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GLOSSARY
AFB airforce base
ANC African National Congress
Bde Brigade
Bn Battalion
Coy Company
DTA Democratic Turnhalle Alliance 
DZ drop zone 
EW electronic warfare
FAPLA Forças Armadas Populares para a Libertação de 

Angola (Popular Armed Forces for the 
Liberation of Angola) 

FNLA Frente Nacional para a Libertação de Angola
(National Front for the Liberation of Angola)

HAA Helicopter Administration Area
HE high exposive
HQ headquarters
intrep intelligence report
JARIC Joint Air Reconnaissance Intelligence Centre
LZ landing zone
MAOT Mobile Air Operations Team
MK Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation), the 

armed wing of the ANC
MP Military Police
MPLA Movimento Popular para a Libertaçao de Angola

(Popular Movement for the Liberation of 
Angola)

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NSM national serviceman
Pl Platoon
PLAN People’s Liberation Army of Namibia, 

SWAPO’s armed wing
POW prisoner of war
PWC personal weapons container 
RAP Regimental Aid Post 
RPG rocket-propelled grenade 
SAAF South African Air Force
SADF South African Defence Force (pre-1994)
SANDF South African National Defence Force 

(post 1994)
SWAPO South West Africa People’s Organization
TRC Truth and Reconciliation Commission
UN United Nations
UNHCR United Nations High Commission for 

Refugees
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund.
UNITA União Nacional para a Independência Total de 

Angola (National Union for the Total 
Independence of Angola)

Exactly 33 years have passed since the battle of Cassinga. This 
has enabled all sides in the conflict to view it, and its outcomes, 
with a certain dispassionate perspective. This is a soldier’s story 
from a military historian’s viewpoint. It is an insight into the battle 
itself, from ‘the sharp end’, and demonstrates once and for all who 
was really in command of the offensive. It debunks the idea that 
Cassinga was a refugee camp and analyzes, for the first time, why 
it has been so important for SWAPO to maintain that façade for so 
long. Lastly, it is a paean to combatants on both sides, both living 
and dead.

The main players were the South West Africa People’s 
Organization (SWAPO); their armed wing, the People’s 
Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN); the South African Defence 
Force (SADF); the Cuban military training and advisory cadres 
and, to a lesser extent, the Angolan army, Forças Armadas Populares 
de Libertação de Angola (FAPLA) and, on the fringes, South Africa’s 
African National Congress’s (ANC) armed wing, Umkhonto we 
Sizwe (MK). 

The controversy over the battle still rages, with each anniversary 
commemorated in Namibia with a public holiday called Kassinga 
Day and in South Africa, 4 May, Cassinga Day. In South Africa it is 
commemorated both as a great feat of arms and as a remembrance 
day for all paratroopers who lost their lives during the long bush 
war. Most anniversaries are accompanied by the press and media 

reliving the battle and its many 
controversies. The various sides 
cannot even reach agreement 
as to how to spell the name of 
what was an old Portuguese 
local government centre. The 
Namibians spell it with a ‘K’ and 
everyone else with a ‘C’, as in 
Cassinga. This book will use the 
‘Cassinga’ spelling because that 
is how it was spelt on the marker 
in the centre of the town, and 
also on the large distance marker 

on the road leading to the town. The author presumes that the 
Portuguese know the correct spelling, because they named the 
town in the first place. 

Another talking point, in South Africa at least, was who was 
in command of the attacking force. Brigadier du Plessis claimed 
at one time to have been the commander, but everyone else, 
including SWAPO, knows that Colonel Jan Breytenbach was the 
commander on the day. The author attended the orders group and 
all orders were personally hand written, circulated and presented 
by Colonel Breytenbach. 

The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission Volume 2,
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Chapter 2, ‘The State Outside South Africa between 1960 and 1990’ 
states: “General Ian Gleeson (101 Task Force), Colonel ‘Blackie’ de 
Swardt (SAAF) and Colonel ‘Giep’ Booysen (SA Medical Services) 
were in overall command of the actual operation and responsible for 
its planning. Fighting forces on the ground at Kassinga were led by 
Colonel Jan Breytenbach (32 Battalion), and Commandant Deon 
Ferreira, and at Chetequera by Major Frank Bestbier.”

Whether Cassinga was a refugee camp or a military base has 
always been a bone of contention. There was even a Master’s thesis 
written by a former paratroop officer which was sympathetic to 
the notion that a massacre of refugees took place. Although this 
officer was not present at the battle, he considerably enhanced his 
career under an ANC government by his adoption of the party 
line. The sentiments in the thesis, therefore, could possibly be 
regarded as expedient and self-serving. The evidence presented 
in this book and in Colonel Jan Breytenbach’s book, Eagle Strike,
taken together with SWAPO’s own photographic record on their 
website and the photographs the author took at the battle, prove 
conclusively that Cassinga, code-named ‘Moscow’ by SWAPO, 
was a large and well-defended military base. To this day, more 
than 30 years later, SWAPO still steadfastly refuses to admit 
that Cassinga was the main military base for their organization 
in southern Angola. They still insist that it was only a refugee 
camp, despite the overwhelming evidence, both photographic 
and archival, to the contrary. SWAPO’s own website features 
photographs of many armed combatants at Cassinga, both male 

and female, in and out of uniform. This has 
meant that the exceptionally brave conduct of 
the SWAPO/PLAN soldiers has never been 
recognized by their own people; rather, they have 
been depicted as cowering refugees instead of the 
brave and resourceful fighters they really were.

The South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC), a body not kindly disposed 
toward the SADF, found not one shred of 
evidence that there was a massacre of civilians 
or refugees at Cassinga, or that the paratroopers 
had in any way breached the standard rules 

of engagement in the execution of their task. 
However, the TRC did find that the raid was an 
infringement on the sovereignty of Angola and 
that the use by the South African Air Force of 
cluster bombs was contrary to United Nations 
codes of practice, where unexploded ordnance 
could harm innocent people long after a battle. 
These were the only negative aspects the TRC 
could find, despite Cassinga being one of the 
most eagerly anticipated ‘atrocity’ investigations 
during the lengthy TRC process.

Soldiers and families from all sides today 
still question the reason why their friends and 
loved ones died fighting the ‘bush war’ and at 
Cassinga in particular. The only answer which 
makes any sense all these years later is that the 

conflict allowed Namibia (formerly South West Africa, or SWA) 
to join the nations of the world as an equal partner. The leader of 
SWAPO, Sam Nujoma, vowed that he and his organization would 
take Namibia/South West Africa through the barrel of the gun. 
For many years SWAPO was not interested in either a negotiated 
settlement or democratic elections. Their clear objective was to seize 
power by force and run the country as a communist dictatorship. It 
was only through a series of setbacks, such as the destruction of his 
military headquarters at Cassinga, that Nujoma was finally forced 
to negotiate a settlement and subject the country to democratic 
processes. Thus Namibia became a democracy. This in turn had an 
impact on the political evolution in South Africa.

Both liberation movements, SWAPO and its southern 
neighbour, the ANC/MK, found that, although they could 
happily foment and maintain unrest, they were never going 
to win an outright military victory. Both movements lost their 
major sponsor, the USSR, when the Berlin Wall crumbled. The 
fact that the government of the day in South Africa outlasted the 
Soviet Union enabled both Namibia and South Africa to evolve as 
genuine democracies rather than communist dictatorships. One 
only has to look at what happened in Zimbabwe to see the result 
of a communist-backed liberation movement having unrestricted 
power. The chances are that both Namibia and South Africa would 
have sunk into rapid ruin had the USSR still been the powerful 
force that it was prior to 1989.

An aerial photograph of Cassinga. Town marker.

Col Jan Breytenbach at left. 
Source: Pathfinder Company

Sam Nujoma. 
Source: Wikicommons
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During the ‘Scramble for Africa’, which effectively began in 
1885, the European powers began grabbing chunks of Africa for 
themselves. The Germans took South West Africa and in 1886 
demarcated the northern border with the agreement of Portugal, 
who had centuries before claimed Angola as their own.

This foreign ownership proved a harsh experience for the natives 
of South West Africa. The Germans, after a short honeymoon 
period posing as protectors of the indigenous population, began 
a systematic policy of genocide against the Herero and Nama 
peoples who formed the bulk of the sparsely populated territory. 
After spirited resistance, both tribes were crushed and South West 
Africa became a rigidly controlled German colony. This unhappy 
situation remained the status quo until the outbreak of the First 
World War.

In 1915, a year after war broke out, the South African 
government, despite much resistance from German sympathizers 
in the ruling party’s ranks, agreed on a joint allied attack on South 
West Africa. The Union government forces under Louis Botha led 
the attack with the Royal Navy helping secure victory by taking 
the port of Luderitz, cutting off German resupply. The Germans, 
heavily outnumbered, surrendered to the South Africans in July 
1915. Thus ended 31 years of German rule of the territory.

Although General Jan Smuts, a South African member of the 
British War Cabinet, intended South West Africa to become part of 
South Africa after the war, he was forced to agree to a compromise. 
This saw South Africa given a mandate to govern South West 
Africa. In 1920, this was ratified by the League of Nations, the 
precursor to the United Nations. South African rule did not bring 
all that the indigenous people of South West Africa were hoping 
for. Instead of widespread land restitution, the remaining German 
settlers were not dispossessed and large numbers of Afrikaners 
from South Africa, as well as from Angola, were granted large 
tracts of land which they farmed successfully, largely due to 
generous grants from the South African government. Until 1948, 
the territory was governed by an administrator who devolved 
power downward through a traditional tribal chieftainship 
system. The country was split into white areas where the German 
and Afrikaner settler-farmers lived, and the black areas under the 
tribal chiefs. The franchise was restricted to whites only. The 
Owamboland region was exclusively black and, where the Herero 
and Nama people lived within white areas, they were allocated 
reserves.

In 1922, South Africa came under scrutiny from the League 
of Nations Mandate Commission when the new Administrator-
General, G.R. Hofmeyr, brutally put down a rebellion of 
Bondelswarts tribesmen who’d refused to pay a new dog tax. 
Twenty-two years later the United Nations began pressurizing 

South Africa to submit its mandate to United Nations trusteeship. 
However, Jan Smuts made a determined effort to incorporate the 
territory into South Africa, getting the tribal chiefs to petition 
the United Nations to grant incorporation. With looming Indian 
independence dominating all else, the United Nations refused to 
allow this. When the Smuts government was defeated in the 1948 
election, the new Nationalist government under Dr D.F. Malan 
halted the reporting procedure to the UN as the mandate had by 
then lapsed. The Nationalists then manoeuvred, by creating new 
parliamentary seats, to effectively incorporate South West Africa 
as a fifth province into the Union of South Africa, all without 
UN approval. The UN challenged South Africa’s actions in the 
International Court of Justice, with the court opining that South 
Africa’s mandate should be extended, but that South Africa should 
resume reporting on South West Africa to the UN Mandate 
Committee. The South African government rejected this and 
so began the first of a long stream of resolutions against South 
African policy.

Meanwhile, indigenous resistance to South African rule was 
personified by the formation of several small political parties 
such as the South West African National Union and more 
notably a consolidation of the Owamboland political party, the 
Owamboland People’s Organization (OPO) into the South West 
Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO). With the help of local 
and London-based white sympathizers, as well as the Soviets, 
SWAPO began training recruits in guerrilla warfare.

The South African Police were responsible for the security of 
the territory until 1973 when the South African Defence Force 
took over the task. In 1966, the first armed SWAPO incursion 
took place in South West Africa at Ongulumbashe. It was put 
down instantly by a combined South African Defence Force and 
police team. 

One of the South African paratroopers who took part in the 
action was a man who would become SWAPO’s nemesis at the 
battle of Cassinga 12 years later. This man would also become 
South Africa’s most decorated soldier and founder of the three 
most respected units in the South African Defence Force: the 
Reconnaissance Commando, 44 Parachute Brigade and 32 
Battalion. The soldier was Jan Dirk Breytenbach. 

The action at Ongulumbashe also saw the crude beginnings 
of what was to become a deadly southern African specialty, the 
Fire Force. Fire Force operations developed from the simple air 
transport by helicopter of troops and the subsequent encirclement 
and destruction of the enemy into sophisticated aerial choreography 
using gunships, troop carriers, fixed-wing aircraft and at times 
paratroops to vertically envelop and destroy the enemy. 

After the first blood had gone to the SADF, SWAPO was forced 



D.F. Malan.
Photo: Wikicommons

G eneral Louis Botha.
Photo: Wikicommons

Jan Smuts.
Photo: Wikicommons

Jonas Savimbi.
Photo: Wikicommons
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to base itself in distant Zambia as it became untenable to operate 
from its home territory, Owamboland. However, SWAPO only 
sporadically infiltrated South West Africa from Zambia. Small 
teams of guerrillas undertook terrorist acts against white farmers 
as well as black traditional leaders. Their primary modus operandi
was to make rapid incursions into the hinterland, lay landmines 
and then exfiltrate the country, but not before intimidating 
the local population by means of random murder and political 
indoctrination.

Compared to their African National Congress (ANC) 
counterparts, the Umkhonto we Sizwe guerrillas, SWAPO soldiers 
were of a high calibre: well trained, well disciplined and very fit. 
South African troops found it difficult to track down an enemy 
whose flight was often aided by Soviet-supplied amphetamines 
and well fuelled with Swedish herrings and Dutch chocolate. 
SWAPO’s anti-tracking skills as well as their local knowledge 
of the land made them an elusive foe, difficult to track and even 
harder to catch when they had a few hours lead on their pursuers.

While this low-intensity war was being prosecuted in South 
West Africa, an altogether more robust conflict was taking place 
just north in Angola. South Africa had become embroiled in a 
hot war with the communist Movimento Popular de Libertação de 
Angola (MPLA) in Angola. At the urging of the United States, a 
sometime friend of the South Africans, the SADF had in 1975 
invaded Angola to prevent a communist takeover of the country 
when the Portuguese had abandoned their colony to its own 
devices, literally overnight. The SADF also trained, armed and 
fed the anti-MPLA factions in Angola. The two independent, 
and at times antagonistic, factions lined up against the MPLA 
were the Frente Nacional para a Libertação de Angola (FNLA) led 
by Holden Roberto whose power resided in the fact that he was 
related to President Mobuto of Zaire; the other was União Nacional 
para a Independência Total de Angola (UNITA) led by the large and 
blustering Jonas Savimbi.

When the USA reversed its position on supporting the anti-
communist forces of the FNLA and UNITA, the South African 
government decided that fighting the communists in another 
country was to prove counter-productive since the Americans 
had lost their nerve. In March 1976, South Africa withdrew 
from Angola, despite having had its vanguard, again led by Jan 

Breytenbach, within sight of the Angolan capital, Luanda.
Thus the communist takeover of Angola took place without 

much ado, with the result that SWAPO now had a sympathetic 
country on its doorstep from which to operate. It was now able to 
base its guerrillas in small camps dotted across southern Angola, 
secure in the belief that international pressure would prevent 
South Africa from launching trans-border attacks.

SWAPO’s military headquarters were still based in Zambia but 
the Zambian training camps had now become prisons for SWAPO 
dissidents, of which there were many. One SWAPO group which 
had earned the displeasure of their leader Sam Nujoma was the 
Shipanga faction. Andreas Shipanga was an outspoken critic of 
Nujoma’s corrupt practices and his curious decision to support 
UNITA against the MPLA in the struggle for dominance in 
Angola. Nujoma had Shipanga imprisoned along with a thousand 
of his followers when Shipanga urged Nujoma to take the fight 
to South Africa instead of dilly-dallying in Angola. Shipanga was 
eventually transferred to a Tanzanian jail because of international 
pressure on Nujoma to release him. However, Julius Nyerere, the 
president of Tanzania, was unmoved by international cries for 
justice for Shipanga. Shipanga’s followers, out of the international 
spotlight, were not as fortunate. They were systematically 
starved and on one occasion shot at en masse by their Zambian 
guards under orders from Nujoma. Luckily for the prisoners, the 
Zambians didn’t have the stomach for mass murder at someone 
else’s behest, consequently the death toll was low. The survivors 
will be met later at their last stand at Cassinga.

The UN meanwhile was applying more and more pressure 
on South Africa to withdraw from South West Africa. Despite 
SWAPO being an Owambo-only party, the UN had recognized 
its leader Sam Nujoma as the sole legitimate leader of the country, 
thereby ignoring all other population groups, indigenous or 
otherwise. SWAPO therefore found itself with the wholehearted 
support of the UN. 

Overtly the UN championed Nujoma as the authentic leader 
of South West Africa, while covertly it provided material aid to 
SWAPO and its armed wing, the People’s Liberation Army of 
Namibia (PLAN), through thinly disguised military training 
camps masquerading as refugee camps so as to be eligible for 
UNICEF food, medicines and money. In later chapters we will 
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see how Soviet and Cuban advisers managed to convince the UN 
to pay for their surrogate forces by clever manipulation of the 
humanitarian sentiments of the West.

By early 1978, South Africa had been forced, by the use of a 
lot of stick and very little carrot, to accede to holding elections 
for a South West Africa prior to independence. Resolution 435 
was adopted by the UN Security Council which meant that a 
handover of power was a fait accompli even though a large portion 
of the population had been terrorized by SWAPO and had had its 
leaders murdered.

PLAN had established large bases in Angola in a chain of 
supply routes and a network of Soviet, Cuban and United Nations 
support logistics. The primary military camp was Cassinga. This 
was SWAPO’s and PLAN’s headquarters in Angola. Cassinga was 
a classic military base, run along conventional military lines with 
a hierarchy of military personnel from Regional Commander, 
Dimo Amaambo, down to the traditional political commissars 
and cadres (see the soldier’s notebook, captured at Cassinga, in the 
chapter 10).

By 1978, there were many other smaller camps scattered about 
20 kilometres from the Angolan–South West African border on 
the Angolan side. A variety of FAPLA and Cuban bases were 
interspersed among these SWAPO bases, serving to disguise 
them and lend protection in the event of attack. There was even a 
smattering of MK in southern Angola as the South African ANC 
had also started basing some of its cadres in Angola, away from the 
tentacles of the SADF.

Because of the looming election in South West Africa, SWAPO 

was keen to have as large a force as possible poised to invade 
the territory should the election they were reluctantly being 
pressured into participating in, not go their way. South Africa on 
the other hand wanted a militarily weak SWAPO to enable them 
to repulse an armed invasion. At the time, South African forces 
were hamstrung by UN peacekeeping forces whose support for 
SWAPO was plainly overt.

This was the delicate situation in which the South African 
cabinet found itself. If it did nothing, everything would be lost, 
even if the moderate multicultural parties won a majority in the 
election. A communist neighbour would be the result. If, on the 
other hand, the South Africans took the bull by the horns and 
attacked SWAPO, they would be damned by the world as being 
the aggressor and, moreover, attacking a sovereign state. It is no 
surprise that the leader of the cabinet, John Vorster, vacillated 
between supporting his military on the one side and placating his 
less adventurous ministers on the other.

o e  derit , erman outh est 
Africa. Source: Wikicommons

Right:  After the occupation of South 
West Africa by the G ermans a 
systematic genocide of the Herero 
people was instituted.
Source: Wikicommons

Map of Namibia showing 
Ovamboland in the far 
north.
Source: Wikicommons
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At the beginning of 1978 the South African Defence Force noticed 
that there was a big build-up of SWAPO troops and weaponry in 
the south of Angola, just a few kilometres from the South West 
African border. It became clear that SWAPO was planning a new 
offensive with heavy weapons to coincide with the rainy season. 
While the South Africans felt fairly confident in dealing with 
this string of small bases spread haphazardly along the border, 
they were concerned that the source of all this manpower and 
weaponry was unknown to them.

A flurry of air and ground reconnaissance sorties took place. 
Canberra photo-reconnaissance aircraft were used to overfly 
southern Angola at 20,000 feet and systematically photograph 
every square kilometre. 32 Battalion Reconnaissance Wing 
foot patrols were sent to scour the bush for evidence of a large 
base or bases. The Reconnaissance Regiment was also tasked 
with finding the big prize. What these patrols were looking for 
was the usual evidence of SWAPO bases hidden in dense bush: 
footpaths converging on large, well-bushed areas and dirt roads 
that apparently went nowhere. Increased human activity near 
known water points and the presence of smoke coming from 
concealed habitation were some of the signs that would signify 
an enemy camp. The typical SWAPO camp would be well 
dug in, camouflaged and difficult to detect. This is how the 
camps at Chetequera, code-named Vietnam by SWAPO and 
30 kilometres north of beacon 9 on the cutline, were found. 
Vietnam was estimated to house two to three hundred soldiers 
with a few hundred more in smaller satellite bases dotted around 
the main base. It was well protected by a maze of trenches and 
bunkers mainly on the southern side from where an attack would 
be expected to come. The northeast, or Vietnam’s left rear, was 
fairly open and unprotected by any satellite camps and was plainly 
vulnerable to a looping conventional attack.

What the South Africans were not looking for was an enemy base 
situated in an established town with military activity disguised as 
the normal workings of busy townsfolk. SWAPO and their Soviet 
advisers had pulled a masterstroke of deception out the hat. The 
town of Cassinga was the Portuguese Chef de Post during colonial 
times and the local hub of a small iron-mining area, but had fallen 
into disuse during the long Angolan conflict. It was well served 
by major roads and situated right next to the Culonga River, a 
tributary of the Cunene, 250 kilometres north of the South West 
African–Angolan border.

The actual significance of Cassinga was only discovered when 
a routine Canberra photo-reconnaissance flight brought back a 
reel of film with one very interesting photograph hidden among 
the thousands of innocuous ones. One of the interpreters at the 
Joint Air Reconnaissance Interpretation Centre (JARIC), noticed 
a familiar outline on a bare piece of land. When the image was 
enlarged, it proved to be the outline of South West Africa depicted 
by what looked like whitewashed stones on a parade ground with 
a flag fluttering in the middle of the outline and hundreds of 
troops standing on parade around the flag. A SWAPO political 
commissar had evidently become a little too enthusiastic in his 
dramatic show-and-tell lesson to the cadres and had unwittingly 
given the game away.

The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission Volume 2,
Chapter 2, ‘The State Outside South Africa between 1960 and 
1990’ states: “On 8 March 1978, the chief of the army, Lieutenant-
General Viljoen, sent a communiqué (H/LEER/309) to the chief 
of the defence force, in which he identified the camp at Kassinga 
as the planning headquarters of SWAPO’s armed wing, the 
People’s Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN)—subordinate only 
to SWAPO’s defence headquarters at Lubango. He also noted that 
the camp was the principal medical centre for the treatment of 
seriously injured guerrillas, as well as the concentration point for 
guerrilla recruits being dispatched to training centres in Lubango 
and Luanda and to operational bases in East and West Cunene. 
The camp also offered refresher courses in infantry warfare and 
mine-laying.”

The thing that convinced the interpreters was the extensive 
zigzag trench system that could clearly be seen surrounding the 
town on three sides. The western side of the town was bordered by 
a meandering river which was deep and wide in the rainy season, 
becoming less of a barrier in the drier months. The northern and 
eastern sides of the base were well protected but the trench system 
was incomplete on the southern side, presumed still to be under 
construction. 

Now that the big prize had been found, the planning to destroy 
it immediately began. A headcount of the troops on the parade 

Cunene River, Angola. Cassinga is indicated due east of the river.
Source: Wikicommons
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ground, and estimates made from the number of buildings, 
both permanent and jerry-rigged, as well as a tent count, yielded 
an estimate of about 2,000 enemy soldiers living at Cassinga, 
SWAPO code-name Moscow, together with a few hundred camp 
followers, comprising prostitutes, wives, girlfriends and a few 
children. Subsequent follow-up reconnaissance flights brought 
this estimate to between 1,500 and 3,000 soldiers with up to 300 
camp followers.

The reason for the wide difference between the minimum and 
maximum numbers of soldiers and the static amount of camp 
followers was that the soldiers’ numbers were in a constant state 
of flux because they were flowing in from Zambia, the USSR 
and Cuba, where they were being trained and flowing out again, 
armed and burdened with food and weapons, to head south where 
they were assembling for the big push into South West Africa. As 
it transpired, just before the attack on Moscow Base, there was a 
large influx of about a thousand soldiers into Cassinga who were 
housed in a hastily erected tent camp. These are now known to 
be the remnants of the ill-fated Shipanga faction who had been 
persecuted in a Zambian detention camp before being sent to 
Cassinga. Intelligence of the planned attack had been received by 
SWAPO from the super-spy Dieter Gerhardt who was based at the 
South African Defence Communications Centre at Silvermine 
in the Cape. Sam Nujoma, leader of SWAPO, had cleverly put 
his most belligerent but irritating soldiers into a position where 
they would do maximum damage to the South Africans and 
if ultimately unsuccessful, would be eliminated as potential 
opposition to his autocratic rule. It is not surprising therefore that 
Nujoma has since been reluctant to admit they were there, let 
alone acknowledge their bravery.

The task of destroying bases Moscow and Vietnam became an 
imperative as detailed planning began. Chetequera/Vietnam was 
a relatively simple task. Situated no more than 30 kilometres from 
the border, it was very vulnerable to a lightning-fast attack by 

armour and mechanized infantry. 
If this could be dovetailed 
with the Moscow attack, the 
radio-jamming and security 
precautions could be pooled 
and become effective for both 
attacks. Colonel (listed as a Major 
in TRC, p. 1) Frank Bestbier, 
an old paratrooper and the 
author’s company commander 
at 1 Parachute Battalion in 1970, 
would command that attack. 
General Constand Viljoen, 
Chief of the Army, decided that 
he needed South Africa’s most 
experienced combat soldier to 
lead the attack on Cassinga as the 
risks involved were great, with 
the base 250 kilometres from 
the safety of South West Africa. 

The troops to be used were to be almost exclusively Civilian 
Force (territorial) paratroopers. If anything went wrong, as is 
historically prone in an airborne assault, the political price to pay 
would be enormous. The general summoned Jan Breytenbach and 
informed him of his new command. Operation Bruilof was born 
and Colonel Breytenbach quickly began his estimation of what 
was needed in order to capture and destroy Cassinga, SWAPO’s 
flagship base Moscow, but more importantly, what would be 
needed to extract his paratroopers after the battle.

Initially, Colonel Breytenbach estimated that a force of 450 
paratroopers would be needed to accomplish the task. This 
presumed that surprise would be complete and pressing home the 
assault would be immediate on the paratroopers landing. It also 
presupposed that the air force would pound the base effectively 
with anti-personnel and high-explosive bombs.

The Infantry Handbook stipulates that an attacking force of two 
and a half times the defending force be used on a fortified position 
but Colonel Breytenbach was confident his paratroopers could do 
without numerical superiority and still prevail.

During the exhaustive planning and war-gaming process, it was 
found that although there would be no difficulty providing 450 
paratroopers and delivering them to fortress Cassinga, extracting 
them would prove impossible. While seven C-130s or C-160s 
would be needed to transport the 450 paratroopers there, it would 
take 38 helicopters to transport them back and there were only 18 
helicopters available. This meant that only 210 troops could be 
lifted to safety, leaving 240 paratroopers to face a possible 4,000 
enemy troops; it was too much to ask.

The idea of extracting the troops in two waves was then 
conceived. This meant that the maximum number capable of 
being lifted out was still 30 short of Colonel Breytenbach’s 
minimum of 450 needed to do the job. This problem was further 
exacerbated by General Viljoen insisting on bringing back the used 

After an intensive retraining programme, Colonel Breytenbach ( smiling at camera)  relaxes with his men at 
Letaba Ranch.
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parachutes. Just the parachutes and their recovery bags would fill 
a large number of helicopters. To make the dual-wave extraction 
work, a Helicopter Administration Area (HAA) would need to be 
established not more than 30 kilometres from Cassinga, which 
would need to be stocked with fuel and manned by a guard squad, 
further complicating the planning.

Because of the reduced helicopter capacity, the number of 
paratroopers which could be extracted was reduced to 343. 
This was close to becoming an unacceptable number to Colonel 
Breytenbach so he took the only route he could to even the odds, 
which was to convince the air force to beef up their initial bombing 
attack so as to hopefully reduce the number of enemy as well as to 
further disorient them and make their defence less effective. The 
air force needed little convincing, so planning proceeded with a 
sharply reduced assault force taken into account.

When Colonel Breytenbach accepted the challenge from General 
Viljoen, he was told to proceed immediately to Letaba Ranch, a 
piece of land familiar to the colonel. It had been within his area 
of responsibility when working in the Pretoria area. Letaba Ranch 
was a huge piece of land which bordered the Kruger National Park 
on its western boundary near the town of Phalaborwa. It was an 
ideal spot to conceal a few hundred paratroopers and retrain them 
to the levels of fitness and combat readiness required for a daring 
raid. At this time the raid was codenamed Bruilof, or ‘wedding’ in 
Afrikaans. The primary objective at this stage was to undertake 
an airborne assault on the Chetequera complex of enemy camps 
about 30 kilometres north of the South West African border, 
with Cassinga being the secondary. There were two main camps, 
one of which was Chetequera, with the other objective being 20 
kilometres to the east. Two parallel lines of paratroopers were to 
drop on either side of these camps, one a stopper group, the other 
an assault group. The assault group was to advance and force the 
defenders onto the stopper groups and thus eliminate the enemy. 

The paratroopers, who had already been called up, were the 
entire Citizen Force complement of paratroopers, comprising 
2 and 3 Parachute Battalions. Many of these troops were older, 
seasoned soldiers who had completed many three-month stints 
on Fire Force duties, flying out of Ondangwa in Owamboland 
to hotspots all over South West Africa to follow up and chase 
down SWAPO who had infiltrated from Zambia or Angola and 
committed terrorist atrocities against the local population. Many 
of the men were quite a bit older than 30, a ripe old age for the 
hardships of a combat paratrooper.

The climate at Letaba Ranch was stiflingly hot with very little 
breeze. Accommodation was in tents with ramshackle stretchers. 
The food was ordinary as a small field kitchen tried valiantly to cater 
for the hundreds of hungry paratroopers. Training concentrated 
on fire and movement and house clearing as this was what was 
envisaged as the primary task of the assault companies. The stopper 
groups were going to be doing a lot of fire and no movement, 
but this didn’t prevent the instructors from making the troops go 
through the endless exercises, all with live ammunition to promote 
realism and emphasize the importance of fire control. A few hours 

a day were dedicated to long runs and calisthenics in the oppressive, 
damp heat of the Transvaal Lowveld (now Kruger-Lowveld). 
Digging latrines was also considered excellent exercise for battle-
ready troops in waiting. A few training jumps were scheduled which 
entailed a bumpy truck ride from Letaba Ranch to the Pietersburg 
air base where the paratroopers emplaned and jumped into the 
adjacent air force firing range to practise form-up drills and fire 
and movement. Colonel Breytenbach’s edict of ‘train hard—fight 
easy’ was being stretched to inhuman lengths in the heat of the late 
Lowveld summer. The jumps went without too much incident, 
with a few broken arms and legs and a few parachutes irretrievably 
entangled in the low, flat-topped thorn trees which studded the 
area. In one instance, a Bedford truck was recruited to try and pull a 
parachute out of a tree, only to see the whole tree yanked out of the 
ground before it would stubbornly yield the parachute.

Toward the end of the retraining period, with D-Day approaching, 
the colonel threw an impromptu party for the troops and officers 
in the bush alongside the Letaba River which gave the ranch its 
name. In the heat of the day, much beer was consumed and the less 
fleet-footed officers, including the colonel, were thrown into the 
hippo- and crocodile-infested river from the high banks. Luckily 
this loud assault on their domain shocked the fauna into inaction as 
the victims emerged howling with laughter and set about hurling 
their erstwhile attackers into the river in return.

The high spirits of the paratroopers were severely dampened 
the next day when they were informed by a somewhat hung-over 
officer corps that Operation Bruilof had been postponed due to a 
security leak which they intimated might have come from one of 
the troops sneaking off to make a telephone call home while in 
Pietersburg. This was only found to be untrue many years later 
when the spy Dieter Gerhardt was debriefed and found to have 
intercepted a message about Bruilof and passed it on to his Soviet 
masters who in turn advised SWAPO that an airborne assault 
was imminent on some of their camps. A reconnaissance flight 
over the target had picked up preparations for an attack and the 
operation was called off as a result. This was not the first time 
the paratroopers had been disappointed by a cancelled mission 
and it would not be the last. As this was to have been a proper 
airborne assault, it was doubly disappointing. The next day, the 
paratroopers were flown back to Pretoria whence they would 
make their own way home.

Just a few weeks later, some of paratroopers were called up again. 
This time they were told that it was for Operation Quicksilver, a 
massive combined military exercise to take place at Smitsdrift 
near Kimberley. The paratroopers didn’t know it at the time but 
Quicksilver was a deception, not only to make the enemy believe 
that a call-up of paratroopers was only for a training exercise, but 
to keep all the foreign diplomatic invitees observing Quicksilver
out of the way while the real operation was taking place. This 
new and more ambitious plan was named Operation Reindeer. The 
Bruilof plan had by now been expanded to incorporate the attack 
on Cassinga as the main objective. It had become patently clear 
that Cassinga was in fact the prize. 
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The planned day of the assault was 1 May. The reason for this was 
that May Day is traditionally an important communist holiday, 
Workers’ Day. It was a day when the real Moscow in Russia 
held their vast military parades and it was hoped that SWAPO 
would uphold the tradition and hold a big parade at Cassinga in 
honour of the day. When the film from a small camera captured 
at Cassinga was later developed, it was in fact shown that a big 
parade had indeed been held, with posters of Lenin and Marx 
being prominently displayed. 

With D-Day looming, it was time for Colonel Breytenbach to 
thin out the numbers of paratroopers in the training area. As usual, 
more paratroopers had turned up for the ‘exercise’ than the amount 
called up. If there were ever rumours of action surrounding a call-
up of the predominantly Civilian Force paratroopers, word spread 
like a virus and every paratrooper who could convince family and 
employer to again suffer his absence, would turn up at the rally 
point. This time the endless repetitiveness of the training and 
the seeming pointlessness of it all worked in the colonel’s favour. 
Many troops were disillusioned after the cancellation of Bruilof
and quite ready to call it a day and return to civvy life. The full 
strength was assembled on the makeshift parade ground in the 
veld at De Brug as the colonel offered anyone who wanted to leave 
an immediate lift to the station to return home that day. Sufficient 
paratroopers had had enough to make the requisite reduction and, 
to their eternal regret, were cheerfully sent on their way. 

The camp was immediately sealed off: no further traffic was 
allowed in or out, MPs were diplomatically posted on the entry 
and exit routes in order to keep the area effectively quarantined 
until D-Day. Colonel Breytenbach then called together the 
remaining troops, who by now had been supplemented by a 
platoon of national servicemen (NSM) from 1 Parachute Battalion 
who were to supply a mortar group which the combined 2 and 3 
Parachute Battalions did not have because of the selective call-up. 
The colonel switched off the public-address system in order to 
keep his words from being broadcast and, in his inimitably dry 
style, informed the reduced force that they had, by electing to stay 
at De Brug, selected themselves for a combat jump into Angola. 
After a moment of absolute silence while the news was digested, 
the paratroopers burst into raucous cheering which was only 
silenced by a low-level fly-past of a formation of C-130 and C-160 
aircraft, the same aircraft that were to carry them into battle. It 
was a dramatic end to the colonel’s speech, providing a taste of the 
sound and fury that in a few days was to follow.

Broad smiles and excited chatter showed that the dream of every 
paratrooper was to come true for these lucky few. A combat jump 
deep behind enemy lines; it was what they had trained for but 
had all but given up hoping to achieve. Much of the paratrooping 

role was taken up in deploying by helicopter in the modern, or 
reaction force, context with the opportunities for the traditional 
paratrooper attack very few and far between. The jubilation among 
the paratroopers was also due to the long string of disappointments 
and cancellations of operations, the most recent of which was 
Operation Bruilof of just five weeks before, which was now the 
precursor to what would become famous as Operation Reindeer.

Long before the colonel’s announcement, in the shed near the 
old farmhouse, a scale model of the target had been completed. 
Every trench, barrack building, bunker and administration block 
was reproduced in three dimensions. Trees and bushes, grass, 
river and the parade ground were all there. The scale model would 
have been worthy of display at Harrods Toyland, had there been 
an electric train set included. This entire model-making process 
had taken place under strict security, but even the duller-witted 
paratroopers had soon begun to suspect that something out of the 
ordinary was afoot: the camp was too secure and too tense for the 
routine Operation Quicksilver.

A briefing was called in the shed. The whole command structure 
crammed into the dim little space, in the centre of which was a 
large 3m x 5m model. Each company commander together with 
his platoon commander was seated in the area corresponding to 
approximately where he and his men would land.

Captain Johan Blaauw, commander of the platoon of 1 
Parachute Battalion national servicemen sat at the northern 
end where his task was to subdue the north of Cassinga before 
linking up with Captain Piet Botes to form the northern line of 
stoppers. Captains Gerrie Steyn and Hugo Murray sat together 
on the western side where their companies, A and B respectively, 
would form the assault group which was to sweep through the 
camp, driving the enemy onto the stopper groups surrounding 
the camp. Commandant Monty Brett sat on the eastern side 
where his stopper groups would cut off any avenue of escape for 
those SWAPO guerrillas who did not stand and fight. Captain 
Tommie Lamprecht sat at the southern end of the shed together 
with Lieutenant Pierre Hough, the Anti-Tank Platoon leader, who 
with his mines and RPGs would guard the southern entrance to 
the camp against possible interference by Cuban armour, based 20 
kilometres away at Techamutete.

Commandant Lew Gerber, Doctor Rassie Erasmus, the forward 
air controllers (Commandant Blikkies Blignaut and Major Frans 
Botes), Lieutenant Piet Nel of the Mortar Platoon, the Signals 
Officer (WOII Blommetjie Blom) and RSM Erasmus formed the 
HQ component under Colonel Breytenbach.

All stared at the brightly lit model in the dusty shed. With the 
zigzag trenches and bunker systems, the town of Cassinga looked 
like a First World War fortress, protected on three sides by the 

CHAPTER THREE: 
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trench system and on the fourth by a wide, fast-flowing river. 
As mentioned, the reason why SWAPO’s main training and 

logistics camp had been undetected for so long was that the SADF 
had expected SWAPO camps to follow the usual pattern of being 
hidden in thick bush and well spread out over a large area. These 
types of camp could only be detected by foot patrols or by very 
careful study of aerial photographs that could sometimes reveal 
patterns of footpaths or livestock trails leading to and from heavily 
bushed areas. Cassinga was the complete antithesis of the usual 
SWAPO camp, in that it was once a Portuguese mining town that 

had been deserted because of 
the ongoing conflict. The big 
prize had, at last, been found 
and it had been under the 
noses of the SADF for some 
time. The outline of South 
West Africa, noted initially by 
the photo analyzer, was only a 
temporary layout on the parade 
ground made from stones, 
presumably as a political 
display or instructional aid. 
It never appeared again 
and it was sheer luck that it 
was picked up by the high-
altitude surveillance of the 
South African Air Force. 
Planning for an attack had 
started immediately when 
confirmation was obtained as 
to the military importance of 
the base.

The town of Cassinga is 
more than 250 kilometres 
from the South West African 
border with Angola. Between 
Cassinga and the border were 
many smaller bases and villages 
which would act as early-
warning alarms were Cassinga 
attacked conventionally by an 
armoured column or mobile 
infantry. The obvious means 
of attack would be by air 
strike; this would certainly 
cause much damage but 
would gather no intelligence 
and documentation that a 
major SWAPO base would be 
expected to yield. The planners 
had begun thinking along 
the lines of a joint air strike 
and paratroop assault on the 

base. This was all fairly straightforward in the assault phase of an 
operation but the withdrawal phase was still proving problematic. 
As mentioned, the military handbooks stipulate that in an attack on 
a fortified base, the attacking force should outnumber the defenders 
by at least two and a half to one. Cassinga base had as many as 
4,000 defenders at any one time and an attacking force of 10,000 
paratroopers was neither possible nor practical. 

The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission Volume 2,
Chapter 2, ‘The State Outside South Africa between 1960 and 
1990’ quotes:

Paratroopers try to snatch a couple of hours’ sleep amid kit and parachutes.

h  paras fitting their parachutes and equipment, rootfontein hangar




