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It is now fi fty years since Dag Hammarskjöld left the world 
and the United  Nations behind. Yet, with every passing year 
since his death, his stature grows and his worth along with 
his contribution becomes more apparent and meaningful.  

When Hammarskjöld was at its helm the United Nations 
was still a relatively young organization, fi nding its way in a 
post-war world that had entered a new phase, the cold war, 
for which there was no roadmap. He was a surprise choice 
as Secretary-General, a so-called “safe” choice as there was 
little expectation that this former Swedish civil servant 
would be more than a competent caretaker. Few imagined 
that Dag Hammarskjöld would embrace his destiny with 
such passion and independence and even fewer could have 
foreseen that he would give his life in service to his passion. 
But as Hammarskjöld himself stated: “Destiny is something 
not to be desired and not to be avoided – a mystery not con-
trary to reason, for it implies that the world, and the course 
of human history, have meaning.” Th at statement sums up 
his world view. 

Th is is a volume of memoirs written by people who knew 
Hammarskjöld. We hope that these memories succeed in 
imparting to those who never knew or worked with Dag 
Hammarskjöld the intrinsic fl avour of this unusual, highly 
intelligent, highly complex individual who believed deeply in 
the ability of people, especially their ability to aff ect the world 
in which they live.  He once refl ected:  “Everything will be 
all right – you know when? When people, just people, stop 
thinking of the United Nations as a weird Picasso abstraction 
and see it as a drawing they made themselves.” Today that 
advice rings as true as ever. 
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|   5Acknowledgments
In 2001, on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of Dag Hammarskjöld’s 
death, the Association of Former International Civil Servants in  New York 
(AFICS/NY) paid tribute to their late “boss” (as he was fondly and respectfully 
called by the UN staff working with him), the second Secretary-General of the 
United Nations. A booklet published for the occasion contained the personal 
memories of AFICS/NY members and kept his legacy alive by evoking those 
values and that integrity Hammarskjöld represented and personified in such 
an exemplary way. 

Ten years on, as part of the commemorations of the 50th anniversary of 
Hammarskjöld’s death, AFICS/NY and the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation 
seized the opportunity to join together in keeping these memories alive in a 
similar undertaking. We gratefully acknowledge the midwife role by Diane 
Jumet, who was crucial in facilitating the contacts between AFICS/NY and 
the Foundation and turning this idea into a reality. We also thank Mary Lynn 
Hanley, the co-editor of this volume on behalf of AFICS/NY, for the fruitful 
collaboration and all her work.

Using the booklet of 2001 as the foundation, we decided to add more voices and 
record further testimonies of a lasting nature. Though these too are personal 
recollections, they also document contemporary history, adding new perspec-
tives and dimensions to what we know about the personality of Hammarskjöld, 
his sense of duty, work ethics and integrity, but also his humour and his more 
private side. 

AFICS/NY succeeded in adding a few more of the voices of former staff 
members to the collection, while the Foundation was able to secure additional 
testimonies from others close to Hammarskjöld at work and in private. The 
informants we  enlisted range from the pioneer Sir Brian Urquhart (who was 
the second staff member of the UN to be recruited) and another old hand, 
Jean Gazarian, who had previously worked with the first Secretary-General, 
Trygve Lie, as a translator (he continues with translation to this day!), to the 
Swedish confidantes assisting Hammarskjöld in his office, Per Lind and Wil-
helm Wachtmeister, his butler Rolf Edin, his niece Marlene Hagström and his 
nephew Knut Hammarskjöld, to whom he became a second father. 
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|   29

meeting with Moise Tshombe, and the tragic end of the mission, later prompted 
the representatives of Cyprus, Ghana, Morocco, Togo and Tunisia to call on the 
UN to conduct a proper and detailed investigation. Th is would also be a tribute 
to Mr. Hammarskjöld and all who perished with him.

The car with Dag 
Hammarskjöld’s 
casket passing a 
farmer on the road 
to the funeral in 
Uppsala. Photo: 
Scanpix
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30   | Two Poems

Yvette Ripplinger

In September 1954 I had the opportunity to attend the Venice Film Festival. 
Among the fi lms reviewed, there was an Australian documentary depicting 
the way a responsible herdsman worked while leading herds across the country 
to their fi nal destination. I still remember the herdsman fi gure, sitting on his 
horse with part of his face hidden by his large hat’s shadow, so you saw only his 
profi le, watching calmly but with impressive vigilance all the motions of the 
herd, and going to the rescue whenever necessary.

Th e day that brought the news of the Secretary-General’s accidental death 
was a long and diffi  cult one for, by an unfortunate coincidence, it also marked 
the start of a new Technical Assistance Programme, with the arrival of a large 
group of African Fellows, rather demoralized by the news. Yet, for the sake of 
the work and the planned briefi ngs, all manifestations of grief had to be pushed 
aside. After 6:00 P.M., when all activities had ceased, I was fi nally alone in my 
offi  ce on the 27th fl oor, free to give way to my own feelings of great loss. I was 
staring through the window at the GA Building that looked like an empty shell 
when, all of a sudden, the images of the Australian fi lm seen in Venice years 
before came back to me and I saw again the watchful horseman responsible 
for the crossing of his herd to safer ground; strangely enough, the face under 
the hat had become that of Dag Hammarskjöld. Immediately afterwards, I sat 
down at my typewriter and the poem, Death of a Herdsman, was the result. 

Many things in this poem, of course, are symbolic. Th e “contrary currents” may 
be viewed as political manoeuvres or opponents; “his design” was of course, 
the emergence of new nations; the “weaker ones” small and politically untried, 
needing “their blood kept cool, their heads reasoned;” as to “the watchful shep-
herd, eyes alert, mind on guard, knowing the job was not yet done” it is of 
course a strong analogy with Hammarskjöld in the UN context. Th en, tragedy 
strikes. For those knowing the problems with Africa, the new nations and the 
world at the time, some of the analogies will not remain obscure. And the last 
stanza is, of course, an homage to the fi gure of the much-regretted Secretary-
General. 
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|   31 

Death of a Herdsman

He pushed himself up to midstream,
his strong horse bucking under him.
For time had come for him to take over
his part of the labour:
his to gather the herd, scattered wide,
fl oundering in the river’s tide,
take them across the river,
keeping their heads above water,
calmly, patiently, side by side,
to reach the shore, solid, steady,
and ready them for a longer ride.

It was a dangerous river
made unruly from a fl esh fl ood
with contrary currents bent to mar his design,
swift frightening waters surrounding his fl ock,
threatening his safety, all he had in his care.
He knew it could be done, if only
the herd would huddle peacefully,
swim patiently, purposefully, their blood
kept cool, their heads reasoned,
their bodies one large stolid mass, a safety wall
against the mounting tide.

He kept his eyes steady on the stray ones,
the weaker ones, not yet travelled,
not yet used to herd life, still too headstrong
or too young; impatient in motion,
new to the sense of whole, and direction.
He would then turn back, keeping his horse afl oat,
the beast under him tense, yet sensing his strong will,
sensing his deep purpose,
in the end obedient,
to nudge the new-born, lagging,
frightened by eff ort, weakened by fi ght,
nudge them along to the shore, still struggling,
to breathe new life and then go on
to wider expanses, refreshed, reborn.
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32   | He went back many times, never seeming
to fear, to tire, and never wavering:
watchful shepherd, eyes alert, mind on guard,
knowing the job was not yet done
till every one was on land, safely gone.
Th en he went back once more...

With no warning,
the violent waters came upon him, churning,
overwhelming.
His hold was lost, his steadfast friend
left alone in the swift cold current
to scramble as it could. 
Th e River had caught him alone at last.
He was carried away, struggling still,
helpless fl otsam within a stronger Will,
and then lost...

Not all the herd had reached the solid shore,
yet he had shown the way, of many borne the plight,
fought their fi ght
and, to the very last, done his task.
For his was to help the herd safely across the shore,
only this, nothing more.

18 September 1961

Although written after the tragedy, Train Ride was composed with the thought 
of the possible mental process a man like Dag Hammarskjöld may go through 
if refl ecting upon his life while travelling through it. I can say, with all possible 
modesty, that this poem was written on his behalf, with deep empathy on my part.
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|   33Train Ride
I see sky whizzing by through leaves in sunlit trees,
Spare limbs now thick forest broken by blue lightning
When day is caught like a ball in between.
I see rivers dancing to a secret music
Falling to fast rhythms up to now unrevealed,
Racing with the machine in maddened speed,
Green grass turn yellow grain in a minute’s magic.
Life is a long ribbon that unwinds yet stands still
While the machine courses against its will.

Life is held within stones, and roofed with red or grey,
Caught in sleepy willows touching across the stream,
In the grass freshly cut, crowning the oxen’s day,
Dense in dumb animals, still as statues, yet real,
Now transfi xed for ever within mind’s memory:
Th ese horses’ gait in mid-air has been stayed;
Th e farmer’s hands in motion have congealed;
Th ose sun-blanched stones were gently-grazing sheep,
Retained onto the eye through the eye’s leap.

Yet, behind me, these motions unfi nished
Will unbend to their end, ignoring transient speed.
Th e oxen will move on with the task accomplished
And shelter with warm hay and slow munching,
Green grass grown patiently to a ripened seed;
Th e river will fi nd joy doing murmuring deed
Feeding the living roots with slow but sure magic.

All of this I shall not be there to see.

I cannot stop. I have chosen the seat
Th at passes by stillness and simple peace.
Steel wheels will not slow down before they meet
Th eir destined end. I know this has to be,
Th at soon after steel and I disappear
Green blur, once more, will become steady oak,
Human stands till and gather on, and sky will clear
When we are already by a thin wisp of smoke.

16 September 1963

Afics.indd   33Afics.indd   33 2011-11-25   09.432011-11-25   09.43



34   | Under Fire With Dag Hammarskjöld

John A. Olver

Th e challenges and diffi  culties facing the United Nations in the world of the 
1990s have been so serious and widespread that even those of us who joined 
the Secretariat in the 1940s, and who are by no means summer soldiers, have 
tended to become disheartened. We need to remind ourselves and others that 
perilous times have occurred before, when know-nothings, isolationists and self-
servers have blocked progress towards international cooperation.

In this highly personal reminiscence, I have tried to capture some of the 
excitement, danger, anxiety, satisfaction, and even comedy involved in working 
in direct contact with Dag Hammarskjöld, the greatest Secretary-General of 
all. Hammarskjöld’s example of selfl ess devotion, determination and sacrifi ce, 
in the face of unprecedented problems, should inspire us again, just as it did in 
perhaps the most desperate time for the organization, in 1961. In that year he 
gave his own life to what remains a most noble cause.

Th is story begins in 1952, when the Security Council, faced with the resignation 
of Trygve Lie of Norway, the fi rst and somewhat pedestrian Secretary-
General, began to consider possible successors. Over a period of four months, 
and after several false starts and failed candidacies, the Council was fi nally 
able, in March 1953, to agree to recommend Dag Hammarskjöld, for approval 
by the General Assembly.

At a brief ceremony 
at City Hall on 27 

April 1953, the City 
of New York paid a 

special farewell to Mr. 
Trygve Lie, the fi rst 

Secretary-General of 
the United Nations, 

and, at the same time, 
offi cially welcomed 
Dag Hammarskjöld, 

Mr. Lie's successor.
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|   35Hammarskjöld Takes Offi  ce
Dag Hammarskjöld, Minister of State in the Swedish Foreign Offi  ce, became 
Secretary-General of the United Nations in 1953 to the surprise of himself 
and most of the diplomatic world. His name slipped through a sloppy and 
unstructured selection process after more widely known candidates had been 
passed over for political reasons. Th e choice on this occasion turned out to be 
fortunate for the organization and the world, through blind luck.1

We staff  members quickly became aware that a diff erent spirit would govern the 
still rapidly expanding organization and especially its Secretariat, besieged by 
McCarthyism and the threats of those, like their many descendants today, “who 
prefer drowning to swimming in the conditions imposed by the water,” a phrase 
of the French poet and philosopher, Paul Valery, favoured by Hammarskjöld. 
Th e S-G (the shorthand reference for Secretary-General) announced that he 
wanted to see as many of us as he could in our own places of work, and sure 
enough he soon appeared – rather shy but appealing – in my own lowly cubby-
hole in the Budget Division. As a young and very junior staff er called upon to 
handle some of the details of the massive reorganization eff ort he soon embarked 
upon, I was impressed by the speed with which my papers reached the top and 
came back down with comments and decisions.

Hammarskjöld began to take part in major political aff airs to a far greater 
extent and with more impact than anyone had expected. We were elated when 
he played a major and ultimately key role in eff orts to free American prisoners 
held in mainland China after the Korean confl ict. It had become clear that 
American and other eff orts would not succeed, and a General Assembly 
resolution called on Hammarskjöld to undertake negotiations. Doing so over 
many months, and in the face of handicaps caused by familiar successes of 
American politicians and diplomats in putting their feet in their mouths (a 
tendency that continues to this day), the S-G patiently and skilfully brought 
about success, to worldwide acclaim.

By early 1956, Hammarskjöld was heavily immersed, among other international 
problems, in relieving tensions in the always-troubled Middle East. His calming 
discussions with the region’s leaders drew international support but could not 
prevent two unhappy developments: the abrupt cancellation of World Bank 
assistance for construction of the High Dam on the upper Nile (one of many 
ill-considered moves sponsored by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles), and 
the retaliatory nationalization of the Suez Canal and declaration of martial 

1 My longtime colleague and friend, Sir Brian Urquhart, former Under-Secretary-General and a close 
observer of every Secretary-General, has written several penetrating analyses of the still unsatisfactory 
selection process. His Hammarskjöld (paperback edition by Harper & Row, NY, 1984) is a masterwork, 
and was an indispensable source in the preparation of this paper.
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36   | law in the Canal Zone by President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt. Th ese 
events stalled Hammarskjöld’s eff orts, and by September the world became 
preoccupied with the likelihood, and then the awful reality, of a British-
French-Israeli military adventure, or more properly misadventure, in the form 
of concerted invasions.

Th e First Peacekeeping Force
Th e United Nations, and not least it’s Secretariat, were understandably in 
a state of shock at this development. Nevertheless, Canada’s Lester Pearson 
and Hammarskjöld came up with a swift and eff ective response, the novel 
concept of an emergency international peace force. Driving himself with 
an intensity and self-sacrifi ce we had started to recognize but could hardly 
believe, Hammarskjöld inspired all his key units to prodigies of performance 
in producing the necessary framework to enable a completely untried idea to 
take actual form in a matter of days. In the Controller’s Offi  ce, we translated 
the most fragmentary data into at least passably reliable budget estimates and 
organizational proposals, somehow changing our focus quickly from planning 
for conferences to planning for the transport, feeding, clothing, arming and 
fi nancing of multi-national troops still not identifi ed.

Once again I was impressed with the speed and savvy demonstrated by the S-G 
as the major questions raised by the planners boiled up to his offi  ce, and too 
often to him personally. Although he was inclined ordinarily to dismiss the man-
agement services, with which I was working, as essential nuisances, he came to 
understand and value the work on impossible tasks performed by the Controller 
and the Offi  ce of General Services, which covered fi eld operations services, pur-
chasing, contracting, travel and transportation, communications and security.

A few short months later, at the time that UN troops were fi rst entering the 
Gaza Strip as Israeli forces withdrew, I discovered that my theoretical planning 
eff orts were due for testing in an unexpected and personal way. Th e Chief 
Administrative Offi  cer of the United Nations Emergency Force – a kind of 
civilian Chief of Staff  supervising on the ground all the support services for the 
troops – was due to be rotated out.

I had been helping the Personnel Offi  ce in the diffi  cult process of selecting 
a successor, a sensitive matter in view of the S-G’s intense personal interest. 
It was slow going, with many false starts, until the day when I was suddenly 
informed that my own name had been approved by the Secretary-General for 
the assignment. My limited experience in the UN and as an army sergeant were 
in my mind as I nervously recalled for my Personnel offi  ce interviewers the Abe 
Lincoln story of the tarred and feathered culprit being ridden out of town on a 
rail, who had only one timid comment: “If it wasn’t for the honour of the thing, 
I’d just as soon get down and walk.”
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|   37It turned out to be a highly complex management assignment, with control re-
sponsibilities on behalf of the S-G exercised as diplomatically as possible to keep 
the enthusiasm and naturally expansionist tendencies of the military commanders 
within budgetary as well as practical and political limits. Like most UN fi eld offi  -
cers, I welcomed the relative freedom of action and opportunity for the exercise of 
initiative, as compared to the Headquarters bureaucracy, but I found very quickly 
that I had reckoned without Hammarskjöld’s participation and interest.

Largely through the S-G’s principal partner in peacekeeping, the supremely 
gifted and motivated Under-Secretary-General Ralph Bunche, my education 
in diplomatic and political matters, as well as in all the facets of the new, untried 
art of running a multi-member international force, was rapidly advancing. 
Ralph was a tough taskmaster but always fair and in the end, understanding, 
and I felt relaxed in the knowledge that my inevitable mistakes would not get 
any particular attention from the Secretary-General.

It was not long, though, before I discovered that the S-G was personally reading 
all of my many messages to Headquarters and that a lot of Ralph’s cautionary 
pronouncements were in fact Hammarskjöld-inspired. Th e fact that our Force 
was attempting to operate as a buff er between two bitter antagonists, Israel and 
Egypt, meant that almost daily we would have an incident that would shake the 
delicate balance the S-G was desperately trying to maintain.

One day, the Egyptians might arbitrarily arrest some of our local employed 
staff ; the next day, the Israelis, who had refused to have the UN Force on 
their side of the line, would protest incursions across the line by UN elements. 
Rotations of our troops to and from home countries were particularly hard to 
work out, since there was no way in or out of Gaza without crossing terrain or 
airspace, or using facilities of one antagonist or the other. Often there would be 
misunderstandings about permissions, or communications would break down, 
and Hammarskjöld would quickly hear from Prime Minister Ben-Gurion or 
President Nasser or both. On one of these occasions, Bunche later admitted to 
me, the S-G asked him indignantly, “Don’t our Administrative Offi  cers have 
any political sense?”

Hammarskjöld was unanimously re-elected by the General Assembly in 
September 1957, for another fi ve-year term to begin in April 1958. We members 
of the Secretariat wholeheartedly welcomed the news that our leader would 
continue. My tour in Gaza fi nished at the end of 1957, and I was again back 
in the Controller’s Offi  ce in New York. Th ere was no hint of the struggle and 
pain that shortly lay ahead for many of us in the embattled Congo, nor any 
foreshadowing of the tragic fate that awaited Hammarskjöld himself.
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38   | Fire in the Congo
By this time, the decolonization process in Africa was in full fl ood, a fact 
dramatized by an extensive tour of the continent by the S-G in late 1959 and 
early 1960. He began many new initiatives designed to assist the emerging 
governments, and through special representatives and personal emissaries 
tried to highlight their needs and prospects. Towering as a special challenge for 
the international community was the Belgian Congo.

Th is huge central region of the continent had a wealth of natural resources 
but an almost complete dearth of trained African professionals to replace 
the thousands of Belgian civil servants and corporate personnel. Anti-
colonial disturbances caused the Belgian authorities to advance independence 
arrangements hurriedly. Th e Cold War loomed in the background, as both 
East and West saw opportunities to advance their interests. For their part, the 
former Belgian masters planned to stay on as long as possible.

Hammarskjöld was aware that trouble lay ahead. He therefore arranged for 
Ralph Bunche, one of the greatest authorities on African aff airs as well as on the 
new science of peace keeping, to arrive in Leopoldville (now called Kinshasa) as 
his personal representative for the independence ceremonies scheduled for the 
end of June 1960. Th ere was some hope that Bunche’s prestige and experience 
would contribute to a cooling of tensions.

Unfortunately, almost immediately after independence the new government 
lost control of the situation, mutinies took place in the Congolese Army, and 
Belgian nationals (and other foreigners including Bunche and his staff ) found 
their lives at risk. Once again Hammarskjöld and Bunche were forced to 
improvise desperately, fi nally succeeding in fashioning, with Security Council 
approval, plans for another international force.

Destined to grow to 20,000 troops from many countries (but not from any 
of the great powers), the force included a number of African contingents. It 
was designed to be coordinated with a massive civilian programme of technical 
assistance. Th is programme was conceived initially as a quick-fi x training and 
expert support operation to make up for years of educational neglect and 
lack of practical experience on the part of the indigenous population. (Th is 
many-faceted operation was to become known as ONUC, the acronym for 
Organisation des Nations Unies au Congo.)

Th e fact that the Congo was ablaze, and about to explode, left no possibility 
for designing and carefully implementing a master plan to be executed by well-
trained, highly coordinated troops meshed with seasoned support and service 

Afics.indd   38Afics.indd   38 2011-11-25   09.432011-11-25   09.43



|   39personnel on the civilian side. In the event, matters had to proceed as they 
always had to in the fi nancially limited, modestly staff ed Secretariat, which was 
expected to act like a superpower without any of the built-in assets. In round-
the-clock sessions, Hammarskjöld and his staff  appealed to carefully selected 
countries for troops and to major governments for transport and logistical 
support; screened all eligible staff  for possible immediate assignment to Bunche 
as the nucleus of the 2,000-person establishment to come; and spent precious 
hours in committees and councils to ensure that the necessary international 
support was marshalled.

All of this was unknown to me at the time, as my concentration was on the 
habits of bass in the Delaware River as part of a family summer vacation in 
a remote backwoods village. When the phone rang, I expected to discuss a 
fi shing trip with a favourite companion, but instead heard the Director of 
Personnel “inviting” me, on behalf of the Secretary-General, to leave the next 
day for an indefi nite stay in the Congo as Chief Administrative Offi  cer of a new 
peace-keeping force and a related civilian operation.

Th e next seven months became a blur of troop movements, logistical and 
management nightmares, hundreds of assignments and reassignments of staff , 
duels with determined military offi  cers over allocations of accommodations and 
scarce supplies of everything, and endless jockeying with Headquarters over 
every kind of administrative and fi nancial question imaginable. An illustration 
of the unusual nature of the problems was provided by recalcitrant Congolese 
soldiers who, for unfathomable reasons, abruptly hauled off  to jail a number 
of our international staff . It took a lot of time and eff ort to secure their release 
from a confi nement that could not be classifi ed as humane. My exasperation 
rose when the fi nancial services questioned the continued payment of daily 
living allowances during the stretch in jail, pointing out that room and board 
were being provided free of charge.

To make life even more diffi  cult, Hammarskjöld quickly became a constant, 
high-pressure presence in my harried life. I soon learned that when a restless, 
driven, gifted genius focuses almost his full attention on any task, the place to 
be is not in his direct line of sight.

Crisis followed crisis in an ever-rising crescendo. All of us, from the unfl appable 
Ralph on down, were under the pressure beyond all others – the need to try to 
match the incredible demands that Hammarskjöld was putting upon himself. 
Message after message, phone call after phone call, the S-G spurred us on, 
while the time diff erential meant that we rarely achieved a good night’s sleep.
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40   | An Eventful Arrival
As July neared an end, we were in a somewhat zombie-like state, but felt a jolt 
of adrenaline when the S-G let it be known that he planned a personal visit to 
Leopoldville. Th is news aff ected everyone, but in my own case it represented 
a recipe for disaster. In spite of his limited resources and authority, the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations has a world position that puts him in 
the category of a Head of State; the managerial services of the UN see to it that 
he is able to function in that kind of capacity at the New York Headquarters or 
wherever he travels. My imagination failed me completely as I tried to fathom 
how the Chief Administrative Offi  cer, in this case unfortunately myself, could 
possibly hope to provide even a semblance of the usual treatment and backup 
in the volatile, dangerous conditions of the Congo.

Without the powers of an occupying military force, and with the rebellious 
Congolese troops in turbulent possession of practically all facilities designed 
for military purposes, we had been forced to rent the Royal, a high-rise 
apartment building in a residential section of the city. Mostly but not entirely 
vacated by its terrifi ed Belgian residents, the Royal soon became, as the ONUC 
Headquarters, both military and civilian. Several of us, including Bunche, 
had taken up living quarters there for security and other practical reasons, 
and we quickly decided that the S-G would also have to be shoehorned into 
the building. My military colleagues were naturally horrifi ed at the thought 
of operating from such a makeshift command centre (the elevators small and 
undependable, the stairways narrow.) A particular diffi  culty was that we were 
just setting up the ONUC Headquarters in this defi cient building as the S-G 
was scheduled to arrive.

We spent a lot of time trying to anticipate the problems of actual arrival: we 
already knew from hard experience that in the Congo anything could happen, 
and that usually it would be the worst thing possible. Th us it was a relief to 
learn that Hammarskjöld had decided to arrive via Brazzaville, just across the 
Congo River from Leopoldville.2

Logistical and security problems at the large but chaotic airport of Leopoldville 
made unexpected and often ugly incidents the rule rather than the exception. 
Th e Belgian forces were dragging their feet about withdrawal, and their 
tempers rose as more and more reports of mistreatment of Belgian nationals 
poured in. On the perimeter and beyond, rebellious Congo Army troops milled 
about, assisted in their depredations by local residents who sprang out of the 
bush at any hour of day or night. At the same time, monster aircraft, mostly 
cargo planes of the U.S. Air Force, were landing one after another to disgorge 

2 At the time, in an intriguing display of African complications, two countries claimed the name 
“Congo.” Th e ex-French colony to the north, above the Congo River, was designated Congo-
Brazzaville for “clarifi cation.”
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|   41arriving troops, equipment, food supplies and huge crates of mysterious 
contents that were piling up faster than we could truck them out. At one point, 
I was asked to sanction a temporary halt in the air shuttle because it was feared 
that the surface of the airport might crumble under the weight of the dozens 
of overloaded planes, and hangars were overfl owing with supplies awaiting 
shipment to points all over the Congo. I had agreed after seeing a large hangar 
half occupied by a pre-fabricated road bridge, addressed to me but with no 
indication of its ultimate destination.

We had little time to sit in meetings, but I insisted that my small group of civil-
ian supervisors gather to plan for the arrival of the S-G in the most fool proof way 
possible. While our former Belgian Congo and the city of Leopoldville were close 
to full collapse, the ex-French Congo across the river was no bargain either, having 
only recently achieved independence and acquired a volatile and erratic President, 
the Abbé Fulbert Youlou, who still wore the white, Dior-designed cassock of his 
former profession and who seemed to be largely concerned with attracting attention.

My own concern was heightened by a recent experience when I had crossed 
the river on the ferry on the combined mission of looking at conditions in 
Brazzaville and greeting the arriving Legal Counsel for ONUC, Bill Cox. 
I found the ferry ride to be surprisingly effi  cient and agreeable, but when I 
reached the Brazzaville side it became clear that the welcome was far from 
warm. Scowling, heavily armed soldiers surrounded me, and their captain 
informed me that the President wished me to return to Leopoldville without 
proceeding to the airport. Th ere followed a tense few minutes as I insisted on 
moving forward, calling attention to the diplomatic privileges guaranteed by 
my United Nations laissez-passer. Suddenly I was informed that the French 
Ambassador was trying urgently to reach me by telephone. A friendly and 
wise diplomat, he urged me with some embarrassment to turn back, at which I 
expressed surprise and indignation. After some fruitless pleas, he blurted out: 
“But, Monsieur Olver, he has given orders to shoot you if you proceed.”

While I doubted that a similar greeting would be in store for Hammarskjöld, I 
told my group that we had to plan carefully to anticipate any untoward events 
before we reached the ferry. Once there, ONUC troops and security personnel 
could be counted on to ensure a safe trip across the river and up to nearby 
ONUC Headquarters at the Royal. We worked hard on every kind of detail 
for the airport arrival and the transfer quickly to the ferry. Th e Abbé naturally 
made a bid to have a large and time-consuming airport arrival ceremony, but 
fi nally gave way when it became evident that every minute was precious for this 
abbreviated but historic trip. At last a solid schedule was ready and I breathed 
a sigh of relief, while still complaining to my French-speaking colleagues about 
their insistence on designating the airport-to-ferry trip as a “cortege,” a word 
that brought funerals to my mind.
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42   | On the day of the arrival, it was a pleasure to see all of the planning take form 
without a hitch. Every key person was in place as the KLM plane bearing 
Hammarskjöld touched down at the Brazzaville airport. I felt almost relaxed 
during the short ride to the ferry landing, and stepped forward to guide 
the S-G onto the waiting boat. Suddenly I was jostled aside and a startled 
Hammarskjöld was being pulled away from the ferry by the ubiquitous and 
unstoppable Abbé. Kidnapping by the President of the country having not 
been considered as a possibility in any of our disaster scenarios, we all froze 
in horror as the pair headed for the nearby Presidential speedboat. Before we 
could recover, Abbé and S-G fl ashed by us with a roar, heading – to my relief – 
for the landing across the river at Leopoldville.

For a few moments, surrounded by a moiling mass of diplomats, soldiers, 
ONUC staff , and unidentifi able personnel who invariably showed up at great 
events and whom we called “straphangers,” I contemplated the river and decided 
that I would never again set foot in Brazzaville. At my side was the tough, 
never-say-die chief TV cameraman from NBC, who had already been through 
a few semi-serious scrapes with me.

“Sorry, Joe,” I said, “but I guess that the Hammarskjöld arrival won’t be 
featured on the Evening News.”

Chewing on an ever-present cigar stub, he smiled. “C’mon, John, you didn’t 
think I’d come over without backup, did you? My other crew is waitin’ for 
him on the other side.”

Th is cheered me considerably, as I realized that our arrangements for the 
Leopoldville arrival, complete with honour guard and ultra-secure transfer 
to the Royal would go forward as planned, and that the Abbé’s freedom of 
movement would be seriously restricted on our home grounds.

By the time I reached the Royal myself, I found the Secretary-General 
already established in his suite, looking quite comfortable in shirtsleeves and 
surrounded by the documents, cables and other paraphernalia that inevitably 
appeared wherever he was. He looked up with a slight frown as I expressed 
the hope that the unforeseen intervention of the Abbé had not caused him too 
much inconvenience. In a fruitless eff ort to lighten the atmosphere, I remarked 
that at least his exposure to the infamous crocodiles of the Congo River had 
been very brief, for which I was rewarded with another scowl. I learned at that 
point that wisecracks were not much appreciated, a lesson that kept being 
repeated over the next months.
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|   43Th e Snake Pit
Th e S-G wanted to know about offi  ce accommodations, and with some trepida-
tion I had to inform him that since space was tight in the Royal and security 
concerns were high, we wanted him to use one of the large living rooms on the 
fl oor. Th is was a room that we had already begun to employ as a briefi ng centre 
and consultation area, and Ralph Bunche had found that it was a most con-
venient place for small meetings and group drafting sessions. To our surprise, 
 Hammarskjöld seemed to have no objection to working in a collegial atmo-
sphere, and he happily slaved away on drafts of correspondence and speeches 
without being bothered by the constant comings and goings of central staff .

In a short time, the room became the nerve centre of the whole ONUC eff ort, 
and it soon acquired the name of “Snake Pit.” Th e S-G had a smaller room 
for very private consultations and solitary work, but as time went on and his 
trips to the Congo continued, he became more and more comfortable with the 
Snake Pit. Fairly often I would look up from brooding over a cable announcing, 
say, the imminent but entirely unexpected arrival of a new contingent for the 
Force, to fi nd him addressing me: “Olver, let me read to you a paragraph I have 
just drafted on Constitutional Law in the Congo.” Th is seemed to help him 
clear his mind on the matter, in spite of my inability to produce any very useful 
comment, but the interruption left me no further along in deciding what to do 
about the arrival of 2,000 more Moroccan troops.

Communications represented a major headache, as is always the case for  United 
Nations missions in the fi eld, but the frequent visits of the S-G more than 
doubled the usual quota. In those days before faxes and E-mail it was necessary 
to rely on telephone, cable and telex contacts with New York. Th e signifi cant 
diff erence in time zones meant a heavy amount of traffi  c pouring in to us not 
only into the evening hours but also well into the wee hours of the morning. 
Our UN Field Service radio personnel performed miracles in handling cable 
and radio communications, but there was naturally no way to replicate the 
highly sophisticated system to which the S-G was accustomed in New York. 
It was soon evident that Hammarskjöld expected to be informed immediately 
of any important message arriving at whatever hour of the day or night. Many 
cables involved other than Congolese matters, and after erring on the side of 
caution several times at 2:00 or 3:00am, I learned another hard lesson: the S-G 
required little or no sleep, and in fact welcomed pressures that would challenge 
his mind for at least 20 hours a day. Woe betide anyone who, regardless of 
motive, failed to confront him instantly with the latest challenge with which he 
had to grapple. Sad to say, woe betided me on numerous occasions.
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44   | Over the course of his several stays in the Congo, Hammarskjöld often 
demonstrated his disregard for the clock and for the normal body’s need for at 
least a few hours of sleep. We all had learned to operate on a most restricted 
sleep schedule, but it turned out that the S-G favoured having no schedule, 
other than a tendency to catch two or three hours after 4:00am. It was 
therefore not unusual for me to awaken, in the darkest hours of the Congo 
night, resisting the entreaties of a sympathetic night security guard to arise and 
dash to the S-G’s offi  ce.

I came to believe that Eleanor Roosevelt should have pressed for the right 
to a good night’s sleep as part of her work on the Declaration of Human 
Rights. But there was nothing intentionally cruel or unusual in this, for in the 
Hammarskjöld mind we were all in a righteous struggle, and there should be no 
limits on the sacrifi ces we were willing to make. Th ere was no discrimination 
either; while I caught a large share of the night duty because of the service 
nature of the job, others including Ralph Bunche and Brian Urquhart also put 
in huge amounts of post-midnight time. And it was hard time, too, because the 
penetrating and hair-trigger Hammarskjöld mind never eased off  at any hour 
or under any circumstances.

My fi rst pre-dawn summons remains particularly vivid in memory, probably 
because it was the fi rst. Almost immediately after his arrival for his initial stay, 
the S-G became heavily involved in the preparation of a particularly important 
document for the Security Council, involving delicate questions of constitu-
tional law and fundamental aspects of the Congo-UN relationship. Th is had 
gone through many drafts and revisions, and the S-G decided that the text 
should be translated into French. While we had not yet acquired a language 
staff  as such, we had a number of staff ers fl uent in English/French, and I as-
signed the job on an urgent basis with confi dence in the result. At 3:00am, 
an urgent summons came, and I presented myself to a stern-faced Secretary-
General who waved a paper at me in barely controlled anger.

“What kind of nonsense is this?” he asked tensely.

In a somnambulistic state, and not having a clue as to what he was talking 
about, I could only gawk at him, which seemed to raise his temperature even 
higher.

“I asked for a translation into French, and you have given me a garbled, 
misleading text that is not even close to the original English. What kind of 
translators do you have?”

Managing to pull myself together a bit, I explained that I had no translation 
staff  as such, but that we were as usual relying on whatever resources we could 
muster.
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|   45Th ere followed the fi rst of a number of lectures I received over the next six 
months, describing the importance of the mission, the need for the highest 
standard of performance, and the vital nature of the documents prepared for 
the Security Council.

Th e lecture went on for some time, and I found myself nodding off  again, until 
he fi nished with a fl ourish by announcing sharply, “HEADS WILL ROLL!!!!”

Th is startled me into enough consciousness to repeat in questioning and 
troubled fashion, “Heads will roll, Secretary-General?”

At this he seemed to realize the extent of his hyperbole and quickly said, “Oh, 
not you, Olver. I’m talking about those people back in new York who aren’t 
giving you the things you need. Now take this so-called translation and get 
me a decent product by noon at the latest.”

Th is exchange appeared to stay prominently in his mind, because he would 
often ask me on future visits if I was getting proper response to requests for 
more help. At one point we were sitting amiably together in the Snake Pit on 
one of the rare occasions when he was not operating at full throttle.

“You know,” he said conversationally, “I’m working hard to pry people loose 
for you. It’s a struggle, because every boss says automatically that anyone we 
name is indispensable.” Th en, in a remark that proved to be prophetic, he 
added solemnly, “I tell them that in this situation nobody is indispensable, 
including the Secretary-General.”

Hammarskjöld struggled to keep the Security Council behind him in his peace-
making initiatives and his duels with Patrice Lumumba and Moise Tshombe 
and other erratic Congolese fi gures, while still carrying out the punishing 
requirements of other responsibilities as Secretary-General. He nevertheless 
found time during his Congo sorties to refl ect on the shaping of the huge 
international eff ort he had created almost overnight. In an atmosphere worthy 
of a Shakespearean tragedy, with enormous pressures pounding at him from 
all directions, he managed to serve the broader vision that accounted for much 
of his achievement as Secretary-General. I admired this so much that I found 
it easy to forgive the rather ruthless way in which he deprived us of rest and 
forced us to try to do better than our best.

On one occasion, Hammarskjöld and I were inspecting the largest room I had 
been able to set aside in the Royal, where he was to have a staff  meeting with all 
the principal elements of ONUC represented. Th e room was cramped, and the 
S-G was annoyed. I was treated to a testy dressing-down that ended only when 
I diverted him with a question about coordination of the civilian staff  with 
the military command. Almost instantly he was embarked on a careful expla-
nation of his new concept that would embody peace-keeping forces, technical 
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46   | assistance, and support services in a fully unifi ed organization. With great care 
he drew a chart for me, and explained how he foresaw that each element would 
evolve and link up with the others over time.3

Practically all services that were taken for granted in New York had to operate 
under the most adverse conditions in Leopoldville. As a prime example, the 
internal telephone system of the Congo had reached almost a meltdown 
condition after the abrupt departure of the Belgian technicians who ran 
it. While our military and UN Field Service technicians managed to give 
us modest telephone facilities for communications within the Royal, and to 
ONUC installations elsewhere, external lines were inoperable for the most 
part, and repair services were missing or completely incompetent.

From the beginning, Ralph Bunche had endured the telephone situation with 
growing anxiety, because Congolese leaders were constantly trying to establish 
contact with him by phone with little success. Serious misunderstandings 
often arose from garbled conversations and crossed lines. With the arrival of 
the Secretary-General, a crisis became inevitable, especially since by that time a 
single instrument in the foyer just outside the Snake Pit seemed to be the only 
reliable link.

One post-midnight summons by the S-G related to a call from New York that 
had faded out completely just as he was about to announce a crucial decision. 
Ralph tried to explain to him that there was little that could be done, but this 
as usual failed to deter Hammarskjöld from demanding action. I made the 
mistake once again of venturing a light remark, something about Indian smoke 
signals, which only brought out the familiar scowl.

At 3:00am I did not expect to be able to inspire much eff ort in a hopeless cause 
on the part of my staff , but fi ve hours later I went into a serious discussion with 
the Chief Radio Operator, the closest approximation to a telephone expert 
that we could produce. As I anticipated, he quickly assured me that telephone 
equipment was quite outside his fi eld of competence, but with commendable 
loyalty agreed to penetrate the bowels of the building to see whether there were 
any obvious interferences with the outside telephone lines.

He reappeared at the Snake Pit about noon, covered with grease and grime, to 
report that he had been in the third basement with a couple of assistants, where 
the building’s electrical, sewage and telephone lines all made their hook-ups 

3  Realities on the ground often failed to meet the S-G’s vision. Good coordination between military and 
civilian elements, and strong military leadership, were elusive for months because of an unfortunate 
choice as fi rst Force Commander. Only determined action by the S-G’s Military Adviser, Gen. Indar Jit 
Rikhye, saved the day.
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|   47with the outside world. After considerable exploration, he had fi nally found 
the exchange box for the phone system and thought he had detected a cause of 
at least part of the problem.

As he was about to reveal this welcome news, Hammarskjöld wandered into 
the room, and I explained quickly what we were discussing. Th e S-G asked 
quite anxiously if anything could be done.

“We’ve already done what we can, sir, and it should help,” replied the Chief. 
“Th ere was so much wiring attached to the box that we couldn’t imagine what 
it was for. Th en we discovered that it was mostly wiretapping equipment; 
evidently every espionage service in the world loaded itself onto the box. Once 
we detached all the spaghetti, the signal came through much more clearly.”

Hammarskjöld looked at me with a small smile. “Ah, the price of fame,” he said.

One of the greatest worries for me was that we would be unable to meet 
the Secretary-General’s requirements for top-notch secretarial services. 
He was accustomed to dictating long and highly complicated messages and 
documents at any hour of the day and, as we have seen, of the night as well. 
To meet the situation, he was assigned the regular services of several of our 
best bilingual executive secretaries, including two Canadian women, Alice 
Lalande and Pauline Lacerte, who were ranked as outstanding at the New York 
Headquarters. Hammarskjöld valued them highly and worked them very hard, 
but they never failed to measure up. Alice was with the S-G to the very end, 
perishing with him in the aircraft crash the next year.

To supplement the hard-pressed stars, and to provide for the masses of routine 
typing which fl owed through the offi  ce each day, I set up a small secretarial 
pool in a nearby offi  ce. I was pleased with this initiative and felt that it was a 
form of insurance against the terrifying eventuality that at some moment the 
S-G would want to dictate and nobody would respond. Hammarskjöld saw the 
benefi ts in this arrangement and cooperated by cheerfully using someone from 
the pool when his regular helpers were unavailable.

Th e Snake Pit became the scene for a particularly outstanding example of 
Secretary-General distemper when, in typical Congo style, things fell apart in 
this arrangement and the centre did not hold. It was very late in the lunch hour 
when I sought out the Snake Pit in order to catch up on some work that kept 
getting delayed by interruptions in my own offi  ce. To my dismay, the Secretary-
General was there, in his most restless mode.

“Where’s that document that I dictated this morning?” he demanded.

Pleading ignorance, I asked who had taken the dictation.
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48   | “Oh, someone from back there,” he said, gesturing vaguely towards the hall 
leading to the pool. I hurried “back there” and my heart sank as I found the 
place deserted.

As I re-entered the Snake Pit, with absolutely no possibility of satisfying the 
S-G, I was joined by Bill Ranallo, the burly security offi  cer who had been 
 assigned years before as Hammarskjöld’s bodyguard, and who, after demon-
strating initiative and quick intelligence, had evolved into an all-around personal 
assistant. He too was fated to follow Hammarskjöld to his death in the crash.

It was reassuring to have Bill tell me that he knew the identity of the missing 
secretary, and he went off  to fi nd her as I returned to the Snake Pit to inform 
the S-G that the document should be in his hands very soon.

When Bill joined us, I knew from the look on his face and the emptiness of his 
hands that we were in trouble. Hammarskjöld did too, and pounced.

“Where’s that document, Bill?”

“Sorry, sir, it’s not ready.”

“Not ready? I particularly asked to receive it by lunchtime. Why isn’t it ready?”

Bill shifted his feet, looked at me pleadingly for assistance I could not off er, 
and fi nally squared his shoulders.

Almost mumbling, he replied, “Th e secretary had something of higher priority to 
do.”

Aghast, I looked at him in pity, anticipating the blast he was about to receive. 
Instead, the piercing eyes of the Secretary-General turned toward me.

“Are you,” he asked in a voice as cold as a Swedish winter, “the Chief Admin-
istrative Offi  cer of this mission?”

Yielding to the recurring temptation to lighten up, in spite of previous misad-
ventures with him, I said, “Well, I was, up until the last few minutes.”

His gaze never wavered. “Please,” he said, “have the goodness to remember 
that the Secretary-General of the United Nations is entitled to at least a cer-
tain degree of priority around here. At least I think so.”

Bill and I retreated quickly, and I could not wait to ask him why, of all the 
stupid replies in the world, he had chosen that particular one. Although he was 
deep in gloom, he managed to say, “John, I can’t believe this myself, but when I 
found out that the secretary had actually gone to lunch, I just didn’t know what 
to say to him. Th at’s the fi rst thing that came into my head.”
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|   49Lighter Moments
Experiences with Hammarskjöld were by no means always tense and worri-
some. While dedicating himself day and night to fi ghting for stability in the 
Congo against the longest possible odds, he was nevertheless able to enjoy the 
company of close associates at less intense times. Mealtimes often became 
points of relaxation, even though his interest in food was not very strong. Th ose 
of us living in the Royal were able to take breakfast and lunch there, helped 
by Congolese staff  that had previously served the Belgian tenants. Continu-
ing curfews and troubles in the street meant that such staff  headed home well 
before dark, meaning that the evening meal was usually taken at a restaurant.

On one occasion, the S-G was leading a crucial staff  meeting that ran far into 
the evening hours, until at last he himself had to admit that he was tired and 
hungry. Since he wanted to resume after a break, there was no possibility of 
adjourning to a restaurant, and the Greek greasy spoon on the ground fl oor was 
closed for the night. Hammarskjöld said with a smile that since I was in charge 
of logistics it was up to me to feed the troops.

Th e only food resources open to me were the supplies on hand in the apartment 
kitchens, and these were not very helpful because the servants habitually took 
leftovers home and bought the next day’s supplies afresh. Desperately look-
ing around my own ill-supplied kitchen, my eye fell on a pile of cartons in the 
corner, and I took hope.

A few days previously, there had been a minor riot just outside the Royal, and 
this had caused me to wonder how we might survive if we were penned up there 
for any lengthy period. I had therefore asked our Chief of Procurement to give 
me some of the C-rations that the U.S. Air Force had brought in as emergency 
supplies for the newly formed peace-keeping force. A quick glance assured me 
that the boxes of rations contained enough cans of meat and vegetable mixtures 
to create a large stew that would be suffi  cient for the dozen people involved. 
Quality and taste were another question altogether, but I grimly started open-
ing cans and emptying them into a huge pot on the stove.

It turned out that a jumble of fl avours and ingredients were included, but since 
Bill Ranallo kept coming out to the kitchen to warn me that the “Boss” was 
becoming increasingly anxious to get the meal under way, there was no time 
for selectivity. Th rowing aside any pretence of unifying my gourmet product, I 
dumped can after can indiscriminately into the pot. Turkey with mushrooms 
joined baked beans and ground beef with onions and endless other combina-
tions in the muddy swirl I was stirring. My taste buds had collapsed under the 
pressure, but when the temperature seemed right I told Bill to serve the stuff .
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50   | I groaned when Bill reappeared a few minutes later, bearing the Secretary-
General’s plate. “Oh no, he wouldn’t eat it? What are we going to do?” I asked.

Bill smiled. “He loved it,” he said, “and he wants another helping. I almost never 
see him take seconds, and this great dish of yours seems to relax him. Maybe 
you should market it with a label saying ‘By Appointment to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations.’”

Th ere was another small success on the recreation front when Ralph Bunche 
mentioned that the 55th Hammarskjöld birthday was coming. We speculated 
about the chances for running a successful party in the grim circumstances still 
facing us. I told Ralph that I would take on the “catering” if he would produce 
the S-G in the Snake Pit at the appointed time for a purported staff  meeting.

At my next session with Procurement, we found ourselves in more than or-
dinary complications about the fl ow of supplies in view of port closings, road 
blockages and overcharged air delivery schedules. So depressingly bleak was 
the picture, and so overwhelming were the handicaps to quick action, that I felt 
the need for a quick fi x in morale. If we couldn’t feed and clothe the troops as we 
wished, maybe preparing a birthday party would give us all a lift. My challenge 
to see what could be done in a hurry locally was met with eagerness.

Well before the time set for the party the next afternoon, the essentials began 
to arrive in my offi  ce, gleaned from a town that was still almost shut down 
and barren of many essentials. Odd mixtures of decorations appeared, and a 
couple of balloons, while a case of champagne had been unearthed somewhere. 
Th ere was even a birthday card, printed in Flemish but obviously conveying the 
right sentiment. And just before the appointed time, the Chief of Procurement 
breathlessly arrived with a perfectly baked cake, festooned with icing and the 
usual Happy Birthday inscription.

A surprised Secretary-General appeared at the Snake Pit and to the delight 
of the celebrants quickly entered into the spirit of the occasion. One of the 
presents was a box of the small cigarillos much favoured by the S-G at times 
of relaxation, and he immediately lit one as he toured the room accepting con-
gratulations. His compliments to Procurement for the cake and other hard-to-
get items were received with joy, and the graceful birthday speech by Ralph was 
the climax of one of the few sentimental occasions of Hammarskjöld’s time in 
the Congo.

Th e frequent arrivals and departures of the Secretary-General caused perhaps 
the most strain on those of us responsible for making the necessary arrange-
ments. Aside from large UN centres like Geneva and Vienna, which have full 
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