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Authors’ Note

Our initial limited 88-page volume was published as a sounding board, when few sources would co-operate or were 
willing to share information. Their reasons were honorable: they were protecting the Brigade from exploitation. 
After seeing that first print, the sceptics were reassured of our good intentions, and the proverbial floodgates of 
assistance and information were opened. Many inaccuracies were pointed out in the first volume, and further 
information and photographs were supplied. Our first thoughts were simply to send out update pages, but the vast 
amount of new information made that impractical. Therefore, we decided to put out this vastly improved edition. 
 
This publication focuses on the history and collecible ephemera of the South African Special Forces Brigade, and not on combat 
operations undertaken by the Brigade since its inception. A ‘special force’ is a specific, properly composed and controlled organisation 
within the military, and should not be confused with elite forces, such as parachute battalions or the South African Army’s 32 Battalion. 
 
Although over eleven years in the making, this volume is not a comprehensive or totally accurate document, although 
it does strive to be. The challenge in compiling a historical record is a lack of factual documentation, contradicting 
information and errors inherent to oral recollections. We have done what we can to confirm and clarify the information 
contained in this book and, at time of going to press, the contents are as accurate as can be ascertained. If you should 
come across any incorrect information, or know of any information, insignia or item that is not included in this 
volume, it would be appreciated if you would take the time to contact the authors or the publisher. We hope that 
this publication will serve as a foundation for further publications which will expand on what we have done here. 
 
Some contributors have provided photographs, images and documents amassed over the years, with original ownership 
in some cases becoming blurred. Verbal permission was received to use material in this book, often under condition of 
anonymity. Therefore, should any image or information in this book have been inadvertently used without the permission 
of the original owner, or without acknowledgement, please notify us so that we can rectify any issues in future editions. 
 
While most insignia in this book is represented at 100% size for collectors to compare against, the insignia 
in the history section is for illustrative purposes only and is therefore not always represented at true size. 
Insignia with a black borderline around the image is depicted as an item which is not original or authorised, 
or as items we could not determine the authenticity of. Any clarification on these items would be welcome. 
 
This book is meant as a memento to personnel who have served in, or with, these units, as well as a reminder to the public of the 
professional soldiers serving our country; it is also a guide to collectors, who up until now have had no reference as to what is available 
or correct.
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 Foreword

Serious collectors would probably expect more details about Special Forces and its 
members than what is contained in this book, in order to judge for themselves the 
merit of our forces and of the collectors’ items enumerated herein. 

It should, however, be borne in mind that a country’s special forces are not really a 
topic for public discussion or publicity. I dare say that experienced collectors will be 
aware of this.

I would nevertheless make a few observations that may give the reader a closer insight 
into the men for whom I have only the greatest respect. I will endeavour to do so with 
the objectivity expected of a ‘Recce’.

Our Special Forces, although one of the youngest in the world, are by no means the 
least. So high do I, and others, value them, judging by:

•	their	standard	of	selection	and	training
•	their	capability	for	original	thinking	and	planning
•	their	dash	and	daring	in	the	execution	of	such	plans
•	their	adaptability	in	unforeseen	circumstances
•	their	ability	to	accept	great	responsibility,	even	right	down	to	the	private	soldier
•	their	outstanding	courage	and	drive
•	their	high	standard	of	discipline	and	strong	bond	of	comradeship
•	their	vast	and	varied	operational	experience,	and
•	their	exceptional	leadership.

I am convinced that they are most certainly among world leaders in this field. 

They are indeed fortunate in having the support of the South African Air Force 
pilots of the highest order, men who are never hesitant in putting their own safety at 
stake in order to support or rescue a ‘Recce’ under extreme conditions. And, in the 
same spirit, there are also members of the South African Navy, who have become an 
integral part of this service ‘brotherhood’.

And yet, not least in this composite Special Forces team, there are those quiet, 
unheralded and indispensable supporters of our operators , that is, the fathers, 
mothers, wives and children. Of these, it is without doubt the wives who shoulder 
the heaviest and toughest burden of all. The responsibility of a single parent over long 
periods, coupled with the associated anxiety over husband and children, is no mean 
task to accept. In reality she has to be the anchor in the family; the whole family’s 
morale depends on her. Unlike her husband, she is not specially selected and trained 
for the task, but merely ‘appointed without resistance’. If ever anybody ever qualified 

for recognition, then it is most certainly the Recce-wife. We dare not forget her sacrifice!

Let us also remember the role of the members of the Supreme Command. They are not mere spectators, but the body of senior 
commanders and staff who accept the ultimate responsibility. Their unqualified trust in our Recces is that extra spark to motivate and 
instil confidence that they are on the right track. It also makes them determined never to leave the Supreme Command in the lurch.

In conclusion, it should be realised that Special Forces are but a tool, a mere speck in the greater Defence Force – but a bright speck and 
a razor-sharp tool, of which its members will always remain justly proud and will feel privileged to have served.

By the late Major General F. W. Loots SSA, SD, SM 
(26 April 1917 – 12 August 2008)

Former Director Military Intelligence
Former General Offi  cer Commanding Special Forces
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 Introduction

The Reconnaissance operators, or ‘Recces’ as they are more 
commonly known, are a breed apart. The SA Special Forces 
Brigade, and its predecessor Special Forces, are not unknown 
to sensationalist media, which almost always has portrayed 
it as a sinister force, used in covert operations against an 
innocent and unsuspecting public. The reasons behind this are 
usually politically motivated, and detract from the image of the 
professional soldier.

While it is true that the Special Forces Brigade, or the 
Reconnaissance Commandos/Regiments as they were initially 
known, do have some sensitive history, the Recce is no ordinary 
individual. The tests to be passed to become an operator are 
amongst the most difficult in the world, with candidates from 
many well-known élite forces worldwide not being able to fulfil the 
course requirements. 

The Recce is a highly skilled soldier, prepared to die for his 
country – but trained not to. The Recces are one of the only 
Special Forces units in the world who remain true to their main 
purpose – gathering intelligence, although offensive operations 
are also undertaken. Their mission is not to kill, but to complete 
the mission undetected. But make no mistake, if need be, the 
enemy will be dealt with swiftly and efficiently. 

Extensive and intensive combat experience by the South 
African Recces, coupled with their high rate of success, fascinates 
many, to such an extent that they have gained many admirers 
worldwide. Consequently a significant segment of this ‘army’ of 
admirers expressed a desire to honour them. The best way to do 
this is to preserve their history.

The items illustrated in this book are a representation of their 
history in metal, cloth, paper and glass. Only by understanding 
how and under what circumstances the operators gained their 
awards, can the value of these items be appreciated, from the 
humble marksman proficiency badge right up to the Honoris 
Crux decoration for bravery. 

Under the heading of awards we have included trophies, 
medallions, etc. We have excluded proficiency or skill-at-arms 
badges, which are grouped separately under the heading of 
insignia. Vexillology is the collecting of and/or study of flags, 
banners and pennons including National Colours and Unit 
Colours.

It is not only our sincere wish to honour the members of the 
South African Special Forces Brigade and its predecessors, but to 
satisfy the historian as well – and the collector who is a custodian 
of this small part of history. At first glance it may appear to 
informed historians that some sections of this work may be 
incomplete. Great effort was made to present a concise history of 
the South African Special Forces Brigade without compromising 
national security or to write a book about other books. 

Inevitably, due to the huge interest in these awards and insignia, 
some have reproduced them purely for financial gain, or generated 
fantasy pieces. We have gone to great pains and expense to obtain 
and illustrate the insignia, showing both variants and copies or 
fantasy pieces. In spite of all this, controversy will still rear its 
ugly head This is natural, as people’s perceptions and memories 
will differ and to make matters worse, there are contradictions 
in official documents. We have been able, to a great extent, to 
illustrate original insignia still in the possession of members, or 
former members of the South African Special Forces, seldom 
relying on items found in private collections. The items in the 
South African Special Forces museum served as our guide, but as 
far as humanly possible we have attempted to link it with items 
worn by, or awarded to Recces, together with their perception of 
it and not only to rely on information from collectors. It was also 
found that articles in publications over the years contained a lot 
of inaccuracies that came to be accepted as truth over the years. 
We have remedied this by giving the correct information and 
quoting primary sources who had direct involvement. 

In this regard we knew we were on the right track when the 
Special Forces League approached us for historical information 
for their  new website. Still today most of the historical 
information regarding the units and forts on their site, came from 
our research.

Lastly, a special observation concerning operators. Anybody 
hoping to find cold-blooded, puppy-killing psychopaths in the 
ranks of South African Special Forces will be sorely disappointed. 
All the operators we interviewed – without exception – displayed 
pride not arrogance and a sense of duty that is honour-bound. 
This, coupled with an extremely optimistic approach to life, 
makes them the professional soldiers that we honour in this book.

Badges are the outward representation of a soldier’s regimental pride. 
A badge, associated with the title, history and individuality of a unit, 
is the most important visible indication of the tradition of an army.
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History of the Special Forces Brigade

Without a clear understanding of the background of any 
insignia, what it represents and what it is trying to portray, 
is lost to the collector. Without the history to support the 
symbolism, it is merely a batch of pretty pictures. What follows 
is a brief presentation of the history of the South African 
Special Forces Brigade, and the units that have formed part 
of that structure – from concept to the current specialist force. 

Also, we have tried to capture the essence of 
the Special Forces operator: What makes 

him one of the best in the world. By 
having this depth of knowledge and 
identifying with the hardships they 
have endured to reach this stature, 
the collector can appreciate the value 
of the insignia they collect.

Sculpted by Fiona Moore  
on the entrance wall of the  
Small Team wing at 5SFR.



12

Mandate of the South African Special Forces

Approved by Minister of Defence on 2 February 1989

“Special Forces, as a strategic force, carries out special operations, 
independently or in co-operation with other state departments or 
arms of service, to achieve national objectives, internally or exter-
nally, in peace and war. Such operations will be executed in ac-
cordance with the constitution of the republic of South Africa, the 
White Paper on Defence, the Defence Review and international 
law, with review and approval at the highest operational level.”

The Role of Special Forces 
The role of Special Forces is to serve as a force multiplier with 
specially trained and equipped troops to achieve the national 
objectives that could not be undertaken by other elements of the 
Defence Force without the risk of conflict escalation.

The Deployment of Special Forces 
The changing political situation will dictate the deployment of 
Special Forces.

Capability of Special Forces 
(BG SM/G/307/2 dated 19 April 1991 App.1 Annex. B)

Overt reconnaissance1. 
Overt offensive actions2. 
Battle reconnaissance3. 
Clandestine reconnaissance4. 
Clandestine offensive action5. 
Seaborne reconnaissance6. 
Seaborne offensive action7. 
Specialist support to defence force elements8. 
Operations at sea (counter-piracy)9. 
Training of foreign elements10. 
Pseudo operations outside the borders of South Africa11. 

Specific Special Forces Tasks 
(BG SM/G/307/2 dated 19 April 1991 App.2 Annex. B)

A)  Infrastructure targets in hostile countries
Road and railway links1. 
Power-generating and distribution facilities2. 
Fuel installations3. 
Telecommunications facilities4. 
Key industrial complexes5. 
Water distribution facilities6. 
Harbour facilities, including ships in harbour7. 

B)  Tasks in support of aerial combat
Destruction of aircraft on the ground1. 

Missile attacks on aircraft near enemy airfields2. 
Monitoring of air traffic near or at enemy airfields3. 
Limited neutralisation of enemy ground support systems4. 
Limited neutralisation of enemy air defence systems5. 
Deep penetration target reconnaissance and target indication6. 
Search and rescue7. 

C)  Harassment tasks behind enemy lines
Limited raids based on hit and run tactics1. 
Laying of mines2. 
Ambushes3. 
Sniping tasks4. 
Sabotage5. 

D)  Tasks in support of friendly ground forces
Reconnaissance1. 
Control of fire tasks (target indication)2. 
Serve as guides3. 
Harassing actions described in paragraph C.4. 
Pathfinder tasks in support of airborne forces5. 

E)  Tasks in support of friendly amphibious actions
Beach reconnaissance1. 
Control of aerial and surface fire support2. 
Safeguarding of beach landing sites3. 

F)  Tasks in support of friendly intelligence operations
Reconnaissance (tactical and strategic)1. 
Co-operation with foreign resistance groups2. 
Foreign training3. 
Technical support4. 
Emergency evacuation of personnel in foreign countries5. 

G)  Counter-hijacking operations
To assist the South African Police in counter-vehicle and 1. 
-aircraft hijacking operations
To assist the South African Police in seaborne operations 2. 
(e.g. smuggling, etc.)

H)  Assistance to the South African Police
Although Special Forces operations are aimed at actions beyond 
the borders of South Africa, it can render specialist support to the 
South African Police in the following:

Specialist reconnaissance1. 
Ambushes2. 
Snatch operations3. 
Technical support, especially in respect of radio reaction4. 
Clandestine reconnaissance5. 




