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JOHANNESBURG — Roy Bennett, a prominent member of Zimbabwe’s opposition arrested last month on terrorism charges, was freed on bail Thursday, emerging from jail into a crowd that greeted him as a hero.

He appeared in good health, though he described a horrendous month of imprisonment in the city of Mutare, a story that is now familiar. 

“The conditions were absolutely horrific, a human rights disaster,” he said via telephone after his release. “People are skeletal, as if they were in a concentration camp. Five people died in the cells while I was there, and sometimes they didn’t collect the corpse for four days.”

He said he had shared a cell with 11 men in a space designed to hold 6. “Prisoners are full of sores, and there is a terrible infestation of lice because no one can wash with soap,” Mr. Bennett said.

More difficult times may await Mr. Bennett. He was arrested on the day he was to have been sworn in as deputy agricultural minister in Zimbabwe’s new power-sharing government. He still faces charges on three-year-old allegations that involve the possession of weapons and a plot to use them to sabotage the state. He calls the accusations “totally trumped up.”

The way the justice system operates in the case may well reflect the viability of the new government itself, a reluctant marriage of bitter enemies. Leading one side is Robert Mugabe, 85, the president who has run Zimbabwe with an iron fist for nearly three decades. Leading the other is the newly named prime minister, Morgan Tsvangirai, a former labor leader who has suffered beatings and jail, as have many of his followers.

Mr. Bennett has been a mainstay of the opposition, the Movement for Democratic Change. He said he viewed his arrest as an example of the ill will that jeopardized the unity government. 

“I’m not sure where these charges come from, but there are obviously still people in the government who have not received the power-sharing arrangement with any spirit of reconciliation,” he said.

Mr. Bennett was once a prosperous farmer. His coffee plantation was seized early in the decade as part of an effort to wrest property from white landowners. He grew more active in politics, winning a seat in Parliament.

In 2004, with land confiscations under debate in the legislature, Mr. Bennett, enraged by a remark, pushed Justice Minister Patrick Chinamasa. This shove cost Mr. Bennett eight months in prison.

Mr. Chinamasa, again justice minister, “still bears a grudge against me for pushing him down in Parliament,” Mr. Bennett said Thursday.

Repeated efforts to reach Mr. Chinamasa for comment were unsuccessful.

After this most recent arrest, Mr. Bennett was twice granted bail, but the government kept appealing until the matter reached the Supreme Court.

The conditions of his release include $5,000 in bail, a requirement that he report to the police in Harare, the capital, three times a week and the surrender of his passport. In 2006, Mr. Bennett went into exile in South Africa, returning only last month to join the new government.
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