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LOGLINE

Danish director Mads Brügger and Swedish private investigator Göran Björkdahl are trying to solve the mysterious death of Dag Hammarskjöld. As their investigation closes in, they discover a crime far worse than killing the Secretary-General of the United Nations.
SYNOPSIS
In 1961, United Nations secretary-general Dag Hammarskjöld’s plane mysteriously crashed, killing Hammarskjöld and most of the crew.
With the case still unsolved 50-plus years later, Danish journalist, filmmaker, and provocateur Mads Brügger (The Red Chapel, The Ambassador) leads us down an investigative rabbit hole to unearth the truth. Scores of false starts, dead ends, and elusive interviews later, Brügger and his sidekick, Swedish Göran Björkdahl, begin to sniff out something more monumental than anything they’d initially imagined.

In his signature agitprop style, Brügger becomes both filmmaker and subject, challenging the very nature of truth by “performing” the role of truth seeker. As Brügger uncovers a critical secret that could send shockwaves around the world, we realize that sometimes absurdity and irony are the emboldening ingredients needed to confront what’s truly sinister.
ABOUT THE PRODUCTION

A journalist should not wish for his journalism to be flawed, but due to the horror of what I discovered while working on this film, I have secretly been hoping that it all would turn out to be a misunderstanding. Unfortunately, that is not the case. 

— Mads Brügger 

Around midnight on September 18, 1961, a small plane flying over a remote part of Central Africa crashed, killing all 16 people on board, including then-U.N. Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld who was en route to negotiations for a cease-fire in the ongoing Congo Crisis. The accident was officially blamed on pilot error, however rumors have persisted for decades that it was a well-planned assassination. But who wanted Hammarskjöld dead, and why? 
With the twists and turns of an elegantly plotted murder mystery and the intrigue of an international espionage thriller, Cold Case Hammarskjöld winds its way through three continents and almost seven years of investigative reporting. Director Mads Brügger and his colleague, private investigator Göran Björkdahl, follow a series of ever-more-startling leads, red herrings, misdirection and dead ends, uncovering evidence that puts them on the trail of a story more bizarre than they ever imagined. 


From Zambia and South Africa to the U.K., the U.S., Russia, Spain and beyond, Brügger conducted an estimated 50 interviews with witnesses both central and peripheral to the tale, leading him into a constantly widening maze. Known for his offbeat journalistic style, the filmmaker deadpans, “At first, I just enjoyed the idea of two middle-aged Scandinavian men setting out to uncover a conspiracy to kill the Secretary-General of the United Nations. What could possibly go wrong there?”

Using vintage news footage and photos as well as exclusive interviews and archival documents, Brügger unveils a journey in which answers only create more questions. What is the meaning of the mysterious playing card found intact on Hammarskjöld’s partially scorched body? Why was an unassuming young marine biologist murdered? What did witnesses see in the sky that night? Could it all be an elaborate hoax perpetrated by an eccentric, highly skilled propagandist? 

“For me, Dag Hammarskjöld was most of all a ticket to all the things I really enjoy,” Brügger admits in the film. “Tracking down Belgian mercenaries, telling tales of evil men who dress in white, the ace of spades found at crime scenes, rumors about secret societies. This is why I went along for the ride, not really knowing where it would lead. For almost seven years, Göran and I worked a murder case. But we never dreamed that we were on the verge of discovering a kind of horror that would put my shenanigans to shame.” 

WHO WAS Hammarskjöld?

It began with Göran Björkdahl and me trying to solve the mystery of who killed 

Dag Hammarskjöld and suddenly it becomes something entirely different.
· Brügger


A Swedish aristocrat and lifetime public servant, Hammarskjöld was elected as the U.N.’s second Secretary-General in 1953. A seasoned bureaucrat tasked with overhauling the burgeoning organization’s administrative capacities, he was a compromise candidate between Cold War foes. His aggressive anti-colonial stance took the world by surprise as he attempted to help black Africans reclaim their countries from their foreign corporate masters. The quiet technocrat had become what Brügger calls “a flaming idealist” and an inconvenience to those in power. 

Chief on his to-do list was Congo, then beginning to emerge from decades of brutal subjugation begun by the Belgian King Leopold II. In the late 19th century, Leopold ruthlessly siphoned off untold millions of dollars’ worth of ivory, rubber and precious minerals for his own enrichment, while virtually enslaving the native population. The 20th century brought corporations like Union Minière, which continued to loot the country’s wealth and exploit black Africans.  

In 1961, Hammarskjöld was attempting to bring a series of civil wars in Congo to an end. As emerging African nations became another Cold War proxy battleground between the U.S. and its allies on one side, and the Soviet Union on the other, Hammarskjöld’s U.N. was becoming increasingly troublesome to both factions. If he succeeded in his goals, the map of Africa would change and rule would be restored to black Africans, allowing them to define their own futures. Instead, the battle for control would rage on for decades more, and much of the area’s wealth would continue to slip away.
THE ARTIFACT THAT STARTED IT ALL

This could either be the world’s biggest murder mystery 

or the world’s most idiotic conspiracy theory.
· Brügger

In 2011, Brügger wrote an article about Björkdahl’s search for the surviving black witnesses of the crash, whose firsthand testimony had been ignored in the original investigation into Hammarskjöld’s death. Björkdahl, whom Brügger describes as the hero of the film, became interested in the story when he discovered a piece of sheet metal among his elderly father’s possessions. It was supposedly a remnant of Hammarskjöld’s plane, found at the crash site. It was apparently unremarkable, but there was one thing that seemed unusual: a series of perfectly round, irregularly spaced holes. Could they, he wondered, be bullet holes? 

“At that point in time my knowledge of Hammarskjöld was quite muddled,” Brügger recalls. “I knew how he died but little else. After I talked to Göran about his work, I thought there must be a film in this somehow, a fairly simple film. How very wrong I was.”

He asked Björkdahl to return with him to the rural community and film the witnesses. Their testimonies are as remarkably consistent as they are different from the official account. Around midnight, a plane was heard flying overhead. Suddenly the lights at a nearby airfield went out and the sound of another plane was heard. Then something sounding like gunfire broke out and Hammarskjöld’s plane went down, creating a conflagration in the brush around it. 
Brügger and Björkdahl learn that the wreckage was buried a few days after the crash. Convinced that it is nearby, the jaunty pair outfit themselves with shovels, a metal detector and pith helmets and set off to find it. But just as the search seems promising, local authorities abruptly withdraw permission to dig. It seems, Brügger suggests, that the film is as doomed as the plane. 
‘Commodore’ Maxwell and SAIMR
We traveled all over Europe and Africa, roamed around in archives, and 

conducted enormous amounts of interviews with elderly, white, liver-spotted men. 
· Brügger
But as in any well-crafted mystery, it turned out Brügger and Björkdahl were just about to stumble upon evidence that would eventually change everything they believed. A cache of documents released by post-apartheid South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission opens the door on a shadowy paramilitary organization called the South African Institute for Maritime Research (SAIMR), which may have been funded by the international intelligence community, including the CIA and MI6. The documents also allude to an alleged plot to “remove” Hammarskjöld. 

The story begins to gain momentum with the discovery of a secretive figure named Keith Maxwell, who styled himself “commodore” of SAIMR. Dressing exclusively in crisp naval whites or, for special occasions, the brass-buttoned uniform, cutlass and three-corner hat of an 18th-century admiral, Maxwell sometimes claimed to be a doctor and ran medical clinics throughout poor black areas in African offering low-cost health care and vaccinations. Could he be the key to unlocking all of SAIMR’s secrets? 

Now deceased, Maxwell left behind a half-finished, somewhat fictionalized memoir called The Story of My Life that seemed too improbable to be true. Initially unsure of who or what they are investigating, Brügger and Björkdahl track down other rumored members of the group, and are met with denial, ridicule, hostility and excuses. Locating witnesses who recall meeting the colorful Maxwell is not a problem, but finding anyone who acknowledges being a part of or even knowing much about SAIMR is all but impossible.



A Johannesburg journalist tells them he met with Maxwell in the early 1990s and learned that SAIMR is the successor to a 184-year-old organization started by British mariners. He supplies them with the only known photo of Maxwell, a stocky middle-aged man with tousled hair, tinted aviator glasses and a blank expression. Maxwell’s widow responds cryptically about his involvement with SAIMR, but sends them the first part of his unpublished memoir anyway. A retired doctor whom Maxwell tried unsuccessfully to recruit remembers him as a flamboyant but harmless member of a group dedicated to finding sunken treasure. The more pieces of the puzzle they fit together, the more clear it becomes just how many more are missing. 

General Tienie Groenewald, former South African intelligence chief and attaché to the South African Embassy in London, is among those who have a clear memory of Maxwell. For Brügger, his interview is one of the most important in the film. “Until then, I was seeing Maxwell as some kind of demonic clown, a kook,” he says. 

The filmmaker changed his mind when Groenewald described what he says was his first encounter with Maxwell, who he claims offered him the services of a mercenary group. “He had the resources to use violence and to supply weapons to set us up,” the retired general confirms. “But I was convinced he was financed and directed by MI6, British intelligence. After three-and-a-half years in Britain, you get to know some people involved in the intelligence field.” 

Although Groenewald declined the offer, his words affected Brügger’s perception of the situation. “He said he had never heard of SAIMR, which was very bizarre,” explains the director. “He had been the head of military intelligence. He had to know. That actually gave us even more determination to find the truth.” 
A WITNESS EMERGES
This was the man we had been looking for for six years. 
· Brügger

The slow, steady crescendo of Cold Case Hammarskjöld comes to an abrupt climax when a man named Alexander Jones provides by far the film’s most compelling testimony. Jones not only admits to being an ex-SAIMR operative, he is eager to share what he knows. Jones verifies the names of men Brügger and Björkdahl suspect of being SAIMR members and allows himself to be taped making incendiary allegations, describing the organization’s mission as overthrowing governments and taking over countries. Murder and mayhem were a means to eradicate black Africans and maintain white rule, he claims. The group was so secretive that the 5,000 or more members were unlikely to even know of each other. 

“SAIMR was a clandestine mercenary organization for hire, financed by foreign governments,” he flatly states in his interview. “SAIMR was there to go and destabilize certain countries and basically we were soldiers. I was in the front line. The fighting front line.”

Jones describes Maxwell as “a very dangerous man,” someone exquisitely manipulative, charismatic and dedicated to eliminating black Africans through non-militaristic means. And then he shares a plot twist so sinister that it leaves even the normally impish Brügger stunned.  In the late 1990s, he claims, Maxwell’s “clinics” were a cover for his most sinister plan: infecting black Africans with HIV using contaminated vaccines. Jones says he knows because he was a part of it. 

“What easier way to get a guinea pig than [when] you live in an apartheid system?” Jones says in the film. “Black people have got no rights, they need medical treatment. There’s a white ‘philanthropist’ coming in and saying, ‘You know, I’ll open up these clinics and I’ll treat you.’ And meantime [he is] actually the wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

Jones’s testimony independently confirmed information the filmmaker already had, Brügger says. “We already knew of two people who took part in a vaccination program orchestrated by SAIMR. We had a witness who saw Maxwell personally injecting people. He was openly fascinated with the HIV virus and had written about using biological weapons. Including this information in the film may create controversy, but the mere fact it was being proposed may constitute a crime that needs to be fully investigated.” 

Jones came forward at considerable risk to himself and his family, reminds Brügger. For their protection, he had already destroyed any physical evidence connecting him to SAIMR and had nothing to gain monetarily or otherwise. “On the contrary,” says Brügger. “He risked everything by talking to us. I admire his courage.”
THE STORY HAS JUST BEGUN
Is the mystery solved or is it just switched to something else now?
· Clarinah Mfengo, “Secretary”

The Hotel Memling in Kinshasa, capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, is a relic of colonial times and was one of Maxwell’s haunts in his SAIMR days. Catering to foreign visitors, it retains a kind of faded glamour. From a room there, Brügger provides the film’s narration clad in spotless whites, standing in for Maxwell, the man he has pursued relentlessly for so many years. He dictates the action of Cold Case Hammarskjöld to Clarinah Mfengo and Saphir Wenzi Mabanza, a pair of incredulous local women. They are there to record his words on a vintage manual typewriter and act as a sort of Greek chorus.

“Early on it dawned on me that this film would have to be narration-heavy,” Brügger explains. “I was looking for a device that would make it more entertaining. It also dawned on me that I was potentially working on a film without any women or black Africans. That led me to the idea of the secretaries. My thinking was that they could represent the audience, so I told them that if they had any questions, to please speak up. And they asked brilliant questions. 

“I also thought it would be a unique and effective way of visualizing colonialism and racial relations in Africa,” he adds. “I dressed in white primarily because our villain only wore white, but also, in a strange way, white is the color of power in this story, so it accentuates the interracial relationship in a powerful cinematic effect.” 

As he constructed his narrative, Brügger realized he was making a true crime, Cold War-era spy thriller. “So I used the tropes of the genre to build my story. Having difficulties at first and having leads go cold is good for the narrative. If everything is perfectly clear from the beginning, that’s not interesting. And that is the way it played out in reality. We did have a lot of difficulties for a while and hit a lot of dead ends, resulting in at least one fairly expensive wild-goose chase.”

But they also had a number of breakthroughs along the way. In the archives of a former British spy, they discovered a never-before-seen telex from a rebel leader in Congo to the prime minster of the British protectorate of Rhodesia asking for two fighter jets just days before Hammarskjöld’s plane crashed. The second half of Maxwell’s memoir turned up in the last place they expected to find it and implicated him and SAIMR in several murders. The mystery of the metal panel seems to have been solved. The filmmakers found someone who claimed the pilot of the second plane had confessed to him that he killed Hammarskjöld. And perhaps most heartening, Brügger says, “Experts have assured us that it is almost impossible that Maxwell was able to transmit HIV in the manner he attempted.”

Brügger and Björkdahl uncovered a wealth of circumstantial evidence, but the ultimate smoking gun still eludes them, says Brügger. As Björkdahl continues to follow additional leads and track down more witnesses, the U.N. has initiated a new investigation into Hammarskjöld’s death. The report, expected to come out in July 2019, will include evidence that Brügger and Björkdahl have submitted. “If we can contribute anything to that I will be very happy,” says the filmmaker.

When asked if he believes SAIMR is still in operation, Brügger shrugs. “I have no sense that it is still active,” he says. “We do manage to establish that SAIMR was very real. I believe it shut down with the fall of the apartheid regime. But that could be something SAIMR wants us to believe. It was a weird outfit, like a cross between Hezbollah and Scientology. Perhaps there is a successor out there. Some of what we discovered we know is very real. But some of it is very difficult to prove.”
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MADS BRÜGGER | Director
Mads Brügger is a Danish journalist, television host, author and filmmaker. He has written several books, worked for magazines and newspapers, produced award-winning radio programs, and hosted the critically acclaimed late-night television show The 11th Hour, as well as the daily news program Deadline. Brügger also created the satirical docuseries Danes for Bush and the feature documentaries The Red Chapel (World Cinema Documentary Jury Prize, 2010 Sundance Film Festival) and The Ambassador (2012 Sundance Film Festival).
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