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Lara Pawson worked for the BBC World Service from 1998 to 2007, reporting from Mali, Ivory Coast and São Tomé and Príncipe. From 1998 to 2000, she was the BBC correspondent in Angola, covering the civil war, and has returned to the country several times since. She currently works as a freelance journalist and lives in London.
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‘With unflagging intelligence, fearlessness, and compassion, Pawson unfolds the human and political dimensions of this forgotten atrocity. She has done Angola a great service in writing this book, and all of us, Angolan or otherwise, do ourselves a great service in reading it.’

    Teju Cole, author of Open City

    ‘Pawson brings her sources to life like a novelist; her meetings are vivid and convincing. A simple, direct clarity of vision is brought to bear, and the reader begins to make some sense of the conspiracies and sub-conspiracies that led to the vinte e sete. By the end, Angola – along with some of its layered political complexity – is raw, vital, brutal and alive in front of us.’

    M. John Harrison, author of Climbers

    ‘In a highly readable investigation, Lara Pawson exposes not only a forgotten massacre but a cover-up, perpetrated by British journalists and historians blinded by ideology. Travelling from London to Lisbon and Luanda, she reveals new information about the role of Cuban forces in the killings, and shows how racism against black Africans lies at the heart of Angolan politics.’ 

    Lindsey Hilsum, International Editor, Channel 4 News, and author of Sandstorm: Libya in the Time of Revolution

    ‘Pawson is an investigative journalist and historical sleuth of rare candour. Her high ethical standards, probing questions, sharp critical gaze and keen observations make for a compelling text. She takes the reader in and along as she asks of herself and others difficult questions about painful times. While she had set out to discover “the unwritten truth”, Pawson instead unveils a still more complex landscape of memory and history, mined with silence, and knit together with complicities, stories and the underside of ideals.’

    Marissa Moorman, Associate Professor of African History, Indiana University and author of Intonations: A Social History of Music and Nation in Luanda, Angola, from 1945 to Recent Times

    ‘Lara Pawson’s account of trying to unravel the complex knots of memory, violence, identity and politics in post-independence Angola offers a richly detailed, nuanced and emotional psychogram of a nation simultaneously fixated on and forcefully repressing its unresolved past. She vividly evokes the difficulties of doing research in and on Angola, and brilliantly captures the everyday paranoia of life in Luanda, ranging from grandiose conspiracy theories to intimate recollections of loss and the broken promises of independence.’

    Jon Schubert, Senior Africa Analyst, IHS Country Risk

    ‘The work that Pawson has done here is long overdue. Her starting point is that although in Angola people refer to a certain “golpe” (coup d’état) to justify their political indifference, there is almost nothing written about the Twenty-seventh of May. Even many British journalists, who have chronicled the process of Angolan independence since 1975, have been complicit in its silencing. My impression is that by going through these layers of silence and complicity, Pawson is asking very deep and provocative questions about the relationship between past and present in Angolan politics. There is no way politics in contemporary Angola may be understood without an engagement with the causes and the consequences of the Twenty-seventh of May.’ 

    António Tomás, Ray Pahl Fellow, University of Cape Town
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    For two who cannot be named 
but know who they are – thank you, so very much, for everything.
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‌Glossary

    assimilado

    (lit. ‘assimilated’) A black or mestiço Angolan who, under colonial rule, met the criteria for Portuguese citizenship by speaking and writing Portuguese, having gainful employment, sleeping in a bed and adhering to Christianity. Assimilados constituted under 1 per cent of the population.

    bairro

    (lit. ‘neighbourhood’ or ‘district’) Often refers to poorer areas.

    bizneiro

    Slang for businessman.

    bufo

    (lit. ‘wind’) A spy, or informer, or someone who works for the secret police, DISA. The more metaphorical translation is a silent but deadly fart.

    camarada

    (lit. ‘comrade’) Usually signifies membership of or support for the MPLA.

    candongueiro

    A privately owned minibus. Such vehicles are used by the majority of Angolans as their day-to-day transport within and between cities.

    DISA

    Pronounced ‘dee-zah’. Direcção de Informação e Segurança de Angola (Angolan Directorate for Information and Security).

    FAPLA

    Forças Armadas Populares de Libertação de Angola (Popular Armed Forces for the Liberation of Angola), the MPLA army.

    FNLA

    Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola (National Front for the Liberation of Angola), one of three liberation movements that fought Portuguese colonialism, with backing from the CIA and Zaire’s President Mobutu Sese Seko. It drew its support mostly from northern Angola.

    golpista

    (lit. ‘coupist’) A Nito Alves supporter, also called a nitista and a factionalist.

    kizomba

    Both a popular musical genre and style of dance, performed in pairs.

    Kudibanguela

    (lit. ‘We will defend ourselves’) A radio programme that was banned by the government for allegedly broadcasting factionalist propaganda.

    Mbundu

    Angolans from the north–central and coastal areas, who speak Kimbundu and from whom the MPLA drew much of its initial support.

    mestiço

    (lit. ‘mixed’) Someone who has African and European ancestry, combining a black- and a white-skinned parent, two mestiço parents, etc.

    MPLA

    Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola (Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola), the ruling party since independence in 1975. Initially a nationalist and socialist movement supported by the Soviet Union, East Germany and Cuba, it is now a petro-diamond-capitalist dictatorship led by President José Eduardo dos Santos.

    musseque

    Shanty town or slum.

    netista

    An MPLA member supporting President Agostinho Neto.

    nitista

    An MPLA member supporting Nito Alves.

    OCA

    Organização Comunista de Angola (Communist Organisation of Angola).

    Ovimbundu

    Angolans from the central highlands, who speak Umbundu and who provided UNITA with much of its initial support.

    PADEPA

    Partido de Apoio Democrático e Progresso de Angola (Angolan Party for Democratic Progress), a small political party that emerged in the 1990s.

    PCP

    Partido Comunista Português (Portuguese Communist Party).

    PIDE

    Pronounced ‘peed’. Polícia Internacional e de Defesa do Estado (International Police for the Defence of the State), Portugal’s vast network of secret police, established under Salazar’s regime in 1945.

    povo

    (lit. ‘people’) The masses, the poor, the Angolan majority. Often given a capital letter by the MPLA in its slogans and literature.

    SADF

    South African Defence Force, the army of South Africa until 1994.

    UNITA

    União Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola (National Union for the Total Independence of Angola), one of three liberation movements that fought Portuguese colonialism. It was supported by the CIA and South Africa’s white-minority regime, and led by Jonas Savimbi until his death in 2002.

    vinte e sete

    (lit. ‘twenty-seventh’) Refers to the Nito Alves uprising and the purge that followed.
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‌Key Political Figures

    Nito Alves

    Minister of the interior until October 1976. Expelled from MPLA on 21 May 1977, charged with ‘factionalism’. Led the uprising, or coup attempt, of the Twenty-seventh of May 1977. Executed later that year.

    Iko Carreira

    Henrique Teles Carreira, minister of defence under Agostinho Neto.

    Ludy Kissassunda

    Head of DISA, the political police.

    Lúcio Lara

    MPLA founder, and its Secretary General at independence. Agostinho Neto’s number two.

    Saydi Mingas

    Finance minister. Killed in Sambizanga on the Twenty-seventh of May 1977.

    Monstro Imortal

    Jacob João Caetano, known as ‘Immortal Monster’, a senior member of FAPLA and close confidant to Nito Alves.

    Agostinho Neto

    President of Angola from independence until his death in 1979.

    Onambwe

    Henrique de Carvalho Santos, deputy head of DISA, the political police.

    Sita Valles

    Portuguese Marxist who went to work for the MPLA at independence. Zé Van Dúnem’s lover, with whom she had a son. Charged with ‘factionalism’ and executed in 1977.

    José ‘Zé’ Van Dúnem

    Political commissar in the MPLA’s armed wing, FAPLA, until October 1976. Expelled from MPLA on 21 May 1977, charged with ‘factionalism’. Executed in 1977.
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    ‘Just remember, this is not your history. It’s ours.’

    Graça Francisco, an Angolan friend

    ‘Real lives have no end. Real books have no end.’


    J.M.G. Le Clézio, The Book of Flights
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‌A Note on the Text

    Because of the political climate in Angola, the names of some of the people in this book have been changed. In certain cases, other details about individuals have been either withheld or slightly altered in order to afford them some protection.

    ‌
‌Introduction

    One hot and sticky morning in February 2000, I stood waiting in a grassy square in front of a pale pink seventeenth-century Carmelite church in downtown Luanda. A few metres away, on Rua de Portugal, the traffic of the Angolan capital was heaving between broken gutters. An overweight bizneiro was talking into two cellphones inside his four-by-four, and a disappointed aid worker sat in a white Land Cruiser, its antenna pulled back like a giant antelope horn. Blue and white minibuses, the candongueiros, were pumping with people and the latest kizomba tunes as their drivers prised open the narrowest of spaces in the gridlock. At the junction, a policeman balancing on a rusting plinth was exploring odd angles with his elbows. He wore long white gloves that flashed like mirrors in his hands, and his fingers formed fleeting shapes in the starched heat. Miraculously avoiding death in the middle of all this was a dog with bulging testicles, trotting back and forth between the tyres and tonnes of metal.

    Shortly before ten o’clock, a number of men began to gather between the trimmed hedges in the square. They were members of PADEPA, a young and feisty political party that stood for democracy and progress but was barely known beyond the borders of Luanda. When all were finally present, they sat down on the clipped lawn in pressed trousers, clean shirts and polished shoes and began a hunger strike in protest against a 1,500 per cent increase in the price of fuel.

    Since I had arrived in Angola in October 1998, my work as the BBC correspondent had focused almost exclusively on the country’s miserable civil war, which had begun a few months before independence in 1975 and had matured into one of the longest conflicts on the continent. One party – the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) – had been in power since the Portuguese colonial rulers left, and an act of political defiance, a protest like this, was rare. I was determined to witness it no matter how insignificant it might be to the rest of the world. I knew it was going to be difficult to persuade my bosses in London to give airtime to what was, by most standards, a tiny demonstration. But I persisted anyway, and pointed my microphone into the circle of fasting men. Within minutes, my recording equipment was picking up a loud and familiar sound. Two van-loads of armed police came sweeping into the centre of the square. Men holding large guns tumbled out and promptly arrested twelve of the protesters. As it turned out, this rapid response from the security apparatus is what sold the story: arrests make a more convincing headline than a half-hour hunger strike.

    A few days later, another demonstration was organised outside the provincial governor’s offices, just across the road from the church. It was smaller than the previous one, but that did not deter the police, who arrived shortly after the start and made more arrests.

    The day after that, a third demonstration took place, this time back outside the church. Now, the focus had shifted away from price hikes to the previous days’ arrests. The protestors included a few PADEPA supporters as well as other activists such as Francisco Filomeno Vieira Lopes, an austere but attractive economist known for his principled leadership of another small political party. I was in the middle of interviewing him when the police vans arrived. A small man belted up in blue pointed a Kalashnikov at us and shouted at me to hand over my recording equipment. I refused. He shouted louder. I shouted back, and then he turned on Vieira Lopes, swiftly handcuffing him and frogmarching him away.

    Moments later, it was as though nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened. I found myself standing quite alone again, listening to the sounds of Rua de Portugal, feeling the furrows of sweat running from beneath my bra down over my stomach, and wondering how such a small act of dissent could have provoked such an excessive response.

    During the days that followed, I kept reflecting on this rather curious sequence of resistance. I was struck by the paucity of protesters and even more by the absence of other journalists. Just one other reporter came to witness the demonstrations, and he was only there on the first day. When I asked my Angolan colleagues why they had not turned up, I was given a range of explanations. Some said that the protests were too small to bother with, that PADEPA was only interested in publicity stunts which would never lead to real change. Others blamed their lack of motivation on their editors, who had not paid them a living salary in months. One or two admitted that the fear of being arrested was what had deterred them. But it was a slightly older journalist, a man in his early fifties, to whom I often went for advice, who told me something remarkable. What I had witnessed, he said, was Angola’s cultura do medo – its culture of fear.

    ‘The last time there was a proper protest in this country, they didn’t just arrest everyone – they killed many of the protestors and then carried on killing for weeks.’

    ‘When was this?’ I asked.

    ‘Nineteen seventy-seven,’ he said. ‘They killed thousands. People have been very afraid ever since.’

    This was my introduction to the Twenty-seventh of May 1977,1 and I was staggered. My journalist friend explained that, on this day, a faction of the ruling MPLA rose up against the party’s leadership. He said that some people described it as a coup attempt, but he insisted it was just a demonstration that met with a brutal overreaction. He said he had been among those imprisoned without trial for several years and yet, like most of those killed and imprisoned, he had always supported the MPLA.

    This story contrasted sharply with my understanding of the ruling party, certainly in its earlier incarnation under the leadership of the so-called father of the nation, Agostinho Neto. I believed it to have been a socialist movement that epitomised the heroism of African liberation. Unlike its right-wing, CIA-backed rivals, the National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA) and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), which allied itself with South Africa’s white-minority regime, the MPLA had fought for the freedom and aspirations of all Angolan people, regardless of their ethnic origin, their place of birth or their skin colour. I had always understood that the greedy and dictatorial nature of the party that I encountered as a journalist had developed much later, under Neto’s successor, the Soviet-trained petroleum engineer José Eduardo dos Santos, still president today. Perhaps because of my own political beliefs, I thought that the MPLA’s ethics had not collapsed until 1990, after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Then the party abandoned Marxism–Leninism and embraced a market-driven economy, which rapidly morphed into a crony capitalism that enriched only a few families. I was even more dismayed when I heard that Cuba, the MPLA’s loyal ally, which had defended Angola from a South African invasion at the moment of independence, had been responsible for a large number of the killings in 1977. More curious still, the whole episode of the Twenty-seventh of May had apparently pitted Cuba against the Soviet Union.

    If this was all true, I wondered why it had remained so well hidden for so long. In a country whose people had endured 500 years of often bloody Portuguese colonialist expansion, including the horrors of the transatlantic slave trade, five decades of fascist dictatorship and nearly three of civil war, how could a relatively brief trauma during the earliest stages of independence continue to provoke such profound fear? How, in other words, could an internal party squabble trump ‘a never-ending process of brutalization’, as the political theorist Achille Mbembe describes colonialism?2

    Were it not for the civil war between the MPLA and its main rival UNITA, and the amount of time I had to spend trying simply to stay abreast of it, I might have begun investigating this most potent of taboos there and then. But the daily struggle of unearthing the truth of the conflict was, let me simply say, extremely hard. A few days before Christmas 2000, feeling increasingly uneasy about my role as a foreign reporter, I left Angola and returned to London to take up a job on the Africa desk at the BBC World Service. Back home, I tried to push the country from my mind, and there were moments when I thought I’d almost succeeded. But I knew Angolans in London and, of course, we talked.

    One afternoon in a pub, the topic of the Twenty-seventh of May 1977 came up. My friend Carla told me that two of her brothers had gone missing in the aftermath of what she called the vinte e sete (twenty-seventh). One had supported the governing faction of the MPLA, the other the uprising. Distraught, her mother searched high and low for her two sons, but as the weeks passed and no news came, she began to lose hope. She also started going blind. Then, one day, she learned that one of her sons had been found dead in Uíge, in the north-west. She travelled up there and, on being reunited with the body of her son, began to recover her sight.

    Another friend, Rui, told me about his uncle, who had been a chauffeur for a government minister killed by a group of demonstrators on the Twenty-seventh of May. The authorities later accused the chauffeur of being ‘a counter-revolutionary, a nitista’, said Rui, and he too was killed. When I asked what a nitista was, Rui said that the leader of the vinte e sete protest was one Nito Alves, who had been a government minister until October 1976, when he fell out with the core leadership of the party. According to Rui, following the Twenty-seventh of May at least 30,000 people were accused of being nitistas and killed on President Neto’s orders.

    I found this new knowledge profoundly challenging. The events of the Twenty-seventh of May seemed to compare with Robert Mugabe’s Matabeleland massacres in Zimbabwe during the early 1980s, and the thousands killed during General Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship in Chile. Yet both these cases are well known. Why has the vinte e sete remained such a well-kept secret? The question began to obsess me, and I started looking through my collection of Angola books, checking for references to Nito Alves. I found the odd sentence here and there, and in one case a few short paragraphs referring to ‘the bloody events of May 1977’, which ‘finally enabled President Neto to eliminate his rivals and achieve uncontested supremacy within the MPLA’.3 One British journalist, whose book Death of Dignity begins in 1974 and ends in the late 1990s, does not once mention the uprising, despite her narrative relying almost entirely on MPLA voices, largely from the elite. The author, Victoria Brittain, is the former associate foreign editor of the Guardian, a woman who fought hard to put news from Africa on the mainstream media map and whose example spurred my own ambitions to write the truth. I had long admired her courage and commitment to socialism, but this new discovery about Angola seemed to turn everything I thought I knew on its head. Even Basil Davidson, the respected British journalist and historian – whose work inspired many, including me, to try to understand the continent from an African perspective as opposed to a European one – seemed to have turned a blind eye to the many killings that followed the vinte e sete. His commitment to African national-liberation movements was so deep that, in the end, it seems he heard only the voices of their leaders and fell deaf to the calls from below. At least, that was how I felt when I finished reading his paper about the MPLA in a 1977 edition of Race & Class, one of the most influential English-language journals on racism and imperialism, and a home for radical scholars I myself had long sought to enter.

    Nearly six years after I had first learned about it, I decided to try to uncover the unwritten truth behind the vinte e sete. Here is what I found out.

    ‌
‌Part I

    ‘More commonly, people who had incurred the displeasure of the Party simply disappeared and were never heard of again. One never had the smallest clue as to what happened to them. In some cases they might not even be dead. Perhaps thirty people personally known to Winston, not counting his parents, had disappeared at one time or another.’


    George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-four

    ‌
‌1

    ♦

    ‌Meeting Maria

    Outside Lisbon’s Cais do Sodré railway station, a bony woman with a moist cigarette hanging from her mouth rolls twelve anaemic carnations into a thick sheet of purple paper. I hand her a note which she stuffs into the pocket of an apron tied tight beneath the waistline of her jeans. As she digs for change she grins at me, yellow-toothed, and takes a long suck on the burning tobacco. ‘Obrigada senhora.’ The cracked syllables float from her lips on curls of smoke.

    Fingering the stems, I wonder why I’m buying flowers for a woman who is going to tell me about her husband’s disappearance, a tale she has never even told their daughter, let alone a stranger. I think of polluted bouquets taped to London railings, the cellophane sculptures that mark the spot where someone has been stabbed to death or killed by a car, and wonder if my flowers will offend this seasoned widow, who has held her silence for almost thirty years.

    Maria Reis has not spoken because she is afraid the authorities in Angola will come after her in Portugal and arrest her. For a long period, she was so terrified of being tracked down that if, on the Lisbon streets, she bumped into Angolans she knew, she would insist they had mistaken her for someone else. ‘That can’t be me,’ she’d say, ‘I’m from Mozambique.’

    However, the first time we spoke, when I called her from London, Maria said she had begun to change her mind a little. She was still afraid of what she called ‘the amount of power they have’, but her daughter, Vânia, had started asking questions she felt obliged to answer. In fact it was Vânia who had found me. She’d heard about my research through a mutual friend and had asked if we could meet. When we did, she said she would ask her mother to talk to me. She hoped she might learn more about her father’s death through my interview, that her mother might open up more easily to a stranger. To my surprise, Maria agreed. She had begun to consider the possibility that talking about the past might help her come to terms with the trauma she had tried so hard to bury – so hard, in fact, she was not sure she could remember the details.

    ‘I do want to talk, I really do,’ she told me over the telephone. ‘It must all be down there, mustn’t it? Somewhere in my subconscious?’

    I took the gamble that it was and bought a flight to Lisbon.

    A fortnight later, I’m sitting waiting for the train to depart to Cascais, a small seaside town a few miles east of the capital, popular among retired diplomats and surfers and girls wearing fio dental – dental floss, or thongs.

    I watch as a grey-haired man and blonde woman slither between the sliding doors now closing for departure. Weak and clumsy, they walk down the carriage clasping each other like the front and back of a pantomime horse, dissolving into laughter when the train jerks forward, catapulting them onto the seat opposite. She picks at roasted chestnuts from a paper bag, cracking them between her teeth and spitting the skins to the floor. One piece of brown shell gets caught in a sling of saliva and swings from her mouth with the movement of the train. A few stops along the line, the man gets up to leave. He bends to kiss his friend goodbye but misses her cheek and crumples to the floor. She giggles as he scrambles from the carriage, but when we pull away her hands begin to twitch. The convulsions nudge up her arms and then to my memory of a Spaniard I once knew, so traumatised by the combined dictates of General Franco and the Catholic Church that he merged his adult life with smack. I want to blame religion and António de Oliveira Salazar for the state of this woman, but she’s too young to have lived under the iron rule of Portugal’s own fascist.

    I turn away and plant my gaze beyond the window to the long, low Gothic monastery on our right. It is the sixteenth-century Mosteiro dos Jerónimos, built on the spot where Vasco da Gama spent an entire night in prayer before setting sail to India in 1497. The first time I visited Lisbon in 2002, I found myself an observer at a memorial service on the flat green lawns that stretch out in front of this monastery. The infamous UNITA leader, Jonas Malheiro Savimbi, the man who joined hands with the United States and South Africa’s apartheid regime, had finally been killed in battle in eastern Angola. In a beautiful slip of irony, rumour has it that the CIA, and possibly Mossad, played a significant part in pinning him down. In the end, the Angolan army took all the credit, but his death seemed to underline the absurdity of all those years of conflict, of the hundreds of thousands of lives destroyed since 1975. At the memorial service, I watched with astonishment as Angolan and Portuguese men, black and white, howled in grief at their leader’s death. One distraught man collapsed to the ground, prostrating himself in front of a large portrait of the late leader. It struck me as bizarre that Savimbi, who spent most of his adult life trying to gain power in an independent Angola, should be symbolically returned in death to the birthplace of Portuguese imperialism.

    The train chugs on and my thoughts drift on this gentle journey that follows the Tagus River to its opening into the Atlantic. I think about Angola, about my time there as the BBC correspondent and about this investigation that has brought me back to Lisbon. I wonder what it is I’m really doing.

    Maria Reis looks younger than I expected. A neat figure in a denim skirt at the end of the platform, she shifts her weight from one foot to the other, inspecting the human line moving towards her. For a brief moment I consider hiding. My nerves almost get the better of me, and I attempt to align my body behind a large metal pillar. But it’s too late. Our eyes meet and I cannot disguise the recognition: I hear myself calling her name. She rushes up, opening her arms to embrace.

    ‘Lara! Bem-vinda. Está boa, minha querida?’

    I offer the flowers.

    ‘Que lindo! How beautiful.’ She hugs me and immediately begins a motherly chatter. ‘I’m so glad the sun is shining. I told Vânia it would be good for you to feel the heat. Let me take your bags. You look tired. Perhaps you need to sit down. Take a coffee? At the beach?’

    But I can’t contemplate this conversation taking place in public, certainly not in the sand beside the sea, and suggest we go back to her home. Maria looks disappointed but agrees anyway and leads me out of the station. We weave through holidaymakers, passing women with caramel legs and young men in colourful shorts and open shirts that flap about waxed chests. A family wrapped in sunglasses walks eagerly towards a shopping mall, whose reflective glass walls might otherwise blind them, and cars bob by, lyrical music bouncing out of wound-down windows.

    Maria beckons me to a large road junction. We cross and begin our steady ascent away from the centre of town. Every so often, she turns and looks at me quizzically.

    ‘Tudo bem? Are you OK? Are your bags too heavy?’

    ‘No, I’m fine,’ I say, puffing heavily while she strides ahead, carnations swinging, charting an effortless path between the dog turds that decorate the mosaic pavement.

    ‘I walk everywhere,’ she announces over a shoulder, ‘and sometimes I forget this can be hard work for other people who aren’t as fit as me.’

    Inside, her flat is mournful. She shows me to a neglected bathroom. I close the door and feel flattened by the stillness of the air. I wash my hands, splash water at my face and scoop a drink from the tap, then follow the narrow corridor back to a small lounge. Maria is sitting at the table, gazing into the room. I sit down beside her and scan the white space. A short leather sofa props up one wall, there is a shelving unit displaying ebony carvings, and an empty gas heater stands isolated on the floor. Crocheted curtains swirl gently in front of French windows that open onto a balcony. There is a framed photograph of a puppy and another of a young woman, Vânia. But what I am most aware of is the missing picture – of the man who was Maria’s husband.

    I turn to look at her. Tears are pushing down her cheeks and she is drawing long breaths, her chest heaving and tense. Quite abruptly, she stands up and rushes out of the room. I hear the twist of a tap. When she comes back, she pauses in the doorway and gulps down a glass of water. Then she goes back into the kitchen and fills the glass again, before returning to her chair, where she sits and quietens her breathing, nursing the glass between her hands.

    For some time it feels as though each of us is waiting for the other to take the initiative, as though we might simply sit in the rising silence unable to say a word. And then Maria tries to begin. Her mouth opens, her head pitches forward, but nothing comes out. She lifts the glass to her lips and doesn’t seem able to swallow. She leaves the table. I hear running water again. When she reappears, her face is blotchy, her eyes damp and pink.

    ‘Desculpa,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry. These moments come with great force but they do pass.’ Laced through her fingers is a paper tissue. She rips a shred from one end and dabs at her tears. ‘When I came from Angola, I was filled with so much hatred that I tore everything up. I destroyed anything that had any link to the country.’ She tugs at the tissue again, her fists tight, her voice frail. ‘This is going to help me confront my hatred, so please, let us begin.’

    And so she does, in short manageable sentences.

    ‘Luena was a forgotten town. Even in colonial times. It was a town that only lived because of the train. My father worked there for a bit. On the railways.’ Her voice is nasal, heavy with tears. ‘No one could leave without a military escort. Even the train had to have a military escort.’ The memory seems to perk her up a bit and she half smiles. ‘Because of the war, we always had lots of soldiers coming and going. That gave it a certain liveliness, a certain spirit.’

    Eight hundred kilometres east of Luanda, Luena lies deep in the heart of Moxico, a huge province that is only fractionally smaller than the whole of Great Britain. As remote as it was back then, it was not entirely forgotten, even by the Portuguese, who thought it was worthy of a branch of one of their largest banks, Banco Pinto e Sotto Mayor. And it was here, while working at the local branch, that twenty-five-year-old Maria met and fell in love with one of her colleagues, a young Portuguese man.

    Victor Manuel Reis had been sent to Angola with the Portuguese army in the late 1960s when he was seventeen years old. He had been given a choice between two colonies: Guinea-Bissau or Angola. He plumped for Angola because it was said to be the safer option. The one, says Maria, with ‘a slightly less intense war’, the one which offered the best chance of returning home alive.

    But by the time independence came in November 1975, the young soldier had, so the saying goes, drunk from the river Bengo. He had experienced a radical change of heart. ‘He adored Angola,’ says Maria. ‘He adored the MPLA. He wanted to become an Angolan, to take Angolan nationality.’ So, as hundreds of thousands of other Portuguese were fleeing the colony on the eve of its official release from colonialism, terrified of being murdered by the Africans they and their forefathers had exploited for 500 years, Victor was rejoicing. He embedded himself ever deeper into Angolan society, determined to live out a vision of freedom, equality and independence.

    On the day he disappeared, Victor had been married to Maria for less than six months, and a father to Vânia for just twelve days. It was 27 May 1977, and it began much like any other.

    He left the couple’s small apartment on the top floor of Prédio Pinto Martins, a five-storey block, one of Luena’s only high buildings, and made the short walk to work at the bank. Having recently given birth, Maria was not at work. She set about feeding the baby, cleaning the flat, preparing the dinner and all the other usual chores of the day. Towards the end of the morning, she was surprised to see Victor at the front door. He and his colleagues had been sent home early. They had been given no explanation why, and Victor had thought little of it. ‘We knew from the radio,’ says Maria, ‘that something had gone on in Luanda, but we didn’t have any idea what it was.’ Victor certainly wasn’t flustered. He decided to take advantage of the spare time and spent the afternoon reading and listening to music.

    At the very end of the day, there was an aggressive banging at the door. Three armed men burst into the apartment. Maria slaps her hand down hard on the table. ‘It was them!’ she shouts. ‘It was DISA.’ It was, she means, Angola’s political police, said by many to have been modelled closely on its Portuguese predecessor, PIDE. The three men rifled through everything the couple owned but found nothing worth taking. Nothing, that is, apart from Victor. As he was bustled out of their home, he called to his wife, reassuring her that he would answer their questions as quickly as possible then come straight back. ‘I shouted out to him,’ says Maria, raising a hand to her chest, ‘I’m coming with you!’ But it was too late. The door slammed shut. Victor vanished.

    ‘I had never seen anything like it. I didn’t understand what was happening. I never thought…’ (she pauses to blow her nose) ‘I never imagined for a moment that he could be involved with any uprising. And then he was gone, just gone.’

    That night, Maria stayed up waiting for her husband to come home. At dawn, when there was still no word from him, she left the apartment with her baby, and set off to speak to Victor’s friends. She assumed they would know what had happened because most of them were soldiers.

    Arriving at the first house, she banged on the door and waited. No one answered. She banged again. Still, no one came. And again. Nothing. So she went to the next house. And then the next. And the next. Until she had been to every one of Victor’s friends’ homes. Not one of them was in.

    ‘I was in complete confusion. Why would they take all of them? All those soldiers?’

    Maria grew desperate. She wandered all over town, tears streaming down her face, looking for Victor. Anyone she saw, she asked for information. She even stopped a young boy. She remembers the child because he spoke, she says, like an old man.

    ‘Ah, camarada,’ he said, ‘comrade, they have taken them all.’

    Maria knew at least thirty men who disappeared that day, although now she can only remember two of them by name: a talented basketball player called Cada Vez (Each Time) and Gilberto, the brother of a police commander in Luanda.

    ‘But it was a small city,’ she explains. ‘I knew they couldn’t have gone far.’

    The following morning, Maria headed out once again. This time, she walked to the prison, where she was certain Victor was being held, and demanded to speak to him.

    ‘You can’t!’ said one of the guards. ‘But you can bring him food, because we haven’t got any.’

    Relieved to have found him at last, she hurried home to prepare some lunch. An hour later, she returned to the prison and left a small parcel with the guards. The following day, she made another meal, which, as before, she handed over to the guards. The day after that, she did the same, and every day for the following week. The guards always took the food, but they never gave her any information about Victor.

    ‘I became frantic with worry,’ she says, pulling a clump of hair off her face and training it back behind one of her ears. ‘I pleaded with them to tell me if Victor was ill but they insisted he was fine.’

    Maria didn’t believe a word.

    ‘If he’s fine then he can write me a note,’ she told them. ‘It doesn’t have to be something significant – his signature is enough for me.’ But the guards said they did not have a pen. Then they said they did not have any paper. Then they said it was not permitted. No matter how distraught she became, they always had an excuse. They always said no.

    One day – Maria cannot remember exactly when – a young girl appeared at the front door. She said she had a message.

    ‘There is no point going every day to the prison with food for Victor,’ announced the child. ‘He is dead. He has been killed.’

    From the balcony, a bird breaks into song. Maria looks up, distracted by the interruption. Then her body collapses, as though her spine has given way, and she is sobbing, her face hidden behind her fingers, her hair hanging like a veil over her head.

    ‘I never believed it was true. Never! They just shot them all the next day, 28 May, and left them there. This is what I discovered. All that time I had carried on hoping he was alive, I had carried on visiting him. They even told me to bring clothes for him, to bring blankets.’

    But even after the little girl’s visit, Maria could not accept that Victor was dead. Clawing obsessively at a packet of tissues, she says, ‘When these sorts of things happen, the person they are happening to does not believe they are really happening.’ She was sure her husband had done nothing wrong and could see no reason why the authorities would kill him. She never saw or heard anything that might have suggested he was involved in any sort of political factionalism. ‘I’m not politically minded but I’m not stupid either. I’m not!’ She is certain she would have noticed if he was involved in ‘all this Nito Alves stuff’. Throughout her pregnancy with Vânia, she had suffered many complications and had taken almost nine months’ leave. ‘In all that period I saw nothing. Nothing! I would have known if they were up to something. I would!’

    Over and over, Maria told herself that Victor could not have been killed, and eventually she succeeded in pushing the message the child had delivered right out of her mind. The next day – ‘Or was it the day after? I cannot remember those dreadful days’ – she returned to the prison to confront the guards. She told them she was not going to come any more, that there was no point if they would not let her see her husband. Their response was simply to laugh at her, and then announce that Victor had been taken to Luanda. ‘He went this very morning,’ said one.

    Maria was sure this was a lie. In those days, the most secure way in and out of Luena was by air – and even flying was risky. The planes spiralled tightly in and out of the airport, descending and ascending in steep screws to avoid being hit by UNITA anti-aircraft fire. Because the runway was close to the town centre, Luena residents could always hear when planes were coming in and taking off. On this particular day, Maria had heard nothing. She was certain Victor could not have been sent to Luanda. But she decided to go there anyway.

    It took her several days to acquire the necessary authorisation to leave Luena. ‘You have to remember,’ she says, irritably, ‘that everyone was under curfew.’ While she waited, she began to consider the reason for her trip. ‘All the time I was thinking, “What will I do there? Where will I go? Who will I talk to?”’ And then she remembered, as if this fact could have been anything less than essential, that Victor was Portuguese. In fact, it was Maria who had insisted he keep his nationality when he was so keen to change it. ‘I told him a long time before the whole vinte e sete: “Victor, it’s not worth becoming Angolan because if things get much worse here, we will need to be able to get out.”’ The ‘things’ she believed could get worse were the war. It had never occurred to her that they might leave Angola because of a conflict within the MPLA.

    Nevertheless, she went to Luanda filled with hope that the Portuguese embassy would find her husband. ‘I left my home in Luena thinking that I was going to the capital to resolve Victor’s problems. I had already decided what I would do if he was in prison. I would come straight back to Luena to sort things out, then I would return once more to Luanda and settle myself, in order to be near him.’

    She rubs the back of one hand across her forehead. Her voice drops to a patter. ‘But of course I never got back home. I never saw Luena again.’

    A dog which has been barking on and off for the past two hours opens its lungs and releases a long howl. Maria shakes her head: she’s heard this performance before. She walks to the French windows and slams them shut. The handle falls to the floor. Cursing, she pushes it impatiently back into the hole. She’s drained. Her golden face has become dappled with grey, her eyes are red and sore. Is this sudden plunge into her past too much? I suggest pausing, taking a break. ‘I can always come back,’ I say rather disingenuously: I am in Lisbon for four days only. But Maria isn’t having any of it anyway.

    ‘No!’ she protests. ‘You must go on. Your questions are helping me remember what I thought had gone forever.’

    Her memories of Luanda are vague. She recalls arriving at the airport and feeling as though everyone was treating her with suspicion. She glances up at the ceiling, searching the white paint for the right words. ‘It was as though… as though I myself was a golpista, as though I myself was guilty of something.’ Travelling into the city centre, she noticed that people were not speaking to each other. ‘They seemed too afraid even to share eye contact with one another.’ But somehow, Maria held her nerve. ‘I was optimistic and headed straight to the Portuguese embassy.’

    Fighting more tears, she pushes back her chair and leaves the room, muttering about something she’s lost. I listen to her footsteps hurrying over the tiled floor of the flat. When she returns she’s speaking with an awkward, breathy enthusiasm. ‘I found them. Here we are,’ she says, trying to buoy herself or me, I’m not quite sure. She looks into my eyes and it strikes me this is the first time we have looked at each other since the interview began. ‘I hoped I could help you with more documentation but all I have left, after ripping up so much of it, are these.’ She tips the contents of a large envelope onto the table: her wedding certificate, Vânia’s birth certificate, and some official letters. She points to one of them. ‘You see? I wanted to leave the country with Vânia but in order to do so, I had to have the authorisation of the father.’ She looks down at her lap, crossing her arms, rubbing her hands over her elbows.

    When Maria first arrived at the Portuguese embassy, the staff had told her, yes, they had heard there had been ‘a bit of trouble’ and promised to look into Victor’s case. Then they ushered her out. So she went and found the police commissioner, whom she knew to be the brother of Gilberto, Victor’s friend from Luena. What he had to say was a turning point for Maria, ‘the moment when I finally began to accept that Victor was dead’. Many young men had been killed across the country, and Victor and Gilberto had been among them. The police commissioner begged her to leave Angola as soon as she could.

    ‌
‌2

    ♦

    ‌In the Shadow of DISA

    In order to go to Portugal, Maria needed to show that Vânia was the child of a Portuguese man. ‘I had to go through the formal process to prove he was dead.’ She pushes one of the letters towards me. ‘I had to prove they had killed him.’

    The letter is from the embassy of Portugal in Luanda to the Ministry of Finance in Lisbon, dated 27 July 1977. Maria leans over the table, her finger tapping on the paper, egging me on. ‘Look at it! Look here, Lara. Look!’

    In the top right-hand corner, in a tight scrawl, someone has penned ‘944 Golpe Estado’ (944 coup d’état). ‘The fact they have written those words must mean they knew perfectly well what was going on, don’t you think?’ But I’m not sure. I’m still trying to read the rest of the letter:

    Victor Manuel Reis, the local manager of Banco Pinto e Sotto Mayor, and Almeida Fernandes were summarily executed by the son of the commander known as ‘Dangereux’ once he knew that his father had been killed in the plot of the Twenty-seventh of May.


    A little further down, it explains that despite the perseverance of the Portuguese diplomatic staff to clarify the details of these deaths, ‘they had not had any response.’

    Now Maria is holding another letter in front of me, shaking it under my chin. ‘Look at this! This one is from the Portuguese Foreign Ministry to the authorities here in Cascais. Look at what it says at the bottom.’ She lets the sheet fall to the table. ‘Do you see what it says? Do you see that?’

    Before I realise which bit it is she wants me to read, she is telling me: ‘It has not been possible up until now to obtain a death certificate. You see? Their words! It is clear that they killed my husband without any sort of trial. They can’t give me a death certificate because they killed him in the open air, without any record. Can you see now?’

    But I’m still not sure. I don’t know who she thinks killed her husband, or why. And I don’t understand what she thinks the Portuguese had to do with it.

    Her voice softens as she tries to explain. ‘It is clear that the Portuguese knew he was dead, otherwise they couldn’t have sent these letters and they wouldn’t have got me a job here. This bit. Look. Here.’ I follow her finger as it runs along wobbly lines of type:

    The widow of the man cut off in his prime, Manuel Reis, Senhora Maria Irene Reis, also an employee of the same Bank, finds herself understandably too profoundly traumatised to be able to continue in Angola.


    The letter requests that she be transferred to Portugal to continue her work for the Cascais branch of Banco Pinto e Sotto Mayor.

    In September 1977, Maria arrived in Lisbon with a four-month-old baby in her arms. She was a wreck.

    ‘I came here with so much hatred. I hated my mother, I hated my father, I even hated myself for being Angolan.’ She swallows hard and more words come spluttering out between bursts of tears. ‘I kept it all to myself, I kept it all secret, to save my daughter, and yet sometimes I remembered so much.’

    Caught up in memories of memories, she pauses. When she speaks again her voice is hollowed out. ‘Someone who carries hatred like the devil every day of their life cannot love anyone.’

    During the first few years in Portugal, there were times when Maria considered ending her life. Had it not been for her job at the bank, her suicidal thoughts might have developed into an attempt. But the work and its routines kept her going. She recalls how, every lunchtime, she would go out walking for the entire two-hour break. ‘I’d walk and walk and walk. Often I walked without knowing where I was going, so sometimes I got lost and wouldn’t return to work until late in the afternoon. And I still walk,’ she says.

    At the end of each working day, she would sit and stare in stillness for hours, unable to do anything, even to care for Vânia. Often it was her mother or aunt who looked after the baby, feeding and changing her. Yet despite their practical support, Maria’s family – nearly all of whom were living in Portugal at the time – never once spoke to her about what had happened. Nor did Victor’s. Not even his parents. They went to their own graves having never asked Maria a single question about their son’s death. I suggest that maybe they couldn’t face it, the details of his disappearance. Maria shakes her head. She thinks it was partly because they were afraid of making her relive such horrific experiences, but also because the vinte e sete became such a taboo.

    ‘You simply did not discuss it,’ she says. ‘Absolutely everybody kept quiet.’

    Even today Maria lives with what she describes as ‘a certain fear’. She knows many people who fled to Lisbon and remain so badly affected by the events of 1977 that they still won’t talk about it. Even though she accepts that Portugal does offer some protection, she still worries for the safety of her relatives who live in Angola, including a sister who returned to Luanda after several years in Portugal because her husband, a Portuguese man who grew up in Angola, could not readjust to life in Lisbon.

    ‘Many of us are still scared because the MPLA sent police here to pick people up, people who were alleged to have been involved. It was done in a brutal undercover way, beginning in 1977 and continuing throughout 1978 and 1979. Innocent men and women were taken back to Angola and thrown in prison. You don’t forget.’

    In the lull that follows, I become aware of the sound of a violin. It must be one of the neighbours. Have they been listening to us? Is this some kind of signal that we’re being watched? Suddenly I doubt Maria. Is this whole thing a set-up? Have I fallen into a trap, just as I did when I was invited by the MPLA to interview one of Jonas Savimbi’s so-called sons in 1999? It turned out that he was not one of the rebel leader’s offspring, but a fix, a plant, a fact of which every journalist in Angola seemed to be aware apart from me.

    I listen to the violin, its music so full of despair, and wonder whether Maria has even heard it. She seems determined to keep talking.

    ‘What I want you to understand,’ she says, raising her voice to get my full attention, ‘is that in those days, DISA was very powerful. It was modelled on the system that existed in Portugal when it was a police state. People suffered so much in the Portuguese prisons because of PIDE. And in Angola, it was the same. Everyone was frightened because DISA had all the power. If you went to them and said that your neighbour was against the MPLA, or was a wrongdoer, a culprit, or anything, they would come and take that person away.’

    Maria is certain this is what happened to Victor – and I am swept with guilt for having just doubted her.

    ‘There was this man,’ she says ominously, ‘the principal cause of his death.’

    ‘The son of Dangereux, you mean? The one mentioned in the letter?’

    ‘No, I don’t mean him.’

    She means Baltazar Rodrigues da Silva, a colleague at the bank in Luena. He was a senior employee who had once offered Maria a promotion, which she had turned down. She did not want to feel obliged to a man she neither trusted nor liked, a man she was sure was ‘a party man’, a man from the MPLA, ‘who spent too much time with the comissário’, the regional commissar. When she refused the post, he became angry, telling her that it was an honour and that she had no choice other than to do as he said. But Maria insisted: she did not want the job. Her relationship with Baltazar worsened when he discovered that she was in love with Victor. He could not bear the fact that she, a mestiça, had chosen a white Portuguese man over him, a black Angolan, and taunted her with threatening tales. ‘He’ll run back to Portugal and leave you behind,’ he would say, ‘because that’s what all the white men do.’ But in Victor’s case, Baltazar was wrong. The former soldier had no intention of going anywhere and when Maria became pregnant, he suggested they get married. When Baltazar found out, he was livid.

    ‘Things that I thought were insignificant became very significant,’ says Maria, trying to explain Baltazar’s point of view. ‘People had old and very deep rivalries. Everything mattered. There was a great deal to be lost. Baltazar was so jealous that I was with Victor. I know he was the one to blame, the one who instigated everything.’

    She thinks he used his position of authority and his relationship with the local police to exact revenge on Victor, whom he saw as a professional and political rival. ‘And the other thing,’ she adds, ‘is that Victor was light-skinned. After the vinte e sete a lot of the people who were killed were light-skinned. Many people felt that the Portuguese were still in charge, which was a problem.’

    You can hardly blame Angolans for resenting the Portuguese. From the end of the fifteenth century until halfway through the nineteenth, Portugal enslaved hundreds of thousands of Angolans. Throughout the twentieth century until independence, the colonisers coerced so many Angolans into forced labour that even in the 1950s it was said that only the dead were exempt. And during the liberation war from 1961 until 1974, the Portuguese used napalm to bomb and kill tens of thousands. The resentment was, frankly, appropriate. But Maria is quick to correct me when I ask her if she means that the vinte e sete was an uprising against the continued presence of the Portuguese in Angola. ‘No!’ she shouts. ‘Remember that even the president, Agostinho Neto, had a white wife. She was Portuguese.’

    In fact, if Maria blames anyone for the killings that followed the vinte e sete, it is Neto – and she shouts it at the top of her voice. ‘He was the father of the nation! It was him who said there should be no pardons. Of course he knew what would happen! He was an educated man. A poet! He knew there were many uneducated people. And he knew it was not a democracy. When he said that no time should be wasted on the guilty, it was like shaking a bottle of fizzy drink and pulling off the lid. It was obviously going to make a lot of mess.’

    She is adamant that the clampdown which followed the protest led by Nito Alves on the Twenty-seventh of May gave people an excuse to revenge themselves on those they disliked, whatever the reason. She is sure this was the case with Baltazar, who decided it was payback time for Victor.

    But if she is right, and Baltazar was responsible for Victor’s death, why does the letter from the Portuguese embassy in Luanda state that Victor was killed by the son of Comandante Dangereux?

    ‘That was tribal,’ comes Maria’s bald response. Comandante Paulo da Silva Mungungo Dangereux, to give him his full name, was a senior commander from FAPLA, the MPLA’s armed wing, and came from Luena. During the liberation struggle, he held positions of high responsibility, including overseeing the transfer of Soviet weapons into the country. He was, if you like, one of the heroes of the young nation. So when, on the Twenty-seventh of May, news came through that he had been killed in Sambizanga, a poor Luanda neighbourhood, by a group of nitistas, it was only a matter of time before repercussions would be felt. In Maria’s analysis, this explains why so many of the people who were killed in Luena came from Luanda: they were blamed for the death of Dangereux. And it was his son, she thinks, who was sent out to kill people in revenge for the murder of his father. Or at least, Maria thinks that is what she thinks. She’s not completely sure, and admits that until she read the embassy’s letter, she never even knew whether Comandante Dangereux had a son or not. ‘And Luena,’ she says to emphasise, ‘was awfully small.’

    Which leaves me more muddled. I want to persist with more questions but I don’t want to cross-examine Maria. So I keep my mouth shut and wait for her to continue. To my surprise, she begins talking about her daughter.

    One of her greatest fears is that Vânia, now a strikingly beautiful woman, will fall in love with an Angolan man. ‘Imagine how I would feel if I discovered that my grandson, Vânia’s child, was also the grandson of someone who harmed my husband. Imagine that!’

    I try to console her, reminding her that since Vânia does not live in Angola the chances of her falling in love with a man who happens to be Angolan are probably quite slim. But my attempts are a failure. She leans into her hands, fat tears rolling down her cheeks, despairing of the trap into which her life seems to have fallen.

    ‘The problem, Lara, is how would I ever know? There has been no tribunal.
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