the fact that a decision was 
taken to support Inkatha. Even then it was 
obvious that Buthelezi and the Inkatha move-
ment were receiving support from CIA. I 
could not understand why we should be in-
volved. At the secretariat, we were really har-
assed by people—especially in Holland—who 
insisted that we should support Inkatha. They 
just went on and on. 
TS: Whose initiative was it to support Inkatha? 
BB: I think that it was due to direct contacts 
between Buthelezi and the Swedish govern-
ment and SIDA. 
TS: Was any Swedish support similarly ex-
tended in favour of UANC of Zimbabwe? 
BB: No. We got requests from UANC, but it 
was obvious that Muzorewa was not a real 
force. You cannot call him a quisling, but he 
was being used as a tool for Ian Smith. It was 
so obvious that there was no question of sup-
porting him. Norway was very actively in-
volved, but we never were. In 1977-78, when I 
was working in Dar es Salaam, Muzorewa 
once came to the embassy, but no one wanted 
to receive him. I remember meeting him while 
he just stood there waiting, hoping for an ap-
pointment. He was a rather pathetic figure 
even then. 
TS: Over the years, there were growing allo-
cations to Swedish humanitarian support in 
Southern Africa. You must have faced a prob-
lem in identifying NGOs that were willing and 
able to channel funds to the different recipi-
ents, particularly as confidentiality was impor-
tant. How did you select and involve such 
NGOs? Would it be fair to say that the official 
support through SIDA actively contributed to 
a broadening of the involvement of the Swed-
ish society in the liberation process in South-
ern Africa? 
BB: Yes, very much so. One has to remember 
that regarding the question of apartheid and 
the situation in Southern Africa there was not 
much debate whether Sweden should support 
the struggle or not. People were generally 
supportive. When various requests were 
channelled to us—in very different ways, to 
say the least—we tried to look for the group, 
party, organization or institution that could 
take an interest in that very activity and iden-
tify itself with the project. For instance, if it 

concerned training of girls or women, we 
would look for a women’s group in Sweden 
which could be especially interested, either in 
a political party context or as an ordinary 
NGO. We tried to use our imagination. We 
worked very hard to find people who could 
take such an interest that they really would 
work with great solidarity. I would say that 
the absolute majority—maybe 98-99 per cent—
of those who agreed to work with the various 
projects did so in a fantastic way. There were 
hardly any leaks to the media. Neither would 
you hear from someone that they knew about 
the activities. It was kept very confidential by 
such a great number of people that I am still 
surprised that it worked so well. It was like a 
collective secret. 
TS: Did SIDA have sufficient administrative 
resources for the rapidly growing Swedish 
humanitarian support to Southern Africa? 
BB: Well, I think that there was a lot of over-
time, which was never acknowledged. As the 
workload grew—and it did so very rapidly in 
the 1980s—there were problems when it came 
to financial administration. I remember that I 
in the end refused to make any payments, 
because we did not have the structure to fol-
low-up all the transactions. I felt that it was 
overstretched. At times, you had to make a lot 
of noise. It was mainly because the decision 
makers were not fully aware of the very rapid 
increase of the workload. As the support was 
confidential, the workload was made even 
heavier. It was at times cumbersome to handle 
the material. It was more time-consuming than 
SIDA’s ordinary assistance. 
TS: In Sweden, there was a very strong soli-
darity movement with Southern Africa around 
the Africa Groups in Sweden and later the 
Isolate South Africa Committee. The solidarity 
movement was often critical of the govern-
ment. You were sitting in the middle, being a 
government official and cooperating with the 
solidarity movement. How did you experience 
this? 
BB: Returning from Tanzania in 1978 to work 
with the Consultative Committee on Humani-
tarian Assistance, I found that there was no 
cooperation at all, or at least very little. The 
atmosphere was rather antagonistic, which I 
thought was unnecessary. We definitely 
needed to cooperate, because the work was 
growing very fast. All the good forces had to 
cooperate to do a good job. 
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I took several initiatives to improve our rela-
tions with the voluntary groups. We started to 
cooperate, making use of each other’s capaci-
ties in a complementary fashion. For instance, 
we would invite lecturers from the Catholic 
Institute for International Relations in London, 
which was the best source of information on 
Rhodesia/Zimbabwe. We would pay for the 
trip and the solidarity groups would then ar-
range a lecturing tour of Sweden. We did this 
on several occasions. When it came to the 
Swedish scene, the solidarity groups had a 
network and SIDA could more easily raise the 
necessary funds. There were no big costs in-
volved, but it was important that we had this 
cooperation. It had very good effects on the 
Swedish knowledge of what was going on. 
One example is the support from SIDA to the 
organizations that collected clothes which they 
sent to the refugees in Southern Africa. We 
increased that cooperation by paying for their 
freight costs. We really worked hard on that 
kind of practical cooperation. I think that it 
worked out very well in the end. 
TS: Many of the NGO channels SIDA used 
were non-Swedish, particularly UK- and Hol-
land-based organizations. Was this a problem 
vis-à-vis their governments? Did they view 
this as interference by the Swedish govern-
ment? 
BB: If you look at some of the organizations in 
London, for instance IDAF and Africa Educa-
tional Trust, they were rather international, 
but happened to be in Britain. In the case of 
IDAF, it was connected to a person, but it 
could as well have been a person in another 
country. It was not looked upon as a very Brit-
ish organization. But there were others, like 
Shirebu, the research organization in Holland 
that looked at the shipping of oil to South Af-
rica. That affected the Dutch in a different way 
than the Africa Educational Trust would affect 
the British. 

Our support to Shirebu started through a 
phone call I had from the Swedish embassy in 
the Hague. Rolf Ekéus called and said: ‘I have 
such a good project here and I think it is very 
important. Do you happen to have 70,000 
Swedish Kronor, which we could use to sup-
port a research organization which just has 
been established?’ It was a very small amount, 
but it had a tremendous impact. The facts 
which Shirebu presented and gave publicity to 
were absolutely devastating. The shipping 

companies contacted the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs and parliamentarians in Sweden in 
order to stop the support from SIDA. 
TS: I guess that the Norwegian shipowners—a 
very strong lobby—were not very happy? 
BB: No, they were among those who tried to 
influence the decision, but we continued to 
support Shirebu for many years. 
TS: The British or Dutch government never 
presented any official complaint to the Swed-
ish government? 
BB: I do not know. I do not remember hearing 
anything to that effect. They might have talked 
to people at the Swedish embassy in London 
or the Hague, but I never saw any such report. 
It was a different matter when Zimbabwe was 
about to become independent. Then, of course, 
the British were very difficult when it came to 
the support we were providing to ZAPU and 
ZANU. But that was quite another matter. 
TS: When it comes to the Africa Educational 
Trust, 95 per cent of the funds were from the 
Nordic countries. Sweden alone stood for 
about 60 per cent. 
BB: I am not surprised. They were good. They 
really assisted on a basic level when it comes 
to education. 
TS: The direct support to the liberation 
movements was administered by SIDA. while 
the political relations were the responsibility of 
the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. You worked 
for SIDA, but you were also the secretary to 
the Consultative Committee on Humanitarian 
Assistance where you had a direct dialogue 
with the ministry. Did you experience the di-
vision between SIDA and the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs as a problem? 
BB: No, I thought that the cooperation was 
excellent. Working at SIDA’s headquarters in 
Stockholm, I would always receive the latest 
reports and I would always be kept in the pic-
ture. It made the handling of these at times 
very difficult requests so much easier. We had 
a very good cooperation, full of confidence. 
We had to show that SIDA had the necessary 
security regulations in place and that we were 
in a position to keep everything confidential. I 
think that it worked very well. The only time 
that I felt that there was a collision was in the 
context of the independence of Zimbabwe, 
over the issue of Swedish support during the 
election process. 
TS: Many of the SIDA officials involved with 
the support to the liberation movements were 
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women. As a woman yourself, how did you 
experience this? 
BB: As a donor representative, I never had any 
problems in that respect. However, when a 
Swedish delegation was sent to the independ-
ence celebrations in Zimbabwe it included 
twelve members, but not a single woman. I 
asked the Ministry for Foreign Affairs why 
this was so. Afterwards I also heard that when 
Mugabe met the delegation, he looked at them 
and said: ‘I thought that I was going to meet a 
delegation representing the Swedish society, 
but I cannot see a single woman’. I thought 
that it was ridiculous. When it came to the 
hard work and all the overtime, then it was 
alright with women. But when it came to sit-
ting on a podium and receiving thanks, then 
there were only men. That was a poor show. 
TS: Over the years, the Swedish cooperation 
with the liberation movements changed. A 
wide spectrum of activities were included, 
such as education, health, agricultural projects, 
etc. What consequences did this broadening of 
the support have? 
BB: Yes, the Swedish support to the liberation 
movements eventually became very similar to 
SIDA’s regular country programmes. The con-
tent changed. There was much more of sec-
toral policies in the support to each movement. 
The fact that we changed the model in 1983-84 
was important in the long run. The quality of 
the support improved. It also encouraged the 
liberation movements to appoint people who 
were knowledgeable in certain sectors. They 
had to start planning, discussing strategies and 
policy matters. I think that it was positive. I 
am very pleased when I think of how we dis-
cussed and pushed this idea. 
TS: Considerable amounts of money were 
channelled through SIDA to the liberation 
movements. In retrospect, are you satisfied 
with the accounting and reporting proce-
dures? Were the funds used in accordance 
with the agreements? 
BB: On the whole, I would say that the pro-
cedures were satisfactory. It would have been 
desirable to have a more adequate reporting 
system, but it was difficult under the circum-
stances. We made the requirements concerning 
reporting and auditing as realistic as possible. 
It was not easy, especially in the refugee 
camps. I also think that in some cases—for 
instance, at the ANC office in London and the 
ZANU office in Stockholm—the resident rep-

resentatives were not exactly cautious. Some of 
them did not care too much about accounting, 
but that was discovered very soon. When you 
saw them driving around in their Volvos, you 
knew that something was not really the way it 
should have been. We did what we could. We 
appointed people who looked into these mat-
ters. In the latter part of the 1980s, we took all 
kinds of precautions so as not to neglect these 
aspects. We had, for example, special missions 
going to Southern Africa to look at certain 
aspects of the programmes. I am sure that 
there were things that were not discovered, 
but I cannot see how that could have been 
avoided really. I think that we did our very 
best and that we can have a good conscience in 
that respect. 
TS: In the case of IUEF, there was both infil-
tration by South Africa and mismanagement 
of funds. You were one of those who very 
early raised a warning flag regarding both 
issues. What made the infiltration and mis-
management possible? 
BB: I think that there were a number of rea-
sons why this could happen. It was mainly a 
question of an ‘old-boys-network’. Political 
decisions were not followed up by good man-
agement and there were certain personal 
weaknesses. The South Africans had been 
looking for a possibility to infiltrate some-
where. They looked for that all the time since 
the activities that were supported from outside 
were causing them great problems. In the case 
of IUEF, Craig Williamson was simply a very 
competent agent. He made use of people’s 
weaknesses and of the structure of manage-
ment. It was easy for him to manipulate and 
since there was this loyalty between old 
friends and politicians, it was difficult to bring 
about a change. As a plain civil servant, they 
would accuse you of disloyalty to the cause or 
whatever, which, of course, was rubbish. 

It was impossible to get any response from 
those who took the decisions. It took too long 
and then the damage was already done. It was 
terrible. I am convinced that it led to the death 
of a number of people. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that the Swedish 
government and SIDA made this possible by 
constantly increasing the allocations to an or-
ganization that could not handle that amount 
of funds? 
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BB: I do not think that the amounts were 
enormous, but they were certainly too big for 
IUEF’s structure and competence. 
TS: SIDA officials in Southern Africa who 
handled Swedish support to the liberation 
movements were, of course, exposed to the in-
terests of the regimes in Portugal, Rhodesia 
and South Africa. Were there any threats 
against SIDA’s officials? Did you have to take 
any particular precautions in this respect? 
BB: There would be warnings now and then, 
coming through US security units or other 
channels. People would then change their hab-
its and take another way to the office, for ex-
ample. Working with these questions, you 
were generally on the alert. Of course, there 
were problems at times, but nothing really 
serious as far as I can remember. When SIDA 
people travelled via South Africa and the lug-
gage passed through Jan Smuts airport in Jo-
hannesburg it was very likely that it was 
checked. It also happened that letters in a suit-
case were torn and put back. It was part of the 
situation. I do not think that one took it that 
seriously. You had to expect it and be very 
cautious, never leaving any documents in your 
hotelroom and always carrying what was im-
portant in your hand-luggage. That was a 
normal precaution. It was not all that dra-
matic, really. 
TS: In some cases, there were instances of hu-
man rights abuse and internal struggles within 
the liberation movements. In the case of 
SWAPO, there was the Shipanga affair in the 
1970s and the so-called spy drama in Angola 
in the 1980s. There were similar developments 
in the ANC camps in Angola. As you recollect 
it, how did the Swedish government react? 
Was SIDA informed about these situations? 
BB: No, not really. It would also have been 
difficult to judge from outside what actually 
happened. In most cases you could not do 
that, because it might as well be a case of in-
filtration. If you look at the events in Zim-
babwe after independence, only ten years later 
you could see how much of that actually was 
caused by deliberate actions by South Africa. 
At the time, some said that it could be the case, 
but no one had direct evidence to that effect. 
The same applies to the camps in Angola in 
the 1980s. How could you judge from outside?  

We did discuss it. We raised some ques-
tions, but I do not remember that it influenced 
our attitude very much. It was a problem and 

we understood that such problems would 
appear. It was, however, very difficult even to 
ask pertinent questions to get better knowl-
edge of the problems. We would at the same 
time more or less regularly get information 
from groups in Germany, accusing the libera-
tion movements of being Marxists, Leninists, 
oppressors etc. You could not really say that it 
was all that true. It was difficult to know the 
true picture. 



Tore Bergman 
Church of Sweden Mission, Zimbabwe—Member of the Consultative Committee on 
Humanitarian Assistance 
(Uppsala, 10 February 1997) 

Tor Sellström: I understand that you went to 
Rhodesia as early as 1953 and that you worked 
there with the Church of Sweden Mission 
(CSM) for a very long period, or until 1970. 
Why did you go to Rhodesia? 
Tore Bergman: Well, I was born in Rhodesia. 
My father was a missionary. He came out as 
an agriculturalist, first to Natal, South Africa, 
but in the 1920s he moved to Rhodesia to de-
velop the mission farm at Mnene in the Mber-
engwa district. I attended school in Bulawayo 
up to secondary education. Eventually, I came 
back to Sweden and stayed there for my 
teacher’s diploma. When I had completed my 
training as a teacher, it was natural to go back 
to Rhodesia. I had the qualifications to teach at 
the secondary school level. There were no 
secondary schools in Mberengwa at that time, 
but it was part of the mission plan to start such 
schools. I very much felt an urge to go back for 
that purpose. 

During my first year, in 1953, I worked at 
the teachers’ training school at Musume, be-
cause the plans for a new secondary school 
had not yet got off the ground. But in 1954 we 
started a secondary school at the same place 
where the teachers’ training school was. We 
just had one class at that time. Eventually, we 
moved to Mnene for a few years until we fi-
nally got new buildings designed for the pur-
pose at Chegato in the middle of the Mber-
engwa district. I stayed at Chegato until 1966. 
At the same time, I assisted with the estab-
lishment of another three secondary schools, 
the Musume and the Masase secondary 
schools in Mberengwa and the Manama sec-
ondary school. In 1966, I became the education 
secretary for the Lutheran church, which 
meant that I had to move from Chegato to 
Gwanda. I regretted that very much, but I was 
then responsible for the co-ordination of the 
educational system that the church was run-
ning in the Mberengwa-Gwanda-Mtetengwe 
areas. It involved four secondary schools and 
about 160 primary schools going up to grade 
seven. All in all, there were 700 teachers and 
24,000 pupils. There were also close contacts 
between the Lutheran church school system 

and the government education authorities in 
Salisbury (Harare) and I took part in some of 
the meetings. 

We lived at Gwanda until 1970, when we 
decided to go back to Sweden. I left that part 
of my career and since then I have not been 
back in education. Coming back to Sweden, I 
became the Africa secretary of the Church of 
Sweden Mission in Uppsala. 
TS: Several of the early nationalist leaders in 
Rhodesia were also church leaders, such as 
Sithole and Muzorewa. Did you personally 
know any of them before UDI? 
TB: No. I had heard Sithole addressing a mis-
sionary conference in Marondera, but I did not 
know him personally. Muzorewa came from 
the American Methodist mission and worked 
in the early 1960s as secretary for the Student 
Christian Movement. He travelled around to 
the various secondary schools to encourage 
the formation of Student Christian Movement 
groups. As such, I had him as a guest at Che-
gato for a night or two. But apart from that, I 
did not meet either him or any of the others. 
TS: In the 1950s, Rhodesia was very little 
known in Sweden outside the churches. This 
started to change with the publication of Per 
Wästberg’s book Forbidden Territory and 
Sithole’s African Nationalism, which both ap-
peared in 1960. Then, in June 1962, a number 
of prominent Swedes were behind a Rhodesia 
campaign in support of Kenneth Kaunda’s 
UNIP party in Northern Rhodesia. Do you 
remember how the campaign was seen by the 
government in Salisbury? 
TB: No. I do not even remember having heard 
of that campaign in Rhodesia. What I do re-
member is that I met Per and Anna-Lena 
Wästberg when they visited the mission area 
at the end of the 1950s. I believe that he was an 
exchange student with Rotary International. 
There were some Letters to the Editor in the 
papers concerning his general attitude to-
wards the farmers and the farm workers. They 
did not like the way in which he fraternized 
with the local employees. 
TS: The Zimbabwean historian Ngwabi Bhebe 
has written about the Swedish missionaries in 
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Zimbabwe. He emphasizes the preaching of 
the Lutheran doctrine of the two kingdoms 
and how the CSM missionaries frowned upon 
local church employees who a participated in 
nationalist politics. That was regarded as re-
bellion against the secular rulers. In your view, 
is it a fair assessment of the general attitude of 
the CSM missionaries towards nationalist poli-
tics in Rhodesia until the mid-1970s? 
TB: I think that you cannot generalize. Among 
the Swedish missionaries there was a rainbow 
of different attitudes and opinions in this re-
gard. The general opinion among the mission-
aries was that we should not involve ourselves 
in party politics, and therefore not take sides 
for ZANU, ZAPU or any particular political 
movement. On the other hand, we saw what 
was happening in Rhodesia. Particularly after 
the breakup of the Federation in 1963, we no-
ticed a steady worsening of the government’s 
attitudes towards the African population. 
More and more of us saw this development as 
making it increasingly difficult for the Africans 
to participate in the democratic development 
of the country. 

We lived right out in the bush, far away 
from the larger urban centres, and we were not 
restricted by any racial attitudes. We felt that 
we could live in a natural way with the local 
population and with the local church leaders. 
The goal that we had in mind as far as our 
social work was concerned—educational, 
medical and other types of work—was to pre-
pare the way for the Africans to actively par-
ticipate for the benefit of the country. In cases 
where we came face to face with the effects of 
the legislation—where it affected somebody 
that we knew—we tended more openly to take 
sides. 

I was personally affected by an incident at 
Chegato secondary school. I had a student 
there by the name of Byron Hove. He was 
from the area. He had received a degree from 
the university in Salisbury and wanted to 
come back to teach at Chegato. I accepted him 
as a teacher. However, he had been involved 
in some student demonstrations in Salisbury 
and after only three weeks the police came and 
picked him up on the orders of the Minister of 
Law and Order. I was not even able to speak 
to him or accompany him to his house. The 
police searched his house and carried him 
away. I came face to face with the situation. He 
had not done anything. He had done his work 

as a teacher in an exemplary manner and I felt 
that he was a good teacher, but I lost him. In-
cidents of that kind became more and more 
common during the 1960s. We therefore 
tended to sympathize with the nationalist 
movement, although we did not speak out 
officially and openly about the situation, as 
maybe we should have done. 
TS: It appears that the church at an early stage 
was important for the future relations between 
the Zimbabwean nationalist movements and 
Sweden. For example, in an interview with 
Ndabaningi Sithole he said in July 1995 that 
ZANU consciously appointed persons with a 
personal knowledge of CSM as representatives 
to Sweden. In general terms, how do you see 
CSM as a bridge-builder between the Zim-
babwean nationalist movements and Sweden? 
TB: I first and foremost see it as a personal 
relationship between individuals. Between 
missionaries who had been working in Rhode-
sia and individuals who had passed through 
the CSM schools and hospitals. We could men-
tion a number of people in key positions in 
Zimbabwe who come from this area and 
through the education and the contacts they 
received were trained for this role. The first 
Zimbabwean ambassador to Sweden, Sifas 
Zhou, had been both a pupil and a teacher in 
the CSM/Lutheran church schools. 
TS: In December 1965—immediately after 
UDI—the Swedish government allocated an 
amount of 150,000 Swedish Kronor in favour 
of family members of political prisoners in 
Rhodesia, such as the Nkomo, Chinamano and 
Sithole families. The support was channelled 
by SIDA via Christian Care and the Interna-
tional Defence and Aid Fund (IDAF). Did CSM 
also assist the family members of these politi-
cal prisoners? 
TB: I did not know of any humanitarian sup-
port by the Swedish government to the na-
tionalist movement until later, in the 1970s. As 
far as assistance to family members of political 
prisoners is concerned CSM did not provide 
any funds directly to particular family mem-
bers. In the 1970s, we channelled support 
through Christian Care and the Lutheran 
World Federation. It was Christian Care that 
had the contacts with the families. Individual 
missionaries also supported children of politi-
cal prisoners with school fees and so on. It was 
very common among missionaries to support 
children for various reasons. 
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In the case of CSM, there was, however, a 
direct involvement with the political prisoners 
around 1977-78. A number of pastors and 
other church members had been imprisoned 
for political activities. Four of them were held 
at the Wha Wha detention camp outside 
Gweru. One of our missionaries, Hugo Söder-
ström, was in contact with the imprisoned 
pastors. Their families requested that they 
should be released from detention and come to 
Sweden. The request was eventually approved 
by the authorities, so the four families were 
brought to Sweden, living with different con-
gregations in various parts of Sweden. Some of 
them continued their studies in the UK and in 
the US, returning to Zimbabwe after inde-
pendence. I visited some of them at Wha Wha 
in the 1970s. 
TS: Did they have any political affiliation? 
TB: Yes. One was outspokenly ZAPU. Another 
was probably also ZAPU. I am not quite so 
sure whether the other two closely identified 
themselves with any of the parties. However, 
when I visited them at Wha Wha they ex-
plained that there were different ways of 
greeting one another. The ZANU greeting was 
a clenched fist and the ZAPU greeting an open 
hand. When I left the detention camp, they 
were looking at me through the barbed wire. 
They waved at me in their different ways, but I 
did not know how to respond so I waved with 
one hand clenched and the other open! They 
just laughed! 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament paved the 
way for direct official Swedish humanitarian 
support to the liberation movements in South-
ern Africa. These movements waged armed 
struggles and received support from the 
Communist countries. How would you ex-
plain that Sweden took the decision to assist 
them? How did the Church of Sweden look 
upon this? 
TB: If I had to explain the Swedish govern-
ment’s support for the liberation movements, I 
would say that armed force was used against 
the peoples of Southern Africa by the respec-
tive regimes and if armed force is used—
resulting in deaths, detentions and torture—it 
would also be legitimate for the liberation 
movements to take up arms. As far as the 
church was concerned, we could, however, not 
involve ourselves in a kind of support which 
would result in the purchase of arms. The 
Church of Sweden Mission had some prob-

lems in that regard. In 1969, the World Council 
of Churches started a special fund called the 
Programme to Combat Racism. The fund was 
intended for humanitarian aid to the liberation 
movements. The Church of Sweden Mission 
was very quick in providing limited funds to 
the programme, but we also received very 
heavy criticism from certain quarters in Swe-
den because of that. It resulted in a loss of 
contributions towards the general work of the 
Church of Sweden and the Church of Sweden 
Mission was branded by some people as pro-
Communist and as a movement propagating 
armed violence. 

On the question of official Swedish support 
to the liberation movements, I also remember 
Joshua Nkomo saying that he was rather upset 
about the assistance ZAPU received from 
SIDA and Sweden. They were not allowed to 
decide for themselves what the support was to 
be used for. 
TS: In the case of Zimbabwe, official Swedish 
support was already extended to ZANU from 
1969, while the support to ZAPU only started 
in 1973. One gets the impression that ZANU 
had a broader support base in Sweden than 
ZAPU. Would you agree with that? 
TB: Yes, I think that I agree with that. I think 
that the main reason was that ZANU had de-
veloped a network of personal contacts in 
Sweden. I know that Sally Mugabe had con-
tacts with a number of popular movements 
and groups in Sweden and that Robert Mu-
gabe himself also had contacts in Sweden be-
fore we had any relations with him. For ex-
ample, with Bread and Fishes in Västerås, 
where he was received as a friend, and with 
Emmaus Björkå. 
TS: Bishop Muzorewa and his UANC never 
received any official Swedish support, al-
though some people in the Swedish church 
advocated that. In particular, church circles in 
Norway supported Muzorewa. Did CSM ever 
channel support to UANC? 
TB: No, we did not channel any support to 
UANC. UANC was first formed as a move-
ment, and not as a party. Muzorewa’s contacts 
were mainly through the Swedish Methodist 
church via the American Methodists. When he 
came to Sweden, he was a guest of the Swed-
ish Methodists, but we did not have any con-
tacts with him. 
TS: Why do you think that the Swedish gov-
ernment never supported Muzorewa? 
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TB: I think that he was regarded by both 
ZANU and ZAPU as something of an upstart 
and that he could not be relied upon. When 
Muzorewa launched UANC it was not seen by 
the liberation movements as the answer to the 
problems in Rhodesia. 
TS: When you came to Uppsala in 1970, you 
started to serve as Africa secretary of CSM. 
During the second half of the 1970s, you be-
came closely involved with humanitarian as-
sistance to ZANU and ZAPU. I understand 
that you were in direct contact with both Rob-
ert Mugabe and Joshua Nkomo. Could you 
describe the background to your involvement 
with ZANU and ZAPU? 
TB: In March 1976, I received a circular letter 
written by Guy Clutton-Brock in Britain, re-
questing support for ZANU in Mozambique. I 
wrote back to him and asked for further de-
tails. Clutton-Brock was in contact with Didy-
mus Mutasa and they recommended that I 
write directly to Mugabe in Mozambique, 
which I did. I explained who I was, told him 
about my connections with Zimbabwe and 
asked for details with regard to possible sup-
port. I got a reply from him in which he out-
lined the situation in the camps, saying that he 
had asked his colleague Edgar Tekere to pre-
sent it in a more detailed way. Very soon af-
terwards, I received a letter from Tekere with a 
comprehensive and detailed list of all their 
requirements. It rather overwhelmed me. I had 
not quite thought in those terms. I should also 
add that due to the criticism we received for 
providing funds to the Programme to Combat 
Racism and CSM’s contacts with armed 
movements, I wrote in my personal capacity. 
The correspondence was never registered with 
the Church of Sweden Mission. Anyhow, I 
wrote back to say that I would explore the 
possibilities of support in Sweden. Unfortu-
nately, not much came of it at that time. I con-
sulted with various people, but I was unable to 
find sources of support. 

However, possibly as a consequence of this 
contact, a ZANU delegation came to Sweden 
in September 1976. It included Didymus Mu-
tasa, Chiwara, who was then the ZANU repre-
sentative in the UK, and Mrs. Tekere, who was 
in charge of the ZANU women’s affairs in 
London. We had discussions with them in 
Uppsala. Shortly thereafter—in January 1977 
—the pupils at the Manama secondary school 
were kidnapped by ZAPU. They crossed the 

border into Botswana and were eventually 
taken to Zambia. During my visits to Zim-
babwe as CSM’s Africa secretary and through 
correspondence, I was in contact with the par-
ents of some of these children, who expressed 
concern over what had happened to them and 
how they were being cared for. Addressing 
meetings in Sweden, I tried to question the 
attitude among some church people that those 
who had left Zimbabwe for political reasons 
and taken refuge in other countries were being 
called terrorists, as was then the term. Why 
should the act of crossing the border change 
our attitude to them? Whether this had any 
effect, I do not know. But that was my reac-
tion. 

I tried to advocate support for those who 
had crossed the border. Within the Church of 
Sweden Mission board, it was accepted, and as 
far as ZANU was concerned—where we knew 
that school children had been crossing the 
border after the independence of Mozam-
bique—we received information that the 
Christian Council of Mozambique through 
their general secretary, Reverend Mahlalela, 
had a concern for the refugees. We therefore 
contacted him, asking if he or his staff could 
find out what the situation of the children was 
and whether we could support them, provid-
ing some kind of humanitarian assistance. At 
the time, I felt that it was not possible to chan-
nel any funds through the liberation move-
ments. We had to find other channels. We 
started to support the Christian Council of 
Mozambique to enable them to administer 
assistance to the camps. At about the same 
time, the Lutheran World Federation estab-
lished an office in Maputo, also providing 
support to the camps. And later in 1977, Mug-
abe himself, finally, came with a delegation to 
Uppsala. That is how the contacts were estab-
lished with ZANU. 

In the case of ZAPU, it was the Manama 
exodus that initiated our contacts. Tord Harlin 
of CSM visited Zambia in March-April 1977. 
The purpose was to explore the possibilities of 
establishing a contact. Harlin had been the 
headmaster of the Manama school in the 1960s 
and he knew quite a lot of the ZAPU people in 
Zambia. Through the contacts that Harlin 
made with ZAPU, I was then able to enter into 
correspondence with the ZAPU office in Lu-
saka. On one of my trips to Southern Africa, I 
visited Zambia in March 1978 to see what the 
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situation was. I had contacts with John 
Nkomo, who was ZAPU’s administrative sec-
retary. Everything was very secret. I just told 
them that I would be at certain hotels at cer-
tain times and suddenly John Nkomo ap-
peared. I was taken to the ZAPU headquarters 
in Lusaka, where I had about an hour’s inter-
view with Joshua Nkomo and his staff. He 
explained the situation to me and I asked him 
about the possibility of channelling funds. It 
was on this occasion that he criticized the 
Swedish government for being too particular 
about its funding. 

I did not expect more than this interview 
with him, but Nkomo said that he would take 
me back to the hotel and that we later would 
go to some of the refugee camps. It was very 
exciting! I had not expected that at all. I think 
that it showed some confidence in the Church 
of Sweden Mission. He then came with a 
whole convoy of cars. There were two of us, 
myself and a youth leader from Sigtuna, who 
accompanied me on this tour. We first drove 
to Victory Camp, where there were some 
3,000–5,000 girls. Joshua Nkomo took me 
around the camp, showing me the facilities 
and explaining their needs. From Victory 
Camp we went to another camp, where they 
kept young mothers with babies. In both 
places, I was given the opportunity to say a 
few words to the refugees, explaining who I 
was. At Victory Camp, Nkomo called out all 
the girls on parade. It was quite impressive. 

We then had further discussions regarding the 
possibility of channelling funds to ZAPU. It 
was subsequently done through the Church of 
Sweden Aid. CSM also sent some funds to 
ZAPU through the Lutheran World Federa-
tion. 
TS: Finally, turning to South Africa, official 
Swedish assistance was from the beginning of 
the 1970s extended to ANC. Over the years, 
there were close contacts between Gatsha 
Buthelezi and the Church of Sweden Mission 
in Zululand. Did CSM ever channel any sup-
port to Inkatha? 
TB: Well, not directly to Buthelezi’s Inkatha, 
but to programmes administered through cer-
tain movements in Natal which were linked to 
Zululand. There was, for example, an ec-
umenical centre in Pietermaritzburg which 
was running agricultural projects in Natal. At 
this ecumenical centre there were also a num-
ber of practical courses for young people who 
needed further clerical and administrative 
training, women in particular. The Church of 
Sweden Mission channelled some funds from 
SIDA to this centre on the recommendation of 
and through our contacts with Chief Buthelezi. 
But CSM never gave any direct support to 
Inkatha. We held the view that Buthelezi to 
begin with stood for a positive movement in 
South Africa in that he refused to declare Kwa-
Zulu independent. After the formation of 
Inkatha, his intentions were, however, not as 
clear as in the beginning. 

 

 

 

Stig Blomqvist 
LO/TCO—Miners International Federation—Regional adviser in Southern Africa  
(Bro, 29 January 1997) 

Tor Sellström: You have had a long and im-
portant involvement in trade union matters in 
the whole world. What is the background to 
your involvement? When did you go to South-
ern Africa? 
Stig Blomqvist: Well, the background is that 
when I was working for the International 
Transport Workers Federation, John Näslund 
and Anders Stendalen of the Swedish Mine-
workers Union asked me in 1981 if I was will-

ing to start an international education project. 
Peter Tait, the former general secretary of the 
Miners International Federation (MIF) had 
agreed with Stendalen on that. Tait came to 
Stockholm and we had a chat. I did not speak 
very good English in those days. Maybe not 
now either, but in those days it was terrible. A 
mix of seaman’s English and cockney. How-
ever, Anders Stendalen persuaded me to jump 
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into the boat. It was the most difficult boat that 
I have ever boarded, but it was interesting.  

It started as a six month project, through 
which I was supposed to introduce a new sys-
tem for trade union education in the Third 
World, at a very basic level. It was largely in-
spired by the Swedish study circle activities. I 
soon found myself sitting in London to start 
the work, but MIF had nothing to fall back on. 
There was no policy, nor history of education. 
I thought that there was something, but there 
was nothing to build on. What I had to do first 
of all was to get a platform to work from. It 
was not very easy. I was also clever enough to 
begin in the most difficult part of the world, 
Latin America, a continent full of rotten trade 
unions. Not trade unions for the workers, 
anyway. 

I started in Colombia, but I learnt very 
quickly that it was a difficult country, full of 
corruption, drug cartels and corrupt trade 
unions. There was not one union that was not 
corrupt. But I was lucky, because the union 
stopped the project and instead I went to Peru. 
Peru was interesting. There was no corruption, 
but lots of political intrigues. I worked in a 
small mine up in the Andes, about four to five 
thousand metres above sea-level. It was 
owned by the Japanese. Very isolated. There 
was only one road and it was guarded by the 
police, the guardia civil. The miners’ lives 
were in the hands of the damned company. 
One day, the police started to attack me and a 
union leader, but the miners came from eve-
rywhere. They stoned the guardia civil to re-
lease us. The next day, when we were plan-
ning the education activities in the union hall, 
hell broke loose. The police opened fire against 
the miners about 500 metres from where we 
were. There was blood all over the place. One 
person was killed and others had bullets in 
their legs, arms and upper bodies. 

That was my experience from the trade un-
ions in Latin America. After that, I went to 
Guyana and in 1983 from there to Zimbabwe, 
in the centre of the mining activities in Africa. I 
knew that I could live decently there and also 
go home to Sweden sometimes. I also knew 
that there were lots of contract workers down 
there. 
TS: Were you employed by MIF?  
SB: No, I have never been employed by MIF. I 
have been on loan from the Swedish Mine-

workers Union. I am a Swedish miner and I 
will die as such. 
TS: Your base was in Harare. But from where 
did the funds for your projects come? 
SB: From the beginning, the project was 
funded by LO/TCO through SIDA. It was 
completely financed from Sweden. 

Now, soon after my arrival in Harare, I got 
involved with one of the most important un-
ions in Africa, well, in the whole world outside 
Europe. One day I was approached by a man 
called Cyril Ramaphosa. He called me from 
Johannesburg and said that he was the Gen-
eral Secretary of a newly formed National 
Union of Mineworkers (NUM). He asked me if 
I was willing to get the union moving through 
education activities. He was himself a very 
well educated fellow. He had been chosen to 
set up a union and really get something going 
in South Africa. I then met Ramaphosa and a 
fellow called James Motlatsi at the airport in 
Harare. I first took them to the trade union 
office in town and introduced them to Geof-
frey Mutandare, the chairman of the Mine-
workers Union of Zimbabwe. Mutandare was 
joking and said: ‘We must have a party for our 
friends from South Africa’. But Cyril said: ‘No. 
We have not come here for a party. We have 
come here for work’. That showed me what 
kind of man he was. That was enough for me. 

We then went to my house, and I told them 
about the low cost education which I had been 
introducing in the unions. Ramaphosa said: ‘It 
sounds good’. In those days, James Motlatsi 
was not saying one word. He was just sitting 
there. But Cyril presented his plans and wrote 
down the layout on a paper. He showed his 
capacity. How he can form ideas into an al-
most perfect layout. Because it was he who did 
that, not I. 

We designed the whole structure of NUM’s 
education activity that night. It is still there 
today. So it was not a bad job. Cyril was very 
interesting. He could easily get my ideas on a 
paper. That was not my strong side. He also 
worked out a preliminary budget for one year. 
I then phoned the former director of the 
LO/TCO Council of International Trade Union 
Cooperation, Jan-Erik Norling. It was late in 
the evening. I said to him: ‘Can you get the 
money?’ And Norling said: ‘You can go ahead 
with the planning. I will get the money’. He 
took a risk that nobody else in Sweden in those 
days would have taken. 
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Norling was the one who saved the face of 
the Swedish trade union movement’s interna-
tional involvement, I would say. He had the 
brains to analyse the situation very quickly 
and take a high risk. He struggled through the 
Swedish bureaucracy to get the money, as he 
had promised. There were not many who sup-
ported him in those days, but later on—when 
NUM and South Africa became star projects—
then there was a different tone. 

That was the beginning. At the time, NUM 
had 40,000 members. Then, slowly, things 
started to develop in South Africa. In the be-
ginning, NUM was working from one room, 
where Ramaphosa and Motlatsi were also 
sleeping. As a team, they were perfect. As I 
said, Motlatsi was not talking, but in the mines 
he was talking a lot. He is the best agitator I 
know. Talking to mass meetings. He is better 
than Cyril even. 
TS: So the first support to the National Union 
of Mineworkers of South Africa was from 
Sweden. How about the United States and 
other Western countries? Were they not in-
volved in the trade union movement? 
SB: Cyril told me that he had been running 
around the world, to the Americans, to the 
Germans, everybody, trying to get assistance. 
But they did not get anything practical which 
was useful to them. What they got was pea-
nuts. Nothing to start a mass movement with. 
And that is what we are talking about, the 
start of a mass movement. NUM started as a 
union for blacks. That was the only way to 
mobilize the black mineworkers. Today, eve-
rybody is allowed into the union. Anyway, 
when the activity started to develop, the 
money required was also starting to be enor-
mous. I then got Norway and Denmark in-
volved. They are my neighbours and I was 
able to talk to them. Later, the support also 
involved Holland. The bulk of the money was 
always from Sweden, but the other countries 
helped a lot. 

In 1986 or 1987, I was invited to the mine-
workers’ congress and I got a visa to South 
Africa for the first time. It gave me the oppor-
tunity to meet the miners who I had been try-
ing to support for so long. It was unusual to do 
a project when you never had been to the 
country! Anyway, the South African mine-
workers showed me their appreciation in 
many ways. They carried me on their shoul-
ders around the congress hall, for example. 

TS: Where was this? 
SB: That was outside Johannesburg, in 
Soweto. I also went with Motlatsi to the mines. 
In those days, he was talking. The silence was 
over. I was one of them. Motlatsi was the first 
President of NUM. He started as a contract 
worker from Lesotho. I have seen his mines, 
his bed and the steel cabinet where he kept his 
clothes. We visited the gold mine Western 
Deep Levels, where there was a mass meeting 
of about 15,000 people. I addressed the miners 
there. They greeted me, but said: ‘Can you 
give us guns?’ That was the most important. 
They were revolutionary minded, but I ex-
plained: ‘I am sorry, I cannot do that. The 
Swedish people do not believe in a violent 
change of society. We believe in peaceful 
methods, including strikes, but not in vio-
lence’. And they accepted that. 
TS: Were you the only foreign representative 
at the NUM congress? 
SB: I think that there was somebody from Eng-
land, but I was the only mineworker. Natu-
rally, there were also some political people 
invited, because ANC was involved in the 
development of the trade union movement in 
South Africa. Without the trade union move-
ment, ANC would be nothing. 
TS: The project that you developed, was it the 
so-called E-plan?  
SB: Well, E-plan simply stood for education 
plan. But it was confusing to the police. They 
did not know what the E-plan was. The whole 
system in South Africa was built on the cell-
system, the communist-inspired system, and 
the Swedish study circle activity. We started 
cells which could operate in a country where 
nothing was allowed and that is how South 
Africa is free today. That is the whole thing. It 
also worked in the closed hostels. 
TS: You were also closely involved with the 
Mineworkers Union of Namibia (MUN). How 
did that begin? 
SB: It began the first time I was in South Af-
rica, really. There were two representatives of 
the Mineworkers Union of Namibia at the 
NUM congress. We talked a lot and agreed 
that I should come over to discuss education 
activities. 

I went there and when I arrived in Wind-
hoek, I was met by one of my oldest friends, 
Ben Ulenga. He was a very interesting fellow. 
He was a former guerrilla commander in Na-
mibia who had spent nine years on Robben 
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Island. He told me about this, how it was and 
how he kept his mind clear. He is very sharp. 
We began a long friendship. 

In Namibia, we also agreed to use education 
to try to get the union on its feet. The back-
ground of MUN was really that it was Cyril 
Ramaphosa who formed it among the contract 
workers from Namibia. When they formed the 
mineworkers’ union in Namibia, they signed 
over the membership. However, Ben Ulenga, 
Cyril Ramaphosa and I agreed that NUM of 
South Africa should take their brothers and 
sisters of Namibia under their wings and assist 
them in whatever way they wanted. 
TS: Did you ever have any contacts with 
SACTU in South Africa? 
SB: No. 
TS: Was that because SACTU was a member 
of the World Federation of Trade Unions 
(WFTU)? 
SB: No. MIF often discussed what to do about 
the involvement of WFTU, but I said: ‘Don’t 
worry about that. Worry about what you your-
self do or not do’. The dictator-style of a trade 
union is nothing that the Third World buys. 
No way. 
TS: Was the LO/TCO council in Sweden wor-
ried that you were supporting trade unions in 
South Africa and Namibia that were controlled 
by Communists? 
SB: I do not know. They did not say so. If they 
were, they kept it for themselves. 

TS: Did you ever visit any Swedish companies 
in South Africa or Namibia? 
SB: No, because my way to operate was to 
keep away from Swedish activities in the 
country where I was. I did not even visit the 
embassy. 
TS: In general terms, what do you think that 
the role of the Swedish trade union movement 
was for South Africa and Namibia compared 
with that of the big Western powers? 
SB: The big Western powers did nothing for 
the development of the movement in South 
Africa. That is my judgement. It was only the 
Nordic countries and Holland. They should 
have full credit for that. Nobody else, espe-
cially not the Germans. They have not done 
anything, other than invite people for semi-
nars where they tried to brainwash them. 
Against that background, what is happening 
today is very worrying. MIF has been hijacked 
by the Americans and the Germans. I fought 
against it and I almost lost my health. I was 
fighting, because I saw that the Americans and 
the Germans wanted to control others with 
their money. Everything they assisted was 
connected to their own countries. They used 
the trade union movement for political pur-
poses, which has been described very well by 
the Latin American expert Åke Wedin. He 
says that the Americans and the Germans are 
trying to control the trade unions in the Third 
World. I agree with him completely. 

 

 

 

Pär Granstedt 
Centre Party—Association of Western European Parliamentarians  
Against Apartheid 
African European Institute 
(Stockholm, 3 June 1996) 

Tor Sellström: How did your involvement 
with Southern Africa begin? 
Pär Granstedt: As a matter of fact, my entire 
political involvement started with South Af-
rica. It was when I was at secondary school in 
Södertälje in the early 1960s. My first political 
act, I would say, was to sell anti-apartheid 
badges in the school-yard. Out of that grew a 
political interest in Third World issues and in 

issues related to justice between the North and 
the South. I later joined the Centre Party Youth 
League. So, my South African involvement is 
older than my involvement in the Centre 
Party. 
TS: Were you then a member of a solidarity 
organization? 
PG: I was not a member of any structured 
organization. I think that it was the National 
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Council of Swedish Youth (SUL) that distrib-
uted these badges. People were approached in 
the schools to sell them.  
TS: Was that part of the 1963 SUL boycott 
campaign? 
PG: Yes, it was. 
TS: In the 1960s, the Centre Party—
particularly the Youth League—advocated 
support to the national liberation movements 
in Southern Africa. These movements waged 
armed struggles and they were supported by 
the Communist countries. How would you 
explain that a Swedish non-socialist party took 
this position? 
PG: I think that it is important to understand 
that the Centre Party—although a bourgeois or 
non-socialist party—is based on the un-
derprivileged segments of society. When 
founded, it was in itself a kind of liberation 
movement for the smallholders in Sweden and 
interest in questions related to social justice 
have therefore always been fundamental to the 
Centre Party. It was natural for the party to 
side with the underprivileged in the Third 
World. I think that that is the main ideological 
reason. In fact, in most Third World countries 
the social movements have been based on 
small farmers with a similar socio-economic 
base as the Centre Party.  
TS: Was it not controversial that the liberation 
movements were supported by the Com-
munist countries? 
PG: It was to a degree, although it was part of 
a more general controversy in the 1960s. The 
Centre Party Youth League was to some extent 
part of the Left wave in Sweden. Of course, 
more conservative groups within the party 
were rather opposed to that, but much less 
when it came to the situation in Southern Af-
rica. It was more politically correct to support 
the liberation movements there. Apartheid 
was considered so horrendous and memories 
from the Nazi period made action against ra-
cism generally accepted.  
TS: At that time, the Centre Party also strongly 
advocated Swedish support to Zambia. Do 
you think that Kenneth Kaunda played a role 
for the involvement of the Centre Party in 
favour of the liberation movements in South-
ern Africa? 
PG: I have no memories of my own from that 
process. I was not involved in the Centre Party 
at that time. But, I imagine that he did play a 
role. It is obvious that a number of individuals 

were important for this process, both Swedes 
who created an awareness about what was 
happening in Southern Africa and people from 
Southern Africa visiting Sweden. 
TS: In the early 1960s, it seems that liberal 
intellectuals and people from the churches 
were the most active in the formation of the 
Swedish solidarity opinion with Southern 
Africa, while the organized labour movement 
joined much later. Would you agree with this? 
PG: Yes, in a way I believe that it is a true pic-
ture of what happened. I once studied the 
debate about development aid in the Swedish 
parliament and I found the same pattern. The 
Liberal Party and the Centre Party were push-
ing very hard for increased aid, while the So-
cial Democrats were a bit more careful. One of 
the reasons, I think, was simply that the Social 
Democratic Party was in government and 
therefore felt that they had to be careful not to 
spend too much government money. They also 
had to consider the reactions in other coun-
tries, especially in the West. At the same time, 
the youth and women’s leagues within the 
Social Democratic movement have always 
been much more progressive than the party 
itself. 
TS: Do you think that the early contacts es-
tablished with leaders such as Oliver Tambo, 
Eduardo Mondlane and others helped the 
Swedish politicians to understand the nation-
alist core of the struggle in Southern Africa, 
beyond the East-West divide? 
PG: I think that that is very true. It was evi-
dent from the Swedish debate that most peo-
ple realized that the liberation movements 
were not part of the Eastern bloc. The problem 
was that their main source of support hap-
pened to be the Communist countries. We saw 
it very much as our task to see to it that they 
also had other supporters, to make them less 
dependent on the East and more interested in 
becoming part of the free world in the future. 
A general opinion in the Centre Party and the 
Liberal Party—and also among Social Democ-
rats—was that we had a responsibility to try to 
move the movements towards the West, with 
more liberal views on democracy and the 
economy. Looking at the situation today, it 
proved very successful. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament paved the 
way for direct official humanitarian support to 
the Southern African liberation movements. 
Some movements that were recognized by the 
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OAU were, however, never supported by 
Sweden. This was, for example, the case with 
PAC of South Africa and FNLA of Angola. 
What were the reasons behind this position? 
PG: Although I was not active in the parlia-
ment during that period, my impression is that 
we doubted the base of certain movements. 
Our feeling was that they did not have a really 
strong base at home and that they were not 
representative of the peoples in their countries. 
That is mainly why we did not support them. 
TS: Has the Centre Party given direct assis-
tance to any liberation movement in Southern 
Africa? 
PG: There has been some support to the youth 
leagues of both SWAPO and ANC. Our 
women’s league has also given support to the 
SWAPO women. 
TS: You have been a member of SIDA’s board, 
the parliamentary standing Committee on 
Foreign Affairs and the Advisory Council on 
Foreign Affairs. Were you satisfied that the 
Swedish support to the liberation movements 
was used for the humanitarian purposes stated 
and not for the armed struggle? 
PG: I think that we had sufficient control that 
our support was not used for buying arms or 
directly financing armed operations. But, of 
course, it was in a way support for the armed 
struggle. I do not think that we wanted to pre-
vent that. Giving humanitarian aid to a libera-
tion movement involved in armed struggle 
was in a way support for that struggle. But, we 
were satisfied that it was not directly used for 
arms or military operations. 
TS: How did the other Western countries look 
upon the Swedish involvement with the 
Southern African liberation movements? 
PG: I did not encounter any really strong re-
actions against our involvement. It was not at 
all as the Swedish support to FNL in Vietnam, 
which really provoked strong reactions, espe-
cially in the United States. The case of South-
ern Africa was less controversial as everybody 
was against apartheid. 
TS: You never experienced any pressure from 
the British or the Americans? 
PG: No. The discussions in which I was in-
volved with the British concerned economic 
sanctions against South Africa, where we were 
on the offensive, asking them why they did 
not do anything. 
TS: In 1976, after a long period of Social De-
mocratic rule, a non-socialist coalition gov-

ernment took over, led by the Centre leader 
Thorbjörn Fälldin. Many expected that it 
would change Sweden’s policy on Southern 
Africa. Instead, the official support to the lib-
eration movements increased and as the first 
Western country Sweden legislated against 
investments in South Africa. How would you 
explain this? 
PG: Well, it was rather logical, knowing the 
position of the Centre and Liberal parties. 
What is important to note is that there was 
only limited influence on foreign policy by the 
Moderate Party at that time. Both the Prime 
Minister and the Foreign Minister were from 
the Centre Party and the Minister for Devel-
opment Aid from the Liberal Party. In fact, the 
Moderate Party was very much an outsider in 
this field. They were not as strong in that coali-
tion as in later non-socialist governments. 
TS: Humanitarian assistance is, of course, 
support for human rights and in this respect 
there were instances of abuse within the lib-
eration movements. Do you recall if these 
problems were discussed by the SIDA board 
or the Foreign Affairs Committee and if they 
were taken up with the leadership of the lib-
eration movements? 
PG: Yes, they were definitely discussed. Not as 
a reason to stop the support, but rather as an 
embarrassment as it weakened their case. Of 
course, it did have a negative political impact. 
I suppose that it was taken up in the official 
contacts between Sweden and the liberation 
movements. I was not involved in that, but on 
the youth side I remember, for instance, par-
ticipating in discussions with representatives 
of SWAPO on these questions. It definitely did 
play a role. We were eager to point out how 
much it hurt the case of the liberation move-
ments and how counter-productive it was for 
the struggle. 
TS: Since its foundation, you have been closely 
involved with the Association of Western 
European Parliamentarians Against Apart-
heid, which was the original name, and you 
are still the treasurer of AWEPA. In the Swed-
ish parliament, did AWEPA have members 
from all the parties? 
PG: All the traditional parliamentary parties 
have been, and still are, represented in 
AWEPA. Even very prominent Moderate MPs 
such as Carl Bildt, who later became Prime 
Minister, and Margaretha af Ugglas, who be-
came Minister for Foreign Affairs, were mem-



 Sweden  271 

  

bers of AWEPA. In fact, the first member from 
the Moderate Party was Carl Bildt and Marga-
retha af Ugglas was also among the first. 
AWEPA has always had a broad political base. 
The only political party that was never repre-
sented in AWEPA was New Democracy dur-
ing its short period in the Swedish parliament. 
I think that it was our fault as much as theirs. 
We never asked them. We did not consider 
that their ideology was in tune with AWEPA’s. 
TS: Looking back, what would in your view 
constitute the most important contribution by 
Sweden to the process of national liberation in 
Southern Africa? 
PG: I think that it was very important that we, 
as a Western democracy, played an active role. 
It would have been disastrous if the liberation 
movements had been seen to have friends only 
among authoritarian Communist parties and 
countries in Eastern Europe. That was very 
important. Another factor was, of course, that 
we in the long run managed to persuade other 
Western countries to support the process to-
wards democracy, maybe not so often the lib-
eration struggle as such, but through sanc-
tions. In the end, there was a kind of interna-
tional consensus to force the apartheid regime 
to give up. I think that it played an important 

role for the rather peaceful transition that we 
have witnessed. 
TS: Would a similar Swedish active in-
volvement be possible today? 
PG: Yes, I think that it would be possible. Of 
course, in the present situation the Swedish 
priority would be to try to get the EU member 
countries to do the same as we do. But I am 
sure that we would also be prepared to work 
unilaterally if necessary. It is interesting to 
look at Denmark, which was almost as active 
as Sweden. Denmark was a member of both 
EU and NATO, but played a very constructive 
role. The EU membership might put some 
restraints on our freedom of action, but at the 
same time it also adds more tools to our pal-
ette of possible actions. 
TS: Is there anything that you would like to 
add? 
PG: Yes, I think that it is important to stress 
the role of the neighbouring countries—not 
least Zambia—for the liberation struggle, what 
they have done and what sufferings they had 
to undergo. I think, in fact, that the support we 
gave to the Frontline States was about as im-
portant as the support we gave directly to the 
liberation movements. These countries took 
many risks and sacrificed many economic 
possibilities in favour of the regional struggle. 

 

 

 

Birger Hagård 
Moderate Party 
(Stockholm, 9 October 1996) 

Tor Sellström: As a scholar, conservative poli-
tician and member of parliament, you have 
had a long involvement in international af-
fairs. In your view, how could the broad and 
active Swedish opinion on Southern Africa be 
explained?  
Birger Hagård: There are, of course, many 
different background factors. I think that one 
explanation is that the Cold War was inten-
sified in the 1950s. Also, it may be that the 
Swedes had a bad conscience, in some way. 
Sweden was rather prosperous and many 
people thought that we should try to help 
other parts of the world that were not so well 

off. It has also been said—maybe with some 
truth—by Gustav Sundbärg, one of the Swed-
ish authorities at the beginning of this century, 
that the further away a country is situated, the 
more interesting it becomes in Sweden. If a 
country is very distant from Sweden, people 
may be interested, because they do not know 
anything at all about it. Of course, there was 
also an irritation—well, more than an irrita-
tion, a frustration—when you saw the devel-
opments in the region, especially in the Union 
of South Africa and the hardening of the 
apartheid system. That was very strange to a 
Swede or to a European, particularly after 
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what we had experienced during the Second 
World War and the Nazi persecutions. 
TS: The former South African Minister of For-
eign Affairs, ‘Pik’ Botha, served at the South 
African legation in Stockholm from 1956 to 
1960. In an interview, he said that he found the 
climate in Sweden very hostile towards his 
country and that the main opinion makers 
against South Africa were liberals, such as Ivar 
Harrie and Herbert Tingsten, but also the 
churches. 
BH: Yes, that is true.  
TS: How did your own involvement with 
Southern Africa begin? Was it with the Congo 
crisis in 1960 or with your tenure as chairman 
of the Swedish Conservative Youth League 
(HUF) from 1963 to 1965? 
BH: I think that it was during the Congo crisis. 
Maybe I should stress that I have always been 
a very firm anti-Communist. I was very much 
engaged when the Russians occupied the Bal-
tic countries. From my childhood and my 
youth, I remember the Baltic refugees coming 
to Sweden. I had a lot of friends among them 
and, of course, they could never forgive the 
Russians for the occupation. I became a very 
firm anti-Communist and I have been a very 
firm anti-Communist all my life. At the time of 
the Congo crisis, I was the vice-chairman of 
the Baltic Committee. Professor Birger Ner-
man, who had had a chair in Dorpat, Estonia, 
was the chairman. His brother, Ture Nerman, 
was also very strongly engaged in our work. 
When the United Nations’ troops—including 
the Swedes—attacked Moise Tshombe in Ka-
tanga, there was formed a Katanga Committee 
in Sweden, with Gillis Hammar, Birger and 
Ture Nerman and many others. People who 
were not in the same political camp as I was. 
They were more liberal. Anyway, we found 
that we had much in common and we consid-
ered this attack on Tshombe very unfair. 

I was also very much influenced by a book 
by Torsten Gihl, who was a Swedish expert in 
international law. At that time he was a pro-
fessor in Uppsala. He wrote a book in which 
he really accused the United Nations because 
of their behaviour and I must admit that it had 
a lot of influence on me and my thoughts. An-
other basic thing was that being a firm anti-
Communist, I have always been Western ori-
ented and in this case that meant that we to-
gether criticized what the UN and, of course, 

the Swedish government did. That, I think, 
was my first interest in Southern Africa. 
TS: On 1 March 1963, when you were in the 
HUF leadership, the National Council of 
Swedish Youth (SUL) launched a consumer 
boycott against South African goods. The con-
servative youth also participated in this cam-
paign. 
BH: Yes, we participated, but I do not think 
that we were very active. 
TS: And in 1974, the conservative Moderate 
Youth League (MUF) launched a project under 
the heading “support the struggle against ra-
cism in Southern Africa”, where it asked for 
financial contributions in favour of “the orga-
nizations that strive for freedom and democ-
racy”. How was this viewed by the mother 
party, the Moderate Party? 
BH: Well, to be quite frank, I do not know. 
After my chairmanship of the young conser-
vatives between 1963 and 1965, I went back to 
university and was working there as a lecturer 
at the same time as I was preparing my disser-
tation. In 1967, I was appointed university 
lecturer in Linköping and moved to Östergöt-
land. I settled in Vadstena and very soon—in 
1970–1971—I became involved in local politics. 
Thus, between 1965–1966 and 1982 I did not 
have so much to do with national politics. 
Especially not in the inner circles. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament paved the 
way for direct official Swedish support to na-
tional liberation movements in Southern Af-
rica. These movements professed a socialist 
ideology, waged armed struggle and were 
assisted by the Soviet Union and/or China. 
Against the background of traditional Swedish 
policies of neutrality and peaceful solution of 
conflicts, how would you explain the stand 
taken by the Swedish parliament and the So-
cial Democratic government? 
BH: Well, there was the general radicalisation 
and the 1968 events. You also had people like 
Olof Palme, Pierre Schori and others involved 
in the socialist camp here in Sweden. It is not a 
secret that we in the opposite camp did not 
like them very much, precisely because of their 
socialist—or Communist—sympathies. I think 
that the general radicalisation might be one 
explanation.  
TS: The Swedish government had set up an 
advisory committee on refugee—later, hu-
manitarian—assistance, chaired by the Di-
rector General of SIDA. It did not have a par-
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liamentary composition, although the ambi-
tion was to have different political opinions 
represented there. How did you look upon the 
committee? 
BH: I wonder if there were many that knew 
about it. It was only later that I became aware 
that the committee existed. Of course, I very 
much dislike and disapprove of the fact that 
there was such a committee, without any par-
liamentary control.  
TS: It was an important body when it comes to 
official Swedish support to the Southern Afri-
can liberation movements? 
BH: Yes, in the way that all the millions went 
to ANC, for instance. 
TS: After a long reign of Social Democratic 
rule, in 1976 the Moderate Party entered a 
coalition government with the Centre Party 
and the Liberal Party. Not only did this non-
socialist government maintain official Swedish 
assistance to the liberation movements in 
Southern Africa, but it increased the assistance 
and—furthermore—introduced the first Swed-
ish boycott legislation against South Africa 
and Namibia in 1979. How would you explain 
this?  
BH: It is very difficult to believe that there was 
any enthusiasm about it in the conservative 
camp, but maybe it could be said that this, 
after all, was a minor question. There were 
difficulties in the co-operation between the 
non-socialist partners and this question had no 
priority within the Moderate Party, I think. If 
the Centre Party, which had the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs under Karin Söder, was inter-
ested in doing something like that, I am quite 
sure that Gösta Bohman, the leader of the 
Moderate Party, said ‘OK, go ahead. We will 
not fight you on this point'. 
TS: Carl Bildt, the former conservative Prime 
Minister, was a member of the Association of 
Western European Parliamentarians Against 
Apartheid, AWEPAA, based in Holland. Were 
you also a member of AWEPAA? 
BH: No, I was not. I was not at all active in 
international politics at that time. 
TS: Did you know that Carl Bildt was a mem-
ber of AWEPAA? 
BH: No, I did not even know what AWEPAA 
was. But I can understand it to some extent. As 
I said, there had never been any sympathy for 
apartheid as such. On the contrary. 
TS: Considerable amounts of Swedish funds 
were over the years channelled to the libera-

tion movements in Southern Africa. Are you 
satisfied that SIDA exercised sufficient control 
over these funds and that they were used in 
accordance with agreements, that is, for hu-
manitarian, non-military purposes? 
BH: No. As I said, I think that there should 
have been parliamentary control.  
TS: Your involvement in Southern Africa has 
primarily concerned Angola, where you at 
quite an early stage advocated humanitarian 
support for UNITA in Angola. How did you 
come into contact with UNITA? Did you meet 
Jonas Savimbi when he visited Sweden in 
1967?  
BH: No, I did not meet Jonas Savimbi in 1967. 
Not at all. I think that my first contact with 
UNITA must have taken place in 1984 and, if I 
remember it correctly, my first parliamentary 
motion on this question was submitted in 
January 1985. The first contact was through 
Luís Antunes, the UNITA representative in 
Sweden. I do not remember who took the ini-
tiative. I think that it was Antunes. I had 
talked to a lot of friends about the situation in 
Angola and somebody who knew Antunes 
introduced him to me. And, of course, I be-
came more and more interested in what was 
going on. Especially in 1984, when there was 
this massive support from Russia and all the 
Cubans were going there. Angola could be 
regarded as a Communist country, or at least a 
country in which the Russians and the Com-
munists were very much interested. I got a lot 
of material from Antunes and I also started 
reading the French magazine Jeune Afrique. It 
all developed from there. I found that some-
thing had to be done and wrote my motion in 
January 1985. 
TS: So, from your point of view, what was 
important was the East-West dimension? 
BH: Yes, indeed it was. 
TS: UNITA had close contacts with RENAMO 
in Mozambique. Why did you not also advo-
cate humanitarian support to RENAMO? 
BH: Well, the main reason was that we did not 
have enough information on what was going 
on in Mozambique. There were many different 
opinions. Was RENAMO a terrorist organiza-
tion or was it not? I could not get the informa-
tion that I wanted. That was the main reason 
for not writing about RENAMO. If you are not 
sure about something, do not write about it! 
TS: From January 1985, you wrote several 
parliamentary motions against Swedish as-
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sistance to the People’s Republic of Angola. 
Your motions were never signed by the lead-
ership of the Moderate Party, but would later 
enjoy the support of more than twenty conser-
vative MPs. Would it be fair to say that your 
position on Angola was not fully endorsed by 
the party or that you were ‘the first mover’ of a 
broad party opinion?  
BH: Well, you may say that I was ‘the first 
mover’. I never asked the party leadership for 
any support at all. I just tried to introduce the 
question to the Swedish public. It was very 
interesting, because there was some kind of a 
conflict between me and Carl Bildt. He said 
that the motion was okey, but that I could not 
have so many co-signatories because it almost 
became a party motion. But I think that there 
was a majority for my position in the conser-
vative parliamentary group. Many colleagues 
came to me and asked if they could have their 
names on the motion. I could not deny them 
that. That was the reason why there were so 
many names on a motion like this, which was 
very unique. 
TS: In September 1987, three Swedish aid 
workers were kidnapped by UNITA in An-
gola. One of them was shot dead and the other 
two were taken hostage. About one month 
before this incident, you and your fellow con-
servative MP Göran Allmér launched a cam-
paign in support of UNITA, called Swedish 
Angola Help (Svenska Angola-hjälpen). In sev-
eral press interviews you continued to express 
support for UNITA, in spite of methods which 
some described as terrorist. In view of the at-
tack on the Swedish aid workers, how would 
you explain your position? 
BH: Of course, it came as a shock to us when 
we heard what had happened. But what was 
truth and what was propaganda? That was 
very difficult to say. You could say that this 
was some kind of terrorist attack, but on the 
other hand it was the same kind of methods 
that the MPLA was using all the time. There 
was a civil war situation in Angola and the 
three Swedes must have been quite aware of 
the dangers. It happened, but that did not 
change our views. 
TS: In an interview with UNITA’s former Sec-
retary General, N’Zau Puna, he said that it was 
a mistake to kidnap the Swedes, because at 
that time they were building up support for 
UNITA in Sweden. I guess that he was think-
ing of the Swedish Angola Help and your 

work in parliament. Do you agree with his 
assessment? 
BH: Of course, it was a mistake. The kid-
napping did not support the cause at all. But I 
do not know if it meant that much, because so 
much was happening in Angola at the time. It 
is very difficult to judge. Anyway, it was not 
good.  
TS: Towards the end of the 1980s, a Swedish 
support group for UNITA was formed, called 
the Swedish Angola Groups (Svenska Angola-
grupperna). It published the bulletin Angola-
Rapport, and you were appointed Honorary 
President. What political parties or milieus 
supported the Angola Groups? Do they still 
exist? 
BH: No, they do not exist. As a matter of fact, 
you cannot say that they have existed as an 
organization. There were only a few meetings 
and I think that I was present at one of them. 
That was when I was appointed Honorary 
President. Tommy Hansson was rather active 
and among the conservative youth there was 
heavy support.  
TS: According to Angola-Rapport, in April 1989 
you visited UNITA’s headquarters in Jamba, 
where you met Jonas Savimbi. Was this your 
only visit to Angola? 
BH: Yes, that was my only visit. 
TS: How did you find UNITA’s organization 
and Savimbi’s leadership? 
BH: I was very impressed by what I found in 
Jamba, above all concerning education and 
discipline. Of course, Jamba was a primitive 
place, but it seemed very well organized both 
from a military and a civilian point of view. 
Dr. Savimbi was rather impressive and there 
were other UNITA members that I found very 
interesting. I do not remember their names, 
but one of them was, I think, head of their 
interrogation service or something like that. 
He was a very intelligent man. But there was 
also a conflict, because there were rumours 
that one of the leaders had been shot by 
Savimbi and his followers. As a matter of fact, 
we met him too, but he was later shot. I do not 
remember his name. 
TS: How did the UNITA leadership look upon 
Sweden? Did they see Sweden as backing the 
Communist side? 
BH: Yes, more or less.  
TS: Did other Swedish politicians visit Jamba? 
BH: No, I was the only one as far as I re-
member. 
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TS: In September 1992, presidential and par-
liamentary elections were held in Angola. 
They were declared free and fair by the United 
Nations and other international observers, but 
UNITA did not recognize the outcome, broke 
the cease-fire and re-launched the military 
campaign against the MPLA government. 
How did you look upon these developments? 
BH: Well, firstly, I doubt if the elections really 
could be called free and fair. I received reports 
that mentioned a lot of incidents. I cannot say 
that they were absolutely true, but I know how 
very difficult it is to observe these matters. 
Angola is a vast country and they used these 
mobile polling stations. Anyhow, it can be 
doubted how free the elections really were. 

After the elections, UNITA was attacked in 
Luanda. Many of the leaders were killed by 
MPLA. One of them was a General Mango, 
who had visited Sweden some years before. I 
found him a very interesting man. He was 
killed at that time. One of the Christian De-
mocrats that I had met was also attacked. She 
was of Portuguese origin. She was held for at 
least three months in very bad conditions be-
fore she could return to Portugal. So, I think 
that this was a rather bad event. 
TS: If we extend the horizon to the whole of 
Southern Africa, including South Africa, both 
socialist and non-socialist politicians have 
characterized the long period of Swedish hu-
manitarian assistance to the liberation move-
ments as one of the most positive and con-
structive components of Swedish contempo-
rary foreign policy. Would you agree? 
BH: I doubt it very much. As I said, we had no 
parliamentary control over what happened. 
Maybe it made Sweden a popular country 

with ANC, but definitely not with the Inkatha 
movement and most definitely not among the 
white South Africans. Instead, I found that 
they really hated Sweden. 
TS: Very little has been written about this 
chapter in Swedish foreign policy, partly be-
cause it was treated confidentially. 
BH: Yes, but I also think that the secrecy was 
preserved. Outside the political circles I do not 
know of many who knew what happened. If 
we had taken up this support from a constitu-
tional point of view, I am not quite sure that it 
would have been accepted, due to the lack of 
parliamentary control. I am also not quite sure 
that it was ever discussed in the Council on 
Foreign Affairs. If we had known that 900 mil-
lion Swedish Kronor was given by Sweden as 
direct support to ANC, I think that we would 
have launched heavy attacks on the govern-
ment.  

Of course, you could say that the support to 
ANC has been good for Sweden in a short 
perspective and in the context of the Mandela 
government in South Africa. But what will 
happen after Mandela? I do not know. My first 
and only visit to South Africa was in 1992. I 
met people from all sides, from ANC, Inkatha, 
the Nationalist Party and the Liberal Party, as 
well as representatives from the education 
sector, industry and so on. I found the opin-
ions very divided.   
TS: Finally, do you know of any protests 
against Sweden by other Western countries 
due to the support to the Southern African 
liberation movements? 
BH: No, but they cannot have been very 
happy about it. 
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Tor Sellström: You have been involved with 
Africa and African issues for well over forty 
years. How did it begin? 
Sven Hamrell: My involvement in Africa and 
African issues derives from my early studies in 
the USA, at Bowdoin College and at the 
Graduate Faculty of Political and Social Sci-
ence at the New School for Social Research in 
New York, where I had an opportunity to 
meet with quite a number of leading American 
liberals and African-American scholars, who 
became friends of mine. I took an interest in 
African affairs already in the late 1940s, not 
least in developments in Southern Africa, par-
ticularly South Africa, which was then in the 
limelight and much discussed in America. 
TS: When you were in the United States, Gun-
nar Myrdal’s famous book on the race ques-
tion, An American Dilemma, was already pub-
lished? 
SH: Yes, Myrdal was well known in America 
at the time and I was courteously treated as a 
compatriot of his. 
TS: When you came back to Sweden there was 
no organized opinion in favour of liberation in 
South or Southern Africa. But it slowly grew 
during the 1950s? 
SH: Yes. There were two people who were 
extremely important in forming public opin-
ion, especially on the South African issue. One 
was Herbert Tingsten with his book The Prob-
lem of South Africa. Tingsten was considered 
one of the best political journalists in Europe. 
He spoke with great authority and his book 
had a tremendous impact, not only in Sweden 
but also in other European countries and in 
South Africa. Another person who was very 
important and influential was Ivar Harrie, 
who also travelled in South Africa and pub-
lished a number of articles that were rather 
good, especially those that dealt with the intel-
lectual life of the Boers. And, of course, Alan 
Paton had been in Scandinavia. His Cry, My 
Beloved Country was actually partly written in 
Norway. Harrie, Tingsten and Paton were 
liberals and it meant that the Liberal Party 

became a very influential force in this respect. 
Then there were others, like Gunnar Helander, 
the dean of the cathedral in Västerås. He was 
already influential in church circles. There 
were also those who were not liberals. I would 
not be surprised if Joachim Israel, the sociolo-
gist, was active in the early 1950s. He later 
played an important role in these matters.  
TS: Israel was a founding member of the 
Swedish South Africa Committee? 
SH: Yes. I also believe that there was an in-
ternational organization that played a very 
important, but often neglected, role. That was 
the Congress for Cultural Freedom. It was an 
international organization, founded in Berlin. 
They had a librarian by the name of Jørgen 
Schleimann as Scandinavian secretary. He was 
a very influential man in the late 1950s and the 
early 1960s. The Congress for Cultural Free-
dom issued a number of publications, such as 
Encounter in England and Der Monat in Ger-
many. There was also an Italian publication 
and in Sweden they had a journal called Kul-
turkontakt. All sorts of people wrote in Kulturk-
ontakt. Per Wästberg wrote about Rhodesia 
and Anders Ehnmark about meetings with 
African leaders. Alan Paton also wrote there 
and so on. One of the editors was Bengt Alex-
andersson. 
TS: Of course, Per Wästberg was another very 
influential person, but of a younger genera-
tion? 
SH: Yes. He went on a Rotary scholarship to 
Rhodesia. It must have been in 1958. He came 
back in 1959. In those days, he was more of a 
Liberal than a Social Democrat.  
TS: Would it be fair to say that it was mainly 
Liberals that were behind the anti-apartheid 
opinion in Sweden before 1960? 
SH: I would say that up to 1960 it was mainly 
liberal forces. Then Jørgen Schleimann and the 
Congress for Cultural Freedom came into the 
picture. It was mainly made up of Social De-
mocrats. An important person in the Congress 
for Cultural Freedom was the South African 
journalist Colin Legum. There was a confer-
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ence organized by Schleimann for librarians 
from Africa and Scandinavia that had impor-
tant results. After that, there was a big socialist 
conference in Dakar, which was followed by a 
conference of historians in Accra. I was invited 
to that conference. It was the beginning of the 
movement for African socialism. 

There we heard Mamadou Dia and Léopold 
Senghor speak. But the person that I met there 
for the first time was Joseph Ki-Zerbo from 
Upper Volta, now Burkina Faso. He is today 
the leader of the Social Democratic Party in 
Burkina-Faso and came to play a very impor-
tant role in the Socialist International as 
chairman of its South Africa committee. Our 
friendship started already then. 
TS: In 1962, you and your colleague Anders 
Ehnmark published a book called Africans on 
Africa, with contributions by several African 
leaders. What was the background to the 
book? 
SH: Mário de Andrade and Marcelino dos 
Santos were already well known to Anders 
Ehnmark, because he had met them in Paris. 
Kenneth Kaunda had been to Uppsala before 
Zambia became independent. He laid a wreath 
on the grave of Dag Hammarskjöld. I accom-
panied him there. And, of course, we knew 
Ronald Segal. He was a friend of ours. 

What made it possible to produce this book 
was that Anders Ehnmark was sort of a cul-
tural editor of the newspaper Expressen. He 
could commission articles, pay for them and 
then edit them. They were published in Ex-
pressen, but then expanded into this book. We 
had the resources of the newspaper, although 
they did not understand that they were also 
being used for a different, but good purpose. It 
was a deliberate strategy on our part. We used 
Expressen in order to gather material for the 
book. 
TS: At the time, you were, of course, already 
the editor of Verdandi-Debatt. 
SH: Yes, I was the founder editor of Verdandi-
Debatt. What is perhaps interesting is that Afri-
cans on Africa was not the only book published 
by Verdandi-Debatt in the early 1960s. Anders 
Ehnmark and Per Wästberg also did a book on 
Angola and Mozambique. And we translated 
two books by Colin Legum. One was his fa-
mous book on Pan-Africanism and the other 
was his and his wife Margaret’s book about 
South Africa. They had a big impact. 

TS: Was that because they were used in study 
circles? 
SH: They were used in study circles and they 
were reviewed, not only in Dagens Nyheter and 
Svenska Dagbladet, but in all sorts of local pa-
pers. This was followed up a bit later with a 
seminar. I had then become the editor of the 
Scandinavian Institute for African Studies in 
Uppsala and we were looking for subjects for 
our international seminars. Our first seminar 
dealt with the Soviet bloc, China and Africa. It 
was held, I think, in 1963 and we published 
the proceedings in a book in 1964. We had 
very good participants at the seminar, like 
Colin Legum, David Morison, Walter Laqueur, 
Franz Ansprenger and Richard Lowenthal. 
They were experts on international Commu-
nism and, of course, also on Africa. Especially 
Colin Legum, who showed that one strain of 
Pan-Africanism—the one represented by 
George Padmore—was a good alternative to 
Soviet Communism. As a Social Democrat, he 
advised us in the Nordic countries to support 
similar policies and efforts in the African coun-
tries. In the end, that would make for a good, 
balanced development, he thought.  
TS: Did Colin Legum have good contacts with 
the Swedish Social Democratic movement? 
SH: Yes, he developed very good contacts, but 
I would say that it started with us. We intro-
duced Legum to the movement through Ver-
dandi and his contributions to our seminars. 
He was the Commonwealth correspondent of 
The Observer in those days, which was an im-
portant position. If you read the books by Pi-
erre Schori for instance, you can see the enor-
mous importance attached to him. It is rare 
that a journalist is given such an importance 
by policymakers. 
TS: As early as 1961, together with Per Wäst-
berg, Joachim Israel, Gunnar Helander and 
others, you founded the Swedish South Africa 
Committee. How did it work? What issues did 
you raise? 
SH: Well, it was a kind of advocacy organi-
zation. But, of course, in a way it may have 
contributed to all sorts of things, for example 
to the establishment of the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance. We 
also began to approach the trade union 
movement and the Social Democrats. Joachim 
Israel was instrumental in that. 

The South Africa Committee later led to the 
establishment of a South West Africa Commit-
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tee, around 1966 I think. I was also active in 
the South West Africa Committee together 
with Tom Nässbjer. We did something most 
unusual. We managed to engage the social 
democratic evening paper Aftonbladet in a 
campaign and collected about one hundred 
thousand Swedish kronor, which was quite a 
bit of money in those days. We had a friend at 
Aftonbladet, who helped us. That was Gunnar 
Fredriksson, who later became the editor-in-
chief. He was also a contributor to Verdandi-
Debatt, although not on African affairs. In the 
beginning, Tom Nässbjer was actually given 
an office in the Social Democratic Party head-
quarters in Stockholm and then he was moved 
to Aftonbladet, where he had a room while the 
campaign was running. 

When we had collected the hundred thou-
sand Kronor, there was a bit of a controversy 
about how it should be used. Should it be 
handed over to SWANU or to SWAPO? There 
was a bit of a fight about that. In the end, it 
was decided that SWAPO should get fifty 
thousand and SWANU fifty thousand. This 
laid a very good foundation for the future 
cooperation between what is now Namibia 
and Sweden. Since quite a lot of money came 
from the Swedish trade union movement, it 
also meant that the Social Democrats became 
more actively involved in the Southern African 
issues. It contributed to a process where the 
initiative, so to speak, moved from the Liberals 
to the Social Democrats. 

Important in this context was, in addition, 
the establishment of the Consultative Com-
mittee on Refugee—later, Humanitarian—
Assistance, where I was a member from the 
very beginning. I remember meeting Anders 
Thunborg at Stockholm airport in 1964. He 
came to me, saying: ‘Now we have one million 
Kronor for South African refugees’. Thunborg 
was then the international secretary of the 
Social Democratic Party. The committee was 
set up to discuss the utilization of these funds. 
TS: Thunborg was also a member of the South 
Africa Committee? 
SH: Yes. That is how advocacy works. But I 
think that he must have talked to Olof Palme 
about this. Palme, it should be remembered, 
took a very sincere interest in African de-
velopments. In 1960, I wrote an article in 
Dagens Nyheter about the atrocities in the 
Congo at the time of King Leopold. It was an 
account of a famous book by the Swedish mis-

sionary E. V. Sjöblom, I Palmernas Skugga (In 
the Shadow of the Palms), published at the turn 
of the century. A few days after my article 
appeared, I received an envelope which con-
tained E. D. Morel’s book Red Rubber, the fa-
mous book revealing the conditions around 
the exploitation of rubber in the Congo. It was 
a gift from Morel to Olof Palme’s grandfather. 
Palme felt that my article was so good that he 
sent me the book. 
TS: How did you view the role of the Con-
sultative Committee on Humanitarian Assis-
tance? 
SH: Well, when Ernst Michanek was the 
chairman, we felt that we were taking deci-
sions, but it might be that he was doing that. 
Then there was another Director General of 
SIDA, Anders Forsse. He behaved differently. 
We thought that we did not take any deci-
sions. He took them. It was a different style. 

In the beginning, the committee was in-
tended to primarily help refugees from South 
Africa. We were in contact with a very good 
Norwegian doctor by the name of Cato Aall, 
who was head of the refugee operations in 
Zambia. He used to drive down to Botswana 
in a Landrover, get the refugees over to the 
Botswana side and then drive them up to 
Zambia, where they were taken care of by the 
International Refugee Council of Zambia. 

In 1966, I felt that the Scandinavian Institute 
of African Studies should organize a seminar 
on refugee problems in Africa and that the 
proceedings should serve as a guide to the 
committee and to the Swedish government. 
Here again you find the name of Margaret 
Legum, Colin Legum’s very able wife. The 
book was the first study by a number of com-
petent persons on the African refugee prob-
lem. It was followed by a huge conference in 
Addis Ababa in 1967 on the legal, economic 
and social aspects of the African refugee prob-
lem, organized together with the UNHCR, the 
OAU and the ECA. At the time, it was one of 
the biggest conferences on refugees ever orga-
nized. It drew up plans for the handling of 
refugee matters in Africa. This was a very im-
portant contribution, but it also shows that in 
the early period the activities were more 
strictly humanitarian. Of course, the idea was 
to help the liberation movements, but they 
came more into focus later. 

At this conference, John Eldridge repre-
sented the African American Institute. What 
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should be remembered is that there was a 
strong American influence in those days, gen-
erally in a liberal direction. It is difficult to say 
what grew out of the commitment of indi-
viduals in Sweden and Scandinavia and what 
may have been, so to speak, stimulated from 
the USA.  
TS: Looking at the membership of the Con-
sultative Committee on Humanitarian Assis-
tance over the years, you find that there were 
representatives from various political currents 
in Sweden. However, there were no represen-
tatives from the then Swedish Communist 
Party? 
SH: Not that I can remember. It is interesting 
that there were always representatives of the 
Moderate Party. Some of them were a bit out 
of touch, but they had no problem. The Com-
munists were kept on the side-line. However, 
it is very difficult to assess to what extent the 
committee was a political instrument. 
TS: During your long period as a member of 
the committee, did you experience that there 
was consistent opposition to the Swedish sup-
port to Southern African liberation movements 
from any quarter? 
SH: No, I would not say that I could note that. 
I was rather surprised, actually, that there was 
so little opposition. 
TS: In the beginning, the Swedish support was 
purely humanitarian. But there were also links 
to the liberation movements. One obvious link 
was the Mozambique Institute in Tanzania, 
which was run by FRELIMO. You received the 
FRELIMO leader Eduardo Mondlane and his 
wife Janet in Uppsala in 1964? 
SH: Yes, Mondlane came to Sweden every 
year until he was killed in 1969. He and his 
wife were extremely nice. Eduardo was, of 
course, also a very good scholar. A very im-
pressive man. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament paved the 
way for direct support to the liberation 
movements in the Portuguese colonies and in 
Rhodesia, South West Africa and South Africa. 
These movements waged armed struggles and 
were also close to the Soviet Union. Was this 
contradictory to you? 
SH: In my case, I would say that it was nat-
ural, because I always believed that Pan-
Africanism of the Padmore variety would win 
in the end. You took a bit of a risk here, but it 
was actually in favour of a democratic cause 
and I think that we did the right thing. I think 

that we assisted the liberation movements in 
making the right choice. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that the very early 
and close relations between many of the Afri-
can leaders—such as Eduardo Mondlane, 
Oliver Tambo and Amílcar Cabral—and the 
political milieus in Sweden made it easier for 
Swedish politicians to see beyond the ideo-
logical surface? 
SH: Yes, I think so. Swedish politicians un-
derstood that Mondlane, Tambo or Cabral 
were no simple-minded Communists, because 
they were not. They were African nationalists. 
TS: There was never any official support by 
Sweden to FNLA of Angola, UANC of Zim-
babwe or Inkatha of South Africa. How would 
you explain that? 
SH: Well, it is in a way surprising, because if I 
remember it correctly, there were people in the 
Liberal Party who were in favour of Holden 
Roberto and FNLA. But I did not think that 
that was such a good idea. Muzorewa had, of 
course, supporters in the church, but support 
for UANC somehow did not materialize ei-
ther. I was against Buthelezi, because I knew 
that he had some strange connections. But 
there were people who really spoke in favour 
of him. He even came to the Hammarskjöld 
Foundation and had sandwiches once. How-
ever, we had been advised against him by 
friends in South Africa. I do not think that 
Inkatha was discussed much in the Consulta-
tive Committee on Humanitarian Assistance 
and I was personally against supporting it. 
TS: Considerable amounts of public Swedish 
funds were over the years channelled to the 
liberation movements in Southern Africa. Did 
the committee exercise any control over the 
funds or was it delegated to SIDA? 
SH: It was largely delegated to SIDA, but I 
remember, for instance, that Per Wästberg 
really tried to look into this matter to make 
sure that money allocated for humanitarian 
purposes was not used for purchases of arms. I 
was personally suspicious of the way that the 
International University Exchange Fund 
(IUEF) used some of the money. I had been a 
member of the board of IUEF and I felt that 
things could be kept in better order. I re-
quested that the Secretariat of the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance 
should go through the accounts of IUEF to 
make sure that every Krona was used for the 
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right purpose. However, this did not take 
place. But I was on record as doing that. 
TS: Humanitarian support is support for hu-
man rights in general. Some of the liberation 
movements were at different stages rocked by 
internal strife and there were cases of human 
rights’ abuses. Did you discuss these matters 
in the committee? Did you know about them 
at the time? 
SH: Well, I sort of heard about them, but they 
were not, as I recollect, discussed in the com-
mittee. Similarly, the IUEF affair was never 
properly reported to the committee. I think 
that it was a mistake. The report on the IUEF 
should have been made available to every 
member of the committee, but it was not done. 
That was not correct.  
TS: Do you think that the IUEF affair tar-
nished Sweden’s relations with ANC? 
SH: No, not particularly. I think that they had 
so many other things to care about and I also 
think that they felt partly guilty themselves, 
because they had, so to speak, to a degree en-
dorsed Craig Williamson and given him some 
legitimacy. 
TS: How would you assess Olof Palme’s role 
in and for Sweden’s involvement with the 

struggle for national liberation in Southern 
Africa? 
SH: I have always felt that I was working in 
his tradition, both at the Scandinavian Institute 
of African Studies and at the Hammarskjöld 
Foundation. Palme was a towering figure. 
Wherever I go in Africa, his name is men-
tioned with enormous gratitude for what he 
stood for. Everybody wants to pay tribute to 
him. Rightly so, I think. It is also very signifi-
cant that the last major speech that he gave—a 
week before he was killed—was addressed to 
the Swedish People’s Parliament Against 
Apartheid. We published it in Development 
Dialogue and it is still read with admiration by 
many Africans. 
TS: Looking back over all these years, what 
would in your view constitute the most im-
portant contribution by Sweden to the process 
of national liberation in Southern Africa? 
SH: That is a very big question. Of course, one 
must emphasize that if the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance had 
not existed and if the Swedish government 
had not allocated the funds, you would not 
have had the developments that you have had 
in South Africa. 
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Tor Sellström: When and in what capacity did 
you go to South Africa? 
Gunnar Helander: I volunteered in the mis-
sion, because I was a bachelor and I had no 
debts. I could go anywhere. I reported to the 
Swedish mission that I was willing to go any-
where and it was their decision that I should 
go to South Africa. They had a mission station 
there which was unoccupied and it was too 
bad, really, for a family. Emtulwa was the 
name of the place. It is not far from Pieter-
maritzburg. I said, all right, they could send 
me there. It was a terrible place. No telephone, 

no road, no post, no running water. You had 
nothing, except six green mambas living in the 
house. It had been unoccupied for ten years 
when I arrived there in 1938. 

Not far from me lived an Indian who I had 
met in England. We were very good friends. 
We had studied a term together. He was in the 
room next to mine at a college in Birmingham. 
We were together all the time. We studied and 
played tennis together. He later became a pro-
fessor in Durban. Now, when we tried to meet 
in South Africa—he lived about sixty kilome-
tres from my place—everything was against 
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our wish to be together. We could not go to a 
café together. We could not sit on the same 
bench in a park. He was a highly educated 
man. He was rich, too. His father was a busi-
nessman. A top fellow in every respect. He 
could not even go to a café with me because of 
apartheid. That made me furious about the 
apartheid laws. As an Indian he was a non-
European and thus deprived of full citizen-
ship. 

I then started to look for resistance and 
found very little. I spoke to my fellow mis-
sionaries. They were sad about the way people 
were treated, but some of them thought that it 
was enough if we gave them schools and hos-
pitals and taught them to be good and so on, 
but not necessarily extended franchise, be-
cause perhaps they were not ripe for it yet! I 
also contacted ANC. Luthuli was not yet 
President of ANC, but he was one of the im-
portant leaders in the movement. Some of the 
missionaries at the Natal Missionary Confer-
ence in Durban in 1941 then decided to elect 
him our chairman. We had these ecumenical 
conferences once a year. All the white mis-
sionaries, Catholics, Protestants and every-
body. We decided on policy matters regarding 
schools and so on. At that time, perhaps 95 per 
cent of the schools for Africans were mission-
ary schools. 
TS: So you were like an African Department of 
Education when you met at this annual con-
ference? 
GH: Yes, that was the main thing. I was on an 
advisory board which regularly met in Pieter-
maritzburg with the Education Department. 
We missionaries were grantees for the schools. 
The service came through us. Luthuli was 
engaged in the church even then. In the 1930s, 
he had attended the International Missionary 
Conference in Tambaram, India. He was a 
delegate for South Africa together with the 
Archbishop of Cape Town and others. He was 
highly respected as a hereditary chief and also 
as a church leader. He was a Methodist. He 
was also trained as a teacher, but at the time of 
the missionary conference he was doing a 
chief’s work. He was of royal origin and, of 
course, he opposed apartheid. It evoked some 
interest that he was elected chairman for all 
the white missionaries and we were criticized 
for it. 

That was in 1941 and it was the first contact. 
We met him as a church leader, but he was 

also an ANC leader. We had contacts with 
ANC now and then. I was on the board of the 
Institute of Race Relations together with Lu-
thuli. It was a sort of government board where 
people of different churches and other institu-
tions met to discuss race questions. They did 
not listen to us, but it was a forum where we 
could complain even if nothing happened. I 
also tried to write to the Swedish newspapers, 
but they did not believe that an ally of Britain 
which was fighting against Nazi-Germany 
could be racist. My articles were sent back. 
TS: Did you write to the Swedish Church or to 
the Swedish newspapers? 
GH: I wrote to the newspapers, but it was 
noticed by the church. I had one article pub-
lished in some smaller paper. They noticed it 
and warned me that I was spoiling the cause 
of the mission if I angered the South African 
authorities. I should shut up! 
TS: When was this? 
GH: Somewhere around 1941. 
TS: Was that warning from the Church of 
Sweden Mission? 
GH: It was from the Mission Director, yes. He 
said that I did not understand the black peo-
ple. The white people who lived in South Af-
rica knew the natives and I should listen to 
them! 
TS: How about your Norwegian brothers in 
the missionary field? 
GH: They were very much politically involved 
for England during the war against Germany 
for natural reasons. They thought of Norway 
and the occupation and had so much interest 
in what happened there that it was difficult to 
make them think of anything but the liberation 
of Norway. 

I was transferred to Johannesburg in 1950 
and there I found many Jews who were very 
liberal. They were not Nazis for obvious rea-
sons. Some had fled from Germany. One of 
them, Dr Simon, was the chairman of the Hu-
manistic League in Johannesburg. That was 
the group I could deal with and speak freely 
to. 
TS: Having taken a stand against apartheid, I 
guess that you were subjected to the interest of 
the South African authorities? 
GH: Yes. In 1944, I took over a mission farm 
called Oscarsberg. A big one, ten kilometres 
long with a lot of people living there. People 
loved to move there, because they were free 
when they came to us. They could have any 
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occupation they wanted. Otherwise, their only 
choice was to work for farmers, mostly Boers 
living nearby. They were very ill-treated, un-
derpaid and sometimes flogged by their mas-
ters. When I came there, I took in quite a lot of 
people and my Boer neighbours were furious. 
They came in a big gathering to the magistrate. 
His name was Campbell, an Englishman. They 
said that I was a Communist. I was a danger-
ous fellow, trying to incite the natives to rebel-
lion and what not. I should be expelled from 
the country. Campbell promised to investigate 
the question. It so happened that Campbell did 
not like the Boers at all. He was very British 
and he and I played chess together. So, he 
arrived at our mission station and said: ‘I need 
to investigate: Are you a Communist, a terri-
ble, dangerous revolutionary?’—‘No.’—‘Well, 
I thought so. Let us play chess.’ He saved me 
that time, but later on it was touch and go that 
I was expelled. 

At Emtulwa there were mostly German 
farmers. They were slightly more decent to the 
natives. I married a German girl. She had 
never shaken hands or had a meal with a na-
tive before, but now she had to do that. We did 
not marry for political, but only for natural 
reasons. But she turned like that and said: ‘It is 
all wrong what we have been learning in the 
schools; that the natives are stupid and uncul-
tured and all that.’ We had a black neighbour, 
a priest, whom we mixed with. He came to 
have meals with us now and then. She became 
quite changed, was caught onto my side and 
got her relatives against her. It was a difficult 
situation. Not terribly difficult, but, anyway, 
we did not talk politics with them. 
TS: If you look at the Swedish Church and the 
mission there must have been a contradiction 
when it comes to politics. On the one hand, 
you had a strong pietistic tradition in the 
church. On the other, the mission was es-
tablished by an Act of Parliament. It was part 
of the state and most of the missionaries were 
academics? 
GH: Well, we did not have much of pietism in 
the Church of Sweden Mission in South Africa. 
It was more obvious among the free churches. 
They had a more outspoken line: ‘Stop polyg-
amy; stop the natives from drinking beer; 
teach them to say hallelujah. And teach them 
to be obedient to the white man and thankful 
for the good white cabinet we have’. We did 
not have that outspoken line in the Swedish 

mission, but more of a careful line. Doubts 
about the natives’ ability to rule themselves. 
TS: Paternalism? 
GH: Yes, paternalism. You can have pets and 
treat them very well. Like you do with dogs. 
But you do not want a dog to vote. There were 
other missionaries, like professor Åke Holm-
berg. He was a teacher at Umpumulo Teach-
ers’ College and he was wholly and fully 
against apartheid. And Magnus Danell. He 
even let one native boy live like a child in the 
house. So there was a cleft in the mission, but 
one could not oppose very openly. The news-
papers would not publish anything against 
apartheid, not much anyway. It would have 
been possible to get something into The Star in 
Johannesburg, but one had to be careful. There 
was a new law that said that if a missionary 
opposed the government, it would be possible 
to confiscate the church, the school and the 
buildings where he was working. That law 
came in 1952. One had to be a bit careful. Also, 
I could not buy a bit of land to build a school 
or a clinic if I openly opposed apartheid when 
I spoke to my white neighbours. I had to listen. 
I was furious, but I had to listen to their non-
sense until I signed the contract to buy the 
land or whatever it was. 
TS: Is this the reason why you chose to express 
your opposition to apartheid through writings 
in the form of novels? 
GH: Well, the first was a book for teaching 
students in theology. That was in Zulu. My 
first novel was in 1949, Zulu Meets the White 
Man, where I expressed my opinion. Then the 
Swedish newspapers gradually came to accept 
my articles. I wrote regularly in Göteborgs Han-
dels- och Sjöfartstidning in Gothenburg. That 
was observed by Herbert Tingsten, who came 
down to South Africa. He wrote to the mission 
that they should ask me to receive him and 
give him all the information he wanted. He 
came in 1953 and wrote about the mission and 
about apartheid. Great articles. He praised the 
mission, although he was an atheist. Ivar Har-
rie had done that already in 1949 and that 
changed the opinion in Sweden. 
TS: You were then declared persona non grata 
by the South African government? 
GH: Yes, but they did not want to arrest me, 
because I was a Swedish citizen. They knew 
that I was well known in Sweden and they did 
not want publicity. At one time I met Piet 
Mairing, Chief Information Officer in the Ma-
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lan government, and he said in his Boer Eng-
lish: ‘Mr Helander, this is a free country and 
you are of course allowed to express any views 
you want to, but we are getting tired of you 
and your criticism. We do not like your books’. 
I said: ‘Well, Sir, I only try to speak the truth 
and tell people what I see.’—‘Yes, but you are 
so negative. We do not like you and I warn 
you. We are not going to tolerate this any 
more’. 

In 1956, I went home on holiday. I took a 
chance, because one had to get a return visa 
from the legation in Stockholm. But they did 
not want an open conflict. I also wrote in Eng-
lish newspapers sometimes and my books had 
been published in English during the 1950s. In 
1957, I applied for a visa to go back to South 
Africa. It was refused, so I had to stay. I then 
worked for the anti-apartheid movement in 
Sweden almost every day. 
TS: In South Africa, were you in contact with 
church people involved in anti-apartheid ac-
tivities or support to the black community, like 
Trevor Huddleston? 
GH: Oh, yes. Trevor and I were very good 
friends. He stayed not far from the place 
where I lived in Sophiatown. He built the first 
swimming-pool for black people in South Af-
rica. The white people had swimming pools all 
over the place. The Anglican Church and the 
Church of Sweden are very much alike. We 
had much in common. There were protests 
when they destroyed Sophiatown and took it 
away from the natives. Tingsten and I had 
been to see Dr A.B. Xuma, who lived there. He 
was one of the ANC leaders. I met him several 
times and I took Tingsten to meet him in 
Sophiatown. He had quite a fine villa, which 
was confiscated. He was chased out. He stayed 
only a hundred yards from my place in Doorn-
fontein. He did not live there, but he had his 
clinic there. 
TS: So when Tingsten was in South Africa he 
actually met leaders from ANC? 
GH: Yes, he met Xuma at least. I do not know 
if he met anybody else. I do not think so. 
TS: When you came back to Sweden in 1956, 
how did you find the Swedish opinion com-
pared to when you left? 
GH: It had changed very much. People 
phoned me from everywhere, asking me to 
come and speak about apartheid. Folk high 
schools, university clubs, churches and so on. 
Social Democratic and Liberal organizations 

asked me to come and speak. I gave a tremen-
dous lot of speeches, sometimes two a day. 
TS: At that time, ‘Pik’ Botha served in the 
South African legation in Stockholm. In an 
interview, he said that it was a very sudden 
introduction to a critical and hostile world. He 
mentioned yourself, Harrie and Tingsten as 
opinion makers around South Africa and 
apartheid. Did you have any contacts with 
‘Pik’ Botha when he was in Sweden? Was he 
active in the debate? 
GH: No, no. But there was another. I think that 
his name actually was Malan. He was senior. 
They wrote articles. There was one paper 
which was on their side, Nordvästra Skånes 
Tidningar, which almost daily persecuted me 
in its editorials. 
TS: Who wrote these articles? Journalists? 
GH: Yes, local journalists, but they could also 
use articles from the South African legation. 
Actually, the legation spread stencilled papers 
in my congregation in Karlskoga. I was a vicar 
in Karlskoga from 1958, when I could not go 
back to South Africa. They got the addresses 
through the telephone directory. They sent out 
a lot of papers saying that I was a Communist. 
I was employed by the Soviet Union to un-
dermine the white Christian civilisation in 
South Africa, and so on. They tried to make 
life difficult for me, but I sent the papers to the 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs and they spoke to 
the South African government. The ministry 
gave them a good telling off and they stopped 
it. I do not think that anybody believed them 
in Karlskoga, but they did their best. 
TS: When the South Africans raised the ques-
tion of the Sami in Norway and Sweden in the 
United Nations, one of the newspapers that 
they were quoting was Nordvästra Skånes 
Tidningar. 
GH: Oh, yes. That is right. They were on their 
side. And Missionsbaneret or whatever it was 
called. I think that it was a weekly, published 
by the Holiness Union Mission. They also 
wrote articles. Not so crude, but anyway. They 
were on the South African side. 
TS: After you had been in Sweden some years, 
Chief Luthuli was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize. I understand that you were involved in 
that? 
GH: Yes, I had thought of it and found it a 
jolly good idea. My friend Olof Tandberg, the 
Foreign Secretary in the Royal Swedish Acad-
emy of Sciences, and I spoke about what we 
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could do for South Africa. He had been to 
South Africa a short time, but the authorities 
stopped him from working there. He said: ‘I 
think that Luthuli should have the Nobel 
Peace Prize’. I said that it was a brilliant idea 
and asked if I could speak on the radio. They 
let me do so. I also wrote articles, first in Han-
delstidningen and later in other newspapers, 
and I gave speeches. I also wrote to Evert 
Svensson, a member of parliament, because we 
had to have a MP to put a formal proposal to 
the Norwegian Nobel Committee. Svensson 
was a Social Democrat and a member of Brod-
erskapsrörelsen (The Brotherhood Movement). 
TS: You were also one of the founders of the 
South Africa Committee in 1961? 
GH: Yes, and I proposed that Joachim Israel 
should be the chairman. I became the chair-
man after him. But we had also formed an-
other committee in 1959. That was the Defence 
and Aid Committee in Sweden. I was the 
chairman and Per Wästberg and Eyvind John-
son, who in 1974 was awarded the Nobel Prize 
in Literature together with Harry Martinsson, 
were founding members. At first we were only 
three. All three of us had to sign the remit-
tances to the Defence and Aid Fund in Lon-
don. In the beginning, it received small dona-
tions through church and street collections and 
things like that. Later SIDA started to send 
money. We then enlarged the committee and 
ambassador Ernst Michanek, Anna-Lena 
Wästberg and Olof Tandberg were included in 
the Swedish Defence and Aid Committee. 

I was also vice-chairman of the International 
Defence and Aid Fund in London for many 
years. Sweden gave as much as all other coun-
tries put together to IDAF. 
TS: How many IDAF correspondents did you 
then have in Sweden? 
GH: We had at least five or six in Sweden at 
that time. Also in Norway, where we had Kari 
Storhaug and her husband. Anna-Lena Wäst-
berg and several others were in Sweden. We 
tried to keep it as secret as possible and would 
not tell each other about those things unneces-
sarily. We kept it secret. It was very confiden-
tial. But, of course, we had our enemies, such 
as Lars-Gunnar Eriksson, a Swedish fellow. He 
was a traitor. He worked for the South African 
racist government, in their interest, and for 
Craig Williamson, who was a spy for the secret 
service in South Africa. Eriksson tried to get 
things out of me. He phoned me and said that 

he was interested in Defence and Aid, that he 
had many contacts and that he wanted to 
know how we sent the money out. I said: ‘I 
know nothing. Nothing!’ But he said: ‘I want 
to get in touch with Canon Collins. We could 
work very nicely together. We also have some 
money that we could send through you.’ I 
said: ‘We do not do anything. We know noth-
ing!’ 
TS: What could they contribute? 
GH: Well, they said that they had many con-
tacts, that they knew people in South Africa 
and that they had their sources of money. The 
Social Democratic Party in Sweden sent them 
money. So did the Swedish students’ or-
ganizations. They used Lars-Gunnar Eriksson 
as a channel. I am sure that monies went to the 
other side, to the South African secret service 
or whatever. They tried to get into IDAF, but 
they never managed. Then there was a bur-
glary in London. The South African secret 
service was seen there. Those who were from 
South Africa recognized them. The Defence 
and Aid office was broken into, but they did 
not find any papers, because they were hidden 
at another place. I know that they got hold of 
one fellow who squealed about something, so 
one of our agents in South Africa was arrested 
when he was going to the family of a black 
prisoner. He was jailed. I do not know his 
name, but I know that there was one who they 
caught. Otherwise they did not catch us down 
there. But they did terrible things. Ruth First, 
who was one of our workers, was killed by a 
letter bomb in Maputo. 
TS: When you started campaigning in Swe-
den, in what sectors did the solidarity for 
South Africa find support? 
GH: Well, it was among the students, of 
course. We held many demonstrations. We 
travelled and talked in Jönköping, Sundsvall 
and what not. Of course, the political orga-
nizations, Social Democrats, Liberals and also 
the Centre Party were very much on our side. 
Many clergymen were also on our side. Per-
haps the audiences were not always on my 
side, but most of them were and when they 
heard about how the natives were treated they 
were horrified and made donations. The 
Church of Sweden made official collections for 
the Defence and Aid Fund. 
TS: For your Swedish Defence and Aid Com-
mittee or IDAF? 
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GH: Both. All the money that we got went 
through us to London. We did not use any 
money. We worked through IDAF. When 
SIDA came in, it was useless to stand on the 
street corners and collect a hundred Kronor a 
day. We only had to tell SIDA: ‘We need an-
other million, or ten’. What we worked for was 
a boycott against South Africa. To make the 
Swedish government boycott South Africa. 
TS: You were very critical of the non-action by 
the Swedish government. You wrote in Öre-
brokuriren in 1966 and talked about South Af-
rica as our ‘ideological lap-dog’, an ideological 
little pet that you could feel sorry for, but that 
you did not do anything for in practical terms. 
There was a Social Democratic government in 
Sweden at that time. Do you think that there 
was a generation gap between people like 
Palme and Schori and the old guard under 
Prime Minister Erlander? 
GH: I knew Erlander very well. I was not a 
member of any political party, but at a demon-
stration in Örebro in 1965 Erlander and I 
marched together with Oliver Tambo, who 
was giving a speech which I should translate. I 
had lunch with Erlander. He was very friendly 
and understanding. Palme was quite different: 
‘We shall not postpone; we shall not be the last 
ones; we should go out fully.’ Yes, there was a 
change of generations. Erlander was friendly 
and understanding, but he was not fiery.  
TS: Your criticism in that article was very 
heavy against the government of the day. 
GH: Yes. I thought that they did not do any-
thing about the boycott. 
TS: What do you think made Palme involved 
in Southern Africa? 
GH: Well, he was very radical in every respect. 
As soon as he saw that something in his opin-
ion was wrong, he did something about it. He 
called them names, you know. He was like 
that. In every respect. Cuba, Vietnam etc. I did 
not always agree with him, but he caught on to 
the African issue straight away. 
TS: In the early 1960s, the first refugees from 
South West Africa and South Africa came to 
Sweden, people like Zed Ngavirue and Billy 
Modise. There were also the first visits by 
Oliver Tambo. Did you involve these people in 
your work? 
GH: Well, I met Oliver Tambo, of course, and 
Billy Modise. I met Tambo every time I went 
to London. I went there twice a year. Tambo 
was also in Sweden quite often. When he fell 

ill he was taken to Ersta Hospital in Stock-
holm. We were quite friendly. We went hand 
in hand in the South African way. It sounds 
funny in Sweden. You might suspect some-
thing wrong, but the South Africans do that! 
TS: In December 1961, ANC launched the 
armed struggle together with the South Afri-
can Communist Party. This introduced two 
new dimensions, the armed struggle and a 
closer alliance with the Communist Party. 
How did you look upon this? 
GH: I had no objection. I admired Luthuli and 
his line had been ‘violence under no cir-
cumstances’. That is why he could be nomi-
nated for the Nobel Peace Prize. That was the 
main thing. But later he said: ‘I have been 
knocking on a closed door for year after year. I 
could not use violence myself, but I cannot any 
longer condemn those who advocate the use of 
violence. I agreed with that. You had to defend 
yourself. The whites used violence all the time 
and I think that it was right to use violence to 
defend yourself. It did not horrify me at all. I 
very much remember that Mandela never ad-
vocated violence against persons. It was only 
sabotage against buildings and railways and 
things like that. 

Of course, I disapprove of Communism, but 
I had known many Communists in South Af-
rica and they were not Stalinists. They were 
like the Swedish Communists. You could have 
them in furnished rooms, but I could not pos-
sibly vote for them. I asked Luthuli and he 
said: ‘I would ally with the devil himself if that 
could help.’ I also said so to Malan at the 
South African legation in Stockholm. I said 
that ‘I am against Communism altogether, but 
it is a bit better than your form of racism’. He 
probably used that against me. I think that 
Communism in South Africa is not of the dan-
gerous type. 
TS: You were leading the solidarity movement 
and at a certain point ANC launched the 
armed struggle within a closer alliance with 
the Communist Party. Did that affect the soli-
darity work and the response by the people in 
Sweden? 
GH: Not at all. Of course, it was used by our 
opponents. They said: ‘What about the Com-
munists?’ I said that ‘they are a minority and 
they will not dominate. ANC is not a political 
party. It is a movement with one single goal, 
namely to eliminate racism. They would use 
anybody, even Communists. But the Commu-
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nists that I have seen in South Africa are not 
violent’. I cannot imagine old Alfred Nzo, for 
instance, sending people to concentration 
camps or anything like that. Or Joe Slovo. No, 
I did not worry about that. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish Parliament paved the 
way for direct official Swedish support to the 
liberation movements in the Portuguese terri-
tories, Rhodesia, South West Africa and South 
Africa. In the case of South Africa, the support 
was from the beginning of the 1970s chan-
nelled by SIDA to ANC. Why did Sweden not 
support PAC too? 
GH: I found PAC a bit racist, black racist. They 
did not want to have any white members, 
really. ANC was absolutely neutral when it 
came to colour. Indian, white or black. Of 
course, 95 per cent of the members were 
blacks, but still. PAC was not neutral. If we 
strove for a South Africa as Luthuli and Man-
dela wanted it—where all people would work 
together irrespective of colour—I did not think 
that PAC was the thing to support. 
TS: PAC was strongly anti-Communist. Swed-
ish policies were also anti-Communist and 
very critical of the Soviet Union, which sup-
ported ANC. Still, Sweden put all its eggs in 
the ANC basket. Why was not part of the sup-
port given to PAC? 
GH: In the Defence and Aid Fund we did not 
like PAC very much. Canon Collins did not 
like it and I did not, because they had made 
some expressions of a racist character. I did 
not think that it was the right thing to work 
for. 

I was against Communism, but apartheid 
was so big for me. It was bigger than anything 
else and anybody who fought against it was 
my ally. I had no reason to look for faults in 
those who fought against apartheid. And I 
thought for myself that when it comes to a free 
election, the Communists will be very unim-
portant in South Africa. We have a strong 
leadership. Those at the top were never Com-
munists. Luthuli was not, nor was Oliver 
Tambo or Mandela. Joe Slovo was nearest to 
the top, but the main stream was democratic 
or social democratic. The fact that they had 
some Communists in ANC was not enough to 
condemn it. 

I have five children and I suppose that they 
look left or right. One daughter was very en-
gaged in the Cabora Bassa question. She still 
votes Communist, although she is church-

going and a capitalist. It is an old habit. It does 
not worry me, really. I could not possibly vote 
for racism, but I can, theoretically, understand 
the Communist idea. That people should own 
everything and so on. Theoretically, it is not 
against Christianity. Obviously, the way in 
which it formed Eastern Europe is terrible, but 
theoretically it is not wrong. 
TS: In South Africa it is quite common that 
people are both Communist and Christian? 
GH: Oh, yes. 
TS: All the Southern African liberation move-
ments that Sweden supported were close to 
the Soviet Union and they all waged an armed 
struggle. Did you discuss that in the Consulta-
tive Committee on Humanitarian Assistance? 
GH: No, we did not. We were not scared 
about that. I think that all of us were so dom-
inated by the question of quenching apartheid. 
That was so important that we did not care 
who our ally was. 
TS: Another question that comes to mind is, of 
course, the question of Inkhata and Gatsha 
Buthelezi. He had a close relationship with the 
Church of Sweden Mission, did he not? 
GH: Yes. I know Buthelezi very well. He 
stayed with me here in Västerås. He is a 
scoundrel. But Ernst Michanek believed in 
Buthelezi. He thought that it was possible to 
talk to Buthelezi and Buthelezi put pressure on 
him. Buthelezi said that he was a good Chris-
tian, which he is not, indeed. Anyway, 
Michanek thought that we should arrange a 
meeting between Tambo and Buthelezi so that 
they perhaps could be reconciled and stop this 
strife in South Africa. He phoned me and said 
that this must be done secretly. ‘We cannot do 
it in Stockholm. We want somewhere out in 
the country, a quiet place. What about your 
home?’ I then lived in the dean’s house. We 
had 600 m2, so I said: ‘OK. Certainly, Buthelezi 
and his ministers can stay with us’. He was 
here for a few days, perhaps a week. 
TS: Do you remember what year that was? 
GH: It must have been around 1978. He came 
with three of his ministers. A journalist leaked 
it to the radio. Then Oliver Tambo did not 
dare to come, because he would be considered 
a traitor if he met Buthelezi on friendly terms. 
So, he left. 

Buthelezi felt that he had some sort of obli-
gation to my wife and myself, so in 1991 when 
I for the first time in 35 years was allowed 
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back to South Africa he invited me and my 
wife to come and stay with him for a couple of 
days as his guests, not in his home, but in a 
hotel of which he was a director in Ulundi. We 
had lunch with de Klerk and the Zulu king 
and two of the Zulu king’s wives. This was 
when the Zulu parliament opened. De Klerk 
was speaking there. I met him and King 
Zwelithini, who is a silly young boy. He can 
tell left from right, but that is all he can do. 

I had met Buthelezi on some other occasion 
in Sweden and I understood that it was im-
possible to trust that fellow. He is hungry for 
power. You cannot trust his word. He is as sly 
as a fox. He wants all the money he can get 
from Pretoria and he would want to be a real 
king. I do not like him. I do not trust him at all. 
TS: When he was with you here in Västerås, 
how did he look upon Sweden’s involvement 
in Southern Africa? 
GH: We did not speak much about that, really. 
I did not know him well enough to suspect 
that he was not on our side. I thought that it 
was obvious that a black man should like our 
involvement against apartheid. He did not 
speak much about that. He probably avoided 
it. I heard about his traitorous movements 
afterwards. He advocated that there should be 
no boycott against South Africa and so on. No, 
we did not speak about that. I speak Zulu and 
we had a lot of fun, talking about old habits, 
Zululand and what not. 
TS: When you were on the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance, at 
some stage you also participated in official 
negotiations between Sweden and ANC. Were 
you satisfied with the way in which the Swed-
ish funds were utilized? 
GH: I do not know how the ANC money was 
used, although, of course, I read the reports 
about the schools in Tanzania, the Zambian 
farms and so on. However, I am satisfied that 
the money that went through IDAF was used 
very, very well. We had some small conflicts 
with Collins. He was a bit too generous to 
people who had fled from South Africa, also 
supporting them in England. Otherwise, I am 
definitely sure that the money was used very 
well. 
TS: Are you also satisfied that the Swedish 
support was used for humanitarian, civilian 
purposes and not for the military struggle? 
GH: I have not heard of any incidents where it 
was used for military purposes. I do not think 

so. I really do not think that it was used for 
anything like that. I am almost sure. 
TS: Humanitarian support is also support for 
human rights. In the liberation movements 
there were instances of internal strife and 
abuse. I am thinking of the so-called Shipanga 
affair in SWAPO in Zambia in the late 1970s 
and also of both ANC and SWAPO in Angola 
in the 1980s. Do you know if the Swedish gov-
ernment discussed this? Did the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance rec-
ommend that this should be discussed with 
Tambo and Nujoma? 
GH: I heard that Nujoma—who I also met—
and Tambo, all the leaders, were against this 
and had strongly criticized those who had 
done these things. That was enough for us. Of 
course, you always have such garbage in every 
movement, but it was not so serious that it was 
necessary to take it up with the government. 
TS: Do you know of any pressures by the 
USA, Great Britain or others on Sweden to 
stop the support to the liberation movements? 
GH: I do not know of any pressures, but I 
know that all that we did in the Defence and 
Aid Fund was strongly opposed by the British 
government. We did not ever get a penny 
from them. They were against all that we did. 
Of course, now they try to take some credit for 
what they did not do. The US government too. 
They were more sympathetic in the USA, but 
not enough. We were quite unique, but I was 
really amused when I saw that the former 
conservative Minister for Foreign Affairs, 
Margaretha af Ugglas, went to South Africa 
and took credit for things she had opposed the 
whole time. She was on the SIDA board, but 
voted against everything that had anything to 
do with South Africa. 
TS: In terms of political currents, would it then 
be fair to say that it was Liberals and Social 
Democrats that carried the solidarity move-
ment in Sweden? 
GH: Yes, there is no doubt about that. 
TS: And the Centre Party? 
GH: They were very sympathetic. 
TS: As well as the Communist Party? 
GH: Yes, of course. But we never dealt with 
them in Sweden. We never had anything to do 
with the Communists. We had to draw the line 
somewhere. 
TS: So, those who were opposed were in the 
Moderate Party? 
GH: Yes, and, of course, the industrial leaders. 



 

 

 

 

Carl-Henrik (‘C.H.’) Hermansson 
Chairman of the Swedish Communist Party and of the Left Party Communists 
(Stockholm, 22 November 1996) 

Tor Sellström: You were the chief editor of Ny 
Dag—the official newspaper of the Swedish 
Communist Party—from 1959 to 1964, that is, 
when the question of apartheid South Africa 
became a political issue in Sweden. At the 
time, most voices against apartheid were 
raised from the liberal camp, while both the 
Communist and the Social Democratic Parties 
played a less active role. How would you ex-
plain this? 
Carl-Henrik (‘C.H.’) Hermansson: Inter-
nationally, the apartheid problem had been 
taken up rather early by the World Peace 
Council and also by the Communist parties. I 
remember that the Moscow Declaration from 
1960 mentioned the struggle against apartheid 
as one important problem. In Sweden, how-
ever, it is right that it was mostly liberal opin-
ion makers who raised the problem. I think 
that it had to do with the rather big influence 
of the free churches on the Swedish liberal 
movement. It was composed of two parts, one 
influenced by the free churches and the other 
by political liberals. Some of the people writ-
ing about apartheid, like David Wirmark and 
Gunnar Helander, belonged to the free church 
tradition. 

There were many international problems 
during these years, many oppressed peoples 
and many liberation movements. The question 
arose which problem we should take up and 
try to make visible to the Swedish people, and 
around which it was possible to have a mass 
movement. I think that other problems were in 
the fore front for us during these years. There 
was, of course, the war in Vietnam, but also 
the democratic movement against the military 
junta in Greece and, later, the struggle in 
Chile, to take some examples. Also in Africa 
there were many important problems. We had 
long discussions in the party around which 

position to take on Eritrea. We supported the 
movements in the former French colonies—
especially in Algeria—for their liberation, and 
so on. We were a small party, and it was not 
possible to take up all the problems in our 
general propaganda and action plan.  

We also had a sort of division of labour be-
tween the party and our youth movement. 
They raised some problems and the party oth-
ers. During these years, we supported the 
World Peace Council. We worked very ac-
tively in the Swedish Peace Committee, which 
formed part of the World Peace Council, and 
in that forum we took up many questions. 
They spoke for us in many cases. 

If you go to the parliamentary work, we 
were a very small group. We had very few 
people working for us. For example, only one 
secretary for all the things that we had to take 
up. For some years we only had four members 
of parliament. They should also carry out gen-
eral propaganda for the party, attend meetings 
around the country, and so on. We also had 
the practice that we should not take up the 
same proposals every year, so some years im-
portant proposals were left out. That must be 
borne in mind when one looks at the party 
proposals and motions made in different 
years. 

I must also confess that our knowledge of 
the problems was not as great as it should 
have been. We had no possibilities of sending 
journalists to different countries. When I was 
chief editor of Ny Dag, we sent for the first 
time a journalist to Africa. It was Sture Käll-
berg, who now is a rather well known author. 
But we could only give him a couple of hun-
dred Swedish Kronor. However, he managed 
on that and wrote a lot of articles for the paper. 
That was the first time that we had the possi-
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bility to go to Africa and get firsthand infor-
mation on what was going on. 
TS: The influence of the churches appears to 
have been important. The first anti-apartheid 
voices in the Social Democratic movement 
were also from people close to the Brother-
hood Movement, that is the Christian Social 
Democrats? 
CHH: That is right. Through Swedish mis-
sionaries in Africa they had knowledge of the 
problems, which was very important. 

I think that the reasons why leaders like 
Oliver Tambo and Eduardo Mondlane turned 
to Sweden for international support had to do 
with the religious tradition of the free 
churches. Of course, it also had to do with the 
position of Sweden as a non-aligned country. 
At the time of the Cold War—when the blocs 
were standing against each other—it was a 
channel available to them. That was probably 
the main reason why they contacted Swedish 
political groups. 
TS: You became chairman of the Communist 
Party in 1964 and soon embarked upon an 
independent course vis-à-vis Moscow, reor-
ganizing the party as the Left Party Commu-
nists in 1967. In your book The Road of the 
Left—published in 1965—you stressed non-
traditional Communist issues, such as the 
question of poverty in the Third World. Did 
Third World issues play a major role in the 
process leading to the subsequent break with 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(CPSU)? 
CHH: At that moment—in 1964-67—the in-
ternational position of the Soviet Union did 
not play a decisive role. It was the question of 
independence that was decisive for us. But 
later it did play a role, because we very soon 
found that the CPSU played a rather egoistic 
role in many international questions. We were 
therefore careful not to mechanically take the 
same stand as the Soviet Union and the CPSU 
on international questions.  
TS: But it seems that the questions of ex-
ploitation, oppression and poverty in the 
Third World had a significant influence on 
your own thinking? 
CHH: Yes, they really did. In that respect, 
there was also a break with the official po-
sitions of the CPSU. In the Moscow Declara-
tion of 1960, the struggle against apartheid 
was mentioned, but we did not think that it 
was taken up in the right way. It was rather 

seen as a power game and not approached 
from the position of the millions of people 
who suffered from starvation and oppression. 
TS: When did the Swedish Communist 
Party/Left Party Communists establish direct 
bilateral relations with the South African 
Communist Party (SACP)? Many leading 
SACP members visited Sweden from the early 
1960s, but it would appear that they did so 
under the ANC umbrella and not as party 
members? 
CHH: I think that the first time we had bi-
lateral contacts with the South African Com-
munist Party was as late as in 1966, during an 
international conference on Namibia in Oxford 
in which Olof Palme also took part. Our party 
secretary, Urban Karlsson, was at the confer-
ence and there he met Ruth First. Before that 
we had no bilateral contacts. There were con-
tacts at the World Peace Council, but that was 
not at the party level. In the 1950s, I was my-
self a representative of our party in the World 
Peace Council. I visited the headquarters in 
Prague. There were people from South Africa, 
but we had no formal bilateral relations. 

I think that the reason why the SACP mem-
bers who visited Sweden did not make direct 
contacts with us was that they wanted to have 
a broad political platform. They came here as 
representatives of ANC, not as representatives 
of the party. For ANC it was, of course, most 
important to have contacts with the ruling 
party. They also knew our position, so that 
was not a problem. 
TS: From the mid-1960s, official Swedish hu-
manitarian support to Southern Africa was 
extended on the advice of a Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance, 
chaired by the Director General of SIDA and 
composed of both officials and members of 
political parties and non-governmental or-
ganizations. The Left Party Communists was 
never represented on the committee. How did 
you look upon that? How would you describe 
your relations with SIDA? 
CHH: Well, during these years, the policy of 
the government was to keep our party outside 
such structures. I do not even remember if we 
knew of the existence of the committee. But 
our relations with SIDA were very good. Dif-
ferent Director Generals from SIDA came to 
our parliamentary group to speak about their 
positions and proposals. In that way, we also 
had the opportunity of giving them our views, 
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but we did not know of this committee. If we 
had known about it, we would perhaps have 
demanded to be represented there. 
TS: As leader of the Left Party Communists, 
you introduced parliamentary motions in fa-
vour of unconditional official Swedish as-
sistance to the CONCP alliance between 1968 
and 1972. Why did you advocate support to 
CONCP and not to the individual member 
organizations, that is, PAIGC of Guinea-
Bissau, MPLA of Angola and FRELIMO of 
Mozambique? 
CHH: I do not remember exactly, but we 
probably thought that it was more neutral to 
support the CONCP co-ordinating body and 
not get involved with the individual move-
ments. It was also a question of the possible 
support you could mobilize in the Swedish 
parliament. Perhaps we assessed that it was 
easier to raise support for CONCP than di-
rectly to the liberation movements. 

It was very important for us that the sup-
port should be unconditional. It should be 
given to the liberation movements without any 
restrictions. In our opinion, they should, for 
example, have the possibility of buying 
arms—all that they needed in their struggle—
with the Swedish assistance. The support 
given by Sweden was not always un-
conditional. 
TS: In the 1960s, did the Communist Party 
/Left Party Communists carry out its own 
support activities for the national liberation 
movements in Southern Africa or did you give 
preference to the work within the broader 
solidarity movement? 
CHH: Our youth movement had already taken 
part in campaigns before the famous tennis 
match against Rhodesia in 1968, with the 
demonstrations in Båstad. There was a match 
against South Africa in the early 1960s against 
which it made propaganda, for example. Some 
of our support to the liberation movements 
was given in that form. 

There was a very broad youth movement in 
Sweden during these years and our youth 
participated in the anti-apartheid campaigns 
by the National Council of Swedish Youth 
(SUL). We gave priority to the broader soli-
darity work and later on many of our mem-
bers took an active part in the Africa Groups 
and the Isolate South Africa Committee 
(ISAK).  

TS: You were, however, active yourself at an 
early stage. In January 1965 you signed a par-
liamentary motion demanding economic sanc-
tions against South Africa. The Communist 
Party was thus together with the Centre Party 
the first to raise this demand. 
CHH: Yes, that was during my first year as 
leader of our parliamentary group. Sanctions 
had been demanded by the Swedish youth 
movement since 1963, so we did not wake up 
so late after all. 
TS: No, you did not. But why did the Swedish 
labour movement in general wake up late re-
garding sanctions? 
CHH: I think that the reason why it took so 
long was the influence of Swedish capital in 
South Africa. Many of the big Swedish com-
panies had subsidiaries in South Africa and 
they carried out an intense propaganda 
against sanctions, pointing out possible loss of 
work opportunities in Sweden. It probably 
made the Social Democratic Party—especially 
the trade union congress—cautious in these 
matters. 

In those days, the chairman of the Swedish 
Trade Union Confederation (LO), Arne Geijer, 
was also the head of the social democratic 
ICFTU, the International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions. That was important. The 
American trade unions were very strong 
within ICFTU and Geijer was more or less a 
victim of their interests. That could explain the 
position of the Swedish trade unions.  
TS: In this respect, do you think that Olof 
Palme made a difference within the Social 
Democratic movement? 
CHH: Yes. There was a change in policy and 
opinion of the Social Democratic Party when 
Palme became Prime Minister. It was very 
clear. 
TS: Palme made several of his most radical 
statements at congresses of the Christian Social 
Democratic Brotherhood Movement, such as 
the speech on Vietnam in Gävle in 1965 and 
the demand for sanctions against South Africa 
in Skövde in 1976. Do you think that he did so 
for tactical reasons within the wider social 
democratic movement? 
CHH: Yes, because there he had support at 
once. It would have been much more difficult 
for him to get support at the party or trade 
union congresses. The Brotherhood Movement 
always took a very progressive stand on inter-
national problems. But, still, there was the 
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problem of the international interests of Swe-
den’s finance capital, which one must bear in 

mind to understand the whole picture. 

 

 

 

Lena Hjelm-Wallén 
Social Democratic Party—Minister of Education and of International Development 
Cooperation 
Minister for Foreign Affairs 
(Stockholm, 14 January 1997) 

Tor Sellström: When did you come into con-
tact with Africa for the first time? 
Lena Hjelm-Wallén: It was during my years 
in Uppsala, between 1962 and 1965, when I 
studied social sciences at the university. 
Through the Social Democratic student asso-
ciation Laboremus I met a lot of people with a 
big commitment for Africa and the end of co-
lonialism. In Uppsala, I also met people from 
Africa for the first time. In Sala, the small town 
where I was born, there were not many Afri-
cans. 
TS: Did you meet Eduardo and Janet Mond-
lane then? They visited Uppsala in 1964. 
LHW: Many people came to Uppsala and I 
think that the Mondlanes were among them. 
After my years in Uppsala, I was active in the 
Social Democratic Youth League (SSU), and in 
1967 I went to Tanzania on a study visit with 
twelve others from SSU. 
TS: Did you go there with Ingvar Carlsson? 
LHW: No, he had been there before. It was not 
just the leadership of SSU, but people from 
different districts and the head office. 
TS: Were you then a SSU leader in the prov-
ince of Västmanland? 
LHW: No, I was a rather ordinary member. 
During the visit to Tanzania we met Julius 
Nyerere. It was something special to go to the 
rural areas, meet the people in the villages and 
also the Tanzanian leaders, not least Nyerere. 

We went to Tanzania as a follow-up of 
SSU’s Tanganyika Action. We had collected 
money for the TANU Youth League. I will 
never forget the meetings in the rural areas, 
where the people thanked us. I remember an 
old man. Of course, he spoke Swahili so I had 
to ask what he said. He said that ‘these young 
people from up there somewhere have col-

lected money, but they are rather poor, so they 
had to find other means. They therefore went 
to hospitals to give blood’. In his rhetoric, he 
said: ‘They gave their blood for us’. That, of 
course, received a lot of applause. 

I was also involved in the solidarity move-
ment with Mozambique. When I was nomi-
nated to become a member of parliament in 
1968, I was very young and not well known. I 
was then attacked by the trade unions in 
Västmanland for wanting to stop ASEA from 
the Cabora Bassa project. It came to a vote and 
I won, but I could have lost my parliamentary 
seat due to my involvement with Africa. It was 
an interesting start. 
TS: In the early days of the Swedish anti-
apartheid movement, many liberal intellectu-
als and church people were actively involved. 
Some say that the anti-apartheid opinion really 
started in the liberal centre and not in the 
wider labour movement. Do you think that it 
is a correct description?  
LHW: To describe it correctly, I would say that 
it did not start in any particular movement at 
all, but with individuals. Some of them were 
members of the churches or established orga-
nizations and there were many who can be 
described as liberals. But rather early you also 
had people such as Ernst Michanek, so it 
would not be correct to say that there were just 
Liberals or church people. There were also 
Social Democrats and people from the trade 
unions. But it started with individuals much 
more than organizations. They came later, in 
the 1960s. However, debate is one thing and 
how you form an opinion another. In the 
1950s, we had boycott actions. My mother, for 
example, was a member of the Social Democ-
ratic women’s organization which participated 
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in consumer boycotts. That was a broader con-
cept. There you had the Social Democratic 
Party and the wider labour movement in-
volved. 
TS: How would you assess Olof Palme’s early 
role in connection with the liberation process 
in Southern Africa? 
LHW: I think that he enlightened a lot of peo-
ple as he at a very early stage saw what was 
important. He saw the future. In the middle of 
the 1950s, he was study secretary of SSU and 
in that capacity he met a lot of people. He 
went to different meetings, trying to get peo-
ple interested in not just our own history and 
future, but also international matters, so, of 
course, he meant a lot. Within SSU, he gave 
much inspiration. 
TS: Sweden supported liberation movements 
that waged an armed struggle and were also 
assisted by the Soviet Union or China. How 
would you explain that there was a broad par-
liamentary majority for such a policy? 
LHW: In the first place, we wanted to live up 
to one of the goals of Sweden’s development 
policy, namely the principle of national self-
determination. It was based on a unanimous 
decision in the Swedish parliament and the 
liberation struggle was about that. Secondly, 
we never gave direct support to the armed 
struggle. As we were so clear about that, we 
were never asked by the liberation movements 
to do so. In addition, it was easy for them to 
get weapons from others. 

Sometimes you have to avoid relations with 
organizations or persons that have contacts 
with, or are allied to, forces that you do not 
like, but that was not a major problem in this 
connection. We were a neutral country and 
could cooperate with both sides. Of course, at 
times there were discussions in Sweden. We 
were now and then accused of coming too 
close to what the Communists wanted, but 
that was rather an internal Swedish debate 
and never very big. The support for the libera-
tion movements in Southern Africa was much 
broader than the Social Democratic Party. We 
had support for this policy deep within the 
non-socialist parties and in the solidarity 
movement. 
TS: Do you think that the early contacts es-
tablished with visiting Southern African lead-
ers like Mondlane, Tambo and others made it 
easier to see their nationalist visions? 

LHW: In general, I think that all personal con-
tacts are very important, not least when you 
have to work across such big geographical 
distances and you do not know so much about 
the countries and the areas. It then becomes 
very important to be able to trust the leaders of 
the organizations involved. It has really been 
fantastic to see how the liberation movements 
in Southern Africa fostered outstanding lead-
ers all the time. They were tremendous people 
and it made it easier for us to trust them and 
their organizations. 

There were many moments when we had a 
special closeness to ANC and SWAPO. One 
example which I personally remember very 
well is when we had Oliver Tambo at the Ersta 
clinic outside Stockholm during his illness. I 
remember what it was like to be there, just 
sitting with him, holding his hand. He was 
lonely at Ersta and we tried to visit him as 
much as possible. Not many governments 
were so close to a leader of a liberation move-
ment. To see Mandela and Tambo meet in 
Sweden after Mandela’s release is, of course, 
also a beautiful and fantastic memory. 
TS: When the Social Democratic Party lost the 
elections in 1976, many expected a great 
change in Sweden’s policies towards the 
Southern African liberation movements. But it 
did not take place. The humanitarian support 
was maintained or increased and a first Swed-
ish sanctions’ law against South Africa was 
introduced. How can this be explained? 
LHW: The Swedish solidarity movement with 
Southern Africa was much bigger than the 
Social Democratic Party. We welcomed that. 
Among the bourgeois parties, the Moderate 
Party opposed our policy now and then, but 
there was not much opposition from the Lib-
eral and the Centre parties. When the Liberal 
and the Centre parties heard about the fears 
from our African friends, they were very eager 
to show that there should be no change. I think 
that they did a good job. They knew that if 
they had changed the policy, they would have 
had a real problem with the public opinion 
and, of course, in parliament. So, they contin-
ued our policy and the Moderate Party had to 
give up their plans to change it.  

Another thing that played a role here was 
the way the Swedish support was adminis-
tered. It was, of course, done by the govern-
ment, but also by SIDA. You could argue 
whether such political matters should be han-
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dled by an official board, but in Sweden we 
did that and in the long run I think that it was 
very good. The change of government, for 
example, did not therefore play such an im-
portant role. We also had the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance, 
where all the time different parties were rep-
resented and informed, as well as experts and 
a lot of people who were engaged in Southern 
African issues. They strengthened each other 
and when the Liberal and Centre parties en-
tered into the government, they already knew 
a lot about the Swedish support and it was 
easy for them to continue our policy, which 
was also the strategy we had from the begin-
ning. 
TS: Did you experience any strong domestic 
Swedish opposition to the support to the lib-
eration movements in Southern Africa? 
LHW: There were some journalists and con-
servative people that brought it up now and 
then. In parliament, there were also discus-
sions with the Moderate Party from time to 
time, but it was not really a problem, because 
the public opinion was so solid. 
TS: Sweden gave direct support to ANC from 
as early as 1973, but it took quite some time 
before sanctions were imposed against South 
Africa. Was it external factors—such as the 
position taken by the UN Security Council—or 
domestic factors—such as opposition by 
Swedish export interests and sometimes also 
the trade unions—that were the most impor-
tant here? 
LHW: We were very formal and strict on this 
point. It was the Security Council decision that 
we waited for. When it was taken, it was 
rather easy for us to take the same decision, 
although at that time we also had a debate. A 
lot of business people and also trade unionists 
were not positive to our action. 
TS: You mentioned the advantages of dele-
gating the administration of the humanitarian 
support to SIDA. Did you also experience 
problems with it? It was a highly political 
support, often carried out by junior aid offi-
cials. 
LHW: The administration was carried out by 
SIDA, but there was always a lot of political 
guidance from the government. The SIDA 
leadership knew exactly what our policies 
were. In the field, we furthermore always had 
a lot of experienced diplomats together with 
the younger SIDA staff. I think that it was a 

good combination of experienced diplomats 
and those with a keen commitment. A good 
mix, I would say. When we worked with or-
ganizations such as IDAF, we knew that Per 
Wästberg was involved. Ernst Michanek was, 
of course, there all the time. They were people 
who we believed in and trusted totally. There 
was a network of people who trusted each 
other. I think that that was the most important. 
We tried to avoid making party politics out of 
the support. 
TS: Were you also satisfied that the adminis-
trative routines regarding reporting and ac-
counting of funds were appropriate and that 
SIDA had sufficient control over the funds? 
LHW: We knew that the support must be kept 
secret. As we could not be open about it—
there could not be an open discussion in the 
media about the channels and so forth—it was 
very important that the administration was 
based on trust. It was not just that SIDA han-
dled the money in a correct way, but our part-
ners had also to be trusted. It was a question of 
mutual interest. The liberation movements 
knew that even small doubts could destroy 
very much. Against this background, our 
partners were very strict, doing all that they 
could to satisfy our need to know who han-
dled what. I think that there was mutual trust 
and interest between the donor and the recipi-
ents. But, of course, there were also problems 
as we know from the Craig Williamson affair 
in IUEF. 
TS: Do you think that the Williamson affair 
affected Sweden’s relationship with ANC? 
LHW: No, not so much. It was a rather isolated 
incident, but I must confess that I did not 
know much about it at the time. 
TS: There are always internal problems and 
divisions in any liberation movement and in 
the 1980s, for example, there was the so-called 
detainee issue in the SWAPO camps in An-
gola. Did you raise this issue with SWAPO or 
with the Angolan government? 
LHW: Yes, in the late 1980s I raised it directly 
with SWAPO. I remember a discussion I had 
with Sam Nujoma. But we never discussed it 
with the Angolan government. 
TS: The Swedish support to the liberation 
movements was often viewed with suspicion 
by the Western powers. Apart from general 
criticism, do you recall any pressures against 
Sweden in this connection? 
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LHW: They were questioning and perhaps 
suspicious, but not directly critical. Indirectly 

now and then, but we did not suffer from that. 

 

 

 

Anders Johansson 
Journalist and member of the Swedish South Africa Committee— 
Africa correspondent of Dagens Nyheter 
Regional reporter of Dagens Nyheter  
(Eskilstuna, 19 November 1996) 

Tor Sellström: Why did you get involved with 
South and Southern Africa? 
Anders Johansson: I believe that it has to do 
with my background and upbringing in an 
small Christian community in Västergötland. 
My parents belonged to the Free Baptist Un-
ion, a very small church with about 2,000 
members. It was both an informal and a very 
strict church. All the men were pacifists, for 
example, so some of my relatives went to jail 
because they refused to do military service. 
This little church also sent missionaries to 
South Africa, Northern Rhodesia and Mozam-
bique. Some of them were my relatives and 
they stayed quite a lot in my home. I got first-
hand information from Africa from them. 
That, I believe, started my interest in Southern 
Africa. 
TS: The South Africa Committee that you 
started in 1963 was situated in Jönköping, of-
ten called the ‘Jerusalem of Sweden’. Do you 
think that your church connections facilitated 
the setting up of the committee? 
AJ: No, not really. I had started to work as a 
journalist at Jönköpingsposten in 1960, when I 
was only about seventeen and a half. I was 
interested in international affairs in general 
and in Africa in particular. The South Africa 
Committee was set up in February 1963, just 
before the launch of the boycott campaign by 
the National Council of Swedish Youth (SUL). 
I had then done part of my non-armed civic 
service at the Arlanda International Airport in 
the spring of 1961. During my first ever visit to 
Stockholm, I attended a meeting on South 
Africa in May 1961. The speakers were Victor 
Vinde, Arvid Svärd, Gunnar Helander, Per 
Wästberg, Charles Kauraisa from Namibia and 
Herbert Tingsten. Tingsten received the big-

gest applause when he said that “it is not the 
negroes in South Africa who should thank us, 
but we who should thank them for the enthu-
siasm and anger that they inspire”. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that the anti-
apartheid opinion in Sweden started in the 
liberal camp? 
AJ: Yes, I would agree with that. Several of 
these people were prominent Liberals. The 
Social Democrats joined later. 
TS: When you started the Jönköping South 
Africa Committee, which issues did you raise? 
AJ: It was the apartheid system and the op-
pression in South Africa. The more ideological 
and political implications of that came later. 
This was also the era of non-violence. You had 
Albert Luthuli in South Africa, but also Martin 
Luther King in America. It was the spirit of the 
early 1960s. 
TS: But ANC took a decision to initiate armed 
struggle. Was that a problem in your solidarity 
work? 
AJ: I remember that we had a lot of discus-
sions about that. The different South Africa 
Committees in Sweden had several meetings 
where we discussed how we could prepare the 
public opinion for the forthcoming violence in 
South Africa. You had this background of non-
violence put forward by Luthuli. At the same 
time you had ANC speakers in Sweden who 
talked about a revolution. We discussed how 
we could prepare the public opinion for this 
change. In the Swedish South Africa Commit-
tee we discussed various statements—which 
we at that time did not make public—to the 
effect that we supported the liberation move-
ments on their own conditions. 
TS: Being a pacifist yourself, was it not a prob-
lem for you? 
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AJ: It was a great problem, of course, both 
with my Christian background and being a 
pacifist. It created a lot of contradictory emo-
tions. 
TS: At a very early stage, you and the different 
South Africa Committees established close 
relations with ANC. Did you not have contacts 
with PAC? 
AJ: No, our contacts were mainly with ANC. 
The first ANC person that I remember—and 
who I met personally—was Duma Nokwe. 
Later there was Raymond Kunene from the 
ANC London office and, of course, Billy 
Modise, who was a very influential student in 
Lund and who participated in our public 
meetings and internal discussions. He was a 
major source of inspiration. We also had con-
tacts with Abdul Minty, Ruth First and others. 
One contact led to another and it was not diffi-
cult to create a network. It was, however, 
mainly with ANC. Going through my files, I 
found that I had written a letter to PAC, ask-
ing for information about their struggle, but 
apparently I did not even get a reply. 
TS: Many of the early ANC visitors to Sweden, 
such as Duma Nokwe and Arthur Goldreich, 
were also prominent members of the South 
African Communist Party. Did they appear 
publicly as members of the Communist Party 
or only as ANC? 
AJ: As I remember, only as ANC. However, I 
do not recall any conflict regarding member-
ship of the South African Communist Party. 
Besides, the main organizer of solidarity ac-
tivities on a national scale apart from the 
Swedish South Africa Committee was SUL, 
which included the Communist Youth so, in 
principle, you could not have anything against 
that. But, for us they were ANC. 
TS: So the question of Communism was not a 
divisive factor? 
AJ: No, not among the local South Africa 
Committees. There were a lot of radical peo-
ple, mainly in the Lund committee. In 
Jönköping, we mainly cooperated with the 
Lund committee, where there were some 
Communist members. But that was not the is-
sue. We looked at what different individuals 
achieved in the solidarity work. For example, 
we had a conflict regarding the way the South 
Africa Committees should be organized in 
relation to SUL, which was a national organi-
zation including all kinds of people, from non-
political organizations to the Communist 

Youth League. In the South Africa Commit-
tees, we wanted to build a strong unity be-
tween individuals who wanted to participate 
in solidarity work. In Jönköping, I think that 
we managed that. We both had organizations 
and individuals, mainly young students at the 
local secondary school, as members. 
TS: You founded the Jönköping South Africa 
Committee just before the launch of the SUL 
campaign on 1 March 1963. The campaign was 
for a consumer boycott of South African 
goods. Did you not raise the issue of total 
sanctions against South Africa? 
AJ: Yes, we did. We tried to hit at different 
Swedish companies, such as the Transatlantic 
shipping company in Gothenburg. The work 
developed from a consumer boycott to the 
demand for sanctions, but it is difficult to 
make a division between the two, because they 
were inter-connected. There was, for example, 
a close connection between the imports by 
different companies, how they were shipped 
to Sweden and sold to the consumers. How-
ever, what we described as our political ene-
mies in Sweden were at that time often the 
trade unions, who sided with the companies 
against the South Africa Committees. There 
was a kind of unholy alliance between the 
trade unions and the export companies, and, 
of course, the trade unions also influenced the 
Social Democratic government in the begin-
ning. 
TS: Does this also mean that you did not have 
Social Democratic activists in the local South 
Africa Committees? 
AJ: Yes, we did, but they were in opposition to 
the party leadership, where you had people 
like Torsten Nilsson and Kaj Björk. They were 
the people that we mostly had to argue with 
about sanctions. They kept a very strict legal 
line, maintaining that sanctions had to be im-
posed by the UN Security Council and not by 
individual governments, which we demanded. 
TS: Did you find Olof Palme more receptive to 
your demands? Was he involved with South 
and Southern Africa? 
AJ: Yes, he was. I think that he was the main 
force behind the change within the Social De-
mocratic Party, for example, on the issue of 
Cabora Bassa later in the 1960s. We did not 
have many discussions with him, but he must 
have been quite influential for the change. 

Quite early, we also saw the need of direct 
discussions between people coming from 
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Southern Africa—not only South Africa, but 
also Rhodesia, for example—and we set up 
meetings between them and Social Democratic 
politicians such as Sten Andersson, Arne Gei-
jer and Anders Thunborg, who was then the 
party secretary for international affairs and a 
member of the Swedish South Africa Commit-
tee.  
TS: So your strategy was that the visitors from 
Southern Africa should meet the political 
leadership in Sweden? 
AJ: Yes, of course. That was necessary. They 
were the people in power and they had to be 
influenced. 
TS: At a very early stage, you corresponded 
with a number of ANC leaders and managed 
to have articles by them published in the 
Swedish newspapers. I am thinking of people 
such as Ronnie Kasrils, Ruth First and Joe 
Slovo. How did this come about? 
AJ: It was through a network of contacts. I met 
Ruth First for the first time in January 1965 
and I also came in contact with Kasrils. Ap-
parently, they got to know that I not only had 
a platform on the South Africa Committee, but 
that I also was a journalist. They asked me for 
help to get the articles published and I did as 
much as I could. Sometimes we succeeded and 
sometimes not. 
TS: One of the articles, I understand, was by 
Joe Slovo on the joint ANC-ZAPU ‘Wankie 
campaign’? 
AJ: That is right. It was published as quite a 
big feature in the Sunday edition of Dagens 
Nyheter. Actually, I managed to have articles 
by ANC people published in Aftonbladet in 
1965, so it was not only in Dagens Nyheter. 
TS: So, leading South African Communists 
wrote in Swedish Social Democratic and Lib-
eral newspapers? 
AJ: Yes, but we never introduced them as 
Communists. I do not even think that they 
used their correct names, but Ruth First was, 
of course, an authority on South African affairs 
by herself, not as a member of the Communist 
Party. 
TS: During the first half of the 1960s, which 
were the forces in Sweden that were against 
the solidarity work? 
AJ: The trade unions were quite a big force. 
Some of them were against us during the 
Cabora Bassa debate in the late 1960s. But the 
picture was not black or white. There were 
companies who cooperated with us and gave 

us information, for instance, in Jönköping. 
Among the trade unions, the Seamen’s Union 
and others also gave us information about 
ships coming and going. 

A major issue in 1964 concerned the Swed-
ish missions in South Africa. On behalf of the 
Swedish South Africa Committee, we tried to 
organize a conference between the churches 
and the local South Africa Committees to dis-
cuss the fact that they cooperated with the 
regime in South Africa to be allowed to stay 
there and that they received assistance from 
the South African government for their social 
work. But the initiative failed. The most con-
servative mission societies, like the Swedish 
Alliance Mission and the Holiness Union re-
fused to participate. The Swedish Alliance 
Mission was the strongest mission society in 
the Jönköping area and quite a strong local 
force against us. For me personally, this proc-
ess created a division between myself and the 
church of my childhood, the Free Baptist Un-
ion. I broke with them and that was it. I be-
lieved that they cooperated too closely with 
the South African regime. 
TS: Did you join another church? 
AJ: No, I lost my faith, I guess, over South 
Africa. 
TS: In the late 1960s, the first generation of 
solidarity organizations, the South Africa 
Committees, withered and died. New organi-
zations—the Africa Groups—were formed in 
the 1970s. Why did the South Africa Commit-
tees disappear? 
AJ: In my own case, I decided in 1965-66 to 
leave the Swedish South Africa Committee. 
Not because of a lack of interest or enthusiasm, 
but as a journalist I wanted to be impartial. 
Officially, I resigned from the board of the 
South Africa Committee in 1967. Working at 
Dagens Nyheter’s foreign news desk, I believed 
that you could not be a journalist and at the 
same time be active in an organization. How-
ever, by then I had established quite a good 
network with Africa. The same year, I was sent 
to cover the Six Day War between Israel and 
Egypt. I stayed for a month in Cairo, where 
there were a lot of important Southern Afri-
cans, like Andreas Shipanga from SWAPO of 
Namibia. He put me in touch with other inter-
esting people from Southern Africa. 

People were dropping out for several dif-
ferent reasons. Many activists in the South 
Africa Committees were students. They later 
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got jobs and families, or were involved in 
other organizations. However, the main reason 
was, of course, that Africa became over-
shadowed by the developments in Indochina. 
TS: Through the South Africa Committees, 
you had early contacts with Namibia. Do you 
recall your first contacts with SWAPO? 
AJ: I think that it was in the mid-1960s. I do 
not remember exactly, but it must have been 
before meeting Andreas Shipanga in Cairo. I 
was quite influenced by some of the first 
members of the South Africa Committee in 
Lund. They were very clearsighted and saw at 
an early stage that SWAPO was a stronger 
force than SWANU. I wrote articles in that 
spirit in Dagens Nyheter and according to Shi-
panga I could be ‘SWAPO’s man in Sweden’. I 
do not know if that is true, but quite early we 
formed an opinion that SWAPO was a force to 
reckon with in Namibia. 
TS: Later in the 1960s you got very involved 
with Mozambique, becoming the first Western 
journalist to visit the liberated areas in 1968, 
together with Eduardo Mondlane. How did 
you get in contact with FRELIMO? 
AJ: I had met Mondlane in Stockholm in Sep-
tember 1965. At that time, I worked for a short 
time at Aftonbladet. I approached him as a 
journalist and interviewed him. Eduardo 
Mondlane and his wife Janet came quite often 
to Sweden. They became good friends with the 
then chief editor of Dagens Nyheter, Olof La-
gercrantz. We met, and in January 1968 I went 
to Dar es Salaam to cover the official visit by 
Prime Minister Tage Erlander to Tanzania. I 
got an interview with President Nyerere and 
his permission to cross the border into Mo-
zambique with FRELIMO together with 
Mondlane on his first visit ever to the liberated 
areas. Samora Machel and several other im-
portant FRELIMO leaders went on this mis-
sion. I was the first journalist to go there. Be-
fore me there had only been a Yugoslavian 
film crew. 
TS: You published your impressions from that 
visit widely throughout the world? 
AJ: Yes, Dagens Nyheter had a department 
which helped me with that. I also used my 
earlier contacts to distribute the information. I 
think that it was of particular interest at the 
time, because the view formed by the Portu-
guese propaganda was that FRELIMO was not 
a very important force and that they had no 
liberated areas in Mozambique. My articles 

had a news value. They turned the Portuguese 
propaganda upside down. 
TS: At the same time, the Swedish company 
ASEA was bidding for the Cabora Bassa hy-
dro-electrical project? 
AJ: That came somewhat later. The main issue 
there was to prove that the electricity from 
Cabora Bassa would not only go to South Af-
rica, but also to Rhodesia, and I think that we 
were able to do that. Collecting different press 
cuttings and other information, I managed to 
put together a picture where it was apparent 
that Rhodesia was involved. 

Together with some friends in the Lund 
South Africa Committee—Ulf Agrell and Lars-
Erik Johansson—I had formed a ‘South Afri-
can Information Service’, which we used as a 
cover to get information from official sources 
in Salisbury and Johannesburg. We wrote to 
different organizations and individuals in the 
name of the South African Information Serv-
ice. That is how we managed to receive some 
interesting—and, as it turned out, important—
information. 
TS: As you recollect, how did other interna-
tional journalists view the official Swedish 
support to the liberation movements in South-
ern Africa? 
AJ: I do not think that it was a big issue, be-
cause it was not public. They did not know 
about it. Of course, Sweden was regarded as a 
friend of the Southern African liberation 
movements. That was obvious, but the extent 
of the support was not apparent. They re-
garded us as sympathizers. 
TS: And the liberation movements, how did 
they look upon Sweden? 
AJ: I think that some leaders could be critical, 
but, generally speaking, it was not the case. I 
remember many hot discussions where I—as 
an individual—criticized the Swedish gov-
ernment from a radical point of view, but was 
attacked for being critical of a friendly person 
like Olof Palme. I think that they in general 
were quite happy with what they received, but 
I sometimes wondered how close the relations 
really were. I recall, for example, that ANC 
during Olof Palme’s visit to Zambia in 1971 
had difficulties in making contact with him. 
They asked me, a private journalist, to act as 
middleman to set up a meeting between Oliver 
Tambo and Palme. I do not think that Palme 
did not want to meet Tambo, but, somehow, 
the Swedish diplomats’ contacts were not 
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what they should have been. It ended up with 
me contacting Pierre Schori, who organized a 
meeting between the two leaders. 
TS: In 1976, the Social Democratic Party lost 
the elections and a non-socialist coalition gov-
ernment was formed. It continued the Social 
Democratic policy of support to the liberation 
movements and introduced the first sanctions 
law against South Africa in 1979. Why did it 
take such a long time to introduce sanctions? 
How come that the investments ban was in-
troduced by a non-socialist government? 
AJ: At that time, it was already in the pipeline 
and there was a great consensus among the 
Swedish politicians. The movement had 
started with the Liberals. The Social Democrats 
became active later. It was perhaps a surprise 
to the Africans that the assistance did not stop 
or was not reduced under the new govern-
ment, but there was such a great force behind 
it in Sweden. I do not think that it was ever in 
question. In addition, perhaps the non-socialist 
parties were keen not to be seen as lagging 
behind the Social Democrats regarding the 
liberation process in Southern Africa. 

Yes, it took a long time to introduce sanc-
tions. At some stage, there were strong forces, 
like the trade unions against it and there were 
also the legal arguments about what the 
United Nations should do and not do. That 
has always played an important role in Swed-
ish foreign policy. 
TS: How would you describe the relationship 
between the NGO solidarity movement and 
the Swedish government? 
AJ: I think that the early network was im-
portant. You had individual members of the 
South Africa Committees who later rose 

within the political establishment. It was 
mainly the case on the Social Democratic side, 
with people such as Birgitta Dahl and others. 
Quite early, they were active in these circles 
and later got important positions and respon-
sibilities, and influenced the position taken by 
the Swedish government. 
TS: The only country where there was a de-
bate regarding the Swedish support to the 
liberation movements was Angola. The Liberal 
party advocated support to both FNLA and 
MPLA. How would you explain that Sweden 
only supported MPLA, which was considered 
to be close to the Soviet Union? 
AJ: I was never really involved in Angola and 
I do not think that I have a good answer. 
However, the picture was not black or white. 
Expressen—a liberal paper—collected at a very 
early stage medicines for MPLA and later Lib-
erals like Olle Wästberg tried to get the same 
paper to support FNLA. I also think that the 
old network played a role here. For example, if 
our ANC friends told us that MPLA was an 
important force, we trusted that. 
TS: Finally, in the case of Zimbabwe you get 
the impression that ZAPU never really had a 
strong base in Sweden. It was less prominent 
than ZANU. Do you think that that is correct? 
AJ: I think that it to a very great extent is cor-
rect and that it had to do with what they did 
on the ground. ZAPU had quite a strong lead-
ership, but ZANU proved inside Zimbabwe 
that they were doing most of the fighting. No-
body could take that away from them. In exile, 
they also had strong representatives, while 
perhaps ZAPU’s spokesmen were not always 
that good. 

 

 

 

Tomas Ledin 
Musician and solidarity organizer  
(Stockholm, 18 March 1997) 

Tor Sellström: You were one of the leading 
Swedish rock artists behind the gala in sup-
port of ANC in Gothenburg, Sweden, in No-
vember 1985. What was the background to the 
gala? Who took the initiative? 

Tomas Ledin: If I remember correctly, the 
initiative came from Mikael Wiehe together 
with Björn Afzelius and Dan Hylander. Dan 
Hylander was the one who called and asked 
me if I was interested in a meeting with them 



 Sweden  299 

  

and Lindiwe Mabuza, the ANC representative 
to Sweden. The Swedish rock scene was—in 
the media anyway—divided between com-
mercial rock n’ roll and alternative, more po-
litical rock n’ roll. I was in their eyes in the 
commercial world, so they wanted to create a 
bridge. If we were the foundation, we could 
together get everybody involved. This was the 
idea. 

It was a year or two after some really big 
concerts in England and the United States, 
such as the ‘Live Aid’ project initiated by Bob 
Geldof. There had been a lot of talk in Sweden 
that something should be done. We should use 
our influence as artists to both raise money, 
and awareness about an issue. I think that the 
idea that we should stage a gala for ANC and 
against apartheid came from Mikael Wiehe. I 
was aware of the situation in South Africa, of 
course, but I did not know in detail what ANC 
really stood for. I told them that I was quite 
interested, but that I wanted to do some re-
search so that I really could stand up for the 
idea. I remember that I called Expressen and 
spoke to a political journalist who had been to 
South Africa and really had the knowledge. I 
realized quite soon that if we were going to 
make a difference, ANC was the right organi-
zation to support. 
TS: What was significant about this gala was 
that it was not just for South Africa in general, 
but for ANC? 
TL: Yes. There were, of course, those who said 
that it was too much to the left and that one 
should not go along with something so politi-
cal. But through my talks with this journalist I 
felt that I had no problem in supporting it. It 
was for a very humanitarian cause. It was im-
portant to create a platform that a lot of artists 
could support. The strategy was that Mikael 
Wiehe and I jointly could bring a lot of artists 
together if we had a platform that was hu-
manitarian. 

I think that if you stand up for something, 
you must know why you are there. Then you 
can really work for it. My situation at that time 
was that I had stopped recording, touring and 
writing. I was very much working behind the 
scenes as an organizer. It was only towards the 
end, when everything looked so much fun, 
that I decided to be one of the artists and per-
form a couple of songs. 
TS: You wrote the lead song, ‘Mountains are 
to be moved’? 

TL: Yes, Mikael Wiehe and I wrote it together. 
The first thing was to get all the artists to the 
studio and record it. It was quite easy. There 
were only a few who said that they did not 
want to participate. I do not think that it was 
for political reasons, but more for personal 
artistic reasons. 
TS: I understand that you did this for free? 
TL: I used all my powers to do this for free. 
We recorded the single in Polar Studios—
which we own—so it was not a problem. Also 
the people who made the cover and the art 
design worked for free and those who made 
the record worked for at least lower fees. For 
the actual concert, we went to EMA—the big-
gest concert promotor in Scandinavia, which 
also deals with a lot of the artists—and they 
said: ‘OK, we will do this for free’. The whole 
idea was that everybody should work for free, 
so that we could raise as much money as pos-
sible. 
TS: Do you know how much money you even-
tually raised? 
TL: I think that it was around ten to twelve 
million Swedish Kronor. 
TS: Was this money given to ANC without 
any strings attached? 
TL: Yes, it was. A foundation was formed so 
that all the money could go straight to ANC. 
What was great was that during the work art-
ists kept calling, wanting to join. More artists 
were added all the time, which, of course, was 
good for the spirit of the project.  
TS: There were also some Danish artists? 
TL: Yes, Sanne Salomonsen. I asked Mats 
Ronander if he wanted to join. They were liv-
ing together at the time and Sanne said: ‘I 
want to be there too’. 
TS: How was the initiative received by the 
music industry and the press? 
TL: It was, of course, discussed in the papers 
and by some people in the record business. 
Journalists who write about pop and rock mu-
sic said that it was impossible: ‘These artists 
cannot be on the same stage. They stand for 
different things in attitude, life style and po-
litical views, so this concert will not work’. But 
after the show everybody just loved it, even 
the journalists. 

The concerts in Gothenburg were taped for 
TV, so we could sell the rights to get more 
money. We also got people to record the 
songs, so we could mix them. The problem 
was that we wanted to release the album the 
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same day, which was impossible, of course. 
But Dan Hylander and I worked with two 
engineers around the clock. Twelve hours each 
and then we changed. We mixed the whole 
album in 48 hours. Then you have to consider 
that we taped two whole evenings and that we 
had to pick the right takes, which was a lot of 
work. The album was actually in the shops a 
week later and it sold very well. A couple of 
years ago, it was also released on CD and it is 
still selling.  
TS: After the gala, you and some other Swed-
ish artists—Py Bäckman, Eva Dahlgren and 
Dan Hylander—were invited by ANC to visit 
Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe? 
TL: I think that it was SIDA that made the 
invitation and wanted us to go. From what I 
understand, they wanted us to meet—in the 
flesh, so to speak—ANC people in Southern 
Africa. We were not aware of the significance 
until we came there. We then understood that 
it was important to keep spirits up. It was in 
every aspect a fantastic experience. It was also 
very moving, because we were not aware that 
what we had done in Sweden had had such an 
impact. 
TS: Did you visit the ANC SOMAFCO school 
in Morogoro, Tanzania? 
TL: Yes. It was a strange experience, because 
we landed in Dar es Salaam and nobody was 
there to pick us up. It took hours. It was really 
hot and we wondered what was going on. In 
the evening, a couple of guys came and pre-
sented themselves as being from the ANC. We 
took our trunks and went into a minibus and 
went away. We were told that we were going 
to a hotel in Dar es Salaam to stay one night 
before going to Morogoro. But instead they 
drove away from Dar es Salaam. After half an 
hour we got a little scared: ‘What is going on 
here?’ Then, suddenly, they stopped the car. I 
thought: ‘Jesus, are they really ANC people? 
How do we know? Did they show any docu-
ments? No.’ They stopped the car. It was com-
pletely black, totally silent and they did not 
say a thing. We got really scared. Maybe they 
were South Africans? For a moment, all of us 
thought that we were going to be taken out of 
the car, shot and left by the roadside. But then 
they turned around and said: ‘We are really 
sorry. We have not arranged for the hotel. We 
do not have the money. So we are going up the 
coast, where you can stay really cheap’. And 
we said: ‘No problem!’ 

They took us there and said that they were 
going to come back the following day, but they 
did not show up. We stayed there for two 
days. Nobody showed up. It was really diffi-
cult with telephones and communications in 
general. Finally, we managed to call the Swed-
ish embassy. It was on a Saturday and they 
said that we had to wait until Monday, but we 
had air tickets for Tuesday, so we had to leave 
real fast for Morogoro. We said: ‘Well, we are 
calling Pierre Schori right now and you’d bet-
ter arrange this, otherwise he will get really 
upset’. An hour later we had a car. We never 
called him, of course. We just used his name to 
get the car. 

Then we drove ourselves, without a map or 
anything, to Morogoro. I was driving and it 
was a bumpy road, I tell you. The distance was 
around three hundred kilometres and it was 
pretty hot. We drove and drove and drove and 
stopped to buy a coke and things like that on 
the way. We finally reached Morogoro and 
asked around for SOMAFCO. Not many peo-
ple knew about it, but somebody told us: ‘You 
should take that road. Go down there to the 
right’. Suddenly there was something over the 
road and under a tree there was this guy sit-
ting really relaxed with a machine-gun. Then 
we understood that, okey, this is it. We stayed 
at SOMAFCO for a couple of days. We were 
very well received. They really took good care 
of us. 
TS: What had happened then? Were they not 
informed in Dar es Salaam? 
TL: There was some mix-up. For us it was just 
an adventure. At SOMAFCO we stayed in nice 
rooms. We had dinners and went into classes 
where they wanted us to talk about the gala. 
We visited the hospital. They did not have any 
malaria tablets, so we left everything that we 
had. 
TS: From there you went to Zambia? 
TL: No, we came to Zambia first. Zambia, 
Zimbabwe, Tanzania and Kenya. 
TS: Were you received by the ANC leadership 
in Zambia? 
TL: Yes, they took very good care of us. They 
arranged a big party and we went outside 
Lusaka to visit the ANC farm. I was video-
taping during the whole trip. When I came 
home, I got some help from a guy to put it to-
gether. We had a twenty minute documentary 
on our trip on Swedish television. 
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TS: What did the ANC representatives say 
about your initiative? Did they appreciate the 
importance of the gala for the solidarity work 
in the Scandinavian countries? 
TL: Very much so. When we came to Harare, 
there was a big and very formal dinner. The 
ANC Chief Representative to Zimbabwe, 
Reddy Mazimba, attended the dinner. They 
gave speeches to welcome us. I understood 
that the speeches were addressed to us, but 
also very much to all the ANC people who 
were there, so that they would understand 
that there were people working somewhere 
else on the earth for their cause. I felt this 
throughout our trip. 
TS: ANC advocated a total cultural boycott of 
South Africa. The ANC gala was, of course, an 
alternative to any contacts with South Africa, 
but do you remember if the boycott was un-
derstood and observed by your fellow cultural 
workers in Sweden? Was this something that 
you discussed? 
TL: Before the gala, I think that a lot of artists, 
including myself, were aware that there was a 
boycott, but many of us released records for 
different areas. You do not really have a clear 
picture of the countries where they are re-
leased. For example, if England picks up and 
distributes an album you do not always know 
in what countries England in turn will release 
it. I think that many artists really did not 
know, but after the gala everybody was aware 
of the problem and really checked it up: ‘If this 
album is going to be released in England, I 
want to know that it is only for England’. The 
awareness was really much higher after the 
ANC gala. 
TS: After your visit in 1986, there followed an 
exchange between Scandinavian and Southern 
African artists? 
TL: Yes, the Frontline Rock project, with Mi-
kael Wiehe, Peps Persson, Dan Hylander, Py 
Bäckman and others. I was supposed to join 
them, but I could not for some reason that I do 
not remember. But when they came to Swe-
den, we did a tour in which I took part. The 
idea was that there should be different Swed-
ish artists for every concert. I was in 
Sandviken, my home town. It was fun. 
TS: After that first involvement with ANC, 
were you able to follow the events in South 
Africa? Did you meet Nelson Mandela when 
he visited Stockholm? 

TL: Yes, when he was released, I helped with 
the organization of the gala in the Stockholm 
Globe. ANC contacted me and I helped them 
to get in contact with EMA. We formed a 
group that organized the gala, with Stellan 
Skarsgård as master of ceremonies. I did not 
meet Mandela then, because I was behind the 
scenes to get things working. He walked by 
me, I remember. But when he got the Nobel 
Peace Prize, Mikael Wiehe and I were invited 
to Oslo and we actually met him. We were 
invited to his hotel room, which was quite 
something, to say the least. He was aware of 
the work we had done. 

Mikael and I were invited to Mandela’s 
presidential inauguration in South Africa. It 
was really a historical and moving moment. 
When Mandela was installed—when it ac-
tually happened—the sun was moving and a 
shadow over the place where we were sitting 
was slowly disappearing, so you really felt the 
change. For Mikael Wiehe and me it was quite 
spectacular. I had Sten Andersson to the right 
of me and a couple of rows above were Fidel 
Castro and Yasser Arafat. From our part of the 
world, it was Mikael and I. Quincy Jones was 
there from the US, and I remember Lindiwe 
Mabuza coming running to us: ‘Tomas and 
Mikael, you have to come here. You have to 
meet Quincy’. It was quite something. 
TS: Was that your first visit to South Africa? 
TL: Yes. ANC took really good care of us. We 
went to some townships, celebrating the vic-
tory with the ANC people. We also went to a 
huge rally outside Johannesburg, where all the 
religious leaders held a ceremony. There were 
a hundred thousand people there. It was really 
moving, because the Jewish leaders, the Catho-
lics, the Hindus, all of them, gave the message 
that ‘we have to forgive’. Coming from Swe-
den we were not used to that attitude or to the 
emotional feeling that was there, so we were 
really moved. It was fascinating to see that in 
all the different levels of society the message 
was ‘we have to forgive’. Even when you 
opened the newspaper and saw an advertise-
ment for a new Honda car: ‘This is the car for 
the future, for the new South Africa and we 
have to forgive’. If you went to get money in a 
bank, the same thing: ‘This is money for the 
new South Africa. We have to forgive’. 

When we were there, I realized that the 
church had been extremely important for the 
change of mind of the people, getting every-
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body moving in the same direction. The strug-
gle was waged on a political level, on a relig-
ious level and also on a business level, from 
what I understand. That is quite remarkable. 

I really fell in love with the country. South 
Africa is beautiful, but it also has vibrancy. 
You can feel the dynamics and there is a belief 
in the future and in change. I returned there 
six months later, on a holiday trip to Cape 
Town. I was fascinated, seeing how different 
groups were looking for new ways of living, 
finding patterns how to meet and how to live 
together. Basic things, like how do you behave 
or act when you go to the beach. Suddenly, 
there were totally different groups coming to 

the beach and a lot of funny situations oc-
curred. It was a very exciting time to be there. 
The vitality is what I remember most. 

I went to South Africa with my family. I 
even brought my parents. It was a great ex-
perience for all of us. It was fantastic. 

In addition, Dali Tambo got to know that I 
was in South Africa. I was invited to his TV-
show ‘People of the South’ together with 
Miriam Makeba and Barney Simon, who runs 
the Market Theatre in Johannesburg. I sang a 
song in Swedish: ‘Here comes the new time’. It 
was really a special feeling to sing in Swedish 
on a South African TV show. 

 

 

 

Sören Lindh 
Africa Groups in Sweden 
(Stockholm, 4 February 1997) 

Tor Sellström: You have been actively in-
volved in the Swedish solidarity movement 
with Southern Africa for about thirty years. 
How did your involvement begin? 
Sören Lindh: It started around 1967, when I 
was a tutor for a student group in Uppsala. 
That is where my interest in Africa began. A 
year or so later, I was quarrelling with my 
father about international solidarity. I was 
angry with him and his friends, because they 
did not care. Going back to Uppsala, where I 
lived at the time, I asked myself: ‘What do you 
do yourself?’ The conclusion was: ‘Nothing’, 
so I conceived an organization that could fit 
into the government agency where I worked, 
the Swedish Agency for Administrative De-
velopment (Statskontoret). The main idea was 
to raise financial support and maybe have 
some information activities, but no big meet-
ings. That was in November 1968. A handful 
of colleagues bought the idea and our organi-
zation still works. 

It was conceived as a group in support of 
FRELIMO. Support for Vietnam was not po-
litically realistic at this government agency. 
But I had read some articles by the Swedish 
journalist Anders Johansson from Dagens Ny-
heter about FRELIMO. So we chose the libera-

tion movement in Mozambique. The organiza-
tion was formed on a ‘take it or leave it’ basis: 
‘FRELIMO it is. If you do not like it, leave it!’ 
That meant that we could avoid a lot of inter-
nal fights about what to support. Either you 
were in or you were out. And, as I said, the 
organization has survived for about thirty 
years. 
TS: Did you have any previous contacts with 
FRELIMO? 
SL: No. The idea was to mobilize people to do 
useful things. Then, of course, we got in touch 
with FRELIMO’s representative in Sweden at 
that time, Lourenço Mutaca. It was just after 
the Cabora Bassa campaign, so it was not any-
thing new or special. 
TS: How was the initiative received by your 
colleagues? 
SL: It was positive. A number of people joined. 
I think that we quite soon were about 15-20 
people out of a total of some 300 employees. 
On the other hand, we tried to get the admini-
stration to draw money from the salaries every 
month—which usually was done if it con-
cerned the Red Cross, Save the Children or 
similar organizations—but they said that they 
could not do that. Instead, we had to set up a 
special fund-raising account with a bank to 



 Sweden  303 

  

which the members automatically transferred 
their contributions. It proved a bit difficult 
over the years, but it has worked. 

Our main activity was fund-raising, but at 
the beginning of the 1970s we could also draw 
on the progressive wave of 1968. We had a 
number of meetings and small exhibitions at 
the agency. That boosted the activities and by 
1972-73 we started to finance the shipment of 
used clothes to FRELIMO in Tanzania. The 
clothes went to Mtwara and from there into 
Mozambique. We also organized meetings 
with Marcelino dos Santos and others when 
they came to Sweden. Our activities went up 
and down, but they were quite good. Of 
course, all the time we were looked for by 
people from the Portuguese security police 
and others. There were instances when we had 
to adjourn meetings for a while and ask people 
to leave the room. 
TS: Were these people Portuguese? 
SL: No, they were Swedes, but of the type that 
security organizations would recruit and use 
as middlemen. But we were informed by our 
friends among the Portuguese deserters in 
Sweden when people from PIDE were moni-
toring the Africa Groups’ demonstrations. 
TS: How was your FRELIMO group linked to 
the broader Swedish solidarity movement 
with Southern Africa? 
SL: In the beginning, there were no links. It 
lasted for about one year, but by the end of 
1969 we got in touch with some people who 
belonged to the first Africa Group in southern 
Sweden and with others who wanted to set up 
a similar organization in Stockholm. Some of 
them were linked to the Swedish UN Associa-
tion and later formed the Stockholm Africa 
Group. We were in touch with them, but we 
did not work together very much until 1971, 
when I joined. The Stockholm Africa Group 
really started to work at around that time. 
Before that it mainly functioned as a study 
circle. We also contacted those who had been 
working with the Cabora Bassa campaign 
against ASEA’s participation in the project. 
They had a fund-raising account and a few 
pennies, but also a tradition of information 
which we took over. We also talked to the 
Social Democratic Youth League, which made 
a Swedish version of FRELIMO’s publication 
Mozambique Revolution. Eventually, we formed 
a sub-group within the Stockholm Africa 
Group, called FRELIMO-Sweden. 

TS: Did the Social Democratic Youth League 
form part of FRELIMO-Sweden? 
SL: No. They could not link up with us for-
mally, but we talked and made an agreement 
with FRELIMO to send Mozambique Revolution 
to us instead. We then set up a subscription 
service and activated our fund-raising account. 
I think that it set a standard for the Africa 
Groups’ external work, with fund-raising and 
information activities. Later, we highlighted 
the Wiriyamu massacre in Mozambique. In 
preparation for the Stockholm conference on 
the environment, we also highlighted the 
genocide in South Africa and in Angola. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament paved the 
way for direct humanitarian support to the 
national liberation movements in Southern 
Africa. How would you explain that a broad 
parliamentary majority in a neutral, Western 
country was in favour of liberation move-
ments that waged armed struggles and were 
supported by the Soviet Union and/or China? 
SL: Well, I have not thought of it very deeply, 
but if you look at it superficially you can see 
that it took place in the aftermath of the first 
South Africa boycott campaign. There was at 
the time a debate around the question that the 
West must do everything in its power to pre-
vent Southern Africa from becoming Commu-
nist. I would not say that this was the reason 
for the Social Democrats’ solidarity, but I 
imagine that some on the non-socialist, bour-
geois side had that position. What was differ-
ent in the case of Sweden—and maybe in the 
other Nordic countries—was that we did not 
have a business community that was actively 
and aggressively against us. I do not presume 
that they were foresighted enough to say: ‘This 
could be of use for us in the future’. I do not 
think that. But, on the other hand, they did not 
really care. They did not harass the gov-
ernment or the solidarity movement unless we 
stepped on a very touchy toe. 
TS: In your view, was the Swedish official 
support then given to influence the liberation 
movements ideologically, or was it granted as 
humanitarian assistance without any strings 
attached? 
SL: We did not think about these things at the 
time. If you look back, there were, of course, 
people within the social democratic movement 
that wanted to influence them. I think that it 
goes for Sweden and for the social democratic 
movement in general. It was very clearly the 
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case in the trade union field. Looking back, 
there must have been such strategies. But, we 
did not bother very much at the time. We did 
our work as well as we could and that was 
that. As FRELIMO put it, ‘do not get sectarian, 
we would like to get as broad support from 
Sweden as possible’. We said: ‘Fine, we will 
organize that’. So, we opened up. I think that it 
goes for the work on Angola as well. We en-
tered into relations with a number of organiza-
tions and political movements, from the far left 
to sections of the Liberal Party. We worked 
with them when they were prepared to do so 
and set ourselves up as the information centre 
for Southern Africa of the NGO sector. Those 
who cared to ask would get the information. In 
retrospect, I can say that the information was 
very good. 
TS: It was not until in 1975 that the Africa 
Groups recognized ANC as the leading force 
in South Africa. What factors could explain 
that the solidarity movement was so late? 
SL: There could be a number of factors, some 
relevant and some really irrelevant. I think 
that the most relevant was that we were work-
ing in a political situation in Sweden where the 
focus was on Vietnam and later—from 1973—
on Chile. We had to say: ‘OK, we work with 
Africa, even if it may distract one or two activ-
ists from ‘the main focus’. This was at the time 
of the ‘focal point discussion’, according to 
which all attention should be given to Viet-
nam. But we said that it was important to also 
cover other areas of the globe. In our case, we 
gave priority to the armed struggle in the Por-
tuguese colonies. That was it. That also meant 
that we staved off demands to recognize this 
and that organization in other areas, although 
we were, of course, in solidarity with their 
struggle. 

One of the more irrelevant reasons was that 
a couple of the leading Swedish activists had 
been staying for longer periods in Africa, 
where they had met people from the other 
liberation movements. Some of these persons 
were marked by exile and maybe not the ones 
that they should have met, because they did 
not encourage any political enthusiasm. These 
Swedes saw them as ‘café revolutionaries’, 
who it was not worthwhile supporting. No-
body in the Africa Groups really cared to ques-
tion that position, because we could not do 
anything practical about it at that time, any-

way. I think that it was one reason that held us 
back. 

Another reason—whether relevant or ir-
relevant, I do not know—was that from 1973 
the Trotskyists became very active in the Af-
rica Groups. A few local groups were domi-
nated by them and there were attacks on all 
the liberation movements, except ZANU. In 
their view, ZAPU, SWAPO and ANC were 
Stalinist, whatever that meant. For us who did 
the actual work, it was not very important to 
take on that fight. It would have required a big 
effort, so we said: ‘Let it be’. But after 1975, 
when liberation had been achieved in the Por-
tuguese colonies and we had to look for new 
areas, we took the decision to support ANC 
and SWAPO, as well as not to choose between 
ZANU and ZAPU. There were heavy fights 
between us in the mainstream and the Trot-
skyists. One of my arguments that I remember 
in that discussion was: ‘OK, we might have 
objections to some features of SWAPO, but if 
we turn the question around and ask ourselves 
where the Namibian activists and progressives 
are, we will find that they are in SWAPO. Fine. 
Let us then support SWAPO and hope that the 
progressive forces will take over’. That was the 
level of discussion at that time. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that the fact that the 
Swedish government and SIDA already had 
close relations with the liberation movements 
in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Namibia made 
it more difficult for the solidarity movement to 
recognize them? 
SL: No. FRELIMO, PAIGC and MPLA also 
had support from the government and the So-
cial Democratic Party. However, what we 
could see from the movements’ representa-
tives in Sweden was not always encouraging, 
for example, the infighting between ZANU 
and ZAPU. We tried to be as pragmatic as 
possible, appraising whether they had a genu-
ine popular backing and if they could wage 
the struggle and so on. If they were productive 
on the home front and appreciated by the 
people. In the case of Zimbabwe, that was a bit 
difficult to assess. I think that it is why we had 
some difficulties with them and why we 
ended up supporting both ZANU and ZAPU. 
TS: Talking about Zimbabwe, one gets the 
impression that the liberation movement with 
the weakest constituency in Sweden was 
ZAPU. Would you agree with that? 
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SL: Yes, I think that it is correct. ZAPU was the 
weakest for a number of reasons. When we 
talked to them, they had a clear analysis of the 
situation, but when we started to look at what 
was happening on the ground we could not 
find anything. So, we did not campaign very 
much for them. I also think that they were 
saying a lot of things that antagonized Social 
Democrats, Liberals and Trotskyists. This was 
in contrast to ZANU. ZANU floated around. 
You could not see any analysis, but they could 
on the other hand at times point at victories 
and advances here and there. I think that more 
enemies and a weak home ground worked 
against ZAPU in Sweden. 
TS: At the beginning of the 1970s, the Maoist 
left in Sweden advocated support to UNITA in 
Angola, upholding that MPLA, FNLA and 
UNITA should be recognized and assisted as 
part of a united front. How did the Africa 
Groups look upon this? 
SL: Well, we laughed a bit about it. We also 
smiled about the Liberal youth. They went for 
FNLA, but they also had a tendency to look 
favourably at UNITA. The Africa Groups did 
thorough homework on the Angolan organiza-
tions. We had already made an analysis in 
1972, but did not publish it as it might provoke 
quarrels within the left. The time to take it up 
came in 1974. That is when we produced our 
booklet on UNITA, FNLA and MPLA, which 
is still a strong historical document. It influ-
enced not only the left, but a number of orga-
nizations. 
TS: In the case of Sweden, the government and 
the solidarity movement eventually supported 
the same liberation movements in Southern 
Africa. However, the situation was different 
on the trade union front. Notably, LO and 
TCO never advocated support to the South 
African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU), 
while the Africa Groups strongly campaigned 
in its favour. Why did the Swedish trade union 
movement not support SACTU? 
SL: I think that it was influenced by the so-
called constructive engagement approach. The 
International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions (ICFTU)—to which both LO and TCO 
belonged—had a very strong tradition of anti- 
Communism. If others were not too dogmatic 
about that, the trade unions were. In 1976, 
there was, for example, an ICFTU meeting in 
Mexico. For that meeting, the Swedish LO and 
TCO produced a report on the trade union 

situation in South Africa. I remember that they 
said that ‘ANC had vanished, but that its spirit 
lingered on’. They also very clearly said: ‘No 
support to organizations that do not exist. Like 
SACTU’. The interesting thing is that the re-
port was first published in English for the 
Mexico meeting, so it was apparently meant 
for external consumption. Only later was it 
translated into Swedish. 

Now, who was the secretary of the LO/TCO 
report? It was Åke Magnusson, a liberal who 
had been working with the student movement, 
channelling support to FRELIMO. That is 
where I first met him. I found him strange. He 
did not really fit in. Later, he joined the busi-
ness side, actively working against sanctions 
and has become the head of the International 
Council of Swedish Industry. He also “infil-
trated” the church, because the Swedish Ecu-
menical Council used him as well. But they 
realized that they were betting on the wrong 
horse. They corrected their position, but 
LO/TCO never did. 
TS: LO and TCO supported internal trade 
union organizations like FOSATU, which was 
a driving force behind the constitution of 
COSATU. In retrospect, would it be fair to say 
that the support to FOSATU and other South 
African trade unions made a difference? 
SL: What we did was that we gave selective 
support to internal trade union organizations. 
We talked to ANC and others and they told us 
that they had people in those organizations. 
We were not against giving money to internal 
organizations as such and we adjusted our 
campaign accordingly. But we said: ‘Give 
money to SACTU as well’. That was our main 
message. 

We also had to do our homework on the 
trade union situation. We used ANC’s News 
Briefings and other sources to follow what was 
happening and realized from the beginning 
that it was a dangerous terrain unless it was 
very clear what you were doing. The in-
teresting thing about the SACTU campaign is 
that we got allies within the Swedish trade 
unions. I had, for instance, contacts with the 
chairman of TCO, Lennart Bodström. He was 
concerned. Interestingly, he later became Min-
ister for Foreign Affairs. 

The fight we had around SACTU also left 
the Trotskyists behind. They could not cope. 
We were doing things. We were pushing and 
lobbying and they could only say: ‘We have to 
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think’. However, it was a situation where you 
had to act, which meant that it was about the 
last we saw of the Trotskyists within the Africa 
Groups. 
TS: Did the emphasis on SACTU alienate the 
solidarity movement from organized labour in 
Sweden? 
SL: We alienated ourselves from the official 
establishment of the trade unions, but we went 
to the shop stewards and to the local branches 
and said: ‘Some people in South Africa are 
working openly, but in disguise. Others are 
working underground. If you would like to 
have a balanced situation, how do you channel 
the support? To both sides’. That made sense 
to a lot of people. We had unions supporting 
our view. Then they had to face the fact that 
SACTU was a member of the World Federa-
tion of Trade Unions (WFTU), but most of the 
people who were active and interested in in-
ternational affairs did not care about that. 

But, of course, it alienated us to a certain ex-
tent. However, we would have been their op-
ponents anyway, launching the sanctions 
campaign in late 1976. We then talked to a 
number of people who had been active in the 
sanctions campaign in the 1960s. We learned 
from their mistakes and also from their ad-
vances. An interesting thing was that the ini-
tial opposition to the idea of a boycott against 
South Africa came from the trade unions and 
other Social Democrats. They said: ‘We tried it. 
It did not work. Do not try to do what we did, 
because we know that it will not work’. We 
were a bit surprised, but formed other alli-
ances. The last to come on board was the So-
cial Democratic Youth League. We had all the 
political youth movements except the Moder-
ates on board before we formally asked the 
Social Democrats to join the Isolate South Af-
rica Committee (ISAK). 
TS: Looking at the trade union scene in South 
Africa at the time, there were emerging unions 
that later became extremely important, such as 
the National Union of Mineworkers. They 
were largely influenced by the Black Con-
sciousness Movement, with leaders such as 
Cyril Ramaphosa. Why did the Black Con-
sciousness Movement never receive any sup-
port from the Swedish government or the soli-
darity movement? 
SL: Well, what did they do? Where did they 
belong? I refer to the discussion we had on 
SWAPO: ‘There are progressives, but there are 

also a lot of other people and it is very difficult 
to see who is who’. We could perhaps see 
them as John the Baptist, coming before Jesus, 
but they were not Jesus. 
TS: The Swedish solidarity movement—the 
Africa Groups and ISAK—was very strong 
and united. How would you asses its influence 
on the Swedish government? 
SL: We opted at the start for a maximum plat-
form, with full sanctions and support for all 
the liberation movements in the ISAK pro-
gramme. We got more or less 100 per cent 
support for that. So we had a strong basis, 
which meant that we could be very active re-
garding information, press releases and so on. 
At the beginning of the 1980s, we had a bour-
geois government in Sweden. We harassed 
them and embarrassed Foreign and Prime 
Ministers alike with our questions. We were 
very well informed and that made us re-
spected. 

I also think that we were instrumental in 
helping the Social Democrats to take stronger 
actions against South Africa, going from an 
investment ban to full sanctions. For example, 
we found that according to the GATT treaty, a 
government could ban goods irrespective of 
other commitments if they were produced by 
prison labourers. We could easily show that 
many South African grapes, oranges and other 
agricultural products fell under that clause. 
We got support for our position. The Social 
Democratic member of parliament Maj-Lis 
Lööw read some of the statements and com-
ments that we made in one of our booklets to 
the parliamentary records. Eventually, the 
government said: ‘If we ban agricultural trade, 
why should we continue in other areas?’ I 
think that our campaign helped them to a 
more comfortable position. 
TS: Was this situation similar in Denmark, 
Finland and Norway? 
SL: Finland was always exceptional. They did 
not have a strong grassroots organization. 
There was an activity as part of the Peace 
Committee, which was broader and wider 
than in Sweden. But it was quite a bu-
reaucratic organization, with very few who 
had any international experience. 

When it comes to Denmark and Norway, I 
guess that they did not have such a strong 
presence in the Southern African region as we 
had. We also had much more financial sup-
port. We received a number of grants from the 
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government, available to all NGOs. We used 
them, which was not the case to that extent in 
Denmark and Norway. I also think that their 
political platforms were not that strong. They 
did not have the inner circle of organizations 
that we had in Sweden. It was, for example, 
not by chance that ISAK had its office close to 
us over the years. Even organizations that 
politically were quite far from us accepted our 
leading role as “the experts”. I think that it 
partly was due to the fact that we tried to be 
factual and pragmatic. We always tried to be 
on firm ground. 
TS: Nevertheless, your publication Afrika-
bulletinen did not sell very well? 
SL: I think that it has to do with history. From 
the beginning, we did not aim at becoming a 
mass movement. We did not want to take 
away support and activists from the Vietnam 
or the Chile campaigns. We remained in the 
expert, lobbying area. Looking back, you could 
say that we carried that too far and that we 
were not seen as an organization in itself. That 
is bad. We should have gone out to became 
more of a mass movement. On the other hand, 
we have a strong and active core of long term 
members. 
TS: The Africa Groups and ISAK would over 
the years increasingly receive official funds to 
carry out their activities in Southern Africa. 
Was there a discussion regarding possible loss 
of autonomy due to the funding from SIDA? 
SL: It is hard to say how it affected us. We 
said: ‘These are not grants and gifts from the 
government, but taxpayers’ money that be-
longs to us. It is the people that rule and the 
people say: Do not interfere with what the 
NGO is doing. Just look if they are doing what 
they have promised to do’. We were quite 
strong on that point. 

When we took up projects, we also very 
soon found that SIDA wanted us to do things 
that they could not do, some good and some 
bad. So, in a number of cases we were setting 
the terms, not the other way around. But I am 
also sure that there were occasions where we 
yielded, not in a political way, but by ac-
cepting principles from SIDA. It would be 
amazing if we did not. But I think that, gen-

erally, we said that ‘it is our money. We do 
what we want and don’t you try to turn us 
away from what we think is correct’. 
TS: In general terms, how would you then 
characterize the relations between the soli-
darity movement and the Swedish govern-
ment? 
SL: I think that we have influenced the posi-
tion of official Sweden. We have been boasting 
about the fact that we did things together and 
it has been to our advantage. 

Our recruitment organization was set up in 
1976. We had not done a thing in the Southern 
African region before in terms of development 
work, but we managed to survive the first 
mistakes and learn a lot from them. Eventu-
ally, we set up good machinery and were 
quickly regarded as professional by those who 
cared about development assistance at SIDA 
and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. They 
came to respect us. 
TS: You have been involved with Swedish 
solidarity work for Southern Africa for about 
thirty years. Where, do you think, did the 
Swedish solidarity movement make the great-
est impact? 
SL: Well, many things have gone so wrong for 
the region that it is hard to say that there have 
been any victories. I remember that we said to 
the people training to go to Southern Africa 
that the economy would end up in a mess. 
Unfortunately, we were much more correct 
than we hoped to be. 

One of the very important things that we 
did was our work in Mozambique from 1976 
to 1981-82. It was extremely good, and I think 
that we helped to establish a solidarity experi-
ence that hopefully will surface again with the 
younger generations. The spirit and collabora-
tion were very good. Also at the practical level 
it was a victory, no matter what happened 
afterwards. Another achievement was the first 
ISAK boycott campaign, where we got the full 
support of the member organizations because 
they saw that we did a good job. Our research 
work won the respect of the Christian move-
ment. These are important aspects. But there 
are lots of others. 
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Stig Lövgren 
SIDA—Responsible for procurement to the liberation movements 
(Sollentuna, 21 February 1996) 

Tor Sellström: As head of SIDA’s procure-
ment division you were closely involved with 
Swedish official assistance to PAIGC of 
Guinea-Bissau and to the Southern African 
liberation movements. When did you start 
working at SIDA? 
Stig Lövgren: I came to SIDA in 1969 and be-
came almost immediately involved in support 
to the liberation movements, beginning with 
the first procurement programme for PAIGC. 
At that time, we were a section within SIDA’s 
country division and we only became an inde-
pendent division in, I think, 1978. I became 
head of section in 1974 and then head of the 
procurement division.  
TS: I understand that the support in the be-
ginning was exclusively in the form of food 
items and other basic articles? 
SL: That is right. 
TS: How did you assess the needs of the lib-
eration movements? Of PAIGC, for example? 
SL: In the beginning, Amílcar Cabral himself 
would come to Stockholm. He stayed in a ho-
tel under an assumed name for security rea-
sons and was working with us at SIDA to es-
tablish a list of articles, goods, equipment etc. 
that they needed. It was a very simple proce-
dure and not very controversial, because at 
that time the list just covered food, medicines, 
hospital and school equipment and so on. We 
did not question their needs very much. After 
all, the funds allocated in those days were not 
that big and Curt Ström, who was the official 
in charge at SIDA, was of the opinion that we 
should not question too much. 
TS: People from Sweden had also been to the 
liberated areas of Guinea- Bissau? 
SL: At that time, perhaps Birgitta Dahl had 
been there. I think that she was one of the few 
persons from the Swedish side that had any 
previous contacts with PAIGC. 
TS: In the early days, the Swedish solidarity 
movement would criticize SIDA and the 

Swedish government for being ‘paternalistic’ 
by supplying goods instead of unconditionally 
giving the same amount of money as cash 
support. How did you look upon this? Do you 
think that Amílcar Cabral, for example, was 
happy with the support? 
SL: Absolutely. I remember quite well that he 
said that this was the best form of aid that 
Sweden could give. What possibility did they 
have to convert funds into the goods that they 
needed? Everything that they needed for the 
war they received from the socialist bloc, but 
they did not have any resources when it came 
to food, medicines, school equipment etc. for 
the civilian part of the struggle. They were 
totally dependent on countries like Sweden for 
these items, because they could not procure 
them on the international market. They had no 
use for money at the time. That came later. 
TS: The Swedish support was humanitarian or 
civilian, that is, non-military. How did you 
draw the line between non-military and mili-
tary supplies? 
SL: This was very much discussed during the 
early years. Curt Ström, especially, was always 
very nervous that we might send things that 
could be used for military purposes. I remem-
ber very well one meeting with Amílcar 
Cabral at SIDA. We were discussing the lists 
that we had prepared earlier and which Ström 
should approve. When we came to machetes, 
he was very concerned and said that they 
could be used to kill people. Amílcar Cabral 
then took up a pen and said: ‘This is a weapon 
too...’. By then we had already approved the 
procurement of, let us say, ten thousand pens 
of that same kind for the PAIGC schools. I 
think that Cabral had a point there. 

There were other interesting episodes. We 
supplied a lot of food, especially tinned food, 
to PAIGC. At one stage, we bought something 
like a hundred tons of tinned fish—quite a 
considerable quantity—from a Swedish fac-
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tory. The supplier—Strömstad Canning—
asked me if we wanted a special label for the 
consignment. I thought that it was a good idea, 
so I contacted Onésimo Silveira, who was then 
the PAIGC representative in Sweden. He be-
came so enthusiastic! It was not until later that 
I realized why he became ecstatic. He decided 
on a label with the PAIGC flag and with the 
text ‘From the liberated areas of Guinea-
Bissau’. Years afterwards, I was told that they 
had arranged for these tins to appear in differ-
ent places in the areas where the Portuguese 
still held power. They even distributed some 
of the tins in Bissau, the capital. You can imag-
ine what an effective psychological weapon 
this was. If I had raised this issue with the 
management of SIDA, I am not absolutely sure 
that the label would have been met with ap-
proval. I still do not know whether this was in 
accordance with the UN recommendation or 
not. 

So, we were, as a matter of fact, quite heav-
ily involved in the struggle. It does not neces-
sarily mean that we were supplying weapons, 
but it was very difficult to draw the line. The 
main problem concerned trucks to the libera-
tion movements. It was discussed many, many 
times. The basic reason why trucks were fi-
nally supplied was the fact that the goods that 
were provided by SIDA had to be transported 
in one way or the other from the ports to the 
stores at the PAIGC bases. After all, we found 
that it would be reasonable to provide a lim-
ited number of trucks at the same time as we 
were supplying large quantities of goods. But, 
generally speaking, after a few years this dis-
cussion was not so important and in the end 
we did not pay any attention to it. After all, we 
did not supply weapons or ammunition. 
TS: Some countries that supported the liber-
ation movements politically refused to supply 
vehicles. It was argued that they could be used 
by the liberation armies? 
SL: Yes, but we supplied Land Rovers and 
other four-wheel drive vehicles. After a few 
years, there was no discussion about that. We 
even provided both Volvo and Scania vehicles 
specifically designed for the Swedish army, 
but made available in a civilian version too. 
TS: There was also the question of non-es-
sential goods, for example, the incident when 
SIDA supplied cigarettes to PAIGC? 
SL: Yes, they got their own cigarettes as well, 
which were also produced in Sweden. The 

PAIGC people designed exactly what the 
package should look like. They were called Nô 
Pintcha. We discussed with the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs well in advance of the decision 
whether cigarettes should be provided or not. 
After some hesitation we came to the conclu-
sion that it would be reasonable to provide a 
limited quantity. One evening after work, I 
walked down Rådmansgatan and saw the 
headlines outside a tobacco shop: ‘SIDA is 
distributing cigarettes as humanitarian assis-
tance!’. There was quite a strong reaction by 
the anti-smoking lobby, but it was no big deal. 
TS: But the cigarettes were used to generate 
income for PAIGC. Were they not sold in the 
people’s shops that PAIGC had? 
SL: That is right. And that was the case with 
most of the bulk items that we provided, like 
canned food, fabrics for women’s dresses, ra-
dio sets, batteries, torches, kerosene lamps etc. 
TS: Did other liberation movements have simi-
lar shops?  
SL: I did not come across any. I think that 
these shops were rather special to the liberated 
areas in Guinea-Bissau. The rural people 
would supply rice and other basic articles to 
PAIGC, for which they in turn received some 
sort of coupons that they could use in the 
shops. 
TS: Was that part of the understanding be-
tween the Swedish government and PAIGC? 
SL: Yes. The idea was very fundamental and 
much appreciated. It was absolutely natural 
that they used Swedish aid in that way.  
TS: Against this background it is difficult to 
understand the criticism against SIDA for be-
ing paternalistic? 
SL: Yes, of course. 
TS: Perhaps people did not know what you 
were doing? 
SL: No, of course not. We did not advertise it 
very much either. From SIDA’s point of view 
this was not something that we gave much 
publicity. 
TS: What were the main items that SIDA sup-
plied? 
SL: Food was the biggest item. Then there 
were medicines, mostly essential drugs, and 
simple hospital equipment, which was very 
important. Another group of items was school 
equipment: slates, textbooks, maps, pens and 
pencils.  
TS: Was it the same for all the liberation 
movements? 
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SL: Yes, these items became normal and basic 
ingredients for all the movements. Cooking 
oil, beans and tinned food were the biggest 
component. Vehicles became more and more 
important. Hygiene articles like soap were also 
extremely important. We bought huge quanti-
ties of washing-soap, toothbrushes and tooth-
paste. 
TS: How could you check that the goods came 
to proper use? Did you visit the liberated areas 
and the refugee camps?  
SL: Basically, we did not and could not visit 
the liberated areas. We tried to, but in most 
cases they politely found some excuse for not 
letting us go there. Basically for security rea-
sons, of course. But I was rather close to the 
liberated areas. I was making follow-up trips 
to PAIGC and visited one of their camps just 
on the border between the Republic of Guinea 
and Guinea-Bissau. I was able to see how the 
goods were handled from the point where 
they were discharged in the port of Conakry 
and taken to the central warehouse, which 
SIDA, by the way, had provided. A big pre-
fabricated building that was very nicely 
erected by the PAIGC people themselves. 
From Conakry, the goods were then trans-
ported by truck to the PAIGC northern base. It 
took three or four days. It could also take two 
weeks if the roads were bad. There were a lot 
of ferries that they had to take and sometimes 
the ferries were not working. It was a very 
time-consuming operation.  

At least in this case we felt pretty sure that 
the goods were properly taken care of and that 
they reached the final users. But I am afraid 
that the picture was not that good when we 
speak of MPLA of Angola and FRELIMO of 
Mozambique. 
TS: At a very early stage you participated in 
SIDA’s discussions with MPLA? 
SL: Yes, I think that they started in December 
1971. Curt Ström, Marianne Rappe and myself 
made a trip to all the major liberation move-
ments. We left in early November and were 
away for about a month. We started with 
PAIGC in Conakry and then went to Lusaka. 
There was a meeting scheduled with the 
MPLA leaders, but nobody seemed to be there 
when we arrived. We were later told that we 
had to wait for one of the commanders from 
the province in Angola bordering with Zam-
bia. I remember that the MPLA leader we were 
waiting for was Comandante Daniel 

Chipenda. He later became a controversial 
figure within MPLA and eventually joined 
Holden Roberto’s FNLA. The MPLA people in 
Lusaka did not dare to discuss with us, be-
cause everything had to be decided by 
Chipenda himself. 

Chipenda had to take a domestic flight to 
Lusaka, but he did not have any money. We 
had to provide him with a ticket. After a few 
days, he turned up and we had a meeting with 
him. But he was not prepared for the discus-
sions either. Frankly speaking, he did not seem 
to know very much about us and what the 
purpose of our meeting was. So, the start with 
MPLA was really slow. It took a long time 
before we came on speaking terms. They also 
had a rather weak representative in Stockholm 
by the name of António Neto. 

I often got the impression that the political 
decision taken by the Swedish government 
that Sweden should provide assistance to 
MPLA in itself was the most important. They 
did not seem to care very much about the con-
tent of the assistance. I am afraid that during 
these first years the technical side of the sup-
port to MPLA was not very effective. 
TS: Was it also not controversial? For example, 
the Liberal Party argued in favour of support 
to FNLA. 
SL: Yes, that is right. That made the whole 
picture more complicated. 
TS: But, of course, there was no liberation 
movement with such logistical problems as 
MPLA? 
SL: Yes, perhaps they had the worst problems. 
We visited a camp that they had outside Lu-
saka. There was some sort of a central ware-
house. When the goods arrived, they had been 
transported from Dar es Salaam all the way 
through Tanzania and Zambia. And in Lusaka 
they were only half way to their final destina-
tion. 
TS: There was no railway in those days. Two 
thousand kilometres on dirt roads only from 
Dar es Salaam to Lusaka? 
SL: Exactly. In the MPLA camp we could also 
see that a lot of goods and equipment were 
being spoiled. Either it had been damaged 
during the transport or it had just been lying 
there. They lacked organisation and people 
that were able to handle these questions. This 
was particularly sad when you compared with 
PAIGC, which for us was some sort of ideal 
organization. The PAIGC people were also 



 Sweden  311 

  

very social. Very friendly and nice. Most of 
them were Cape Verdians and I think that you 
can say that they were more used to the kind 
of discussions that we had. The MPLA people 
were more suspicious. Not the top people, but, 
generally speaking, the atmosphere was not at 
all the same. 
TS: Did you meet Agostinho Neto? 
SL: I met him once at SIDA, but he did not 
know very much about these matters. His 
mind was not with procurement. Amílcar 
Cabral, on the other hand, was extremely en-
gaged in this kind of detail, because he felt that 
it was something that he had to attend to. 
TS: You also started early with FRELIMO? 
SL: Yes, that is right. I think that I started in 
1970, but Swedish aid to FRELIMO had started 
before in some modest way. Our cooperation 
with FRELIMO was very much linked to Janet 
Mondlane, the widow of the former FRELIMO 
leader. She used to come to Stockholm as a 
fund-raiser and partner in this cooperation. 
She was heavily engaged in the procurement 
side and seemed to know quite a lot about 
their requirements. She was very able and 
interested in these matters. We had an excel-
lent cooperation. 

When we made our trip to the liberation 
movements in 1971, we met the FRELIMO 
people at the Mozambique Institute in Dar es 
Salaam. The experience was a little bit similar 
to the one with MPLA, because at that time we 
did not have any prior contacts with them 
other than through Janet Mondlane. 
TS: In the case of FRELIMO, there was one 
particular incident with Scania trucks supplied 
by SIDA? 
SL: Yes, I remember it quite well. As part of 
the annual procurement programme we were 
delivering two trucks to FRELIMO. They also 
received a lot of goods and, as in the PAIGC 
case, we found it reasonable that they should 
have some means of transport to handle them. 
On ships, trucks are normally transported on 
deck and these trucks were also loaded in that 
way. What I remember is that the ship was not 
scheduled to call on Beira in Mozambique, but 
that it had to go there for one reason or an-
other. Such things happen. The fact that the 
ship had to go to Beira and probably take on 
some cargo made it necessary to temporarily 
off-load the trucks and put them on the quay 
in order to open the hatches. It was noted by 
the stevedores that the trucks were marked 

‘FRELIMO’ and we were told by the shipping 
company that they reacted immediately. It was 
then decided by the Portuguese authorities 
that the trucks should not be allowed to con-
tinue to the end users, which, of course, was 
something that we became very upset about.  

I was quite criticized for being ‘so naive’ as 
to send trucks with the open marking 
‘FRELIMO’. But, first of all, Beira was not part 
of the normal route. Secondly, what Sweden 
was doing was in accordance with recommen-
dations by the United Nations, namely to pro-
vide humanitarian assistance, and I felt that 
this should not be hidden. It was something 
that was internationally accepted. However, 
this was a unique event. It did not create any 
problems other than at that particular time. 
The FRELIMO takeover was not far away and 
I suppose that the trucks became useful tools 
in the country’s development, at least in the 
end. 
TS: Apart from this incident, did you have any 
problems with freight to the liberation move-
ments? Did you experience any sabotage by 
the South Africans in the case of shipments to 
SWAPO or ANC? 
SL: No, they never had the possibility of get-
ting in contact with the goods. Of course, some 
goods were shipped by boats that were calling 
on South African ports, but the goods were 
stored inside the ships. No, I do not remember 
that we had any problems with that. 
TS: How was the relationship with ZANU and 
ZAPU from Zimbabwe, SWAPO from Na-
mibia and ANC from South Africa when it 
came to procurement matters? 
SL: I had the impression that they were better 
organized and that the goods that we pro-
vided came to more efficient use. In the begin-
ning, the support to these movements was 
very modest and mainly on a cash basis, 
namely support to cover the living costs in the 
host-countries, such as Zambia, Tanzania etc. 
But it became more and more important over 
the years and it gradually changed to include 
the supply of goods. SWAPO, for instance, 
became a major recipient—like an independ-
ent country—during the last few years in An-
gola, where they had a camp outside Luanda. I 
think that they were very efficient. 
TS: You did not only procure goods, but you 
also supplied the liberation movements with 
courses in procurement, storage and handling?  
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SL: That is right. They became interested in 
these matters. I think that they realized that if 
you try to procure goods efficiently and try to 
locate the best sources of supply, you get bet-
ter value for the money. They became a bit 
impressed with what we were doing, because 
they normally received much more goods and 
equipment than what they were expecting, 
due to the fact that we could do good business 
by comparing different sources of supply and 
so on.  

They became very interested and said that 
‘once we are independent, we will have to take 
care of this ourselves. We would like to learn 
some of this already now’. We at SIDA also felt 
that we should try to teach them how to han-
dle the goods, how the goods should be stored 
and accounted for and so on. That, of course, 
was partly selfish, because we wanted to make 
sure that they were handling the goods prop-
erly. However, it was interesting to note that 
they were looking ahead, saying that they 
would need the knowledge one day and there-
fore would already like to start in exile. 
TS: So, you acted as some sort of tender board 
for them? 
SL: Yes, that is exactly how we tried to act. We 
invited bids from different parts of the world 
and from different sources of supply. If we 
had the possibility, we let the movements 
study the material and propose ideas. Espe-
cially those movements that had repre-
sentatives in Sweden took a very active part in 
the procurement work. 
TS: One could perhaps say that this was part 
of pre-independence planning? 
SL: Exactly. That was also the case with 
PAIGC, although we did not arrange any 
courses for them, as we did for SWAPO and 
ANC. But I can assure you that they learned 
from these experiences. I was part of the first 
Swedish official delegation to Bissau after lib-
eration and we were invited to a dinner with 
the President, Luís Cabral, whom I regard as a 
personal friend. During the dinner he invited 
me to come to Bissau and take up a job as the 
one responsible for all imports and public pro-
curement in the country. I politely said that it 
was very tempting, but that I could not do 
that. Later SIDA arranged training courses for 
the procurement people in Guinea-Bissau. 
TS: Was SIDA’s procurement to the liberation 
movements tied to Swedish goods? 
SL: No, not at all. 

TS: How about sanctions and South Africa? 
Did you procure from South Africa? 
SL: No, it was absolutely clear that there 
should be no contacts whatsoever with po-
tential suppliers in South Africa. That was part 
of our basic policy. 
TS: Did you purchase goods for FRELIMO or 
MPLA in Portugal? 
SL: No, of course not. 
TS: On the shipping side, did you transport 
the goods on Swedish ships or on any ships? 
SL: There were very limited transport pos-
sibilities to Conakry. As a matter of fact, we 
had some problems in finding a shipping line 
with regular sailings for PAIGC, but we used a 
Danish company which had a regular service 
to some West African ports, among them 
Conakry. With respect to the other liberation 
movements, Dar es Salaam was the main port 
and there were no problems getting the goods 
there. We mostly used a Soviet shipping line 
called Besta Line. They had an excellent service. 
For Luanda we used the Swedish line Transat-
lantic. 
TS: Did the shipping companies know that 
they transported goods for the liberation 
movements? 
SL: Well, they must have known. I cannot re-
call that the matter was ever discussed. They 
did not raise any questions. They were not 
hesitant at all, as far as I remember. 
TS: Did you enter into any agreements with 
the host countries, that is Guinea-Conakry, 
Tanzania or Angola? Or did this fall within the 
general scope of SIDA’s accreditation to these 
countries? 
SL: Yes, in the case of Tanzania and Zambia it 
did. I never heard of any discussions on the 
matter. It was quite natural that these activities 
were going on, but I cannot exclude that there 
might have been some special arrangements 
through the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. Re-
garding PAIGC, I know that we had to enter 
into a special arrangement with Guinea-
Conakry in order to get things moving. I was 
also engaged in this. The price Sweden had to 
pay was the provision of a complete printing 
press for the education sector in the Republic 
of Guinea. It was set up in Conakry and we 
even sent an expert there to assist with the 
installation and the start-up of the printing 
press. I do not know whether this was wasted 
money or not, because the conditions in that 
country were not very easy. We set it up, but I 
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do not recall that we had any contacts with the 
Conakry government afterwards. However, I 
doubt that the printing press could operate 
efficiently for a long time without continued 
technical assistance. 
TS: SIDA purchased a lot of items for the lib-
eration movements on the Swedish market. In 
your experience, how did the Swedish compa-
nies look upon the assistance to these move-
ments? 
SL: I cannot say that they cared very much 
about that. They looked at it commercially. 
However, Luís Cabral was once in Sweden for 
a period of time and I arranged a trip for him 
to some of ‘their’ suppliers in the Lake 
Mälaren region. One day we visited a factory 
in Gnesta which had supplied huge quantities 
of bars of soap for washing clothes to PAIGC. 
Cabral talked to all the people in the factory 
and explained how important this particular 
line of supply was for PAIGC’s activities. They 
were all gathered together and he talked to 
them for half an hour. I think that it was some-
thing that the people at the factory must re-
member. I personally remember it as a very 
nice moment. 
TS: And later, of course, he became the Pres-
ident of Guinea-Bissau. 
SL: Yes, that is right.  
TS: When it comes to some important Swedish 
companies, it could perhaps be said that SIDA 
actually brought them into cooperation with 
the liberation movements. I am thinking of 
Scania and Volvo, where you not only sup-
plied vehicles, but also arranged training 
courses? 
SL: Yes, when the movements became more 
organized and the conditions so allowed, both 
Scania and Volvo arranged courses in Dar es 
Salaam and in Luanda. Particularly in the case 
of SWAPO, where they even assisted in setting 
up a mechanical workshop in Angola. 

But I am afraid that a lot of trucks were 
more or less regarded as consumption mate-
rial—even by PAIGC—because of the extreme 
conditions. And, of course, they did not have 
the facilities to attend to the trucks. They did 
not last very long, but that was mostly due to 
heavy damage, even caused by gun-fire and 
landmines. 
TS: How did you deal with the problem of 
spare parts? 
SL: The trucks were supplied with basic spare 
parts. A truck is a fantastic machine. Once you 

provide it with oil, it will work year after year. 
But, of course, if you break the axles or the 
wheels it is destroyed. One thing that I regret 
very much is that instead of supplying the 
liberation movements with Swedish trucks, we 
should have supplied them with Russian 
trucks. At the time, you could get almost three 
Russian trucks for one Swedish truck. That 
was really a waste of money. They should not 
have received so many of these very technical 
and sophisticated Swedish machines, but such 
simple trucks as possible. 
TS: Did they not insist on having Swedish 
trucks? 
SL: Well, yes, but their preference for Swedish 
trucks was to be seen as a gesture towards 
Sweden.  
TS: When it comes to the ANC settlement in 
Morogoro, Tanzania, and the SWAPO set-
tlement in Kwanza Sul, Angola, SIDA was 
involved in huge projects, covering various 
aspects, such as the supply of water, agricul-
ture, bakeries, mechanical workshops etc. Did 
you also work with these projects? 
SL: At that time, the assistance to the move-
ments had become similar to SIDA’s country 
programmes. It was properly planned and 
involved the different sector divisions at SIDA. 
In the early years, the sections were not in-
volved and not even very keen to become in-
volved. As a matter of fact, in the beginning I 
tried to involve the sector divisions. I remem-
ber in particular the problems that MPLA had 
with the production of a SIDA financed text-
book for their schools. The translation into 
Portuguese and the printing of the book was 
very costly, so I tried to encourage the people 
at SIDA’s education division to look into the 
question and come up with a judgement 
whether this was reasonable or not. But they 
were not really interested and did not want to 
be engaged too deeply as the division had not 
been able to carry out a prior feasibility study. 
I am afraid that this particular book was an-
other complete failure as far as the MPLA 
support was concerned. 
TS: Looking back over the years when you 
were responsible for SIDA’s procurement for 
the liberation movements, what gave you the 
greatest satisfaction? 
SL: I think that we by and large were suc-
cessful in providing value for money. I am 
basically a military person. I am a naval officer 
and my speciality is logistics. When I came to 
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SIDA in 1969, I immediately became engaged 
in procurement to the liberation movements 
and found that it was both something that I 
knew and was interested in. The representa-
tives of the movements were really amazed 
that they could get so much out of the rather 
limited funds available. What has given me 
most satisfaction is that Swedish aid was very 
valuable to them. 
TS: What were the biggest disappointments? 
SL: The greatest disappointment was the slow 
start in the cooperation with MPLA. I became 

extremely frustrated, because I felt that we did 
not come anywhere and they seemed not to 
care. Time just went on and on and nothing 
really happened. The specifications and the 
lists we received were so unrealistic. We tried 
to establish a close cooperation with the MPLA 
representatives in Stockholm and they were 
supposed to be in contact with their leaders. 
However, it did not work very well. It was 
very frustrating. 

 

 

 

 

Åke Magnusson 
Chairman of the Student Development Fund—Secretary to the 1977 Swedish 
committee on sanctions against South Africa 
Executive Director of the International Council of Swedish Industry 
(Stockholm, 27 January 1997) 

Tor Sellström: How did your involvement 
with South and Southern Africa begin? 
Åke Magnusson: As many others, my first 
contact was really at the beginning of the 
1960s, when the anti-apartheid movement 
began the consumer boycotts. In the Gothen-
burg harbour you could watch people with 
different banners, asking us not to buy South 
African fruit as a contribution to the struggle 
against apartheid. I think that this really was 
my first contact, besides the fact that my 
grandfather was a missionary. The mission 
society of which he later became the director 
operated in Zululand. I remember some of the 
books he wrote. 
TS: Was that with the Church of Sweden Mis-
sion? 
ÅM: No, it was with the Swedish Alliance 
Mission, based in Jönköping. But my first in-
volvement—at least when it comes to contacts 
and awareness—was with the consumer boy-
cott movement, which was fairly strong at the 
beginning of the 1960s. 
TS: Then you got involved in the student 
movement at Gothenburg university? 
ÅM: Yes. That was in the second half of the 
1960s. However, I think that it is correct to say 

that the South African issue was not very 
dominant in the student movement. It was 
rather the issues of Vietnam and to some ex-
tent Eastern Europe that dominated. 
TS: What about Mozambique and the question 
of Cabora Bassa? 
ÅM: Yes, Cabora Bassa was a big issue around 
1968. Also Rhodesia was to some extent an 
issue, with the sanctions and the different ac-
tivities that ZANU and ZAPU developed in 
Sweden. In those days, we probably had a 
greater knowledge of Rhodesia and Mozam-
bique than of South Africa, although you may 
argue that the South African apartheid ques-
tion was very dominant for the Cabora Bassa 
debate, as was the question of distribution of 
electricity to Rhodesia. 
TS: Having been involved with South Africa 
in various capacities, which factors do you 
think explain both the strong and politically 
broad Swedish solidarity opinion over the 
years? 
ÅM: I think that there are many contributing 
factors. One—and a very important one, in-
deed—is simply that some key journalists and 
publishers developed an early interest and 
also a fairly good knowledge about the prob-
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lems. Not only Per Wästberg, but a few others 
as well. I think that their commitment—due to 
the importance of the media—created and 
maintained a public opinion. It was really 
critical. Mainly liberal newspapers and indi-
vidual journalists and editors played a key 
role in maintaining that interest. 

Secondly, apartheid was a symbol of those 
social and political systems in the world that 
most of us strongly dislike and feel distaste 
for. South Africa was extreme, because there 
were absolute, clear-cut colour lines. I think 
that it made the conflict enormously obvious 
and easy to describe, at least in a simplistic 
way. Therefore, it easily caught the attention 
of people. It was, literally speaking, a black 
and white issue. Simplistic as it was, and still 
is, it was easier to describe than, let’s say, the 
Indian or the Malaysian caste systems or the 
feudal pressures in China. 

Thirdly, I think that in this country we are 
American-inspired. It played a significant role 
that the South African issue—being a colour 
issue—was dominant in the United States in 
the 1960s and the 1970s. We were also influ-
enced by the fact that colour is an important 
issue in the world in general. The US news 
coverage and political attention to those issues 
had an influence. 

Fourthly, rightly or wrongly, some people 
argue that Sweden needed a very obvious 
Third World solidarity example. It fitted in, so 
to speak, with the general mood of many 
Swedes in those days. The Third World was 
important, but we had to make it obvious. The 
internal, very tragic conflict in South Africa—
of which we have not yet seen the final out-
come—could fill a gap, or a vacuum. 

Fifthly, I think that the political parties in 
Sweden without doubt needed to find issues 
in foreign affairs. In those days, there were 
many big domestic issues that were discussed, 
but in the international field there was also a 
need to raise a conflict to create a profile. 
There again, the Liberal Party belonged with-
out doubt to those forces that at a really early 
stage—at the beginning of the 1960s—called 
for economic sanctions. The Social Democratic 
Party did not give up their opposition to sanc-
tions until the second half of the 1970s. Their 
view was that binding sanctions should be 
decided by the UN Security Council, rather 
than introduced unilaterally. 

TS: How would you explain the relatively late 
involvement by the organized Swedish labour 
movement? Was it because of the UN factor or 
was it due to concerns regarding job security? 
ÅM: My view would be that it is very much 
explained by the UN factor. Being fairly close 
to government circles and government think-
ing, the trade unions realized that there was 
chaos in many countries in the world. In order 
to avoid chaos in the international order, the 
road set up by the UN had to be obeyed. I 
think that it really played a significant role. 
That is not to say that they were as legalistic as 
Östen Undén, but it was more of that than the 
Liberal viewpoint. The fact that the Liberals—
mainly the Liberals and to some extent the 
Communists—criticized the co-operative 
movement played a negative role from a Social 
Democratic point of view when it came to 
sanctions. It tied up the positions. At an early 
stage, the Social Democrats defended the right 
to free trade.  

Indeed, a certain type of conservatism in the 
labour movement could be explained by the 
job factor. In some cases it was quite obvious. 
But I also seriously think that in the labour 
movement—at least those parts of the move-
ment that I have been attached to or worked 
for—there is a serious belief that sanctions, 
irrespective of the moral or symbolic element, 
constitute a bad and inefficient way to change 
social conditions and structures in a foreign 
country. There is an inherent scepticism to-
wards sanctions and isolations. 

There are different ways of looking at sanc-
tions. You can look at them as a tactical 
weapon or as a strategic weapon. Seeing them 
as a tactical weapon is a way of saying that we 
use or demand sanctions in order to pressur-
ize. We do not believe in isolation, but we use 
the threat. The strategic thinkers believe that 
isolating a country is a way of getting the sys-
tem down on its knees. I seriously think that 
there was scepticism in the labour movement 
towards the strategic thinking. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament paved the 
way for direct, official humanitarian support 
to national liberation movements in Southern 
Africa. All the movements supported by Swe-
den waged armed struggles and were sup-
ported militarily and politically by the Com-
munist camp. How would you explain that 
non-socialist parties in Sweden, like the Lib-
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eral and the Centre Party, added their voices 
to this support? 
ÅM: I have two comments. One line of ‘de-
fence’ was to say: ‘This is nothing but humani-
tarian support. We do not provide weapons, 
nor ammunition. Only humanitarian goods, 
like food, first aid kits, trucks etc.’ Regarding 
trucks, the question would then come: ‘Could 
they be used for transporting military equip-
ment?’ The Swedish attitude was that the 
trucks were used to transport foodstuffs, refu-
gees and wounded people. There was a kind 
of humanitarian Red Cross labelling of the 
support. That was one way of defending it. 

The other was to say: ‘Yes, we do support 
these movements. We know and recognize 
that they are supported by the Communists, 
but that is precisely the reason why we sup-
port them. We do not want these movements 
to be linked for ever to the Communist camp 
in the world. We support them because we do 
not want them to become traditional Eastern 
European Communists’. So, there were two 
lines of defence for this support. They have not 
often been made clear. A lot of the Swedish 
government’s aid was de facto very confiden-
tial and secret. In recent years, some people 
have criticized this, asking: ‘Why did you not 
tell us in public?’ 
TS: Do you think that the Swedish support 
actually counterbalanced the Communist in-
fluence, for example in the case of ANC? 
ÅM: In the case of ANC, it is my firm impres-
sion—which later has been substantiated—
that the Swedish cash support in particular 
was very significant. Sweden supplied thirty 
to fifty per cent of the total cash that ANC 
received. I seriously believe that it had a great 
impact and influence. 
TS: When the Social Democratic Party lost the 
elections in 1976, it was succeeded by a non-
socialist coalition government, including the 
conservative Moderate Party. Many people—
also in the liberation movements—believed 
that it would put an end to a progressive 
Swedish policy towards the liberation move-
ments. Instead, the assistance was increased 
and the first sanctions legislation was intro-
duced by the Liberal Ullsten government in 
1979. How do you look upon this? 
ÅM: In part, the Social Democrats had given 
the impression to the liberation movements 
that they were the only ones in Sweden behind 
the policy of support, materially and politi-

cally. But the Social Democrats had informed 
their friends badly, because it was well known 
that the Liberal Party for years had demanded 
strong sanctions and increased support to the 
liberation movements. Their annual con-
gresses had repeatedly, even without a vote, 
asked for such actions. 

There were a couple of factors that came to-
gether in 1976. One was that the Social Democ-
ratic Party lost power, which I would argue 
gave the party a possibility—or at least made 
it easier—to turn around when it came to uni-
lateral sanctions. For fairly obvious reasons, it 
is easier to do that in opposition than when 
you are in power. I am not saying that opposi-
tion parties are more irresponsible, but it is 
easier to make policy shifts when you are in 
opposition. 

Secondly, the non-socialist coalition gov-
ernment consisted of the Centre, the Liberal 
and the Moderate Party. It was obvious that 
the Liberal Party—and to some extent the Cen-
tre Party—had sanctions and tougher meas-
ures on the agenda. In fact, you may argue 
that the Liberal Party had the sanctions issue 
as the international question. They did not say 
very much about Vietnam, Russia or Latin 
America. It was South Africa. 

Thirdly, I would argue that the Moderate 
Party at a very early stage realized that there 
was a clear parliamentary majority in favour 
of sanctions. They did not find it worthwhile 
to try to fight this situation. They simply 
wanted to de-escalate the issue in order to 
keep the coalition together. It was a minor 
question for them, so, why not give the Liber-
als and the Centre Party a few things. In re-
turn, they could organize Sweden internally. 
This might sound like a cynical analysis, but I 
think that that is how politics operates.  

In those days, I worked for the government, 
being the secretary of the parliamentary com-
mittee that prepared the sanctions legislation. I 
remember when we tabled our report to Staf-
fan Burenstam-Linder, the Moderate Minister 
of Trade. His only question—if I recall it cor-
rectly—was: ‘Are you sure that this proposal 
has no legal loopholes?’ I was the one who 
firmly said: ‘No, Sir, there is no problem with 
this legislation’, which I am not sure was the 
correct answer. 
TS: Before that you served as assistant sec-
retary to the LO/TCO mission that visited 
South Africa in 1975. The visit and the rec-
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ommendations made by the mission were 
heavily criticized by ANC, sectors of LO/TCO 
and the Swedish solidarity movement as they 
went counter to the ‘isolation strategy’ and 
advocated support to existing trade unions in 
South Africa. Do you think that the recom-
mendations based on the ‘new strategy’ were 
conducive to a strengthening of the labour 
movement in South Africa? 
ÅM: Without any doubt. The most important 
factor for the change in South Africa was not 
overseas interventions, sanctions or other 
measures. Certainly, sanctions—particularly 
financial sanctions—played a role, but the 
important factor was that South African labour 
organized itself in close cooperation with ANC 
and to some extent with PAC and other politi-
cal organizations. It would not only be unfair, 
but unintelligent to suggest that the liberation 
of South Africa would have come about with-
out that. The great majority inside South Af-
rica actually achieved the change by them-
selves. 

I have never believed in strategic isolation of 
a country. I think that history shows that it 
does not work. If I am wrong, please show me 
the examples. Look at China, Iraq, Libya and a 
couple of other countries. 

The liberation, or the political change, of 
South Africa was—although to some extent 
assisted by ANC in exile—really due to the 
rising of organized labour. That was evident in 
the 1970s and totally obvious in the 1980s. 
Politically, COSATU was ten times more pro-
ductive and creative than—with all due re-
spect—what was done in Stockholm. 

However, I must admit that financial sanc-
tions played a crucial role at a certain stage. 
They had a kind of trigger effect, but were not 
the general cause. Financial sanctions were 
mostly carried out by US banks. The South 
Africans could not get credit lines, but had to 
run the country on a cash basis. I truly believe 
that the white South Africans could have car-
ried on, maintaining relative stability for an-
other ten, maybe fifteen or twenty years. 
However, due to the financial sanctions they 
fell under pressure from big business. 
TS: When you went to South Africa with 
LO/TCO in 1975, you visited a number of 
Swedish-owned companies. Did they in any 
decisive way differ from comparable South 
African companies regarding working condi-

tions, union rights, salaries and so forth? If so, 
did your visit have an impact in this regard? 
ÅM: The first part of the question is very easy 
to answer, because we did not visit any com-
parable South African companies. However, 
my impression is that—generally speaking—
the Swedish companies did not differ very 
much from the South African except with re-
gard to the attitudes of management. When 
you talked to the management at the Swedish 
companies, they were very open. Some were 
scared, but still open. If you said: ‘This locker 
room looks dirty’, they would not argue, but 
immediately say ‘Yes, it is, and that will be 
changed’. I know for sure that the manage-
ment at the company headquarters in Swe-
den—and I am pretty sure also the local man-
agement in South Africa—realized the impor-
tance of as good a working environment as 
possible. It implied—and this was the differ-
ence—negotiations with the employees. 

Depending on how you look at change and 
how you believe that change in societies is 
coming about, you may argue that the fact that 
Swedish companies made a couple of progres-
sive moves did not really change the system 
very much. But, step by step, it certainly 
changed the working environment. Not dra-
matically, but in a way that was noticeable for 
the employees, at least for a couple of thou-
sand blacks. SKF—the second or third com-
pany in the metal sector—took a policy deci-
sion to negotiate, not via the central council 
system, but directly with the employees. I 
think that it contributed to the change that 
followed later on in the South African society 
and in the work places. In some cases, Swedish 
companies were actually in the forefront. I am 
not saying that it was key to the abolition of 
apartheid, but it certainly played a role in cre-
ating space. 

To make it very clear, none of the trade un-
ions that we came in contact with in those 
days—whether Communist, liberal or con-
servative—rejected us. There was a clear dif-
ference when you talked to ANC officials and 
when you talked to the COSATU base. The 
demands for sanctions and isolation were cer-
tainly not coming from organized labour. They 
wanted an active, dynamic presence rather 
than withdrawal. I know for sure that in most 
of the cases they did not want us to withdraw 
and that is the main reason why the five or six 
Swedish metal companies actually did not 
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close. The metalworkers’ unions really wanted 
them to stay. 
TS: In exile, the South African Congress of 
Trade Unions (SACTU) was strongly repre-
sented. In your view, would it be fair to say 
that the support channelled by LO/TCO from 
1977 onwards was given to strengthen the 
non-Communist unions in South Africa or was 
it given without ideological considerations? 
ÅM: My very firm impression is that SACTU 
did not exist in South Africa. Of course, sec-
tions did, but SACTU was not anchored in the 
minds of the working population. It is true 
that SACTU played a role as an outside 
force—for instance, taking part at the UN—but 
inside SACTU did not have any significant 
role to play. 

Whether the union movement in Sweden 
wanted to undermine SACTU by mainly giv-
ing assistance to other tendencies in the South 
African labour movement, I do not know. I 
would not be surprised if that was the case. 
LO/TCO had a lot of contacts with the Euro-
pean trade union movement and with the In-
ternational Confederation of Free Trade Un-
ions (ICFTU). Even if there was a bilateral 
assistance programme, the funds were partly 
channelled multilaterally via ICFTU and the 
attitudes towards SACTU were probably col-
oured by positions in Germany, Denmark and 
other NATO countries.  
TS: The Swedish industrialist Peter Wallen-
berg was interviewed in Svenska Dagbladet 
before Sweden lifted sanctions and then in a 
TV programme after the democratic elections 
in South Africa. On both occasions, he said 
that sanctions had hit harder against Swedish 
industry than against South Africa. Do you 
think that his opinion is representative of 
Swedish business interests? 
ÅM: What I think that he meant was simply 
that we should not underestimate the fact—
particularly after October 1987—that Swedish 
commercial interests were forbidden in South 
Africa and that they earlier had not invested 
there. Looking at it from a business perspec-
tive, it had a significant negative impact. For a 
mining equipment company like Atlas Copco, 
sanctions influenced the market very much. 
The Anglo-American company Boart got a 
chance to grow substantially. In fact, they got 
about fifty per cent of the total market for min-

ing equipment, while before sanctions they 
only had some twenty-five per cent. I think 
that it is fair to say that from a purely business 
point of view, sanctions played a very nega-
tive role when it came to market positions. 
Lost market shares can, of course, be recap-
tured, but in the mining equipment sector this 
is not so easy. The competitors—Finnish, Ca-
nadian and South African—are very strong. 
TS: Another way of looking at it would be that 
this was an investment in the future. Do you 
think that the Swedish official position has 
created good-will for Swedish companies in 
the new South Africa, or would you say that it 
does not play a role and that Swedish business 
is treated as any other on the market? 
ÅM: One must first recognize that South Af-
rica at the business level is still dominated by 
the same establishment as before. The man-
ager is still white. It may take a generation to 
change that situation. 

I think that the solidarity factor has created 
good-will for Sweden in certain circles, but 
that is not to say that we win any particular 
favours. In a way, I do not think that we 
should ask for that either. When Nelson Man-
dela was here in 1992, we had a lunch meeting 
hosted by Peter Wallenberg. Mandela then 
said that Swedish industry would be rewarded 
for supporting the struggle and that he would 
love to do business with friends rather than 
with enemies. My very firm impression, how-
ever, is that there has not been a business pay-
off. That should not be the case either, because 
it would be bribery and corruption. 

I remember a discussion a year ago when I 
reminded one of the South African telecom-
munication union leaders that Ericsson’s com-
petitors Alcatel and Siemens had not sup-
ported the struggle, but that they had ex-
ploited the South African consumers to the 
extent that they paid three times more for tele-
phone connections than the world average. He 
then said: ‘That is history’. A short answer to 
the question would thus be that we have not, 
in business terms, noticed any particular fa-
vours because Sweden supported the anti-
apartheid struggle. However, the doors seem 
to be open. We are fairly popular. That, I think, 
is a better basis than waiting for political pay-
offs as a result of what we did in the past. 
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Ernst Michanek 
Director General of SIDA and Chairman of the Consultative Committee on 
Humanitarian Assistance—Vice Chairman of the International Defence and Aid 
Fund 
(Stockholm, 19 March 1996) 

Tor Sellström: As Director General of SIDA 
from 1965 until 1979, you have probably more 
than any other Swede been assisting the proc-
ess of national liberation in Southern Africa. 
When and how did your personal contacts 
with Southern Africa begin? 
Ernst Michanek: I do not remember exactly, 
but it could have been in 1951, when I had one 
of my first international contacts as a Swedish 
delegate to a meeting of the United Nations’ 
Economic and Social Council in Santiago de 
Chile. What had happened in South Africa in 
1948 with the establishment of the apartheid 
regime was, of course, of such great interna-
tional consequence that it must have been 
brought up at that meeting.  

At that time, I was already connected to the 
beginnings of Swedish aid, because in 1948, I 
think, I had become a member of the board of 
the Swedish Institute, where the Department 
of Technical Assistance under Sixten Heppling 
had begun its work in 1946. In 1954, I became 
the chairman—a royal chancellor, as it was 
then called—of the department at the Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs that dealt with multilateral 
assistance through the United Nations.   
TS: In retrospect, would you say that it was 
difficult to mobilize the Swedish opinion 
around the issue of South and Southern Af-
rica? 
EM: No, on the contrary. In my opinion, it was 
not the government that took the political ini-
tiative in these matters. Even less so in the case 
of matters of a controversial nature. The whole 
build-up of the Swedish public opinion on 
Southern Africa came from below. The think-
ing that developed in the student movement 
was, for example, very important in this re-
gard. I had experience of this, not least in 
Uppsala during the war. I was the first Nordic 
ombudsman of the Swedish National Union of 

Students (SFS) in the 1940s and the interna-
tional relations of SFS were more or less con-
ducted by that office together with the interna-
tional ombudsman, who at that time was Curt-
Steffan Giesecke. The idea of assisting foreign 
students was, of course, both very important 
and inspiring.   
TS: Some prominent Swedish intellectuals 
were at an early stage also actively involved? 
EM: Absolutely. People like Ivar Harrie, Her-
bert Tingsten and others.  
TS: In your central positions in the Ministry of 
Labour and in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
were you also in contact with these early opin-
ion makers on South and Southern Africa? 
EM: I entered the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Labour on 1 January 1948 and during the 
first year I was really orientating myself, look-
ing around, reading and trying to prepare my 
business. I did not have much time for other 
matters. In 1949, I published the first issue of 
Socialboken, which almost became general 
reading for all students of social and labour 
policies. Thus, at a very early stage I became 
somewhat of a teacher and it was in that ca-
pacity that I established my best contacts with 
the opinion makers. 
TS: If we jump to 1965, when SIDA was es-
tablished and you became its first Director 
General, would you say that that was the time 
when the official Swedish involvement in 
Southern Africa began? 
EM: Well, it really began earlier. There was 
perhaps not much in terms of money, but 
what was later referred to as the Committee on 
Humanitarian Assistance already existed. It 
was established in 1964—one year before 
SIDA—under the Agency for International 
Assistance (NIB), but I think that it already by 
then had existed in some form or the other. 
The Central Committee for Swedish Technical 
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Assistance to Less Developed Areas (CK)—the 
predecessor to NIB and SIDA—certainly had 
many contacts that led to the future pro-
gramme of humanitarian assistance. It had 
several beginnings. The public opinion in 
these matters had been built up by non-
governmental forces and by the press.  

During the years immediately after the Sec-
ond World War, or rather, during the latter 
part of the war, there was so much that 
pointed in this direction, so I think that there 
are roots further down in history. In fact, I 
have discussed the background of the Swedish 
involvement in Africa in some articles and 
speeches over the years. Not infrequently have 
I said that our concern as a nation for the de-
veloping countries had a high degree of con-
cretisation in what took place in Ethiopia in 
1936, when a Swedish Red Cross ambulance 
was bombarded by Mussolini’s air force. My 
own memory starts at that time. I was then a 
young boy of seventeen, a pupil at the 
Fjellstedt School in Uppsala, and I think that 
we very well understood what was going on 
in certain parts of the world. There are many 
factors like that which should be taken into 
consideration when we talk about the back-
ground to Sweden’s involvement against 
apartheid. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that there was a 
strong liberal current, as well as influence by 
the churches, in this early Swedish opinion? 
EM: Yes, indeed. The whole Christian com-
munity and—in general—the liberal forces 
were very active. Particularly the churches, 
because they had much more experience than 
anybody else when it came to developments in 
the Southern parts of the world. Ethiopia was 
particularly important in this regard.    
TS: You mentioned the Consultative Commit-
tee on Humanitarian Assistance, which, I un-
derstand, was established to advise both 
NIB/SIDA and the Ministry for Foreign Af-
fairs. How was the committee set up? 
EM: Ulla Lindström was the Minister of De-
velopment Cooperation when I was appointed 
Director General and she felt that the chairman 
of the committee should be the head of SIDA. 
Within its own ranks, the government admini-
stration had very little experience of this kind 
of activity. On some occasions, I got the im-
pression that officials in the Ministry for For-
eign Affairs understood ‘aid’ as helping help-
less Swedes in far away countries to get home. 

Speaking about aid, they thought of Swedes 
coming to the embassies to look for assis-
tance... 

The members of the Committee on Humani-
tarian Assistance had already been appointed 
when I became the chairman. Ulla Lindström 
had appointed them in 1964, or perhaps in 
1963. The composition of the committee was 
carefully thought out. Since we were dealing 
with matters that were not necessarily well 
looked upon by the governments in the coun-
tries concerned, she wanted almost all the so-
called grassroot organizations in Sweden to be 
involved. The committee should represent a 
cross-section of the Swedish society. A good 
deal of the work had to be undertaken under 
different degrees of secrecy. Against this back-
ground, it was important that the leaders of, in 
particular, the youth movements were knowl-
edgeable about the work, without at the same 
time having the right to publicly speak about 
it. 

In the committee, we had an absolutely 
wonderful cooperation and very open dis-
cussions on all kinds of matters. For example, 
when we were to recommend which liberation 
movements to support, it was a prerequisite 
that we had an open discussion. We had to 
come to conclusions on very difficult political 
issues and I remember only very few situa-
tions where there were real differences of 
opinion. The committee was well composed 
and served an enormously important purpose 
all the time. All the major political forces were 
represented, including the conservatives. I do 
not remember if they ever opposed a decision. 
I do not think that they did, because my per-
sonal conviction was that we as far as possible 
should avoid disagreements. The normal 
situation was that we reached agreement by 
consensus.   
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament—through 
a statement by the Appropriations’ Commit-
tee—paved the way for Swedish humanitarian 
assistance to the Southern African liberation 
movements. Such assistance was subsequently 
extended through SIDA. Why was the assis-
tance given directly to the liberation move-
ments and not via the OAU, for example? 
EM: One reason was, of course, that our con-
tacts primarily were with people in the field 
and not with any official body. We had to try 
to avoid being involved in administrative red 
tape and, in fact, I do not know if the OAU at 
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that time—or later—would have been capable 
of doing anything that would not have im-
plied more administration than aid. We also 
had to be very strict with the aspects of report-
ing and accounting. 

To be of any importance in the struggle 
against colonialism and apartheid, it was abso-
lutely necessary to work with revolutionaries 
and warriors and you could not do that with-
out being rather radical in your own thinking. 
We had long discussions about this, not least 
with the Committee on Foreign Affairs of the 
Swedish parliament. The conclusion was that 
Swedish political decisions in these matters 
needed the backing of a position taken by im-
portant bodies of the United Nations. At the 
same time, that also motivated our actions 
against the regimes in question. It took many 
years to convince the international community 
that national liberation was a question referred 
to in the Charter of the United Nations and, 
thus, that both national governments and the 
United Nations should act accordingly. How-
ever, at the time there were sufficiently big 
majorities on very clear resolutions passed by 
different bodies of the United Nations for us to 
take action. Perhaps not by the Security Coun-
cil, but often by the General Assembly, the 
Economic and Social Council and others. In 
my opinion, that was the key. But Sweden 
took the conclusions much further than most 
others did.  
TS: In this connection, do you think that the 
early personal relations between many Swed-
ish political leaders and leaders of the South-
ern African liberation movements made it 
easier for Sweden to take this stand? 
EM: Yes, that was, of course, very important. 
For example, the position of a person like Olof 
Palme was—in addition to his own in-
ternational family background—very much 
formed by his work within the international 
student movement in favour of victims of war 
and the like. We were, probably, early because 
we had people with this kind of experience in 
central positions, both in non-governmental 
organizations and in the government. For me, 
my own experiences were important. When I 
was a school-boy in the late 1930s and as a 
student in Uppsala during the Second World 
War, Sweden had, in fact, received thousands 
of refugee students from the neighbouring 
countries and many of us were closely con-
nected to them. At an early stage, it was there-

fore easy for us to draw the conclusion that in 
order to be efficient in what we set out to do, 
we had to move beyond what ordinary diplo-
macy was ready to achieve.  
TS: The Southern African liberation move-
ments supported by Sweden also received 
support from the Soviet Union and/or China. 
How did you look upon this? 
EM: Well, when it comes to my own personal 
convictions regarding what to do and whom 
to work with, it is of relevance that I had my 
experiences from the war years. We had to 
take a rather heart-breaking decision on the 
question of what kind of allies the government 
of the Soviet Union or the Communist Party 
were. Towards the end of 1939 or at the begin-
ning of 1940, I had lined up at the recruitment 
office for the Swedish voluntary force in Fin-
land, but I was too young and was not ac-
cepted. However, I was totally ready to join 
the war against the Soviet Union in whatever 
capacity. At that time, I had two friends from 
my school who fell in Finland, as soldiers on 
the side of the Finnish army. However, only a 
year later we had to widen our thinking when 
the Soviet Union became an ally. We therefore 
had to be pragmatic in these matters.     
TS: With the exception of Zimbabwe—where 
Sweden supported both ZANU and ZAPU—
SIDA channelled assistance to only one 
movement in each country in Southern Africa. 
However, in the case of Angola this was ques-
tioned in some political milieus which advo-
cated Swedish support to both MPLA and 
FNLA. Was this a difficult case to settle? 
EM: The Liberal Party and other parts of the 
liberal movement supported FNLA. We as-
sessed the situation in Angola very carefully 
and had all kinds of connections to find out 
whom we should support. We had sympathies 
with the final objective of both MPLA and 
FNLA, but as they were fighting each other we 
had to discuss whether to support both 
movements or only one of them. Together, at 
the table, we came to the conclusion that the 
arguments in favour of MPLA were much 
stronger than the arguments for FNLA. There 
were counter-arguments against FNLA. We 
had to take a hard political decision. 

There was a similar situation in Rhodesia, 
now Zimbabwe, where there also were con-
tradictions between the different parts of the 
liberation movement. In that case, I was myself 
active, talking to Joshua Nkomo and Robert 
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Mugabe on several occasions. That went on for 
years until we—after some trial and error—
told each of them that ‘unless you find a way 
of working together, we cannot support either 
of you’. That was more or less the beginning of 
the Patriotic Front between ZAPU and ZANU. 
I think that we almost demanded that the front 
should be created. Of course, within the front 
the infighting continued and SIDA’s board of 
directors met with Joshua Nkomo—waving 
his stick like a marshal; very grandiose in his 
appearance—in Lusaka and with Robert Mu-
gabe in Maputo. Their way of talking about 
each other—particularly about each other’s 
lack of efficiency—was tremendous. However, 
the situation was very, very delicate, so we 
had to take a position. Outside the military 
field, Sweden was by far the largest and most 
important financial supporter of both ZAPU 
and ZANU. 

Stockholm was a very important meeting 
point between the Zimbabwean liberation 
movements and international actors. I think 
that we played a prominent role in this con-
nection and whatever decisions we took had 
been considered very thoroughly. In the case 
of Zimbabwe, we came to the conclusion that 
we had to steer in a way that we otherwise did 
not like to do. It was sometimes rather un-
pleasant, but necessary. 
TS: In the case of Zimbabwe, did you also 
consult with African leaders such as Julius 
Nyerere and Kenneth Kaunda? 
EM: Of course. David Wirmark and I had 
more than one important meeting with Presi-
dent Kaunda on how to deal with this matter. 
We also wanted to inform him about our 
thinking and keep him in the picture. 
TS: If we return to Angola, you find that 
UNITA had quite good relations with Sweden 
in the latter part of the 1960s. Was the question 
of Swedish humanitarian support to UNITA 
ever discussed at that time? 
EM: The position of Zambia was important in 
this connection. Whatever we might have 
thought about UNITA at that time, we simply 
could not support an organization that was 
impossible from the point of view of some of 
our co-operating partners. 
TS: How about PAC? Why did they not re-
ceive bilateral Swedish humanitarian support? 
EM: Well, I do not remember to what extent 
we had friendly feelings about PAC in the 
beginning. My memory is probably influenced 

by later events. PAC was, after all, a break-
away group from ANC. During my close rela-
tions with IDAF over so many years I under-
stood what it meant to uphold principles of 
the kind that John Collins had made his at an 
early stage, namely that you must support 
whoever is under the burden of apartheid and 
not take positions of a political character. 
However, in my position as a member of the 
board of IDAF I personally had to act against 
PAC. Of course, I had entered the IDAF board 
only after I had left SIDA. In any case, we had 
to put an end to the support of PAC, which 
had developed into something rather bad, 
with people murdering each other even in the 
circles that we were dealing with. If an organi-
zation was disrupting the struggle against 
apartheid in the way that PAC did, then I had 
to be very firm.  

One of the results of my position was that 
some of the leaders of the PAC at the begin-
ning of the 1980s produced a booklet in Lon-
don of around a hundred stencilled pages, 
called something like The curve in the South 
African spy ring. It was particularly dealing 
with two people, namely, primarily, Horst 
Kleinschmidt, the Director of IDAF, and Ernst 
Michanek, as his main supporter, or the other 
way around if you like. Both of us were, in 
fact, depicted as supporters of the South Afri-
can police. It was quite incredible, but it was 
also unpleasant to know that such a publica-
tion was being circulated in many quarters. Of 
course, the PAC leaders hated us enormously, 
because in the past they had had their oppor-
tunities at the expense of IDAF and therefore 
also of the Swedish government. This was cut 
off. I should not use any derogatory words 
about them, because I pitied them a great deal. 
But what they could do with the money that 
they received had nothing at all to do with the 
struggle against apartheid in South Africa. It 
was far too much to be accepted. 
TS: However, PAC was recognized by the 
OAU and also received support from some 
governments, like Norway? 
EM: Yes, but we could not understand why 
the OAU held that position, although we 
could understand why Nyerere found it rea-
sonable, or acceptable, to give PAC a place and 
support the organization in Tanzania. How-
ever, to give another example of our trials in 
this matter: When I was the chairman of two 
important UN institutions, namely the Techni-
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cal Assistance Committee of the United Na-
tions and of the governing body of the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation (ILO), the ILO 
initiated support of a project in Tanzania for 
the training of PAC freedom fighters. But as 
far as I could understand from my different 
viewpoints and positions, what PAC did was 
not in any way worth the money. I thought 
that it was totally wrong to support such a 
project. If it ever existed in practice, it was so 
far from the blueprints that it would have been 
completely out of order to support it.    
TS: In addition to ANC and PAC, there was 
also in South Africa Gatsha Buthelezi’s Inkatha 
movement. Did Inkatha ever receive Swedish 
official assistance through SIDA? 
EM: Yes, we supported Inkatha, for example 
through assistance via Ravan Press in South 
Africa, which on behalf of Buthelezi had par-
ticular pages published in South African 
newspapers as instruction and training ma-
terial for the illiterate part of the population, 
particularly in Soweto. That started very early 
and I was later closely connected to this activ-
ity. 

I know Gatsha Buthelezi very well. He was 
often in Sweden. He came to my office and to 
my home and I had secret meetings with him 
in several places. There is a long history be-
tween Sweden, Inkatha and ANC.  

Inkatha and ANC also held bilateral meet-
ings between themselves here in Sweden that 
were never given any publicity. 
TS: The break between Inkatha and ANC only 
occurred in 1979, after a meeting in London? 
EM: Yes. I had a very important role to play in 
the setting up of that meeting in London. On 
the basis of earlier discussions—including 
meetings in Stockholm—Oliver Tambo and 
Gatsha Buthelezi reached an agreement and 
also laid down how to treat the different parts 
of the agreement. However, for reasons that I 
could discuss for a long time without coming 
to a conclusion, the tragedy was that Buthelezi 
in the plane from London to Johannesburg 
openly and clearly broke the fundamentals of 
the agreement by talking to journalists about 
what had taken place in London. That created 
a lot of bitterness in ANC.  

Like Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo knew 
Gatsha Buthelezi very well from his younger 
days, but he could never understand why 
Buthelezi did what he did. For long years and 
on many occasions, Inkatha had tried to be-

come clean through different missions to 
Stockholm and many meetings all over the 
place. It was very painful to me personally, as 
well as to the Church of Sweden and others 
who had been involved, to come to the conclu-
sion after some time that we could not con-
tinue our cooperation with Buthelezi. Oliver 
Tambo told me several times: ‘I cannot under-
stand Gatsha. How can he do a thing like 
that?’. But he did not say: ‘I cannot see the 
man’ or ‘I hate the man’. Not at all. Instead, he 
said: ‘How can we get together again?’. That 
was important. However, the racial position 
that PAC had taken had a parallel within 
Inkatha and that was, of course, impossible for 
ANC to accept. Non-racialism is one of the 
main backbones of ANC’s ideology. 
TS: You have mentioned the International 
Defence and Aid Fund (IDAF). The activities 
of IDAF and some other important British-
based organizations—such as the Africa Edu-
cational Trust (AET)—were almost exclusively 
financed by Sweden and the other Nordic 
countries. Did the Swedish government not 
approach the British government to share the 
financial burden? 
EM: Of course. I had a central position in our 
relations with the British, but I think that we 
probably did not talk to them in sufficiently 
hard terms. We only showed them what we 
thought that they should do. However, they 
knew exactly, at least during the times of La-
bour governments. In spite of that, they con-
tributed absolutely nothing. Well, I remember 
that John Collins once said that the British 
government had given IDAF five thousand or 
five hundred pounds or something like that. It 
was tragic all through. The same goes for AET. 
However, because these organizations were 
based in London, it is probably so that even 
many beneficiaries believe that they were sup-
ported by the British, when in actual fact the 
support came from Sweden and the other 
Nordic countries.     
TS: Were the British or other Western gov-
ernments embarrassed about the fact that they 
did not play a more honourable role? Or did 
they criticize Sweden? 
EM: I think that we did not have the time to 
waste on meaningless discussions with the 
British or others, for example, the US gov-
ernment. We had many friends in these ad-
ministrations and we rather enjoyed having a 
nice relationship with them, using their prem-
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ises—their territory, as it were—without ask-
ing for anything more than just that. I do not 
remember any criticism against us and I think 
that it probably was based on certain feelings 
of shame or envy on their part. We also had 
the support of the United Nations in a won-
derful way. When it comes to IDAF, I counted 
each year the number of governments that 
gave it financial contributions through the 
United Nations and at the peak of the activities 
they were not less than fifty. However, many 
of them strongly emphasized that they did not 
want to be mentioned by name. They wanted 
to support, but not officially. 
TS: Is there anything that you would like to 
add? 

EM: I would like to underline that the struggle 
was not ours. The struggle in Southern Africa 
was waged by the oppressed and colonized 
peoples through their liberation movements. 
What we could do was to strengthen them. 
That was the aim of our assistance and that 
was in itself based on a great deal of discre-
tion. For example, if we were to be embar-
rassed by indirectly being connected with the 
Soviet Union, should our Western partners not 
have been ashamed of being connected to all 
kinds of oppressors and colonialists? We were 
in a position to create connections that other-
wise would not have been created and we had 
to try all possible means to do that, assisting 
behind the scenes to bring adversaries together 
for the building of peace.  
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Hillevi Nilsson 
Africa Groups in Sweden 
(Stockholm, 4 February 1997) 

Tor Sellström: Did your involvement with 
Africa start with Angola? 
Hillevi Nilsson: No, it did not. The first time 
that I became involved with Africa was when I 
was thirteen. I lived in Nyköping and was a 
candidate for confirmation. The Swedish mis-
sionary Barbro Johansson came there to tell us 
about Tanzania. We then formed a small 
group which tried to collect clothes and other 
things for her work in Tanzania. That was in 
the 1950s. 

My next contact was with South Africa at 
the beginning of the 1960s. I then lived in 
Stockholm during the first Swedish boycott of 
South African goods. I participated but not in 
an organized way. When I later went to uni-
versity, I became involved with the FNL 
Groups and the Vietnam movement. Had 
there been an organization working for Africa, 
I would perhaps have been involved with that. 
I was a member of the Baptist Church and my 
husband and I conducted Sunday school 
classes where we also talked about the mis-
sions. Discovering the bad things the mission-
aries had done, we started to read a lot about 
Africa. It was mainly about Kenya and South 
Africa, and a bit about what was then called 
Rhodesia. However, when we became in-
volved with the FNL Groups, the doors to the 
Baptist Church were more or less closed. 

At the end of the 1960s, I got into contact 
with the journal Kommentar. They had formed 
a study group on Africa in which I partici-
pated. In the beginning, we were mainly deal-
ing with Rhodesia, Kenya and Ethiopia. At 
that time—between 1969 and 1971—I met 
quite a few representatives of different libera-
tion movements who came to Kommentar. We 
interviewed them and published their stories. 
That is also how I for the first time got into 
contact with MPLA. It was when Daniel 
Chipenda visited Stockholm in 1970. He came 
to introduce the representative of MPLA to 
Sweden, António Alberto Neto. Soon thereaf-
ter, Agostinho Neto also came to Sweden, after 
the Rome conference. I met them and inter-
viewed them. 

In early 1971, a group called Verdandi was 
planning a trip to Zambia to write a book 

about the country. They had done something 
similar on Tanzania before. They contacted 
Kommentar’s study group on Africa and asked 
if there was anybody who wanted to go with 
them and take care of the chapters on foreign 
policy and mass media. The foreign policy 
chapter should include Zambia’s relations 
with the different liberation movements that 
were represented there at that time. Elisabeth 
Hedborg and I—both members of the study 
group—decided to go with them. At that time, 
I already had contacts with the Stockholm 
Africa Group. That was my first visit to Africa. 
TS: Was it during this trip in 1971 that you 
first visited the MPLA camps in western Zam-
bia? 
HN: Yes. We went around interviewing peo-
ple from the liberation movements at the Lib-
eration Centre in Lusaka. Chipenda then asked 
us if we wanted to go with MPLA to the bor-
der. It caused a discussion within the Ver-
dandi group, because they did not want us to 
be away for ten or fourteen days out of the 
four weeks that we had. That was a lot. But we 
solemnly promised that we were going to do 
our part of the book and could thus join 
MPLA. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament agreed to 
direct Swedish official humanitarian support 
to the national liberation movements in South-
ern Africa. How did you at Kommentar look 
upon that? 
HN: I would say that the position of both 
Kommentar and the different Africa Groups in 
Sweden was that Sweden had two faces, a 
hard one and a soft one. We very much 
thought that it was a decision by the Social 
Democratic Party and not by the other parties. 
That is how we interpreted it. 
TS: Did your background in the church not 
indicate that a strong solidarity opinion—at 
least on South Africa—was expressed by the 
liberal centre in Sweden? 
HN: Well, of course I knew that and many 
others did as well. But with regard to the 
church, I think that it mainly had to do with 
very special persons like Gunnar Helander, 
who had an African experience and had writ-
ten good pieces on Africa. My own experience 
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from the church was that I was excluded be-
cause I advocated ideas similar to his. So, I did 
not really trust the church in these matters. 

It should also be said, I think, that the left at 
that time took action from the basis of a gen-
eral feeling of security in the Swedish Social 
Democratic welfare state. Even if we were 
attacking the Social Democrats, we were a bit 
proud of being Swedes in relation to the Third 
World. More than anything else, the criticism 
was made in order to make the Social Democ-
rats go further. To push them, although we at 
the time did not really see it like that. 
TS: Following upon Agostinho Neto’s visit to 
Sweden in 1970, the Swedish government de-
cided to grant humanitarian assistance to 
MPLA. Did you notice any reaction to this 
decision during your travels with MPLA in 
1971 and 1972? Was it known to the MPLA 
cadres that they received government support 
from Sweden? 
HN: Well, in 1971 we did not notice it, al-
though the very invitation made to us by 
Chipenda perhaps was because of the Swedish 
support. As I see it afterwards, it could have 
been. But, of course, we did not understand 
that at the time. 

However, in 1972, we did notice the sup-
port. Some things had already been delivered. 
They were also aware that it was purely hu-
manitarian aid. For example, MPLA had asked 
for boots, but they could not get that, because 
boots were considered to be military. They got 
sandals instead. Things like that. They talked 
about it. At the level of group commanders 
they would know about the Swedish support 
and also laugh a bit about the sandals. 

There was also an interesting episode re-
garding tinned herring from Sweden. It came 
to Dar es Salaam in great quantities and then it 
was transported—as all MPLA’s supplies—all 
the way to Zambia’s border with Angola and 
from there on people’s heads into the country. 
Anyway, there were quite a lot of thefts in the 
harbour of Dar es Salaam and MPLA became 
suspicious about the tinned fish from Sweden 
because the harbour workers who had eaten it 
got sick. They had eaten it all! They did not 
take the herring out of the sauce, and got diar-
rhoea. So, MPLA tried the fish on us all the 
way from Dar es Salaam into Angola to see if 
we were going to get sick also. And then we 
had to show the people inside Angola that we 
were eating the fish without getting sick. 

TS: In your view, what factors could explain 
that the Swedish government decided to give 
humanitarian support to MPLA at that stage? 
HN: Well, if I had been asked that question in 
the early 1970s, I would have said that it was 
because of the good work by the Africa 
Groups. Today, I am not so sure that it was the 
only reason. But we had made a study on the 
different movements in Angola and I think 
that some people in the Social Democratic 
Party read it. I also think that the Swedish 
government perhaps was influenced by Julius 
Nyerere. I think Agostinho Neto had really 
good contacts with Nyerere and Nyerere had 
good contacts with Olof Palme and the Swed-
ish Social Democratic Party on the whole. 
TS: It was probably also influenced by Amíl-
car Cabral and—before his death—Eduardo 
Mondlane? 
HN: Yes, of course. I do not know so much 
about Eduardo Mondlane, but Amílcar Cabral 
definitely. 
TS: At that time, there were quite important 
representatives in the Liberal Party who sup-
ported FNLA. Why, do you think, did the 
Swedish government never give assistance to 
FNLA? 
HN: One factor was, of course, that it was the 
Liberal Party that advocated that, while the 
Social Democratic Party had its own way. 
There was some party politics involved, I 
think. But not only that. Around that time, 
there was also an investigation made by the 
OAU Liberation Committee, which drew the 
conclusion that FNLA was not very active 
inside Angola. 
TS: The Liberal Party also demanded the ex-
pulsion of Portugal from EFTA. Do you re-
member if this demand was high on MPLA’s 
agenda? 
HN: Their point was that the Swedish com-
panies should withdraw from Portugal. That 
was the point they made to us and other sol-
idarity groups in Europe. For example, there 
was a big boycott campaign against coffee 
from Angola which MPLA supported. That 
campaign started in Holland, but it never grew 
strong in Sweden. We imported very little 
coffee from Angola, almost nothing. It was 
difficult to get the campaign going here. It was 
very strong in Holland and in Canada. 
TS: A third movement in Angola was UNITA. 
The Swedish Social Democratic Party initiated 
relations with UNITA and Jonas Savimbi vis-
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ited Sweden in 1967. After that, the relations 
seem to have died completely. What could 
have happened? 
HN: I do not think that it was because of dif-
ficulties to contact UNITA here in Sweden. 
There was a UNITA representative in Sweden, 
Stella Makunga. It rather had to do with what 
happened to UNITA itself, both inside Angola 
and in relation to Zambia. When UNITA at-
tacked the Benguela railway, they got into 
problems with Zambia. It was also, I think, 
difficult to contact them in Angola. As far as I 
have understood, they were not very success-
ful in the 1960s. 
TS: The Maoist influence in the Swedish extra-
parliamentary left was very strong at the end 
of the 1960s. That would have presented a 
fertile ground for UNITA. Which political 
organizations in Sweden were the strongest 
supporters of UNITA? 
HN: It was the Communist League Marxist-
Leninists (KFML) and the Clarté Association. 
They were really strong advocates of UNITA 
and it was with them that Stella Makunga had 
most of her contacts. But when KFML split, the 
‘revolutionaries’ in KFML(r) supported MPLA. 
At that time, the Africa Groups did not see 
themselves as a kind of mass movement, but 
rather as study and information groups. We 
lobbied a lot among the left groups and at one 
stage—I think that it was in 1971—we also got 
the KFML to take part in demonstrations for 
MPLA. But it was only on one occasion. 
TS: You visited Lusaka at the beginning of 
1974 and had the opportunity to discuss the 
Chipenda rebellion directly with Agostinho 
Neto. In this connection, how did you expe-
rience the position of the Swedish embassy in 
Lusaka? 
HN: I was in Lusaka at the beginning of Janu-
ary 1974. I did not meet many people from the 
Swedish embassy. A group from the Stock-
holm Africa Group was in Dar es Salaam for a 
holiday. I met Neto and he asked me if I 
would go with him to Lusaka for a meeting. 
There were problems and he wanted—as he 
said—the MPLA cadres to explain the situa-
tion to the Africa Groups through me. When I 
came to Lusaka, there was a rather big meeting 
in the MPLA camp. Dilolwa was the main 
person explaining the situation to me. It was 
complicated. Chipenda and the so-called East-
ern Revolt had attempted a coup in 1973. They 
tried to murder Neto, as a matter of fact. The 

problems escalated when the Zambians sup-
ported Chipenda. He had a lot of support in 
Zambia. He had been based there and he was 
their main contact in MPLA. 

Kurt Kristiansson was the SIDA repre-
sentative in the Swedish embassy in Lusaka. 
Chipenda’s wife was a very good friend of 
Kristiansson’s wife. They met every week. 
MPLA told me that Chipenda through Kris-
tiansson had managed to cut off the Swedish 
government’s support from October or No-
vember 1973. MPLA wondered if this was 
done on instructions from the Swedish gov-
ernment, asking me to meet either Kris-
tiansson or the Swedish ambassador, Iwo Döl-
ling. But they were not there. It was Christmas 
time and they were on holiday. I met some-
body at the embassy, who just said: ‘I do not 
want to talk about this. You have to talk to the 
ambassador’. I was rather nervous, because I 
had never been dealing in the diplomatic cor-
ridors. Anyway, I then proposed that I would 
take the matter to Sweden and that Saydi 
Mingas and I would go to the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs and talk to Bengt Säve-
Söderbergh. Returning to Sweden, we did so. 
At the Ministry for Foreign Affairs they said 
that the aid had not been cut off from Sweden. 
It had been done in Lusaka. Still, it was a diffi-
cult situation. If the Zambian government did 
not allow goods to MPLA through the border, 
what could they do? 

By the way, the reason why Neto called on 
me to go to Zambia was that the Africa Groups 
in around October 1973—when we found out 
about the difficulties with the Eastern Revolt 
and Zambia’s support to Chipenda—wrote an 
open letter to Kaunda and also sent it to the 
newspapers in Zambia and Tanzania. 
TS: The Swedish solidarity movement with 
MPLA was very strong, also involving ma-
terial support to the liberation struggle. You 
sent, for example, radio communication 
equipment to MPLA, which was requested by 
Agostinho Neto and played a very important 
part. How did you organize that? 
HN: Well, some things of this kind were done, 
but it was not anything big. There was a mate-
rials group in the Stockholm Africa Group, 
with two or three engineers. They bought 
some components, and built things. However, 
in 1975 I think that they perhaps made a more 
important contribution. This small group then 
built an alarm for the National Bank in 
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Luanda. The situation was very fluid in 1975, 
with attacks from FNLA, and MPLA was wor-
ried that they would take over the bank. 
MPLA wanted an alarm connected directly to 
the police and to MPLA. It was built by the 
Stockholm Africa Group, and transported to 
Luanda. It still functioned some years after-
wards. 
TS: At that time, you and your husband, Lars 
Nilsson, went to Angola to work for MPLA? 
HN: Yes, in 1975, before independence. We 
stayed there for nine years. 
TS: Before going to Angola, you worked at the 
MPLA office in Stockholm, which covered all 
the Nordic countries. In your view, how did 
the Nordic governments differ in their policies 
vis-à-vis MPLA and Angola? 
HN: Sweden was the best, followed by Den-
mark, Norway and Finland. Finland was 
worst. Iceland did not do much, but what they 
said was not so bad. 
TS: How about the solidarity movement? 
HN: I would say that the strongest solidarity 
movement was in Sweden. In Denmark and 
Norway it was more or less the same. The 
Norwegian Council for Southern Africa had a 
good part, but there were also those who were 
very influenced by the Maoists. In Denmark, it 
was mainly the World University Service. And 
in Finland there was a good group called the 
Africa Committee, although it was a bit par-
ticular because it formed part of the Soviet-
influenced World Peace Council. Nevertheless, 
the Africa Committee also had activists. 
TS: In February 1976, Olof Palme published an 
article in Dagens Nyheter in which he strongly 
supported MPLA. Later that year, Palme 
served as a middleman between Neto and 
Castro on the one hand and Kissinger on the 
other regarding the conflict in Angola. Do you 
think that there was a close relationship be-
tween Palme and Neto? 
HN: No, not really. I think that their contacts 
rather resulted from the close relationship 
between Neto and Nyerere and the close rela-
tions between Palme and Nyerere. I think that 
Nyerere was the middleman. But it is very 
difficult to say if Palme and Neto were close or 
not. I do not really know. 
TS: You have been actively involved in Swed-
ish solidarity work with Southern Africa in 
general and Angola in particular for more than 
twenty-five years. Looking back, which initia-

tives were the most important for MPLA and 
Angola? 
HN: I think that we perhaps did the most im-
portant things at the beginning of the 1970s. 
Information was an important part of this. The 
fact that we tried to analyze the different or-
ganizations in Angola. Lobbying in favour of 
MPLA was another important part. 
TS: How did you obtain your information? 
HN: We got some from Portugal and from 
people in West Germany, Canada and the 
United States. We also got information from 
Tanzania. From people who were studying at 
the university of Dar es Salaam and others 
who had close contacts with MPLA and the 
OAU Liberation Committee. 
TS: It seems that Kommentar played an im-
portant role in this context. Would you agree 
with that? 
HN: Yes, I agree completely. In the case of 
Angola, the South Africa Committee in Lund 
had, however, already started this kind of 
assessment around 1967. It was mainly Dick 
Urban Vestbro and Rolf Gustavsson who 
worked on this. They also had contacts with 
Anders Johansson, although that was more on 
Mozambique. 
TS: In your view, how did MPLA look upon 
the Swedish solidarity movement? 
HN: Well, I did not really understand its im-
portance for MPLA until Neto came to Sweden 
in April 1974. He was really worried at that 
time. We had a meeting with the Africa 
Groups at our place in Vällingby. Rolf Gus-
tavsson was present, as well as people from 
the different Africa Groups in Sweden and 
from Kommentar. Neto then asked us straight 
out: ‘What are we going to do? You are the 
only ones that we can trust in this situation. 
We cannot trust the Soviet Union, the Swedish 
government or anyone. What are we going to 
do? Can you as a solidarity movement tell us?’ 
But, of course, we could not answer. He was 
foreseeing what would happen later, when 
they tried to isolate MPLA from the independ-
ence discussions. But those who eventually 
resolved the problem were not the solidarity 
organizations. It was the people in Luanda. 

Anyway, I think that one important con-
tribution by the Africa Groups and other in-
ternational solidarity organizations was that 
MPLA could rely on us and discuss with us. 
TS: What could the Swedish solidarity move-
ment have done better? 
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HN: We could have done much better around 
and after Angola’s independence. Until then, 
we had been very flexible, but somewhere in 
1976-77 the flexibility withered away. I take a 
lot of the blame for this. My husband and I 
were perhaps at the wrong place at the time. 
We should have stayed in Sweden if we 
wanted better work done by the Africa Groups 
for Angola. We were simply consumed by the 
situation in Luanda. For example, in 1976 there 
was a delegation from the Africa Groups com-
ing to Angola from Mozambique. They had 
made an agreement with Mozambique and 
they wanted to make it a blueprint for Angola. 
It did not work, of course. The situation was 
very different. Lasse and I should have been 
much more active, telling them so. MPLA be-
came a bit irritated. I think that it was natural. 
You cannot just come from FRELIMO and say: 
‘We want the same agreement with you.’ 

We could also have done much better dur-
ing later years. Nevertheless, we did some-
thing important for MPLA before the elections 

in 1992. That was a difficult situation. Many in 
MPLA thought that they would lose the elec-
tions. But I think that it was of some impor-
tance that we had our old funds for MPLA, 
which were then used to buy MPLA flags. The 
real importance of this, however, was that 
somebody outside Angola still had the guts to 
believe in MPLA.  
TS: How would you, finally, characterize the 
relations between the solidarity movement 
and the Swedish government? 
HN: Well, a lot of things have changed over 
the years, but there is something that has not 
and that is that the mainstream in the Africa 
Groups always wanted to be a kind of lobby 
group towards SIDA and the Ministry for For-
eign Affairs. We believed—and still do—that 
there are many good people who know a lot at 
both SIDA and the ministry. So I would say 
our main task has always been and still is to 
provide solidly reliable studies and informa-
tion on Southern Africa as a basis for lobbying. 

 

 

 

 

Pierre Schori 
Social Democratic Party—International Secretary—Under-Secretary of State for 
Foreign Affairs 
Minister of International Development Cooperation 
(Stockholm, 28 June 1996) 

Tor Sellström: When and how did your long 
involvement with Southern Africa begin? 
Pierre Schori: My first contact was in 1965, 
when I started to work at the headquarters of 
the Social Democratic Party in Stockholm. At 
that time, the party had relations with 
SWANU of South West Africa, today Namibia. 
There were a number of SWANU students in 
Sweden and you could say that they opened 
the eyes of both the party and of the public 
opinion to the situation in that part of the 
world. They participated in meetings and at 
our annual First of May rallies. We also had a 
person by the name of Tom Nässbjer engaged 
in certain projects on South West Africa. So, 
my first contact was with SWANU, although 

at that time I did not know where South West 
Africa was. Zedekia Ngavirue, who is now 
Namibia’s ambassador to Brussels, had to 
show me on the map.  

We had a very personal relationship. We 
were more or less of the same age and we all 
lived in students’ homes. When I came to 
Stockholm, I stayed in Bernt Carlsson’s room, 
on the floor. We went jogging together, Zede-
kia Ngavirue, Charles Kauraisa—who later 
became a Rössing man in Namibia—Bernt and 
myself. They were not used to jogging, but 
Bernt and I told them: ‘If you are going to be 
guerrilla soldiers, you must be in good physi-
cal condition!’ From that time I also remember 
an article that Kauraisa sent to Peking Review. It 
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was entitled ‘Long live the correct line!’ and 
was signed Charles Kauraisa, Studenthemmet 
Nyponet, Stockholm, Sweden. 
TS: You participated in the first international 
conference on South West Africa, held in Ox-
ford, England, in March 1966? 
PS: Yes, I did. The Swedish delegation to the 
conference was very big. Olof Palme was the 
chairman. This was when Palme said that he 
had noticed that the International Court of 
Justice was not competent to take a decision on 
South West Africa. He said that the court was 
very ‘impotent’. At the time of the Oxford 
conference, the International Defence and Aid 
Fund, IDAF, had just been banned in South 
Africa, but Palme declared that Sweden was 
going to continue to support it.  
TS: It was around that time that the Social 
Democratic Party and the Swedish govern-
ment shifted the support from SWANU to 
SWAPO. What motivated this change? 
PS: Well, there was an initial transition period, 
but we came to believe that SWAPO had more 
roots and that it was more anchored in the 
people. Of course, via the OAU the African 
states were at that time also in favour of 
SWAPO, and in the late 1960s and the begin-
ning of the 1970s it was natural for us to follow 
the advice of the OAU Liberation Committee. I 
visited the committee several times.  

There was no particular incident behind this 
development. It was simply based on reality. 
But we kept our contacts and our friendship 
with the SWANU people, because they had 
played such an important role by opening the 
eyes of the Swedish public to the African ques-
tion. The first close contact that the Swedish 
Social Democratic Party had with any libera-
tion movement in Southern Africa was really 
with SWANU. They came to Sweden as refu-
gees, worked to raise an opinion and kept us 
informed. Initially, SWANU also formed part 
of the South African United Front together 
with the ANC and the South African Indian 
Congress. So, there was coordination between 
SWANU and ANC. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that Tanzania and 
Zambia played important roles as bridge-
builders between Sweden and the Southern 
African liberation movements? 
PS: Yes, especially Tanzania, where Olof 
Palme, Ingvar Carlsson, Thage G. Peterson 
and other leading social democrats who were 
active in the Social Democratic Youth League 

(SSU) at an early stage had initiated support to 
the TANU Youth League. For many of them it 
was their first international involvement and it 
stayed with them all the time. You always 
remember your young loves, so to speak. And, 
of course, Tanzania’s role in the OAU Libera-
tion Committee and Nyerere’s international 
standing also helped us very much.  
TS: In 1969, the Swedish Parliament paved the 
way for direct Swedish official support to the 
Southern African liberation movements and 
humanitarian assistance was subsequently 
extended through SIDA. These movements 
were backed by the Soviet Union and/or 
China and waged an armed struggle. How did 
you look upon this? 
PS: At an early stage, we saw that there was a 
contradiction in the Western approach to the 
liberation struggle. On the one hand, some of 
the Western countries cooperated closely with 
the apartheid state and the colonial powers 
and simply ignored the liberation forces out of 
economic interests. On the other, the West 
stood for democracy vis-à-vis the Soviet Un-
ion. During the Cold War, there was a world-
wide power struggle and it was both obvious 
and logical that the super powers involved 
themselves in Southern Africa, trying to ex-
tend their influence and make the best out of 
the situation. At the same time, the liberation 
movements looked for support wherever they 
could get it. Sometimes they got that support 
from the Soviet Union and sometimes they did 
not. 

Some of the movements—like Amílcar 
Cabral’s PAIGC, for example—were very 
proud and did not accept any support that had 
strings attached to it. In that situation, support 
from Sweden was very handy. It had no 
strings attached and we knew—through stud-
ies and contacts with these people—that they 
were not Communists. Instead, the main ideo-
logical force was nationalism. They wanted to 
get rid of dictatorships and colonialism. Over 
the years, we heard many stories from the 
liberation movements about the problems that 
they had with the Soviet Union regarding 
political conditions and so on. The support 
from the Soviet Union was, so to speak, a 
necessary evil for the liberation movements. 
Of course, at the same time they appreciated it, 
because—as Nyerere said—’you cannot fight 
the colonial powers’ jet-fighters and tanks with 
bows and arrows’. But, I would not support 
the expression ‘Soviet-backed movements’ and 
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sion ‘Soviet-backed movements’ and they 
themselves would never use that. You could as 
well call them ‘Swedish-backed’.  
TS: How about political pluralism? The So-
cialist International, for example, supported 
political parties that embraced political plu-
ralism. With the exception of Zimbabwe, the 
Swedish Social Democratic Party—both in and 
outside government—advocated support to 
one liberation movement in the countries in 
Southern Africa. Why? 
PS: Well, we closely—but not slavishly—
followed the recommendations of the OAU 
Liberation Committee, because we thought 
that the Africans were the best judges of their 
own situation. The United Nations General 
Assembly also followed the recommendations 
by the OAU. In some cases, like in Namibia—
where we had old links with SWANU—we 
tried to make SWANU and SWAPO work 
together. Sometimes they did that from their 
own free will and sometimes due to our 
friendly advice. In other cases, like in Zim-
babwe, we refused to give unilateral recogni-
tion to one movement. We thought that both 
ZANU and ZAPU were authentic movements 
and that there was no reason for us to follow 
the demand of one or the other. When one of 
them asked for unilateral support we said that 
‘we do not give you unilateral recognition, 
because that is not up to us to do. We see two 
movements and we hope that you can work 
together.’ But we understood that we could 
not force them to work together just because 
we stood for pluralism in Sweden. So, in some 
cases we made our own choice.  
TS: Would it be fair to say that the Social De-
mocratic Party and—by extension—the Swed-
ish government looked upon the Southern 
African liberation movements as governments-
in-waiting? 
PS: Yes, that was the attitude that we took all 
along. In those days, Olof Palme and I worked 
very closely together. Writing his speeches, we 
always went a bit further than the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs. We had the same approach on 
Latin America under the dictatorships in Chile 
and Uruguay, where we told the political 
refugees that came to Sweden: ‘We see you as 
the true representatives of the democratic 
forces of your countries. The others are going 
to disappear.’ For us it was a matter of identi-
fying those that we believed were the forces of 
the future and of democracy. Of course, in a 

liberation struggle the forces of liberation and 
of democracy are not always identical. But, un-
less there are obvious anti-democratic forces 
from the beginning, that is a question that has 
to be dealt with later. In Vietnam, we all along 
stood against invasion and aggression and 
supported the right of the people to self-
determination, in accordance with interna-
tional law. This did not mean that we sup-
ported the Communist Party.  
TS: In the case of South Africa, was it difficult 
to extend exclusive support to ANC in a situa-
tion where other actors—both in Sweden and 
internationally; Nyerere, for example—also 
advocated support to PAC? 
PS: No, it was not difficult. Old, personal links 
influenced us, of course. We knew that Oliver 
Tambo and the other ANC leaders were truly 
democratic and that they had a vision of the 
future South African society as a mixed, plu-
ralist and tolerant society. As for PAC, we saw 
them as an opposition and resistance move-
ment against apartheid. But, their vision was 
more blurred. Contrary to ANC, they never 
approached us other than for very political 
purposes or for funding. For some reason they 
never tried to develop a political dialogue with 
us. Maybe they thought that it was a lost case, 
but they did not even try. They visited Sweden 
a couple of times, but it was always a matter of 
trying to incriminate ANC. We had more faith 
in ANC. We knew them better and we trusted 
them. 

When Nyerere and others asked us to see 
PAC, we did so. We never refused. And al-
though Sweden did not extend bilateral as-
sistance directly to PAC, some humanitarian 
assistance went to them through the United 
Nations system. 
TS: In the case of Zimbabwe, it appears that 
ZAPU enjoyed less general support in Sweden 
than ZANU. How would you explain this? 
PS: I think that it also had to do with personal 
contacts. In general, there developed a rela-
tionship of trust and respect with the political 
representatives who first came to Sweden. In 
the case of Zimbabwe, we did not choose be-
tween ZAPU and ZANU, but I think that 
when Joshua Nkomo came to Sweden it was 
often through the churches, while Robert 
Mugabe was more of the pure freedom fighter.  

I also think that it had to do with the way in 
which the leaders of the liberation movements 
dealt with the international scene. Amílcar 
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Cabral of the PAIGC was a master of diplo-
macy. At an early stage, he saw the impor-
tance of creating personal links and, in addi-
tion, he carried an extremely good message. 
He was a formidable person and a great inter-
national figure. Herbert Chitepo of ZANU also 
represented his movement very well. 

Finally, the image of the liberation move-
ment also had to do with the quality and the 
personality of the people that they sent here as 
representatives. In general, they sent good 
representatives.  
TS: Would it be correct to say that Amílcar 
Cabral brought the Swedish Social Democratic 
Party into contact with MPLA of Angola? 
PS: I think that Cabral was important for the 
ideological analysis of the situation in South-
ern Africa in general and for the liberation 
struggle against colonialism in particular. He 
helped us to understand that it was not an 
East-West confrontation. Of course, it was 
something that we could understand our-
selves, but he developed it very clearly. Any-
one who met Cabral knew that he was an 
authentic leader who fought for freedom. And 
he had a vision beyond liberation. 

The liberation movements from the Por-
tuguese-speaking colonies had a coordinating 
organization called CONCP. They organized 
meetings and at one time I was asked to chair 
a meeting. That was in Rome in 1970. I was 
very honoured. There I met Agostinho Neto, 
who was another person of Cabral’s standing. 
In a way you could say that Amílcar Cabral 
initiated our contacts with MPLA, but we had 
developed those contacts even earlier. For 
example, I remember when we tried to medi-
ate between Neto and President Senghor of 
Senegal. Senghor said: ‘Well, I think that Neto 
is a very good poet, but I do not like his poli-
tics.’ After that I went to Neto and told him 
that I had talked to Senghor. He then said the 
same thing: ‘Well, I think that Senghor is a 
good poet but a bad politician.’ 
TS: Was this mediation difficult for the Social 
Democratic Party? Senghor’s party was an 
observer member of the Socialist International, 
while Neto’s MPLA was quite close to the 
Soviet Union? 
PS: Well, the Senegalese did not count very 
much in our relations with the liberation 
struggle. Senghor had his own ideas and he 
was not very influential. 

TS: At an early stage, you established contacts 
with Eduardo Mondlane of FRELIMO and 
asked for his opinion regarding the political 
scene in Portugal. What was the background 
to that? 
PS: When we had supported the liberation 
movements in the Portuguese-speaking colo-
nies for a number of years, we found that they 
lacked substantial international support, ex-
cept from the Soviet side for technical and 
strategic reasons. We realized that there would 
not be a change for many years, because Por-
tugal was strong and there were no interna-
tional sanctions against her. On the contrary, 
Portugal was a member of NATO. We then 
thought that there must be a change within 
Portugal and that was the reason why I was 
sent there in 1967. I carried out under-cover 
work and made a kind of X-ray of the political 
opposition The first ever, I think. That was 
also when I met Mário Soares for the first time, 
in his lawyer’s office. He had defended many 
of the liberation movements in court.  

Before I finalized my report, I asked Mond-
lane about people and political forces in Por-
tugal that he thought would be of importance. 
My report was written to the Socialist Interna-
tional and was entitled ‘Portugal: Colossus on 
Clay Feet’. In the report I described the differ-
ent political forces in the country and my rec-
ommendation was to support the small Social-
ist Party, which at the time was called Acção 
Socialista. It had only about fifteen to twenty 
active members around Mário Soares, but they 
had a vision for the future and contacts with 
democratic people all over the country. My 
recommendation was to invite them to the 
congresses of the member parties of the Social-
ist International. Mário Soares then started to 
be invited and when the dictatorship fell in 
1974, he was the only politician with solid 
international connections.  
TS: In 1974-75, at the time of the coup in Por-
tugal and of the independence processes in 
Angola and Mozambique, things were often 
strained between the Portuguese Socialist 
Party on the one hand and MPLA and FRE-
LIMO on the other. This must have been a 
delicate situation, as you had been supporting 
both the build-up of the Socialist Party and the 
nationalist struggle of the two liberation 
movements? 
PS: Yes, but I trusted Mário Soares all along. It 
was inevitable that Portugal with her colonial 
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background had to take responsibility for tens 
of thousands of Portuguese at that time. It was 
a duty. There was also the refugee problem of 
the retornados. The political situation in Portu-
gal was difficult and could have turned 
against the government, bringing the conser-
vatives back into power. It was also a national, 
domestic question for Portugal and we fully 
understood that. What we tried to do was to 
get the different parties together. For that pur-
pose, I acted several times as a go-between, 
sending messages back and forth between 
Soares and some African leaders. I think that it 
was important. For me personally, it was a 
positive experience. I trusted both sides and 
Mário Soares really tried to work things out. 
Of course, at some stage he was very disap-
pointed, with Samora Machel for example. He 
thought that Machel was an extremist, but 
then he changed his mind.  
TS: Turning back to Sweden and to the Swed-
ish labour movement, you find that LO—the 
Swedish trade union congress—was much 
more cautious than the Social Democratic 
Party when it came to relations with the libera-
tion forces in Southern Africa. How could this 
be explained? 
PS: The policy that LO developed during the 
turbulent years in the late 1960s and at the 
beginning of the 1970s was to work through 
the International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions (ICFTU) in Brussels. Of course, there 
you had all kinds of views represented. Those 
of the former colonial powers and also the 
policy of the United States, which was very 
aggressive at the time. In that context, it was 
difficult for the Swedish labour organization to 
get its views through. However, they had cho-
sen to work through the international confed-
eration as a point of principle. We talked a lot 
about this, but it was not until later that the 
policy was modified. We then created our own 
Solidarity Fund and—still later—the Olof 
Palme International Center, through which the 
Swedish labour movement could channel di-
rect, bilateral support.  

In the case of South Africa, the cautious po-
sition was also explained by the fact that 
SACTU was not considered to be entirely 
trustworthy by the ICFTU. SACTU was af-
filiated to the World Federation of Trade Un-
ions (WFTU) and therefore LO could not co-
operate with them.  

TS: Did you at any time experience any threats 
against Sweden because of its support to the 
Southern African liberation movements? 
PS: There were protests by the Portuguese. 
They organized demonstrations outside the 
Swedish embassy in Lisbon and they also 
threatened to boycott Swedish goods and so 
on, but it did not work. The reaction was not 
very strong and it had no effect. 
TS: Denmark and—particularly—Norway 
followed Sweden and supported the Southern 
African liberation movements. Do you think 
that their membership in NATO limited their 
space for manoeuvre? 
PS: No, I do not think so. I think that Denmark 
and Norway worked as much as they could 
inside NATO, sharing views on these issues. 
Of course, to a certain extent they had to be 
loyal to the overall goals of the alliance, but we 
were very much on the same level. We worked 
together, for example when it came to organiz-
ing visits by African leaders to the Nordic 
countries. 
TS: Humanitarian assistance to the liberation 
movements was, of course, support for human 
rights. However, there were cases of ‘struggles 
within the struggle’ in the liberation move-
ments, often coupled with human rights’ 
abuses. The so-called Shipanga affair in 
SWAPO is a case in point. How did you react 
to these developments? Did the Social Democ-
ratic Party or the Swedish government discuss 
them with the leaders of the liberation move-
ments? 
PS: When such excesses became clear, we 
raised our voices. For example, when the So-
cial Democratic Party started to support 
SWAPO for the election campaign in Namibia, 
we raised it very strongly. But we did not 
know about human rights’ abuses and we had 
no ways of certifying what was going on. The 
liberation struggle was a situation of war and 
we did not get very much information about it. 
It was like the French resistance during the 
Second World War. In that situation, it was 
natural for us to support the movement as 
such.  

The Shipanga affair was a different story. It 
was a personal case. Shipanga had his own 
ambitions and his story was not entirely credi-
ble. 
TS: Together with its sister parties in Denmark 
and Norway, the Swedish Social Democratic 
Party had close contacts with the International 
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University Exchange Fund (IUEF), led by Lars-
Gunnar Eriksson. The IUEF was infiltrated by 
the South African spy Craig Williamson and 
dissolved in 1980. Did the IUEF/Williamson 
affair tarnish the relations between Sweden 
and ANC? Did you discuss it with Oliver 
Tambo or other ANC leaders? 
PS: No, I only recently discussed this with the 
Swedish documentary journalist Boris Erson. 
ANC never raised it with me or with anybody 
else that I know of. We were all fooled by Wil-
liamson and I can only deplore that he has not 
been charged and taken to a court of law. After 
the exposure of Williamson, some said that 
they had warned Lars-Gunnar Eriksson about 
him. That might be true, but apparently not 
clearly enough. 
TS: Through the IUEF, the Nordic govern-
ments extended support to the Black Con-
sciousness Movement and to PAC in South 
Africa, and it was not until 1978 that the or-
ganization recognized ANC. It would appear 
that Lars-Gunnar Eriksson and the IUEF had a 
different political agenda than that of the 
Swedish Social Democratic Party. How could 
this difference be explained? 
PS: At the time, some ANC representatives 
used to ask why we supported different forces 
in South Africa. We thought that it was good 
to have a pluralistic approach. We did not 
want to focus entirely on ANC. The IUEF gave 
scholarships to democrats from different 
forces or to independents, which was very 
much in line with Lars-Gunnar Eriksson’s 
policy. He had worked like that with Angola 
when he started in the international student 
movement. ANC questioned this approach, 
but after the Williamson affair they never 
raised it again. 
TS: Do you think that the long period of Swed-
ish involvement with the liberation struggle in 
Southern Africa constitutes a unique chapter 
in Sweden’s foreign policy? Would a similar 
expression of international solidarity be possi-
ble today? 
PS: Well, apart from POLISARIO and 
FRETELIN there are very few liberation 

movements left. Times have changed and you 
could say that our efforts were fruitful.  

For Sweden, South Africa is without any 
doubt the great success story. What made it 
possible was the long, sustained effort, the 
broad popular involvement and the innovative 
and pioneering work of the government. Be-
cause it was the Swedish government which 
stood against the others and took a pioneer 
position. All of this has left a lasting impres-
sion on the Swedish society. Today, there are 
no colonial powers to fight, the Cold War is 
over and the third way between the super 
powers is no longer an alternative. We now 
see a North-South relationship where the focus 
is no longer on confrontation, but on confi-
dence-building. However, if there had been a 
similar situation today, I am sure that we 
would have mobilized with the same force, 
dedication and popular involvement as we did 
in our solidarity with Southern Africa.  

As a concluding remark, I would like to say 
that in the case of South Africa we have had a 
continuation of solid support, channelled in 
different forms. When Nelson Mandela came 
to Sweden for the first time in 1990, he asked 
the Social Democratic Party—given our old 
involvement—to help ANC with the prepara-
tions for the forthcoming election campaign. 
There were many with a lot of money who 
wanted to do that. All over the world. But 
Mandela wanted Sweden to be the main spon-
sor, politically as well as practically. We then 
set up one of the largest popular education 
projects ever in South Africa. According to the 
figures that I have, Sweden assisted with the 
training of some 80,000 people for the election 
process. And after the elections we have 
trained tens of thousands of municipal coun-
cillors. The continuation of our commitment 
can also be seen within the European Union, 
where Sweden is among those countries that 
fight for better terms for South Africa, radi-
cally opposing those who put narrow national 
economic trade interests in focus. 

 

Bengt Säve-Söderbergh 
SIDA—Head of the Africa section in the Department for International Development 
Cooperation, Ministry for Foreign Affairs—Secretary General of the International 
Centre of the Swedish Labour Movement (AIC)—Under-Secretary of State  
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for International Development Cooperation in the Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
Secretary General of the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral  
Assistance 
(Stockholm, 14 January 1997) 

Tor Sellström: How did your involvement 
with Southern Africa begin? 
Bengt Säve-Söderbergh: I was at an early age 
interested in what was going on in the world. 
When I was nineteen I signed on as a mate 
with Transatlantic’s merchant ship Klipparen. It 
took me to South Africa and Mozambique in 
1960, a few months after the Sharpeville shoot-
ings. I had the opportunity of looking at these 
countries from the perspective of a young 
mate working with stevedores in Durban, Port 
Elizabeth, East London, Cape Town, Lourenço 
Marques, Beira and other ports. I did that for a 
couple of months. I later spent one year in the 
United States, where I saw racial problems 
from another perspective. I think that my in-
volvement probably was due to a combination 
of these experiences. I was also marginally 
involved in various boycott activities against 
South Africa in the 1960s. 

In 1967, I started to work at SIDA, where af-
ter some time I got involved with Africa. From 
there, I went to the Ministry for Foreign Af-
fairs. During my first two years, I was dealing 
with Eastern Africa and in 1972 I became the 
head of the Africa section. I was then only 32 
years old. That position put me into direct 
contact with the Swedish support to the 
Southern African liberation movements. I 
came in at the right moment, when we started 
the support and we entered into relations with 
the different movements. After four years, I 
moved to the Trade Union Confederation 
(LO), where I formally was placed at the re-
search department, but mainly was involved 
with solidarity work. After that, I was asked to 
set up the International Centre of the Swedish 
Labour Movement (AIC), which now is called 
the Olof Palme International Center. It was a 
joint solidarity organization for the labour 
movement, starting in 1979. 

The Swedish government was very much 
involved with the liberation movements and 
we had no reason to duplicate what it was 
doing. However, there were a number of spe-
cific projects that we carried out. For example, 
I remember that we organized a seminar with 
SWAPO on elections in 1979. At the time, there 

was hope that something would move on the 
issue of Namibia. In 1980, I was an election 
observer in Zimbabwe, also extending finan-
cial support and delivering messages from 
Olof Palme. We had not been invited by the 
British or the Commonwealth, but by ZAPU 
and ZANU. 

In 1983, a very important thing happened in 
South Africa—which went almost unnoticed 
by many people—namely the founding of the 
United Democratic Front (UDF). I realized that 
it was a very important event. In those days, 
there was still some hesitation among solidar-
ity groups and also within ANC regarding the 
situation inside South Africa. But I immedi-
ately initiated working relations with UDF. If 
there is any crucial matter where I personally 
affected developments, I would say that it was 
with regard to UDF. The Swedish contribution 
to the UDF budget was probably between 60 
and 70 per cent. The emergence and develop-
ment of UDF was a key event in the mid-
1980s. At that time, we also organized two 
months of continuous protests outside the 
South African legation in Stockholm. Every 
popular movement in Sweden took part. A 
few months later, I moved back to the Foreign 
Ministry, where, of course, I could follow and 
influence things quite a lot.  
TS: Many of the early Swedish opinion makers 
against apartheid represented liberal newspa-
pers or the church. I am thinking of people like 
Herbert Tingsten, Per Wästberg and Gunnar 
Helander. Would it be fair to say that the 
Swedish anti-apartheid opinion grew out of 
the liberal centre? 
BSS: No. In all issues you always have the 
early people, those who pick up a question, 
who can write and are prominent in other 
fields. They may have different political opin-
ions. I do not think that you can say that the 
early anti-apartheid opinion was pre-
dominantly liberal. For example, Dagens Ny-
heter is a Stockholm-based newspaper. There 
were others who wrote in the trade union pa-
pers. I am not at all trying to diminish the role 
of Tingsten, Wästberg or Helander. They made 
very important contributions. But looking at 
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the process of how opinions are formed, it 
always starts with individuals. It takes more 
time for organizations. I would say that the 
Swedish anti-apartheid opinion grew out of a 
combination of people from various ideologi-
cal leanings. That was also its strength. 
TS: You worked closely with Olof Palme. How 
would you asses his role for the Swedish in-
volvement in Southern Africa? 
BSS: It was extremely important. Palme had a 
very strong personal conviction, born out of 
two considerations. One was, simply, decency 
and the other more political. Palme was a 
strong anti-Communist and he had great diffi-
culties in accepting that the democratic world 
followed the East-West divide, rather than 
what was decent. I remember him saying that 
one of the reasons for our involvement was to 
show that you do not have to be a Communist 
to be against apartheid. I have also experi-
enced that on several occasions. For example, 
when I was Under-Secretary of State, Chester 
Crocker once said to me that he was worried 
about our support to Communism. But I said: 
‘If anybody is supporting Communism in 
Southern Africa, it is you, Mr Crocker. Com-
munism is often born out of frustration and 
you are frustrating people by giving the wrong 
signals’. At that time, I felt fairly proud to rep-
resent Sweden. 

Olof Palme loved to mix the smaller prob-
lems in Sweden with the big problems in the 
world. It was often a conscious philosophy. 
Politics is about cleaning the streets in Stock-
holm, but it is also about survival in the world. 
I think that it was part of his strength and why 
the ordinary people felt elevated, because their 
problems became bigger than themselves, so 
to speak. I remember many instances where he 
would have a meeting with the Social Democ-
ratic parliamentary group on a domestic issue 
and some emissary would come from Guinea-
Bissau or somewhere to talk about their prob-
lems. Palme would then say: ‘Please, come and 
address our parliamentary group before our 
discussion’. He always did things like that. 

In particular, I was very much impressed by 
him in 1984. At that time, the South Africans 
were hitting all over Southern Africa and ANC 
was facing their greatest problems in later 
decades. I was in charge of organizing a con-
ference of the Socialist International in Arusha, 
Tanzania, and went there to prepare it with 
Salim Salim. I came back and said to Palme: 

‘The only negative thing that I can report to 
you is that the conference will take place one 
week before the party congress of September 
1984. But if that can be dealt with, it would be 
immensely important if you at an early stage 
could announce your attendance, because then 
all the others would also attend. Your name is 
so important in this connection’. The 1985 elec-
tions were coming closer and most people 
advised him not to go to Africa one week be-
fore the party congress. But he said: ‘Give me a 
week to think about it’. He came back a week 
later and said: ‘I will not follow the advice 
given by most people. I will go. If friendships 
ever count, it is when your friends are in trou-
ble and this time my old friend Oliver Tambo 
is in trouble’.  

His friendship with Tambo had started in 
the early 1960s. There were some people that 
he became closer to than others and Tambo 
occupied a very special place. Like Amílcar 
Cabral of PAIGC and a few others. 
TS: How would you explain that the Swedish 
government with strong parliamentary back-
ing in 1969 embarked upon direct support to 
the Southern African liberation movements? 
These movements were also supported by the 
Communist countries and waged armed 
struggles. 
BSS: I think that the easiest way is to say that 
it was a situation where you could show some 
decency. I do not think that there is more to it. 
The roots of the problem were fairly straight-
forward. The East-West dimension was maybe 
the subject of a few diplomats. Others said that 
we cannot do it because of this or that princi-
ple. But they were a fairly small minority. 
Most people felt that it was the right thing to 
do. 
TS: Palme would perhaps have said that you 
do not have to agree with the ideology of the 
Vietnamese or the Angolans, but we must 
agree with their right to become independent? 
BSS: Yes. That was the spirit of the time. The 
right to self-determination was a strong and 
easily understandable issue, also in relation to 
our own country. But it was not seen like that 
by the Cold War representatives. For example, 
in my conversation with Chester Crocker—
having said that he supported Communism—I 
said: ‘To you, Swedish foreign policy must 
appear to be in a mess. In South Africa, we 
support the Soviets; in Zimbabwe, we support 
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the Chinese; and in Afghanistan, we support 
the Americans’. He became very confused. 

In our support to the Southern African lib-
eration movements, there were, basically, two 
things that we looked at. Were they doing 
practical things and were they building a 
strong organization? We were not out to de-
liver arms or beef up some movement for ide-
ological reasons. No, we assessed whether 
they were constructive in the struggle against 
apartheid and colonialism and if they were 
doing practical things to support their people. 
Those were our criteria for support. Two very 
simple criteria, which also meant that it was 
mostly officials in the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs and SIDA who informed our policy. 
TS: In the case of Angola, there was more of 
an ideological debate regarding the different 
nationalist movements. However, Olof Palme 
strongly supported MPLA? 
BSS: Of all the countries in Southern Africa—
except South Africa—Angola was of interest to 
those who were looking for money. We knew 
that nobody really cared about Guinea-Bissau 
and some only marginally cared about Mo-
zambique. Angola was the interesting case and 
therefore the hottest country in terms of the 
East-West divide. That probably conditioned 
Palme. He held the view that if you want to 
make your voice heard and you come from a 
small country, you sometimes have to raise it 
to make it a little bit louder. He had become an 
international person and if he had not used 
some of his strong words, the newspapers 
would never have quoted him. And we knew, 
of course, that Portugal worked very much 
with UNITA and the Americans and CIA with 
FNLA. 
TS: Both you and Olof Palme had close rela-
tions with Agostinho Neto? 
BSS: Oh, yes. Neto was sitting in my kitchen 
in Stockholm the famous evening of 24 April 
1974. He had no idea of what was going to 
happen in Portugal. He was not informed 
about the revolt. The following morning he left 
for Canada. 

Some of the people in MPLA used an East-
ern Communist rhetoric, perhaps more so than 
in any other Southern African liberation 
movement. However, Agostinho Neto was 
different. He was more of a nationalist and an 
intellectual. 
TS: In 1972, you became the head of the Africa 
section at the Department for International 

Development Cooperation of the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs. That was at the time when the 
Swedish assistance to the Southern African 
liberation movements really started. It was 
something entirely new. How was it looked 
upon by the ‘old guard’ at the Foreign Minis-
try? 
BSS: In those days, the Foreign Ministry still 
had quite a few remnants from the House of 
the Nobility. There were lots of old ambassa-
dors with that background, remnants from an 
old era that is now gone. However, the impor-
tant people followed what the government 
decided, although not always with enthusi-
asm. The whole concept of the Third World 
and the people of the 1960s entered the For-
eign Ministry as something which the cat had 
dragged in. I was one of them. At the time, the 
Foreign Ministry was a fairly closed institu-
tion. Sometimes you would receive threats 
from parts of industry, saying that ‘you are 
following policies which make our business 
very difficult’. Some of the old ambassadors 
would rather listen to that.  
TS: In the case of Sweden, the humanitarian 
support was not implemented by the Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs but delegated to SIDA. 
Were there any problems connected with that? 
BSS: The implementation was done by SIDA, 
but you had the Consultative Committee on 
Humanitarian Assistance and very close fol-
low ups of the support. The committee had 
members from the Swedish parliament, repre-
senting various political parties. Those who 
were designated to know could find out just 
about everything. There were control mech-
anisms in place. There was nothing specific 
about it. The Swedish public administration is 
divided between small ministries and im-
plementing agencies. I do not see this differ-
ently. There was a corps of very committed 
civil servants at both the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs and at SIDA. They saw it as a privilege 
and a challenge to work with these questions. 
TS: Were you satisfied that the reporting and 
accounting routines were adequate? 
BSS: That depends on what you can demand. 
People were working in a war-like situation. 
The government of South Africa was trying 
everything—including the killing of people—
to stop the support. As a consequence, you 
could not establish the same criteria as in the 
Swedish society. At the same time, you could, 
of course, not allow embezzlement of funds or 
cheating. That could not be tolerated. 
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Getting involved in activities like these al-
ways constitutes a risk. If you want change, 
you must take risks. But, on the whole, we 
judged on balance and demanded what was 
reasonable. There was also an educational 
aspect to it. ANC, for example, was not the 
best when it comes to accounting and report-
ing. I think that all organizations that are being 
built up—whether it is a liberation movement 
or a sports club— should be trained in these 
fields. It is also part of democracy-building. 
TS: Sweden supported a number of interna-
tional NGOs, like the International University 
Exchange Fund (IUEF). It would appear, how-
ever, that IUEF and its Swedish director, Lars-
Gunnar Eriksson, had a different agenda, try-
ing to support a ‘third force’ in South Africa. 
How did you look upon that? 
BSS: There were all kinds of organizations. We 
supported church organizations and many 
others. IUEF was originally an organization 
that dealt with scholarships. It was later given 
some money to look into other contacts. We 
were never restricted to one movement. That 
was not our task. It was to find different ways. 
Through some channels, we would support 
the victims of apartheid and in other cases we 
supported organizations that were actively 
working against the system. IUEF was just one 
of many organizations. 

Well, I was not very much part of that. I was 
rather looking at it with some suspicion. It was 
led by someone who was trying to find an 
angle of his own. 
TS: As director of AIC, you were–as you said–
involved in support to the United Democratic 
Front (UDF). Would you say that it was AIC’s 
most important project in South Africa? 
BSS: Yes. At that time, AIC shared offices with 
the LO/TCO Council. It was very convenient, 
because Cyril Ramaphosa and many others 
who were involved in both the trade unions 
and UDF were often there. So, I knew what the 
situation was. 

With regard to the trade union movement, I 
was never a friend of SACTU. I do not know 
how many times we refused their requests. 
Gradually, ANC realized that certain doctrines 

and structures which they had copied from 
other countries were irrelevant and that the 
struggle must be waged inside South Africa. 
There was also a power struggle between 
those who were outside and those who were 
inside. I was convinced that nothing decisive 
would take place until you really had actions 
going on inside the country. So, to me UDF 
was very crucial. And, as I said, if there was 
one area where I played a personal role, this 
would be it. Seizing the moment and going 
full blast, although I initially had problems 
with some SIDA bureaucrats. This was new to 
them and they did not really know what to do. 
TS: Who were the UDF leaders that you were 
in contact with? 
BSS: Cyril Ramaphosa, Murphy Morobe and 
various others. I proposed UDF for the Let 
Live Prize of the newspaper Arbetet and Azhar 
Cachalia and Murphy Morobe came to Swe-
den to receive it. We arranged various activi-
ties with them. In those days, there was still, as 
I said, some hesitation about support to the 
organizations inside South Africa, also within 
ANC. But, I had a different view. 
TS: In Sweden, there was a strong solidarity 
movement, led by the Africa Groups and the 
Isolate South Africa Committee. How did you 
see the relations between the solidarity move-
ment and the government? 
BSS: They were very easy and warm. There 
were some frictions, naturally, but they were 
marginal. The objectives and goals were the 
same. The solidarity organizations could also 
do things—mobilizing people, for example—
that the government could not do. They had 
various practical activities. There was a debate 
on sanctions, but not on the practical support. 
TS: Did you experience any strong and con-
sistent political opposition to the Swedish pol-
icy in support of the liberation movements? 
BSS: Internationally, yes, in some circles. In 
Sweden, by some marginal people, especially 
in the beginning. You had the reactionaries, 
who were saying: ‘You are just trying to be the 
conscience of the world’ and things like that. 
However, if you launch a new policy, you also 
have to be prepared for such reactions. 
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Tor Sellström: How would you explain the 
broad and active Swedish opinion against 
apartheid South Africa from the beginning of 
the 1960s? 
Carl Tham: Well, I think that the broader anti-
apartheid mobilization did not really start in 
the 1960s, but more in the 1970s. In the 1960s, 
prominent leaders of Swedish industry, for 
example, not only said that South Africa was 
not our business, but also actively defended 
apartheid. Maybe we tend to forget that, but it 
was in fact the case. 

In the early days, Dagens Nyheter, Herbert 
Tingsten and Per Wästberg played quite sig-
nificant roles. Tingsten’s book about South 
Africa and his editorials should be mentioned. 
The missionary movements played, of course, 
important parts. That may be the reason why 
the Liberal Party became involved at an early 
stage. As always in politics, there was also a 
question of personalities. For example, in the 
Liberal Party, David Wirmark was for many 
years working as secretary general of WAY. 
Although it later turned out that WAY was 
financed by CIA, I must say that it was rather 
benevolent. Wirmark was engaged in almost 
all African matters and a very close friend of 
all the leaders in exile. Of course, he also 
brought that back to the Swedish youth 
movement. There were also others in the 
youth movement who were rather active. A 
towering person was, of course, Per Wästberg, 
whose many books and articles had an enor-
mous impact. 

It was easy to mobilize the Swedes in favour 
of an anti-racist policy. Maybe it would have 
been more difficult today, but at that time it 
was not. I cannot really say why. 
TS: Do you think that the early anti-apartheid 
opinion was a continuation of the anti-Nazi 
opinion or was it a new opinion? 
CT: It was a new opinion. I have written 
somewhere that the whole Swedish mobi-
lization regarding Third World issues—the 
intellectual part of it at least—partly was a 
reflection of bad conscience about the Swedish 
position during the Second World War and 
about the passive position that Sweden took 
on many international issues at that time. In a 
way, South Africa presented a possibility to 
show that Sweden was not just a small, insig-
nificant country on the periphery, but that we 
had a moral force. In the Cold War climate, it 
also presented a possibility to demonstrate a 

policy which was not in accordance with ei-
ther the NATO or the Soviet side. It was more 
of pure solidarity, so to speak, and I think that 
it expressed a feeling that we should not re-
peat the mistakes of the past. 
TS: How did your own involvement with 
Southern Africa begin? 
CT: It started in 1963, when I became the sec-
retary of the Liberal Party Youth League. Ola 
Ullsten, who was the chairman of the Liberal 
Youth at that time, and the former chairman, 
Per Ahlmark, were very close friends of mine 
and they were both very much engaged in 
Southern Africa. Also Björn Beckman, who at 
that time still was the chairman of the Liberal 
Students Association. He was the main force 
behind the Rhodesia campaign in favour of 
Kenneth Kaunda in 1962. David Wirmark was, 
of course, also active in the campaign. We got 
a lot of support from Dagens Nyheter—espe-
cially from Per Wästberg—and other sources. 
The campaign was very successful and we 
collected quite a lot of money. The Swedish 
youth also conducted campaigns against South 
African fruits and other commodities. We 
went into fruit shops, demonstrated and so on. 
TS: How were these demands looked upon by 
the leadership of the Liberal Party? 
CT: As far as I remember the general situation, 
the party leaders were mildly positive. Later 
on in the 1960s, they became more actively 
involved, maybe not as a general reflection of 
enthusiasm, but perhaps because the liberal 
youth movement at that time was powerful 
and they had to accept that. The old leaders of 
the Liberal Party, Bertil Ohlin and Sven 
Wedén, had a very bad time in relation to 
Vietnam. They felt that the Swedish position 
was too critical towards the United States and 
were, of course, criticized because of that by 
the youth. To compensate, they became more 
active in the South African question. But they 
were genuinely involved. I worked for Sven 
Wedén for many years and he was honestly 
and seriously involved. He really looked upon 
apartheid as an evil policy. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that the Swedish 
anti-apartheid and anti-colonial opinion in the 
early 1960s mainly was formed around a lib-
eral centre and not in the socialist left? 
CT: I am not really in a position to answer 
that. My position at the time was rather mod-
est, but in the Liberal Youth we felt that we 
were in the front line so to speak. Perhaps due 
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to the involvement of people from the various 
churches, we were somewhat more active 
than, for example, the young Social Democ-
rats. When we had debates with the Social 
Democratic Youth League, they had a bad time 
when it came to South Africa, because they 
supported our demands for total isolation, but 
the government did not. That was a problem 
for them. On the other hand, the Liberal Party 
was also on the side of the government on this 
issue. 
TS: At an early stage, the Liberal Party Youth 
League was also actively following the libera-
tion struggle in the Portuguese colonies and 
Liberal politicians such as Per Ahlmark de-
manded Portugal’s expulsion from EFTA. 
How serious was this demand? 
CT: It was not just a youth demand. It was a 
position which was supported by the party 
congress. I guess that Wedén was not too en-
thusiastic to press the demand very hard, 
rather arguing that ‘OK, the party has taken 
this position and of course we shall support it’. 
Portugal’s membership in EFTA was after all 
rather embarrassing for the government and it 
became even more so at the end of the 1960s, 
when Olof Palme had become Prime Minister. 
It was not an easy issue for the Social Democ-
rats. 
TS: Do you think that Olof Palme played a 
major role for the radicalisation of the Social 
Democratic Party vis-à-vis Southern Africa? 
CT: From my perspective—being an outsider 
at that time—I think that he played a very 
important role, not least because of his posi-
tion on Vietnam and his political charisma. He 
was an outstanding political figure, not only in 
the Swedish context, but also internationally. 
His many critics rejected this view, but in the 
end I think that they recognized that it was 
true. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish parliament paved the 
way for direct official Swedish humanitarian 
assistance to the liberation movements in 
Southern Africa. These movements waged an 
armed struggle and received support from the 
Soviet Union or China. How do you, in gen-
eral terms, explain that Sweden assisted the 
same movements as the Communist countries? 
CT: I think that the position we took really is 
something that we should be proud of. I guess 
that the people who took the decision under-
stood that it was controversial in the Cold War 
context. The tragedy was that the whole proc-

ess of de-colonization became part of the Cold 
War. The Soviet support was, of course, not 
only—or not at all—given for more moral rea-
sons. It was for strategic reasons that they 
supported these movements. The US policy 
was, similarly, based on Cold War considera-
tions. If the United States and the leading 
Western countries had taken another position 
in the beginning of the process, also defending 
the values of democracy in Africa, much 
would have been different. But they did not. 
They looked upon the liberation movements 
only as Communist movements. Because of 
that position, the movements became more 
and more dependent on the Soviet Union and 
China. 

When the Swedish support was attacked—
which was not that common, but it hap-
pened—our answer was: ‘Well, this is part of 
Sweden’s support for national liberation and 
de-colonization. It also constitutes a support 
for those groups within the liberation move-
ments who are not Communist’. The move-
ments were, of course, a kind of umbrella 
movements with various groups and fractions. 
I frankly think that the Swedish support to 
ANC during all these years was of crucial im-
portance to the groups inside ANC who were 
not Communist, at least to reduce their rela-
tions with the Soviet Union. Of course, the 
Soviet support was very important. After all, 
Sweden did not deliver any arms and they 
needed that, even if ANC never was a very 
strong armed force. 

In the case of Angola, we supported the 
struggle for national liberation. Then we sup-
ported Angola as a nation which was invaded 
by South Africa and CIA-supported groups. 
Nowadays, when everything is blamed on the 
Soviet Union, the Swedish opinion tends to 
forget that Angola in fact was invaded by 
groups established in Zaire and supported by 
CIA. Everything was arranged by the Ameri-
cans to attack the government in Luanda. 
TS: Do you think that the close relations es-
tablished between Swedish politicians and 
opinion makers and a number of Southern 
African leaders, such as Mondlane, Tambo, 
Kaunda and Nyerere, made it easier to see 
beyond the ideological discourse and under-
stand the nationalist core of the struggle? 
CT: Yes, I think that it played an important 
part. Kaunda was never a Communist and 
Nyerere was never a Communist. I think that 



 Sweden  341 

  

we clearly saw that they had national—and, as 
we thought, rather nationalistic—aspirations 
and demands for the development of their 
nations. Maybe we were a little naive. We did 
not always see the hard core groups and the 
reasons behind the Soviet support, but I still 
think that we played a certain role. Particu-
larly in relation to South Africa. Perhaps less 
so in the case of Angola. 

In Angola, the Liberal Party advocated sup-
port to FNLA. I think that it was a reflection of 
a more anti-Communist position within the 
party, specifically by Olle Wästberg. He was 
very much involved with FNLA. I guess that 
Olle Wästberg was the one who demanded 
assistance to FNLA and that the party sup-
ported him. But the broader liberal opinion 
was very divided on this point. 
TS: There were many—not least in the South-
ern African liberation movements—who 
thought that the Swedish policy would change 
when the non-socialist coalition government 
took over from the Social Democrats in 1976. 
Instead, the assistance to the liberation move-
ments increased, and in 1979 the Liberal mi-
nority government under Ola Ullsten intro-
duced an investment ban against South Africa. 
How would you explain this? 
CT: I think that those who expected a decrease 
had not studied the Swedish political scene 
very closely. They had had contacts with the 
Social Democratic leaders and it was rather 
natural for them to think that if there was a 
non-socialist government there would be a 
change of policy. If they had studied what the 
Centre Party and the Liberal Party were say-
ing, they would, however, have been much 
more confident. At that time, we looked upon 
the Social Democrats as not being active 
enough. That was our main position. Ola 
Ullsten of the Liberal Party and Thorbjörn 
Fälldin of the Centre Party were both very 
much engaged in these matters, so there was 
never a problem. Gösta Bohman of the Moder-
ate Party understood that and accepted it. I do 
not remember any case where he at that time 
actually went against the Swedish support. 
The Moderate Party was mainly obsessed with 
two foreign policy and aid questions. One was 
Vietnam and the other was Cuba. Southern 
Africa was not really on their agenda until 
later. The whole political spectrum changed 
from the mid-1980s. If the 1976 government 
had been of the kind that we had in 1991, it 

would, of course, have been quite a different 
story. 
TS: You served as Director General of SIDA 
from 1985 to 1994. You also chaired the Con-
sultative Committee on Humanitarian Assis-
tance. During these years, did you experience 
any strong and consistent political opposition 
to the official policy of support to the Southern 
African liberation movements? 
CT: No, not at all. We never had any political 
problems of that kind in the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance. The 
committee was from the beginning never sup-
posed to be a kind of parliamentary board. The 
idea was rather that it should be composed by 
experts. The proposal to give the committee a 
more parliamentary representation was raised 
towards the end of the 1980s, but I was some-
what reluctant to that. I could not see why it 
was necessary. After all, we already had very 
close contacts with the parliamentary Commit-
tee on Foreign Affairs. If we had opened the 
committee to a more parliamentary represen-
tation, we would also have had all the political 
parties involved and it would have become 
much bigger. 

The Moderate Party had their representa-
tives on the committee. The Left Party was, 
however, not represented. I think that it was a 
reflection of the old habit in Swedish politics 
not to accept the Communist Party, as it was 
still called, in foreign policy questions. It must 
be looked upon from that point of view. But I 
would like to stress that the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance from 
the beginning was not conceived as a parlia-
mentary institution. It was the government 
and the parliamentary Committee on Foreign 
Affairs that took the responsibility. The Con-
sultative Committee was a kind of board 
which looked upon the various issues in-
volved. For each activity, the decisions were so 
well prepared that it appears as almost unbe-
lievable today. 
TS: I guess that due to the confidentiality in-
volved it was a very appropriate way of pre-
paring the issues? 
CT: Absolutely. I think that it was a very good 
system. As far as I know—of course, there can 
be hidden things which I do not know about—
it worked very well. The only major setback 
was the spy story with Craig Williamson. I 
was in government at that time, but I was not 
involved in that question. However, Ola 
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Ullsten and Hans Blix were furious. It must 
also be asked how Mats Hellström and others 
could be so deceived. It is impossible to imag-
ine. A lot of people were after all suspicious 
and warned them, but they did not listen to 
the professionals. 
TS: The Swedish support to the liberation 
movements was in the field often adminis-
tered by relatively junior SIDA officials, rather 
than by trained diplomats. In your experience, 
were there any problems—or advantages—
connected with this? Was the delegation of this 
political support accepted at the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs? 
CT: Well, if you had put this money into the 
hands of the diplomatic corps, nothing would 
have happened. They had a totally different 
concept of what they should do. Even if the 
SIDA employees sometimes went too far—it 
happened that people were too enthusiastic—
by and large the system was good. For diplo-
matic reasons I also think that it would have 
been next to impossible to manage the support 
from the Foreign Ministry side of the embas-
sies. Nevertheless, if you look at South Africa, 
Birgitta Karlström Dorph was there for many 
years and she was after all at the Swedish em-
bassy. The South Africans must, of course, 
have known that she was active with all this 
money all over the country. However, she 
acted on behalf of SIDA. If the support had 
been more formally linked to the Foreign Min-
istry—with decisions by the Minister—that 
would have been very difficult. 
TS: You did not receive any complaints from 
Swedish ambassadors in Southern Africa re-
garding SIDA and the support to the liberation 
movements? 
CT: There were conflicts sometimes, but not 
on a general scale. 
TS: Were you satisfied that the administrative 
routines regarding reporting and accounting 
of the humanitarian support were appropriate 
and that SIDA exercised sufficient control over 
the funds disbursed? 
CT: Well, during my period we had some ad-
ministrative problems here and there. You can 
always improve on administrative routines, 
but the system in itself was sound and healthy. 
As far as I remember, we did not even have 
the suspicion of any misuse of funds. Some-
times a project could not be accomplished 
because of the overall situation and the money 
had to be re-allocated for another activity. 

After all, there was a kind of war-like situa-
tion, particularly in the 1980s. We were happy 
if the money came to the support of the people 
that we wanted to assist. 

We had no indication of any misuse, that is, 
that money came into private pockets. I am not 
saying that it did not happen. Maybe it did, 
but we never received any indication to that 
effect. The only question discussed in this con-
text is, of course, the Boesak affair, but SIDA 
never made any claims that Boesak put SIDA 
money into his own pockets. We were dissatis-
fied with his project, but never said that he 
used the funds for his personal benefit. 
TS: Inside the liberation movements, there 
were struggles within the struggle. Particu-
larly well known are the internal divisions in 
SWAPO in Zambia in the 1970s and the ten-
sions and abuse in both ANC and SWAPO 
camps in Angola in the 1980s. Do you recollect 
if these problems were raised by the Swedish 
government or SIDA with SWAPO, ANC or 
the host countries? 
CT: We did not know much about that. We 
knew, of course, that there were divisions, but 
we did not know about abuse of power in the 
camps. After all, we did not stay so much in 
contact with the camps and we had no reasons 
to be there either. The camps in Angola were 
rather dangerous places and due to the war-
like situation we did not want to have our 
personnel there. 

SIDA was mainly a financing institution. We 
tried to follow events, but the implementing 
agents were the people involved in the 
churches and other NGOs. We were very 
much dependent on them. If they had raised 
the issue with SIDA, we would certainly have 
acted, but as far as I remember that was never 
the case. 
TS: Apart from general criticism, are you 
aware of any pressures on Sweden by the 
Western powers against the support to the 
liberation movements? 
CT: Of course, in the early days Portugal com-
plained a lot. When I was at SIDA, I never 
experienced any complaint, except on one 
occasion. In 1993, there was a big anti-
apartheid meeting organized by the Olof 
Palme International Center here in Stockholm. 
Sten Andersson was supposed to speak, but he 
fell ill and asked me to appear instead. I made 
a rather powerful speech in Swedish. The idea 
of the meeting was to start a campaign to raise 
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money for the ANC election campaign in 
South Africa. I later heard that the South Afri-
can government complained to the Swedish 
Foreign Ministry about my speech. It was ob-
vious to me that de Klerk supported the forces 
which were against ANC and that the whole 
process from 1991 with all the killings was 
part of a political struggle to weaken ANC. I 
said so in my speech. They did not like that 
and complained to the Foreign Ministry. When 
Lars-Åke Nilsson, who at that time was Un-
der-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, sub-
sequently visited South Africa there were 
again complaints from the South African gov-
ernment. 

That was the only reaction I ever got from 
any government during my period at SIDA, 
but I guess that there were questions and pres-
sures earlier, specifically by the United States 
during the Reagan administration. However, 
the point we made—maybe more bluntly from 
SIDA than from the Foreign Ministry—was 
that outside interference started with the 
Western powers. South Africa would never 
have been in a position to keep the apartheid 
system for so many years without the support 
from the Western countries. That was our po-
sition, but I guess that the Foreign Ministry 
gave more diplomatic answers. 
TS: Is there anything you would like to add? 
CT: There was a rather particular situation 
during these years when we had so much 
money allocated to secret operations. It was a 
unique situation which never will be repeated. 
We also gave support to humanitarian activi-

ties in Palestine and other places, but there 
was never any support similar to the kind we 
extended to South Africa. South Africa was 
really unique and it is interesting to reflect on 
the reasons for this. It started with a few peo-
ple, developed and was then established. If 
you want to be cynical, you could say that it 
was rather easy. You did not take any risks if 
you were against apartheid. Of course, we 
could be criticized by the United States and 
others, but not that much. In the mid-1980s, 
the United States also changed their mind 
about South Africa. There could be some criti-
cism here and there in Europe, but it was of no 
crucial importance to Sweden. 

However, Swedish industry made a lot of 
resistance towards that policy, which was the 
main reason why the Swedish sanctions laws 
were adopted so late. One should therefore not 
exaggerate our benevolence. I am quite sure 
that if the policy had been more dangerous to 
Sweden, it would have been much more con-
troversial. When the critics say that we pur-
sued a particular policy when it was rather 
easy to do so—without any risks—there is, of 
course, some truth in that. On the other hand, 
it is always better to do something than noth-
ing. It is also important to remember that the 
moral engagement of the people in the NGOs 
really was pure and that it was a strong force. 
It was, I would say, a genuine, democratic 
solidarity movement and a very important 
part of the Swedish political landscape to-
wards South and Southern Africa. 
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Tor Sellström: How did your involvement 
with Southern Africa begin? 
David Wirmark: I was a young student in 
Uppsala and elected to participate as a rep-
resentative of the Swedish youth in the first 
general assembly of WAY, the World Assem-
bly of Youth, which took place at Cornell Uni-
versity, Ithaca, USA, in 1951. The theme was 
‘Youth and Human Rights’ and I was partici-
pating in a commission that dealt with racial 
discrimination. There was a fellow delegate 
from Cameroon. His name was Etienne Noafu 
and he represented the Protestant youth, I 
recall. He made a very interesting plaidoyer for 
solidarity of youth the world over with the 
cause of equality and justice in South Africa. 
He also made a description of the South Afri-
can situation in a document that was very 
detailed about the educational and the politi-
cal system. It showed how things had gone 
backwards and that discrimination had be-
come harder. There was a system which only 
allowed the white population to attain full 
citizenship. Of course, we were very shocked. I 
already knew from newspapers and articles 
that there was racial discrimination in South 
Africa and that the situation was getting 
worse, but I did not know the details. That 
made me struggle later in support of South 
Africa and against racial discrimination. 

Of course, we were also shocked by the ra-
cial discrimination in the United States. We 
met many black American youngsters who 
worked for various youth organizations. They 
told us that they hoped that the system would 
cease, but that it would take a long time. At 
that time, we also discussed technical assis-
tance and development aid, because President 
Truman had presented his Point Four plan. 
This struck me very much and determined 
more or less what I was going to devote my 
life to. 
TS: Were you then chairman of the National 
Council of Swedish Youth? 
DW: No, that was a couple of years later, but 
when I came back to Sweden I was inter-
nationally concerned. At that time, a students’ 
association at Uppsala University devoted to 
international affairs invited a Swedish diplo-
mat, Paul Mohn. He had an idea of inviting a 
thousand young people from the poor coun-
tries in Asia, Africa and Latin America to 
Sweden to learn how the Swedish society and 
democracy functioned. 

TS: Was that the famous Mohn Plan? 
DW: Yes. Mohn was already rather old, but 
had wide international experience. He had 
been in Korea to supervise the armistice and 
before that—immediately after or during the 
war—he was responsible for administration in 
Greece. Particularly, I think that his period in 
Korea and Asia had made him interested in 
how we could make the youth of the develop-
ing world understand how a modern society 
functions and become aware of the rules and 
the values of the democratic system, local de-
mocracy etc. 

Mohn wrote a pamphlet about this and one 
of the first speeches he gave in Uppsala—it 
must have been at the Foreign Policy Associa-
tion—aroused a lot of enthusiasm. We took 
over the idea and the National Council of 
Swedish Youth proposed it to the Central 
Committee for Swedish Technical Assistance 
(CK), but I think that the older generation did 
not know exactly how to handle the proposal. 
They thought that it was interesting, but they 
also saw difficulties in implementing it. We 
never got full support from them. The interest-
ing thing is that the Under-Secretary of State 
for Foreign Affairs at that time, Arne Lund-
berg, made a speech on the First of May 1952 
where he also took up the idea. That made us 
advance, but what happened in the end was 
that some youth organizations themselves 
raised money and brought a few people to 
Sweden. 

We in the Liberal Youth League had one or 
two people here. I recall that we had a Korean 
who studied economy. Of course, the idea was 
that they should go back to their own coun-
tries and work for them, but he married a 
Swedish girl and stayed here. He became a 
good economist at Konjunkturinstitutet (The 
National Institute of Economic Research). But 
there were others who went back. The Centre 
Party Youth League (SLU) invited several 
people from Ethiopia and I think that the So-
cial Democratic youth had young people from 
East Africa here. Paul Mohn spoke of one 
thousand young people, but we could never 
implement such a huge programme. There 
was a debate in Expressen. One article was 
against the plan, stating that the idea of learn-
ing democracy by coming to Sweden was a 
little bit naive. We replied that we did not 
want them to only study democracy, but also 
to practise and do some further training within 
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their professional field, so that they could de-
velop their knowledge while they were here. 
We thought that both things were important. 

It is interesting to see that the questions of 
democracy and human rights later came much 
more to the forefront than they were at that 
time. It was only the youth that brought them 
forward and wanted to have this programme 
implemented. It might be because of the fact 
that WAY had made the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights the basis for our work. We 
were accustomed to these questions. 
TS: Among the students who came to Sweden 
through the Liberal, Centre or Socialist youth, 
were there any from Southern Africa? 
DW: Yes, in the Liberal youth we had one or 
two people from Zambia. The National Union 
of Students also invited foreign students to 
Sweden. They had, I think, six or eight medical 
students from Indonesia. Olof Palme was in-
volved in that undertaking and I was involved 
from the Uppsala side, so we had some contact 
already then. 
TS: As chairman of the National Council of 
Swedish Youth and, from 1958, as general 
secretary of WAY, you had contacts at a very 
early stage with some of the future leaders of 
Southern Africa. You met Joshua Nkomo from 
Rhodesia as early as 1958 and also Kenneth 
Kaunda around that time. Just after he went 
into exile you met Oliver Tambo and you also 
met Nelson Mandela at a conference during 
his African tour in 1962. Could you comment 
on the relations that you established with the 
leaders of Southern Africa? 
DW: Yes, we became very friendly. I met 
Joshua Nkomo several times. Kenneth Kaunda 
as well. When Kenneth Kaunda became Presi-
dent, he always received me when I came to 
Lusaka. I came rather often to Zambia in those 
years, because when I worked for WAY I trav-
elled widely in Africa. Those were the years of 
liberation and I went to Africa on various oc-
casions, for instance, every independence cele-
bration. When Tanzania, Nigeria and Zambia 
became independent I was there and, of 
course, I met a number of leaders at the same 
time. Kenneth Kaunda is really a very close 
friend of mine. I met him in South Africa dur-
ing the elections in 1994. We happened to stay 
at the same hotel. I did not know that he was 
there, but when I came down to the breakfast 
room I heard his familiar voice ‘Oh David, are 
you here?’ 

When Oliver Tambo was smuggled out of 
South Africa, I immediately—in April 1960—
sent him a ticket through Seretse Khama in 
Bechuanaland. Seretse Khama replied that he 
had taken care of Oliver Tambo and that he 
had given him the ticket. Oliver Tambo then 
came to the first Pan African Youth Seminar in 
Tunis, where he gave a fantastic speech about 
the struggle for freedom in South Africa. It 
was on the basis of non-violence, which was 
the ANC policy at that time. Luthuli’s old pol-
icy. That laid the foundation for a friendship 
that went on for a very, very long time. Until 
the end. I saw him about one month before he 
died. I saw that his health was not as it should 
be. Of course, I knew that he had been in hos-
pital in Sweden. I had met him there. 
TS: You were a leading representative of the 
Liberal youth. Later on you were a Liberal 
member of parliament. Many of those who 
were active in the formulation of an opinion 
on South and Southern Africa in Sweden—
people like Herbert Tingsten, Ivar Harrie 
etc.—came from the liberal camp. Would it be 
fair to say that liberals were the first to ar-
ticulate an anti-apartheid and pro-liberation 
opinion in Sweden from the late 1950s? 
DW: Yes, I think so. In the church, there were 
individual missionaries, in particular those 
who went to South and Southern Africa and 
saw the discrimination on the spot. Some of 
them—not all of them—became horrified and 
decided to devote themselves to efforts and 
programmes to struggle against this. On the 
liberal side it was natural, because liberalism is 
about freedom, and colonialism and racial 
discrimination are negations of freedom. 

I was very much influenced by Julius Nyer-
ere. He came to a seminar that we had in Dar 
es Salaam. Kenneth Kaunda was also there. 
Julius Nyerere addressed the seminar, arguing 
against the British thesis that you need to be 
prepared to become independent. He quoted 
Nehru, saying that he did not accept that you 
first needed a certain standard of education. 
Education is important for every individual, 
but independence is something more than just 
the technical standard you have in terms of 
education. It concerns an important political 
element, namely political human rights. He 
was refusing the argument that you need a 
period of preparation before democracy. He 
said that the best preparation for democracy 
and freedom is freedom itself. I thought that it 
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was very well put, because it went very well 
with my liberal belief. 

In the case of Zambia, it was a Liberal group 
in Sweden that made the collection of funds 
for Kaunda’s first election campaign in 1962, 
preceding independence. In that, for example, 
the Liberal Party chairman Bertil Ohlin and 
other personalities, both older and younger, 
participated. Among them was also Gunnar 
Myrdal from the Social Democratic Party, if I 
recall correctly. There was a mixture of politi-
cal beliefs among those who supported the 
fund. 

The Liberal Party Youth League was cer-
tainly the first political organization to take a 
clear stand on the Algerian struggle and free-
dom for the Algerian people. This we did in 
concordance with liberals in France, for in-
stance, the group around Mendès-France and 
the journal L’Express. Of course, in Britain you 
also had important liberal newspapers, like 
The Guardian and The Observer, which played 
important roles in the debate and continue to 
do so, as also liberal politicians have done in 
Britain. I think that we in Sweden have been 
more or less part of the British progressive 
liberal tradition for the liberation struggles. 
TS: In 1969, the Swedish Parliament paved the 
way for direct government support to libera-
tion movements in Southern Africa. All of 
these movements waged an armed struggle 
and some of them had a formal alliance with a 
Communist party. Most of them were con-
sidered to be in the ‘Soviet camp’. How did 
you in the Liberal Party look upon this? 
DW: Of course, we knew that there were links 
between members of the liberation movements 
and the Communist parties or the Communist 
camp. But we were also convinced that they 
were not true Communists. They did not act 
like Communist party organizations. They 
were true national liberation movements. We 
never had any hesitation about ANC, for in-
stance. All the time we also wanted that ZAPU 
of Zimbabwe should have some support. We 
were not guided by the question of whether 
they cooperated with the Communists. The 
important thing was that we were convinced 
that they wanted a free society and respect for 
human rights. They did not want a racial soci-
ety. ANC had taken a very clear stand. They 
did not want the blacks to have more rights 
than the whites. They did not want to reverse 

the system, but a society where all citizens 
were equal. 
TS: Do you think that the very early and close 
personal relations between leading opinion 
makers—like yourself—and the leaders of the 
liberation struggle in Southern Africa, like 
Mondlane, Tambo, Nkomo, Nujoma etc., 
played a role regarding the understanding of 
the ideological orientation of the struggle? 
DW: Yes, I believe so. Definitely. It had reper-
cussions in two directions. It was important 
for the understanding in Sweden of the na-
tional liberation movements and their signifi-
cance, but it also, I think, had the effect that 
the leaders of the liberation movements saw 
that they could get real, and perhaps even 
more efficient, support from the non-
Communist world. This was an argument 
when they later on negotiated for political 
liberation. The fact that they got support from 
true democrats in the Nordic countries had an 
importance, both for ANC and the other lib-
eration movements. Many of the leaders have 
said so to me. Nujoma, Nkomo and Kaunda 
have said so, and, of course, the Tanzanian 
leaders. I was ambassador to Tanzania be-
tween 1979 and 1985, but even before that time 
I knew Julius Nyerere and his colleagues very 
well. In particular, Rachidi Kawawa, who was 
Vice President but also others in the Tanzanian 
government, like Salim Salim and Oscar Kam-
bona, who was at the time Foreign Minister, 
but then fell out with the party and with Julius 
Nyerere. They were very close to me. 
TS: Do you think that the Nordic countries 
were able to broaden the diplomatic space for 
the liberation movements in the polarized 
East-West divide? 
DW: Yes. There was a time when the Soviet 
Union was very active in Africa and that cre-
ated difficulties for the liberation movements. 
We were not in favour of the various Commu-
nist initiatives, for instance in Ethiopia and 
Angola, although most of us had to accept that 
MPLA had essential support from the Soviet 
Union. My line—and also that of the Liberal 
Party—was that it was not really up to the 
donor countries to decide which political in-
clination the liberation movements should 
have, other than in a broader sense. It should 
be democratic and respect human rights, but 
whether it should have a more socialist or 
another leaning was not for us to decide. That 
is why we advocated that in certain cases one 
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should support several liberation movements. 
For instance, in Zimbabwe we thought that 
both ZANU and ZAPU should get support 
and they also got that when the non-socialist 
parties came into government. In Angola, we 
advocated that in accordance with what had 
been agreed between the African leaders, both 
MPLA and FNLA should get support. But 
Sweden went on with exclusive support to 
MPLA and did not change its stand. South 
Africa was a different case. There I became 
convinced from reports by, among others, 
Kenneth Kaunda that ANC was the main rep-
resentative and that we did not need to extend 
support to PAC. 
TS: Was the difference that the Social Demo-
cratic Party tended to support only socialist 
liberation movements, while the Liberal Party 
supported nationalist movements independent 
of their ideological outlook? 
DW: Well, I would not go as far as to say that 
they only supported liberation movements 
with a socialist outlook, but they did not want 
to support more than one movement in each 
country. I think that they argued in favour of 
that. As I said, in principle we argued for let-
ting the Africans themselves decide within a 
rather liberal framework. In the case of Zim-
babwe, Angola and South Africa we would at 
an early stage probably have advocated sup-
port to the two movements that we have been 
speaking about, but in the end it was only in 
Zimbabwe that it was implemented.  

I think that political reality was part of the 
decision in the other two cases. In the case of 
Angola, UNITA was impossible according to 
my and others’ belief by the fact that they had 
so openly welcomed South African support. 
But we argued for FNLA for a long time. Olle 
Wästberg went there and wrote a book about 
the struggle. There were quite a few Swedes 
who had contacts with the FNLA side. Of 
course, in all camps one could see that some 
rather harsh methods were used, but I think 
that there was no major difference between, 
for instance, MPLA and FNLA in terms of the 
methods. 

I would also say that if you had taken the 
liberal viewpoint you might have had a freer 
trade of opinions, which would have been 
positive. On the other hand, many of those 
that I thought were the best among the Afri-
cans advocated the one party system. So did 
Nyerere, Kawawa and others in Tanzania and 

so did Tom Mboya in Kenya. He wrote a very 
famous article in the American journal Foreign 
Affairs, defending the one party system. His 
main argument was that the tribal differences 
made it very difficult to make a multi-party 
system work. 

I never bought that argument. I had various 
articles published by SIDA on this question. I 
have also written other things on the question 
of whether the developing world can have full 
democracy in our sense. My argument was 
that it is possible. It is not easy, but it is possi-
ble. One should strive for that. I was always 
against those who said that these were bour-
geois or Western freedoms, because according 
to me human rights and fundamental free-
doms are the same all over the world. They are 
universal and, therefore, if people want them, 
they should be allowed to. I found in Africa—
also in the one party states—that many of my 
friends came to me and complained about the 
lack of freedom at a personal level. They either 
wanted to go to a country in Europe to have a 
period of greater freedom of expression or to 
change the system. I am also convinced that 
the British electoral system—the single con-
stituency principle, where the winner takes 
all—is not very conducive to a fully fledged 
interplay of opinions and full democracy. I 
think that a proportional system could have 
helped to form a greater understanding of the 
need for an opposition and how to deal with 
an opposition. 
TS: So you think that there is something in the 
statement that support to one ‘sole and 
authentic’ liberation movement was partly 
detrimental to a well functioning parliamen-
tary democracy upon independence? 
DW: One has to emphasize that it may be one 
cause, but I would say that in the case of South 
Africa I had no grudges about only supporting 
ANC. I think that they had such a solid base in 
the struggle for human rights that they will 
not be averse to the opposition or to other 
parties. In fact, I think that South Africa might 
well be the case that paves the way for a more 
open system in other countries in Africa. Even 
Nyerere has recognized that the one party 
system had its drawbacks. Well, I think that it 
would not have harmed to support several 
liberation movements in one country, but one 
should not invent a movement in order to get 
a better democracy. It is the people who decide 
which their movements are. In the case of Mo-
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zambique, for example, FRELIMO was the 
only liberation movement, so why should one 
worry? It was up to them to decide the move-
ments and also about the future democratic 
system, but what one has to attack is the phi-
losophy of making a virtue of the one party 
state, because I do not think that it has a vir-
tue. 
TS: Was the question of armed struggle in 
your view a difficult issue when it came to the 
anchoring of support in the Swedish public 
opinion and in parliament? 
DW: Within the Liberal Party, we had a dis-
cussion on this. Of course, there were those 
who said that we could not support move-
ments that used violence. In the case of ANC 
of South Africa, they changed their policy and 
entered into a period of armed struggle. The 
majority line within the Liberal Party was that 
it was up to them to decide which method 
they wanted to use. We knew that the apart-
heid government used violence to a great de-
gree and it was in our view difficult to criticize 
ANC’s stand. But we made it clear that we 
could not support the military struggle. We 
could not give aid to arms and military equip-
ment. 
TS: When the non-socialist coalition succeeded 
the Social Democratic government in 1976, it 
not only continued the support to the libera-
tion movements, but increased the assistance. 
It also introduced the first sanctions’ legisla-
tion against South Africa. Was the Swedish 
government ever the object of international 
pressure from the West—the United States and 
Great Britain, particularly—to end the sup-
port? 
DW: I have no recollection of any pressure 
from the West on Sweden to change the policy 
with regard to the liberation movements. I 
think that the other Western countries simply 
knew that we were right and that we had a 
case. 

When I was ambassador to Tanzania, there 
was nobody who tried to get us less involved 
with the liberation movements. Instead, what 
was important was that the various major 
powers—the United States, the UK etc.—in the 
Tanzanian context were very interested in the 
Swedish viewpoints and what we understood 
to be the viewpoints of the Tanzanians, be-
cause they knew that we had very good con-
tacts with them. We had a close cooperation 
between the Nordic countries, but also with 

the Dutch and the Canadians, although they 
were not so outspoken as we were. I recall that 
we had a celebration for both ANC and 
SWAPO every year in Dar es Salaam. The 
Swedish ambassador was always invited to 
speak. I still have my speeches from that time. 
Once I also represented all the ambassadors to 
the President of Tanzania at a diplomat gather-
ing at State House. I spoke about South Africa 
and I could go quite far. The pressure was not 
on us. It was rather the other way around, that 
the others were pressurised. 
TS: As ambassador to Tanzania, you were the 
head of a Swedish mission that was re-
sponsible for a lot of support to ANC. Do you 
think that there was a sound distribution of 
responsibilities between the political and the 
aid offices in the Swedish embassy? 
DW: Yes, I have no complaints. I thought that 
it worked well and that the SIDA personnel 
was competent. Of course, the major cause 
was that in a country like Tanzania we had 
very good SIDA representatives. The heads of 
SIDA were always selected with great care and 
we were consulting regularly. They knew of 
my interest in the liberation movements and 
they knew that I had been a member of the 
board of SIDA for a long time. There was no 
attempt to play one side against the other. I 
would say that it worked well. The decisions 
about the support were also mainly taken in 
Sweden. 
TS: Is it your understanding that there was a 
satisfactory system in place when it comes to 
financial control of the funds disbursed to the 
liberation movements? 
DW: Yes, I believe so. As far as I know, we had 
no complaints during my time. 
TS: SIDA used a flexible system of quarterly 
payments in advance. Do you think that it 
worked well? 
DW: I think that it was necessary to have a 
flexible system in order to make things work 
well. At the same time, it was necessary to 
check that the money really was used for the 
purpose that it was said to be used for. In most 
cases, this could be done satisfactorily after-
wards, but, we were, of course, also involved 
in the planning of various programmes. It was 
not only that money was paid out at an early 
stage. We were also involved with the plan-
ning side and the liberation movements were 
open to us. I was often invited by ANC to 
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Morogoro for discussions. They also received 
SIDA missions and various other people. 
TS: One important issue is the question of 
liberation and liberty. We know of crises 
within the liberation movements, such as the 
Shipanga crisis in SWAPO, abuse in ANC and 
SWAPO camps in Angola, human rights viola-
tions in MPLA etc. Did you discuss these mat-
ters with the leaders of the liberation move-
ments? 
DW: Yes, I discussed them with those persons 
that I was most involved with. For instance, I 
took up delicate questions with Oliver Tambo, 
but I did not take up the issue of the Angolan 
camps, because it happened after my time. 
TS: The so-called Shipanga affair involved 
three friendly actors from the point of view of 
Sweden, namely SWAPO, Zambia and Tanza-
nia. Shipanga was never sentenced, but kept in 
jail in Zambia and in Tanzania for a long pe-
riod. Did Sweden or the Nordic countries put 
any pressure on SWAPO or the host govern-
ments to have him tried in a court of law? 
DW: I was not involved in that and I am not 
sure that it was the case. If there were things 
that I thought were not correct during my time 
in Tanzania, what would happen was that I 
first took them up with somebody among the 
Tanzanians that I knew was involved with the 
liberation struggle and then with the move-
ment itself. But I had never any orders from 
home to do so. If they were taken up at the 
official negotiations, it must have been by the 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs or SIDA. 
TS: Internationally, and perhaps particularly 
in Southern Africa, Olof Palme has to a large 
extent come to personify Sweden, the Nordic 
countries and a commitment to liberation. Did 
Palme earlier than others in the Social Democ-
ratic Party support the liberation process in 
Southern Africa? 
DW: That I really do not know, but he had 
contacts with the liberation movements and 
when he committed himself to the liberation 
cause, he did so with all his mind and all his 
force. I recall when he came to Tanzania. That 
was when the Socialist International had a 
conference in Arusha in 1984. He invited me to 
participate. He knew my views since a very 
long time back. He also made a state visit to 
Tanzania at the same time and I helped to 
prepare his official speech. But he really came 
to life when he made his intervention in 

Arusha. That was his life, but, of course, he 
was limited by his social democratic policy. 

We liberals had argued for more funds to 
the various countries in Southern Africa. More 
than the Social Democratic government, and 
Palme knew this. When I was in parliament, 
he visited Zambia where he made a famous 
speech about the border of decency with Rho-
desia. I put a question to him in parliament 
and said: ‘If this is the border of decency, 
should you not increase the support to Zam-
bia?’ He had some difficulty in giving a reply 
to this question, because he knew that we had 
argued for more aid to Zambia than his own 
government. I also see from the memoirs of 
Ulla Lindström that she at a certain time had 
to argue against him regarding the level of aid. 
She advocated more aid than he, so I am not 
sure that he always was heading the move-
ment for more support. But it was clear that he 
was convinced and that he found this very 
important. 
TS: Is there anything you would like to add? 
DW: I would say that Southern Africa is a 
region where Swedish politics has played a 
role. We have made our impact and the Nor-
dic countries have made an impact. We should 
be proud of that, because we really have had a 
significance and everybody has respected that. 
The British have respected it and the Ameri-
cans have respected it. The Americans were 
never in Africa and American politicians were 
never very loyal to the colonial system. They 
wanted freedom for Africa, because they also 
thought that freedom was the best way of 
combatting Communism. As far as I know, we 
never had any criticism from the US because 
of our policy of support to Southern Africa. In 
individual cases, like in Angola, they might 
have thought that we landed wrong with our 
exclusive support to MPLA, but that is how it 
was. I think that our support to ANC in South 
Africa was well understood because of the 
political realities. Some of my best friends in 
the United States were very convinced that 
ANC was the organization to support and that 
it was the most representative. However, the 
most important thing is that we made a differ-
ence in terms of South Africa. We should play 
those cards well. We should not forget that 
role. 
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(Stockholm, 28 February 1996) 

Tor Sellström: You were one of the first, and 
perhaps the most important, opinion maker on 
South Africa in Sweden. How did it start? 
What factors were behind the early Swedish 
commitment against apartheid? 
Per Wästberg: I must underline that my view 
when I returned from Rhodesia and South 
Africa in 1959 was quite narrow. I wrote a 
great number of articles simply because I was 
so upset. At the time of writing these articles, 
my only experience of any Swedish commit-
ment was Herbert Tingsten’s book on South 
Africa, which, I think, came out in 1954. I had 
also read one of Gunnar Helander’s books. 
When I came home in the autumn of 1959, I 
took the initiative of establishing the Fund for 
the Victims of Racial Oppression in South Af-
rica. In this connection, I came for the first time 
in contact with others, who—by themselves or 
sometimes because of my articles—had be-
come interested in Southern Africa. One of 
them was Olof Tandberg. 

Already before going to Rhodesia in early 
1959 I had been contacted by him. Olof Tand-
berg had in 1956 been visiting South Africa for 
the Swedish National Union of Students (SFS) 
and he had met Neville Rubin, who was then a 
student of law at the University of Cape Town 
and very much engaged in anti-apartheid 
work. He was the son of Leslie Rubin, who, I 
would say, at the time was the most dominant 
anti-apartheid politician with an official role. 
He was a Liberal, senator for the Africans and 
close to Alan Paton. Through Olof Tandberg I 
got a few addresses in South Africa. I had also 
read Nadine Gordimer’s first novels. That was 
my background. 

Coming home, I again established contact 
with Olof Tandberg and through him with 
Björn Beckman, who was then a student. We 
were very committed. There was also a very 
young man, Anders Thunborg, who was the 
international secretary of the Social Demo-
cratic Party. He had been excited by my arti-

cles, but had also close contacts with the 
World University Service. 

That was one of the groups which in early 
1961 formed the Swedish South Africa Com-
mittee. It was parallel to the Fund for the Vic-
tims of Racial Oppression, which had been 
established as a kind of bona fide fund-raising 
operation. We were extremely energetic in 
trying to have signatures by leading Swedes 
from all over the political spectrum. I regret to 
say that the only person that could be re-
garded as conservative among the signatories 
was the bishop of Karlstad, Gert Bor-
genstierna. Otherwise, all the conservative 
politicians and all the people from the business 
sector refused to sign, while Bertil Ohlin and 
others from the Liberal Party, as well as lead-
ing Social Democrats and representatives of 
the trade unions were all right. So, it was a 
rather broad sector, but as opinion makers we 
were all the time suffering from the fact that 
the conservatives were so reluctant to take 
sides. I think that they thought that the strug-
gle—especially after Sharpeville—was led by 
too many lefties. It was seen as a left engage-
ment. 

The great dividing point was, of course, the 
massacre at Sharpeville in March 1960. It came 
after my articles and had an extraordinary 
impact. After that, South Africa was no longer 
‘my field’, as it in a way had been before. The 
issue became more public. Television took it 
up. I was called there to speak, day after day. I 
either spoke straight out as a commentator or 
was interviewed. And suddenly people like 
Canon Collins, Robert Resha and Oliver 
Tambo turned up in Sweden. They were also 
interviewed by me on television, because there 
was nobody else at the time. In the beginning, 
I was more or less the only commentator. The 
Sharpeville massacre led to demonstrations. I 
think that Sharpeville—more than anything 
else—started a kind of demonstration culture 
here in Sweden, which later flowered with the 
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Vietnam movement. That had been very rare 
in the 1950s, although in November 1956 there 
were demonstrations against the Russians in 
Hungary, but they were not that big. 

The South Africa Committee organized 
demonstrations and we very soon lined up, in 
an ad hoc way, with those who were better 
organizers, that is, the National Council of 
Swedish Youth (SUL), the Social Democratic 
Youth (SSU), the Liberal Youth and the stu-
dents. We were more or less acting like a small 
steering cabinet. We were quite few and did 
not have a membership. You could not become 
a member of the South Africa Committee and 
that is why it was so short-lived, I think. Gun-
nar Helander, myself and others were out 
speaking for the Fund for the Victims of Racial 
Oppression and the money we got went there. 
We had donations and Helander organized 
church collections. Then there was the ques-
tion of where to send the money. In the begin-
ning, some of it was sent to SACHED (South 
African Council of Higher Education) in South 
Africa. Neville Rubin provided that link and 
we were guaranteed that the money was com-
ing to good use, and so it was. A few years 
later SACHED was, I think, the very first or-
ganization in South Africa that SIDA sup-
ported. 

Already at the time of Sharpeville I got to 
know about Canon Collins and the British 
Defence and Aid Fund. I then went to London. 
I think that it was in the autumn of 1960, when 
Tambo had fled with Ronald Segal. I met Pat-
rick van Rensburg for the first time at Canon 
Collins’ house. He was devoting all his time to 
the potato boycott after the revelations of child 
slavery on the Bethal farms by Joe Slovo and 
Ruth First in Fighting Talk and New Age. After 
that visit, more or less all the funds were 
channelled to IDAF, except for a small amount 
of petty cash with which we helped people 
who came to Sweden, for instance the Golden 
City Dixies. They were the first to seek asylum 
in Sweden. They played at Gröna Lund and 
Gunnar Helander and I were suddenly called 
there by the director and the police. They had 
defected after a concert and somebody had to 
establish their bona fide. Helander and I signed 
almost like a pledge that they were all right—
not spies or anything—after having talked to 
them for quite a long time. Peter Radise was 
their leader. Anyway, the Fund was based on 
collections from churches and private indi-

viduals until SIDA started to support Defence 
and Aid from 1964. We then renamed it the 
Swedish Defence and Aid Fund and all the 
money went straight to IDAF in London. 
TS: You mentioned the Swedish National Un-
ion of Students, SFS. At one stage in the 1950s, 
Olof Palme was the chairman of SFS. Do you 
remember if he had an involvement with 
South or Southern Africa at that time? 
PW: Well, not with me. In 1959, when I re-
turned, Palme’s commitment was very much 
with the American blacks and with India. I do 
not know if he had his eyes on South Africa. I 
think that it came slightly later, with Sharpe-
ville. He had possibly also read Tingsten’s 
articles. 
TS: If you look at the names of those who 
signed that first appeal, you find a strong 
group of people representing a liberal tradi-
tion. In the journalistic field opinion makers 
like Ivar Harrie, Herbert Tingsten, Torgny 
Segerstedt and others were also of that tra-
dition. How did they react to the fact that 
ANC later on embarked upon armed struggle? 
Was that a divisive issue? 
PW: Not in a serious sense. When the United 
Nations declared that South Africa was a 
threat against peace it became a non-issue. 
Also, when Nelson Mandela turned up in 
London in 1962, he went to Canon Collins and 
said: ‘You are a Christian organization and we 
will need your support if we turn to violence.’ 
And Collins said: ‘It is OK. We understand 
you. We will support you nevertheless.’ Which 
Amnesty International refused to do and 
which I think that Nelson Mandela up to this 
day cannot forgive them for. I took it up with 
him at one point and he said that he could not 
understand that. 

Especially Oliver Tambo had close relations 
to John Collins. It was not a father-and-son 
relationship, because they were of the same 
age, but, nevertheless, it was something like 
that. They were extremely close. And Trevor 
Huddleston and Oliver Tambo were almost 
the same person. Trevor Huddleston would 
like to die only to see Tambo in heaven. For 
Oliver Tambo, I think that IDAF and all it 
stood for, as well as John Collins as a person, 
represented the very best in the liberation 
struggle. But Mandela does not mention IDAF 
in his autobiography. One of the reasons, I 
think, is that it was written by an American 
ghost writer who apparently cut out an ex-
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traordinary amount of ‘boring’ stuff about 
organizations, committees, councils and so on. 
The other thing is the Winnie Mandela trial. 
IDAF financed a lawyer, but it was not enough 
in Nelson’s view, I think. They should have 
done much more and come out openly for 
Winnie at the time. I do not know what he 
thinks today. 
TS: So the ANC leadership—the Robben Is-
land generation—would have known about 
IDAF? 
PW: Yes. They would have known on Robben 
Island. Certainly. There was, however, one 
question where there were conflicts between 
IDAF and ANC and that was Robert Resha’s 
anti-Soviet stance. The main problem was that 
Canon Collins defended Robert Resha when 
he was expelled for not obeying the Commu-
nist sector within ANC, with J.B. Marks sitting 
on the money in Moscow. Suddenly Resha got 
no pay. He was frozen out. He was a lovely 
person. I got to know him well. If I am not 
mistaken, he was the first ANC representative 
to come to Sweden and talk on Swedish televi-
sion and also, I think, on the First of May 1961. 

I think that the question of violence—be-
cause of the support of IDAF and of other 
church people, also in Sweden, and of the ex-
planations given by a number of us who sup-
ported ANC—did not come up as something 
divisive. Of course, later, when there was big 
SIDA support to ANC, questions were raised 
in parliament and everywhere about weapons. 
I think that one of the consequences of this 
was that ANC’s accounting became better than 
that of many of SIDA’s programme countries. 
The South Africans had tried to falsify in-
voices, saying that there were weapons in-
volved. 
TS: Would it be fair to say that one of the rea-
sons why many Swedish politicians could see 
beyond the Communist dimension and the 
question of violence was that they had early 
personal relations with the nationalist leaders 
from Southern Africa? 
PW: I think that that is very true. One also has 
to take into account the role played by Nyer-
ere, who came on the political scene in 1961, 
and Kaunda. They were socialists, humanitari-
ans and against violence. There were quite a 
few Swedes who met them. Nyerere came to 
Sweden a number of times between 1961 and 
1965. Nyerere and Kaunda acted as bridge-

builders and South Africa was seen to be at the 
end of the decolonization process. 

The conservatives were not uninterested 
and they did not really put up great resistance. 
One of the reasons why the Consultative 
Committee on Humanitarian Assistance had 
representatives from different political parties, 
including the Moderate Party, was that they 
should see where the money went, which, of 
course, was a secret. But that was much later. I 
think that the Dag Hammarskjöld tradition 
and Sweden’s involvement in the UN also 
played a role. There were so many factors be-
hind our confidence in these people. There 
was much more confidence in Nyerere, 
Tambo, Mondlane etc. than in Nkrumah, Se-
kou Touré and the other West African leaders. 
TS: You were close to many of the Southern 
African leaders. How do you think that they 
saw the Nordic countries at the beginning of 
the 1960s? Did they view them as Western 
capitalist countries or as socialist countries? 
PW: They saw us, I think, as Western, but so-
cial democratic. Most of them saw us as an 
ideal, while the Russians were necessary for 
them and they felt attracted to the Americans 
because of their freedom tradition. England 
was the colonial power. Also, we were a small 
country and they were small. That was a kind 
of link. And, again, Hammarskjöld was such a 
name in Africa, especially after being killed on 
African soil. 

There was also the Swedish missionary tra-
dition. An amazing number of Africans in 
South Africa, Zimbabwe and Tanzania had 
come into contact with Swedes—and with 
Finns in Namibia—through the missions. 
Oliver Tambo came here every year, some-
times several times a year. Clearly, he recog-
nized in the Swedes people who were on the 
same wavelength. He had a missionary back-
ground and was a Christian. He had the most 
civilized behaviour. He was not a Che Gue-
vara or anybody in fatigues. He was just a 
firm, but a very nice and civilized chap. The 
same goes for Mondlane, with his American 
background. Well, almost anybody. I think 
that there was a sort of chemistry which had to 
do with certain values. 

The difficulty in the early years was that we 
were so unused to meeting these people on a 
formal basis. There was much hush-hush so as 
not to disturb the Portuguese embassy, the 
British or the South Africans. It meant that on 
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his visits Mondlane was taken by Palme and 
others to different restaurants or to my place, 
because they just could not be seen inside the 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs. This was also true 
of others. They were never let in officially. 
SIDA was a bit easier, generally. Of course, 
SIDA was separate from the ministry. It also 
took some time before direct public support to 
the liberation movements was accepted. In the 
beginning, it had to go through NGOs and this 
was very much the conservative viewpoint. 
They warned that they would oppose assis-
tance unless it went through NGOs or through 
the Red Cross. Guinea-Bissau was such a case. 

Amílcar Cabral was, of course, the idol of 
many. His visits to Sweden made a very big 
impression. I do not remember how many 
times he was here. Agostinho Neto—whose 
umbrella I kept for a very long time; it was 
forgotten in my place—was much shyer. A 
difficult person, I think. You could not think of 
him as a popular speaker. 
TS: The Swedish government supported the 
so-called authentic liberation movements. In 
addition, support was channelled to ZANU. In 
your view, why was Swedish assistance never 
extended to other liberation movements, such 
as FNLA and UNITA of Angola or PAC and 
Inkatha of South Africa? 
PW: On the whole we supported the first 
movements and not the breakaway groups, 
except for ZANU. In the case of FRELIMO it 
was not complicated. There were dissidents 
within FRELIMO and they came here, but they 
did not make enough impression. With regard 
to Angola, I think that everybody who had 
met Holden Roberto and other representatives 
of FNLA—often dressed in smart suits—could 
not trust them a bit. Even if Roberto tried to 
seduce the Liberals and also managed to some 
extent. I have met him a few times. I immedi-
ately thought that this was a person that you 
should not have any deep relations with, re-
gardless of ideology. He was a tribal man, I 
would say. It was recognized. 
TS: You wrote a strong article on Angola in 
Dagens Nyheter at the beginning of 1975. 
PW: Yes, against David Wirmark, who was 
trying to argue in favour of FNLA. 
TS: His position was to support both move-
ments? 
PW: Yes. My brother, Olle Wästberg, also went 
around parts of Angola with Roberto and 
FNLA. 

Regarding UNITA, I think that in the be-
ginning several of us were giving them a 
chance, which was never the case with FNLA. 
At one stage, Jonas Savimbi came to Sweden 
and I remember how Pierre Schori and I—only 
the two of us—sat with him in the basement of 
the restaurant Aurora in Stockholm, very iso-
lated. There was nobody else. I think that we 
talked for five hours. Savimbi was, of course, 
here in order to get support. I was not totally 
impressed and to Schori’s credit I must say 
that he was even less impressed. But we both 
recognized that Savimbi—in contrast to 
Roberto—was a forceful, persuasive talker and 
a personality. Not unsympathetic. Very civi-
lized, one thought at the time. 

When it comes to Namibia, I think that 
SWAPO in the early stages was seen as a tribal 
Owambo group. SWANU was more of a 
broadly based intellectual organization. But it 
never became a serious issue, because the in-
volvement was weak with both SWANU and 
SWAPO and, finally, when SWANU was no 
longer there, there was no alternative. 

In Zimbabwe, I think that very much was 
due to the fact that Mugabe was seen as a 
forceful intellectual. Although he was a Marx-
ist, he was a Western intellectual that one rec-
ognized and talked to, while Nkomo, espe-
cially, was eating too many desserts. Sithole 
was an extraordinary drunkard and Mu-
zorewa was a sell-out, more or less. While 
Mugabe was in jail he could communicate all 
the time. This was the paradox. He gave or-
ders. Herbert Chitepo was the main ZANU 
figure in exile and he was a very likeable man. 

Regarding South Africa and PAC, there was 
no question of ever supporting an orga-
nization that was more or less fraudulent and 
that could not take care of money. They had 
Robert Sobukwe in the beginning and then, if 
you like, Steve Biko on the black consciousness 
side, but PAC as an organization was never 
reliable. There was infighting and they were 
killing each other. They were absolutely im-
possible. The Unity Movement was impossible 
too. Buthelezi also came to Sweden. I met him 
twice, in Uppsala and Stockholm. He gave me 
a book and I saw to my horror that it was 
signed by Buthelezi, ‘your brother in the strug-
gle’ or something like that. That was in 1977, I 
think. I especially remember one meeting, a 
long session and a dinner that we had at the 
Hammarskjöld Foundation in Uppsala with 
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with Ernst Michanek and Sven Hamrell. I sup-
pose that we met on a kind of neutral ground, 
because Michanek was either the chairman or 
the vice chairman of the Hammarskjöld 
Foundation. 

Buthelezi was very civilised and softspoken, 
making the argument that he was ANC inside 
the country. This was at the time when there 
were relations between Tambo and Buthelezi. 
What he asked for, I remember, was that SIDA 
should finance an Inkatha journal of gardening 
and agriculture in Zulu through which he 
could smuggle political messages. Inkatha, I 
think, had just been founded. He talked about 
Inkatha in enticing terms, saying that this was 
a new peace movement that could not call 
itself ANC, but, in fact, was ANC. We were 
slightly seduced, but it came to nothing and 
again I think that Pierre Schori, who was then 
international secretary of the Social Democ-
ratic Party, was more sceptical than Michanek 
and I. He totally ruled Inkatha out as too tribal 
and too uncertain. He was very firm. 
TS: Questions regarding Swedish humani-
tarian support were discussed in the Consul-
tative Committee on Humanitarian Assistance, 
where you from the very beginning were a 
member. How do you see the role of the com-
mittee vis-à-vis the Ministry for Foreign Af-
fairs and SIDA? 
PW: When Ernst Michanek was offered the 
position as Director General of SIDA instead of 
Minister of Social Affairs, he contacted me. We 
had never met, but I had been very impressed 
by him from newspaper articles and television 
programmes on social issues. He did not know 
much about Africa at all. I gave him a list of 
books. He was one of the most receptive per-
sons that I have ever met. Very soon he 
seemed to know everything. He immediately 
had the idea of a committee to deal in camera 
with all the sensitive issues in order not to get 
into trouble with embassies and the political 
parties. 

It started as a very loose committee, with 
Stig Abelin, Leif Kihlberg and Tord Palmlund 
as SIDA officials and Gunnar Helander, Sven 
Hamrell and myself as outside experts. It was 
quite small and extremely informal. I do not 
know if there even were any minutes from the 
very first meetings. I cannot remember us hav-
ing a secretary. We just chatted. It was like 
sitting at a coffee table. We traded information, 
simply. Then gradually, but only slowly, it 

was widened, but I think that at this early 
stage there was no representative from the 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs. I cannot say at 
what stage somebody from the ministry came 
in. I was absent from 1976 until 1982, when I 
was chief editor at Dagens Nyheter and not 
allowed to have any official appointments. 
TS: Were the committee members appointed 
by the government? 
PW: Yes. The security aspect was very much 
underlined in the 1970s, but, in retrospect, it is 
extraordinary how the support was conducted 
on simple personal trust. 
TS: As a writer and an influential represen-
tative in international cultural organizations, 
how did you look upon the cultural boycott of 
South Africa? 
PW: I think that I from the beginning recog-
nized that a cultural boycott was a much more 
complicated affair than other boycotts. We 
drew a strict line, perhaps too strict, in accor-
dance with the wishes of ANC. But when it 
came to free cultural expression, it was more 
difficult. There were some crucial episodes. 
One was when Astrid Lindgren phoned and 
said that they would like to translate Pippi 
Långstrump (Pippi Longstocking) and several 
of her books into Afrikaans. Should she allow 
this? At the time, I simply said that it de-
pended on herself. One could argue that Pippi 
Långstrump was a revolutionary, especially in 
the conservative Afrikaner context. On the 
other hand, hardly any black family would be 
able to buy these books. I think that the end 
result was that she did not allow it. Then Peter 
Weiss, a revolutionary and Marxist writer, 
phoned me and said that the Market Theatre 
in Johannesburg, which was then just starting, 
would like to put on his famous play The Mur-
der of Marat about rebellion against a totalitar-
ian society. I said that my interpretation of the 
boycott would be that he should allow it, be-
cause the Market Theatre was a multi-racial 
theatre. Eventually, the play was performed 
and was a great success. 
I took the question of the cultural boycott up 
with Oliver Tambo time and time again. I 
thought that it was tricky and he also realized 
that from the beginning. The absolute boycott 
was lifted by a lecture by Oliver Tambo in 
honour of John Collins. It must have been in 
1982 or 1983, when Tambo in a very subtle 
manner said that cultural expression and art 
for the benefit of the people should be al-



 Sweden  355 

  

lowed. That was a turning point. I think that 
cultural boycotts are always very tricky, but I 
also think that Sweden followed the boycott of 
South Africa more strictly than any other 
country. 
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