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GLOSSARY & ABBREVIATIONS
2IC  second in command
Ack-Ack  name given to anti-aircraft fire, originating during the  
  Second World War
amaNdebele minority indigenous ethnic/language group, resident   
  in the Matabeleland region of Zimbabwe; an offshoot  
  of the Zulu
Bandeira de Portugal Portuguese flag
braai  barbeque (Afrikaans)
BSAC  British South Africa Company
BSAP  British South Africa Police
casevac  casualty evacuation
Chindits  a British long-range penetration force active during the  
  Burma campaign of the Second World War
chiShona  language of the Mashona people
CID  Criminal Investigation Department
CIO  Central Intelligence Organization
CO  commanding officer
ComOps  Combined Operations (Headquarters)
cordon sanitaire a lengthy combined security fence and minefield that   
  was installed along the northeastern and eastern 
  borders of Rhodesia during the 1970s

Détente  South African policy of appeasement/rapprochement   
  with black Africa during the early 1970s
dwala  a domed granite protrusion commonly seen   
  throughout southern Africa; a geologic precursor to a   
  kopje 
Exército Português the Portuguese army
Flechas  lit. ‘Arrows’, a Portuguese pseudo unit deployed in   
  Mozambique and Angola 
FN FAL  Fabrique Nationale Fusil Automatique Léger (infantry   
  assault rif le)
FN MAG  Fabrique Nationale Mitrailleuse d’Appui Général (general-  
  purpose infantry machine gun, or GPMG)
frantan  locally produced variant of napalm; der. frangible tank
Frelimo  Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, Front for the   

  Liberation of Mozambique
frozen area operational area ‘frozen’ of normal security force   
  activity in order to allow Selous Scout pseudo units to  
  operate without risk of interception by normal security  
  force units or to in some other way influence events   
  on the ground
gook  pejorative name for members of one or other of the   
  liberation movements; der. Vietnam War
HALO  high altitude low opening (see below) parachuting   
  technique involving high-altitude deployment with   
  low-altitude opening 
(Indep) Coy the Rhodesian security forces distributed school-  
  leaver national servicemen mainly in a number of   
  independent companies of the Rhodesia Regiment; the  
  companies were rebadged later as Rhodesian African   
  Rifles
Information Scandal a South African political scandal involving the   
  Department of Information
JOC  Joint Operational Centre
Kikuyu  a tribal grouping focused in the central highlands of   
  Kenya
Manicaland eastern province of Zimbabwe, traditional home of the  
  Manica sub-group of the chiShona language group

Mashona  majority indigenous language group resident in the   
  Mashonaland region of Zimbabwe
Mashonaland province of Zimbabwe, the traditional home of the   
  Mashona peoples
Matabeleland province of Zimbabwe, the traditional home of the   
  amaNdebele people
Mau Mau  a tribally specific uprising that occurred in Kenya   
  between the end of the Second World War and the 
  early 1960s miombo signature woodland pattern   
  common to the central plateau of southern Africa and  
  consisting primarily of various Brachystegia species
MNR  Movimento Nacional da Resistência de Moçambique,   
  National Resistance Movement of Mozambique, also   

  Renamo
mopane  a common woodland tree found in the low-lying   
  regions of southern Africa
muti  traditional medicine or witchcraft (chiShona)
Nguni  Large ethnic group indigenous to the southern and   
  southeastern regions of South Africa, comprising the   
  Zulu and Xhosa, among others
OCC  Operations Coordinating Committee

RAR  Rhodesian African Rifles
Renamo  Resistência Nacional Moçambicana, Mozambican National  
  Resistance (Movement) (also MNR)
RhAF  Rhodesian Air Force
RLI  Rhodesian Light Infantry
SAAF  South African Air Force
SAAFA  South African Air Force Association
SADF  South African Defence Force
SAM  surface-to-air missile
SAS  Special Air Service
SB  Special Branch
Shangaan  an Nguni-derived ethnic/language group occupying   
  the Gaza region of Mozambique/Zimbabwe
sharp end  the operational area (slang)

Skuz’apo   idiomatic chiShona epithet applied to the Selous   
  Scouts; der. ‘Excuse me here’
SNEB  Société Nouvelle des Etablissements Edgar Brandt, unguided  
  air-to-surface missile
Supers  nickname applied to the Rhodesian C Squadron SAS
terr  terrorist
TTL  Tribal Trust Land
UANC  United African National Council
UDI  Unilateral Declaration of Independence
Unimog  1.5l and 2.5l multi-purpose auto four-wheel drive   
  medium trucks produced by Mercedes-Benz, a 
  division of Daimler AG
white African a term applied to white residents or citizens of   
  Rhodesia with a particular f luency in native 
  languages, culture and lifestyles and well and a deep   
  familiarity with the natural environment
ZANLA  Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army,   
  ZANU’s armed wing
ZANU  Zimbabwe African National Union
ZAPU  Zimbabwe African People’s Union
ZIPRA  Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army, ZAPU’s   
  armed wing
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Frederick Courteney Selous is one of the most fascinating 
characters of Imperial Africa, and doubtless one of the greatest of 
the white sons of Rhodesia. Growing up in the country, I was a 
member of Selous House at Chancellor Junior School in Umtali 
and grew up, like most youngsters at the time, feeling a kinship 
with the legacy of this man who had lived his life in the very best 
traditions of what we represented as a race on the continent. 

Selous was one of those historic figures who was more than 
the mere sum total of his parts. He represented a large part of 
the Victorian self image. He personified the cult of amateurism, 
the quest for high adventure and the desire for a better world 
that underwrote so much of the philanthropic aspect of empire. 
Perhaps the most potent illustration of the impact he had on the 
wider British consciousness of the time is the fact that he is the 
recognized prototype of H. Rider Haggard’s fictional character 
Allan Quartermaine of King Solomon’s Mines fame. He epitomized 
to a generation of avid imperial youth the ‘Great White Hunter’ 
creed that was a mainstay of so much popular fiction of the period. 
He was an enduring hero in a world that was already rich with 
courageous, colourful and energetic characters.

Selous certainly did define a version of the Englishman abroad, 
not in the pattern of Cecil John Rhodes, whose questionable 
capital adventures brought ignominy upon the Crown and the 
Foreign Office, and shame on the legacy of colonial Britain. Nor 
in the style of men such as David Livingstone who entered the 
field of exploration with the best of intentions but left behind 
an unmistakeable aura of eccentricity and failure. Selous was a 
liberal. He was phlegmatic, educated, thoughtful and erudite. As 
a champion of fair play in race relations in Africa he represented a 
clique of liberal Fabians in Britain who defined the moral mission 
of empire. He lived as a self-deprecating man of action, an author, 
an accomplished naturalist, a traveller, a gentleman philosopher 
and perhaps the last of the great imperial frontier individualists.

As a military man Selous had no formal training but a great deal 
of practical experience. His value during the Matabele Rebellion 
in Rhodesia in 1896 was thanks largely to his skill as a scout and 
his general fluency with native languages and behaviour. Later, 
during the First World War, he was refused service in either of 
the Rhodesian units—the 1st and 2nd Rhodesia Regiments—as a 

consequence of his age of sixty-four. However, he was ultimately 
able to secure a commission in the 25th Battalion the Royal 
Fusiliers under which flag he went on to play his part.

His contribution to the East Africa campaign in particular was 
signature thanks to the fact that he was one of very few whites in 
the Allied camp intimately familiar with the Tanganyika territory. 
He contributed to a number of actions before he was killed by a 
sniper on the Rufiji River on 4 January 1917.

The legacy of a man such as Selous is not easy to define. 
His influence was felt during his life over a vast swathe of the 
continent. As an intellectual and scholar it is his body of written 
work that set him apart, and as a hunter and a conservationist it is 
perhaps the vast Selous National Park in Tanzania where the most 
potent statement of his value to Africa has been made.

Selous was an imperialist to the core, and as such he believed 
passionately in the higher motivations of the British Empire. 
Where precisely he would stand in the current debate on Africa 
is hard to imagine, but one can only assume that his contribution 
would be wise, thoughtful and positive.

Peter Baxter
Oregon, 2011

FOREWORD

On a warm September afternoon in 1890 a British South Africa 
Company (BSAC) police officer, Lieutenant E.C. Tyndale-
Biscoe, ran a Union Jack up a temporary flagpole set into the 
otherwise unremarkable landscape of Mashonaland. Behind him 
in even ranks stood the assembled BSAC Police. At the conclusion 

of the lesson, read by the Reverend Cannon Balfour, an artillery 
salute sounded that echoed majestically across a new, vast and 
empty landscape. This sombre ceremony marked the moment 
that the publically subscribed and commercially underwritten 
enterprise of Rhodesia opened its doors for business. While this 

Frederick Courteney Selous—the inspiration.
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was underway, and as the few hundred civilian pioneers dispersed 
into the surrounding countryside, the birth of a long tradition of 
military adventure in Rhodesia was underway across the eastern 
horizon.

It is perhaps worth mentioning here that the colony of Southern 
Rhodesia was born as a commercial enterprise, authorized by 
Royal Charter and underwritten by the BSAC. The BSAC Police 
was the first structured militia in the country, organized in the 
first instance as a defence force against any possible attack on 
the mobile column by the amaNdebele and only as a secondary 
consideration as the law-enforcement arm of the company 
administration and judiciary. The BSAC Police, later shortened to 
the British South Africa Police, remained the colony’s first line of 

defence until the establishment of a regular native battalion and a 
permanent territorial force.

The BSAC was the creation of Victorian financier and 
imperialist Cecil John Rhodes, a man of enormous wealth and 
influence in southern Africa and one of the great enigmas of his 
age. Rhodes was also a man uniquely in step with his times. He 
arrived in South Africa immediately after the diamond fields 
of Kimberley had proved their worth but before they had been 
effectively monopolized. In this hurly-burly of capital adventure 
his financial brilliance was perfectly placed. Within a few years 
Rhodes had reconfigured the economic landscape of a young 
South Africa and amassed a staggering personal fortune. In this 
regard he was not that different from many others who followed. 
What rendered him unique was the fact that he was gripped by 
an almost religious zeal to push outward the limits of British 
influence in Africa. His personal fortune, his financial acumen 
and his wide-reaching political influence were all relentlessly 
deployed to this end.

The fact that Rhodes laid claim to Mashonaland on behalf of 
the BSAC, as a first significant step toward the amalgamation of 
Africa, caused the project to have less practical attributes about it 
than political. The territory was landlocked and almost entirely 
virgin with attenuated supply and communication lines stretching 
back over 1,000 miles to the Cape via Kimberley. Thus, once he 
had secured the territory, Rhodes was immediately faced with the 
very difficult problem of how to make it pay.

Part of the solution to this lay in securing access to the Indian 
Ocean. Fort Salisbury was situated 300 miles or so from the 
port of Beira which, at that time, was one of Portugal’s principal 
maritime hubs and her second largest port on the east coast of 
Africa. Under the accepted rules of colonial annexation it had 
long been understood that practical occupation was the first step 
toward claiming rights over any given territory. Evidence was 
to be found on the central plateau of Mashonaland, indicating 
some limited Portuguese mercantile activity in centuries past, but 
there had been no permanent Portuguese settlements established 
in Mashonaland since then. Portugal was therefore forced to 
concede to Rhodes’s claim to Mashonaland west of the Sabi River, 
but staunchly defended her sole right to the territory east of the 
river, daring Rhodes to stake a contrary claim.

Rhodes was of course not in the least bit impressed by this sort of 
forlorn diplomatic posturing. He had every intention of claiming 
the entire east bank of the Sabi River all the way to the eastern 
seaboard if he could possibly get away with it. As he saw it, with a 
British railway line linking a British Beira to British Salisbury, and 
then on to British Bulawayo, the gates to the great British interior 
would be thrown wide open. 

Rhodes’s answer was to bend the rules, take what he wanted and 
hope he could get away with it later. He had a relationship with the 
British government that had been founded on this sort of behaviour 
and he had no reason to assume that he could not somehow square 
the game this time. His opening move was to browbeat a powerful 
local chief into ceding his territory to the British under the vague 

Raising the flag at Fort Salisbury, 1890.

An artillery troop of the British South Africa Company Police, 1890.

The Anglo-Boer War, 1899. Southern Rhodesian volunteers ride off to 
do battle. 
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threat of arms. This was 
achieved quite easily, 
after which the practical 
matter of enforcement 
was left to one Major 

Patrick Forbes supported by a handful of Company troopers. 
The expected Portuguese response was not long in coming, at 
which point Forbes adroitly seized and arrested a high-ranking 
Portuguese military officer from right under the nose of a large 
and well-provisioned Portuguese military force. The officer 
was transported back to Portugal care of Her Majesty, arriving 
in Lisbon some time later to an exaggerated sense of national 
outrage, fuelled largely by the fact that the Portuguese crown was 
utterly powerless to respond.

Not so the general population. A subscription was sought to 
purchase a battleship while a students’ militia was raised with the 
objective of sailing to Portuguese East Africa, or Mozambique, 
to settle the matter by force. In the meanwhile, Major Forbes, 
flush with victory, set off with a handful of stout men to seize the 
port of Beira for Her Majesty. Before too long, however, a jittery 
company administrator caught wind of the affair and promptly 
ordered Forbes back to Fort Salisbury, much to the annoyance of 
Rhodes it might be added.

Forbes left a young police captain by the name of Herman 
Melville Heyman to garrison the Company claim to Manicaland 
and keep an eye on the frontier. It was Heyman and a force of less 
than 50 troopers who met the large student army as, some four or 
five months later, it finally made its approach to the new borders 
of Rhodesia. Despite significantly superior numbers, however, 
and generally better weapons, the fight went the Rhodesians’ way 
and the young Portuguese patriots soon returned to the coast 
fewer in number and with Manicaland comprehensively lost. 

Heyman had in the meanwhile been discreetly contacted by 
Rhodes who urged him to ignore the politics and do what he 
could to take Beira. Again a handful of fit and determined men set 
off overland through the punishing conditions of the coastal plain 
to deliver Rhodes his prize. This time, however, it was the British 

high commissioner at the Cape, Sir Henry Loch, who heard, or at 
least guessed, what Rhodes was up to. He swiftly dispatched his 
military secretary to Beira to intercept the determined Rhodesians 
with the warning that any of Her Majesty’s subjects who entered 
Beira would be shot, backing up his authority with a small Royal 
Navy flotilla.

Rhodes never did gain a seaport. The relationship between 
Mozambique and landlocked Rhodesia briefly froze in the 
aftermath of it all, but thawed soon after as their complementary 
economies began to generate a mutual economic dependence. 
Rhodes was never wholly reconciled to the loss of this opportunity 
that he blamed on the British government, which in turn gave 
birth to a general tradition among whites in Rhodesia of enmity 
and suspicion toward Whitehall. Rhodesians never forswore their 
British heritage; far from it, they contributed more per capita to 
the defence of Britian than any other colony, but in doing so they 
were always quick to add it was for king and empire and not the 
British prime minister and government of the day.

The colony thereafter grew from strength to strength, with 
military organization, along with civic institutions, tending for a 
long time to remain in an ad hoc condition. The first major bout 
of internal insecurity was occasioned by the first Matabele War 
of 1893, and was met through the raising of district volunteer 
corps. This campaign was a brief and rousing affair, ending in a 
comprehensive defeat of the warlike but anachronistic amaNdebele 
nation. The political boundaries of Rhodesia were defined and, 
with considerable optimism, the tiny white settler community set 
about constructing a nation.

The twin rebellions of 1896, involving both major tribal 
groupings of the colony—the amaNdebele and the Mashona, 
themselves mutually antagonistic—occurred unexpectedly, and 
was only narrowly suppressed with the intervention of imperial 
forces. Rhodesian manpower, however, found itself once again 
deployed in a collection of civilian militias and volunteer brigades 
characteristic of the frontier riding days of yore. Each of these 
fought stirring actions, initially for the purpose of bringing those 
whites isolated in the countryside into the protection of urban 

Kaguvi and Nehanda, the spirit mediums 
who fomented the 1896 Mashona 
Rebellion, regarded by later generations of 
black nationalists as the First Chimurenga, 
the First War of Liberation. Kaguvi and 
Nehanda were hanged for their troubles 
and went to their graves as martyrs. 

A BSAP Maxim gun squad, East Africa, 1914.
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garrisons, and then later to rout and bring to heel the amaNdebele 
regiments determined to fight to the death in the hills of the 
Matopos.

In the aftermath of the Matabele War and the twin rebellions 
the pacification of Rhodesia was for the time being achieved. This 
was fortunate because immediately afterward a more general and 
regional war broke out that drew in imperial troops from across 
the British Empire, and indeed almost amounted to a world war. 

The background to the Anglo–Boer War of 1899 was the 
struggle for the soul of South Africa that had long raged between 
Briton and Boer. As part of the imperial response to the inevitable 
outbreak of war, two Rhodesian volunteer regiments were 
raised. These were the Rhodesia Regiment and the Protectorate 
Regiment, both of which operated alongside the British South 
Africa Police in the border regions of the northern Transvaal and 
Bechuanaland. All three contributed to the Siege of Mafeking and 
its eventual lifting as well as the iconic Siege of Eland’s River.

The Anglo–Boer War ended in 1902, after which both Rhodesian 
volunteer units were disbanded. The British South Africa Police 
resumed its role as the agency of both national defence and law 
enforcement with the territorial force retained as a very loosely 
configured citizens’ militia, badged as the Southern Rhodesian 
Volunteers. The First World War gave Southern Rhodesia the 
opportunity to form its first permanent and organized military 
structure under local command. The Rhodesia Regiment was 
revived for service in the African theatre when South Africa was 
charged by the imperial government with the responsibility of 
occupying South West Africa, at that time still a German-held 
territory. South Africa had initially been extremely reluctant to 
consider accepting a specifically Rhodesian unit, offering instead 
common command and terms of service to any Rhodesian who 
wished to join the South African army. Few did, however, with 
most Rhodesians opting for Europe and the quick and ready 
action of the Western Front.

Matters changed soon after this when a rebellion broke out in 
South Africa against the Union decision to enter the war on the 
side of the Allies. Rhodesian manpower suddenly became vital 
under any badge, and thus the Rhodesia Regiment was reborn. 
Men rushed to enlist and in due course the 1st Battalion the 

Rhodesia Regiment was en route to South West Africa as part of 
the South African occupying force.

The South West African campaign of the First World War 
was a brilliant military achievement on the part of the young 
Union of South Africa. For the Rhodesians, however, it was a 
disappointment. The 1st Battalion was employed almost entirely in 
a support and garrison role which caused many who had enlisted 
to regret not joining their countrymen sailing north to fight in 
Europe. At the end of the campaign the regiment was disbanded 
with most members opting to do precisely this. However, a second 
battalion was raised late in 1915 for service in East Africa where a 
low-level campaign had been underway since the outbreak of war.

The 2nd Battalion the Rhodesia Regiment was somewhat more 
fortunate inasmuch as it saw no shortage of action. The East 
Africa campaign emerged as a protracted and exhaustive fight 
with an entrenched German force that devolved eventually into 
an agonizing guerrilla war, fought across a spectrum of hostile 
central African landscapes. It has often been described as a war 
more against nature and the elements than against a human 
enemy. The battalion died in early 1917 of absolute depletion. The 
inability of a small colony with limited white manpower resources 
to replace losses necessitated the unit being withdrawn from the 
field in April, before disbandment in October 1917. Those with 
an un-assuaged appetite to fight once again sought further action 
in Europe.

The Defence Act of 1926, one of the first significant articles of 
legislation enacted under the terms of Responsible Government, 
reversed this situation with a provision for the permanent 
formation of two white territorial battalions and a cadet force. The 
act became de facto shortly after with the arrival in the colony of 
Captain Hugo Watson who was seconded from the War Office 
to help organize Southern Rhodesia’s defences along lines that 
would endure with a minimum of revision until the advent of 
majority rule in 1980.

The outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 prompted the 
wide dispersal of Rhodesian volunteer manpower into many 
diverse imperial regiments and formations. This was thanks 
largely to a desire to avoid a repetition of events in East Africa 
that had seen the decimation of 2RR due to its concentrated 

The Rhodesia Native Regiment on the march during the East Africa 
Campaign of the Great War.

The Rhodesian African Rifles on patrol in the Malayan jungle. 



CHAPTER ONE: 
THE FORMATION OF THE SELOUS SCOUTS

7

CHAPTER ONE: THE FORMATION OF THE SELOUS SCOUTS

deployment in a single theatre. A secondary factor was the need 
for men of calibre to populate the mid-level command structures 
of a great many other imperial regiments. Rhodesia had always 
enjoyed a reputation for providing high-quality manpower and it 
was precisely this that imperial war planners needed. Rhodesians, 
therefore, fought in every theatre from the north Atlantic to the 
jungles of Burma, from East Africa to Fortress Europe, tending 
most often to find their way into the many special force units such 
as the emerging SAS and the Long Range Desert Group.

The first regular battalion to be formed in the colony was the 
Rhodesia Native Regiment, precursor to the Rhodesian African 
Rifles, a unit raised initially for service in East Africa once it 
had become clear that white infantrymen were simply unable to 
operate effectively under such difficult climatic conditions. The 
Rhodesia Regiment became the main territorial force with the 
1st Battalion headquartered in Salisbury and the 2nd Battalion in 
Bulawayo; detached companies were based in Umtali and Gwelo.

The Rhodesia Regiment would eventually field ten battalions, 
two as part of the Northern Rhodesian contribution to the 
military formation of the short-lived Federation of Rhodesia and 
Nyasaland. The Rhodesia Regiment briefly contained an air wing 
that in due course became the basis of the Royal Rhodesian Air 
Force. 

The first regular white infantry battalion formed in the colony 
was the Rhodesian Light Infantry, brought into existence in 1961 as 
a counter-balance to the potentially unreliable regular black units 
during a period of wide civil unrest in the Federation. This unit 
was headquartered in Salisbury, and would in due course form the 
backbone of Rhodesia’s counter-insurgency capacity during the 
1970s. Rhodesia was also home to a de facto squadron of the British 
Special Air Service in the form of C Squadron (Rhodesian) SAS.

The evolution of orthodox military structures within Rhodesia 
followed closely the pattern of the British army. Many of 
Rhodesia’s principal commanders were Sandhurst-trained and 

enjoyed considerable fellowship with the British army. The 
Rhodesian army was initially trained, armed and equipped by 
the British, and as such, emerged as a truly British army in terms 
of its structure, traditions and protocols. Even during the period 
of isolation that Rhodesia suffered as a consequence of the over-
hasty decolonization of the 1960s did not sever that link. Rhodesia 
was excluded from the Cenotaph during the 1966 Armistice 
commemorations by the then Labour government, an unpopular 
decree that outraged as many Britons as it did Rhodesians.

Indeed, even in the aftermath of the 1965 UDI, and during the 
bitter years of war that are the subject of this narrative, the global 
political animosity that was directed at Rhodesia rarely included 
foreign soldiers. These, almost to a man, watched on the sidelines 
with awe and envy as Rhodesia fought one of the most brilliant, 
dramatic and successful counter-insurgency wars in modern 
history. 

“It is imperative that a scout should know the history, tradition, 
religion, social customs, and superstitions of whatever country 
or people he is called on to work in or among. This is almost as 
necessary as to know the physical character of the country, its 

climate and products.” 
—Frederick Russell Burnham

One of the last British colonial wars to be fought in Africa was the 
Rhodesian civil war of 1965–1980. This was not fought directly 
by the British, as had been the case in Kenya, but by a local 
expatriate community largely of British descent that had declared 
itself unilaterally independent from the Crown. The decision to 

take this almost unprecedented step was informed by the very 
real fear that Britain was preparing to arbitrarily hand the country 
over to majority rule. The action certainly did succeed in delaying 
majority rule, but it also provoked an angry international reaction 
and rendered inevitable a decade or more of bitter civil war that 
would soon follow. 

Whites in Rhodesia were hopelessly outnumbered by blacks 
and could not realistically anticipate surviving a conventional 
war against two guerrilla armies enjoying full Eastern bloc 
support. The Rhodesian military establishment, despite being 
heavily supported by regular black army and police personnel, 
was nonetheless dominated by whites with its survival dependent 

Mafeking, 1899.
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largely on a regular white service core supported by general white 
conscription and comprehensive territorial obligations. A key 
survival tactic was the evolution of a culture of innovation and 
experimentation within the military, supported by an aggressive 
attack mentality, which succeeded for more than a decade in 
keeping the large guerrilla armies in Mozambique and Zambia at 
a constant tactical disadvantage. 

To achieve this, the Rhodesian security forces relied heavily on a 
collection of unique and rather unconventional special force units. 
The army, for example, made practical use of mounted infantry, 
versatile platoon-sized police reserve tracker units, conventional 
special forces in the form of the Special Air Service (SAS), the 
compact and deadly Rhodesia Light Infantry, and of course the 
enduringly iconic Selous Scouts. 

It all began in the early 1960s with the rise of black political 
activity in the colony and the inevitable black-on-black factional 
violence that this catalyzed. The early civil response to this was 
directed primarily toward keeping the warring factions apart, 
making exclusive use of police resources with military support 
available but not directly called upon. It was only after the main 
political parties had been banned and their leadership imprisoned 
or restricted that a more organized insurgency emerged that 
began to direct coordinated attacks against the government and 
white economic interests. These early incursions tended to be ill 
conceived and disorganized and were dealt with relatively easily 
by a combination of police and military resources. 

Such was the state of play in the 1960s. By the beginning of 
the 1970s, however, the situation had deteriorated significantly 
with the advent of fully fledged armed incursions beginning 
to take place from bases in Zambia and the Tete Province of 
Mozambique. However, once again, these were confined to the 

Rhodesian SAS soldier, Lieutenant A.D.C Webb, after a parachute 
jump during the Malayan Campaign.

Above: The Malayan 
Scouts, later C 
Squadron SAS, in the 
jungle on a rafting 
patrol. Note the 68lb 
troop radio on the 
soldier’s back.

Left: Ron Reid-Daly 
after his first six-week 
operation during the 
Malayan Campaign. It 
was here that he first 
gained his knowledge 
of pseudo/counter-
insurgency operations.
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north and northeast and lacked professionalism. As a consequence 
they were relatively easily contained.

The watershed year for Rhodesia was 1972. This marked a point 
at which an amateurish and rather experimental insurgency began 
its evolution into a mature and fully constituted civil war. By the 
end of the 1960s the liberation movements—ZAPU the senior 
and ZANU the junior—had begun to recognize the hopelessness 
of ill-equipped and ill-trained cadres attempting to match wits 
and fire with the highly accomplished and well-supported 
Rhodesian army. A strategy was born that echoed tried and tested 
revolutionary principles drawn from Mao tse Tung’s Red Book. 
Part of this revision of strategy involved recognizing the strengths 
of the liberation movement and identifying the weaknesses of the 
Rhodesian army.

The principal weakness of the Rhodesian army and security 
system in general was its limited size. By 1965 the white population 
of the colony amounted to no more than 250,000 which at the 
time was less than the black population of a large urban township. 
Bearing in mind the size of the country, and despite a continuing 
reliance on the black rank and file, there were simply too few 
whites to be in all places at once. The revised guerrilla strategy 
sought to exploit this signature weakness. 

As the 1960s drew to a close and the armed insurgency appeared 
to subside, an aura of apparent peace settled on the land. The 
Rhodesian security and intelligence services relaxed somewhat, 
allowing themselves to be lulled by the notion that the nationalists 
had been defeated. However, under the surface, ZANU political 
commissars had been very busy moving among the population 
of the northeast in an effort to inform the masses of the coming 
revolution. This process typically involved an intoxicating 
mix of Marxist orientation and extreme violence. The lesson 
deployed was simple: behold the rewards of liberation versus the price 
of collaboration. To illustrate the latter point political meetings very 
often ended with the salutary torture and killing of named ‘sell-
outs’ and political quislings.

Once inside the country and insinuated within compliant local 
communities the armies of liberation were then able to concentrate 
on soft and strategic targets which, it was intended, would force 
the too-small Rhodesian army to over-extend itself. This would, 
in combination with sanctions, a steady emigration of whites from 
the country and a constantly expanding battle front, precipitate an 
inevitable political and economic collapse.

The preparation for this new phase of the war went on right 
under the noses of the Rhodesian security services. It was only 
as attacks began to take place in the northeast of Rhodesia with 
no obvious trace of the insurgents anywhere to be found that the 
full implication of what was taking place began to be appreciated. 
Prior to this point, the army had largely employed the simple 
tactic of cross-grain patrolling in operational areas, followed by 
tracker-assisted follow-up and contact. 

Now incoming insurgents were able to simply merge with a 
receptive local population in the Tribal Trust Lands, the so-called 
native reserves, and remain effectively invisible. Intelligence 
sources dried up. Local people knew nothing and said nothing. 

No rough treatment at the hands of a white security force member 
had a hope of competing in severity to what the ‘terrs’ or ‘gooks’ 
dished up on an almost nightly basis. The local population was 
siding with the revolution, hearts and minds were being lost and a 
drastic review of military strategy was urgently required.

Burning a communist guerrilla camp deep in the Belum Valley jungle 
on the Siamese border of Malaya. The atap bashas are strikingly 
similar to those used by ZANLA guerrillas.

Reid-Daly (at left) during a training jump at the RAF Parachute School, 
Singapore, Malaya.

Bearded and with bush hat turned up, Sergeant Reid-Daly is in a 
jovial mood, having just returned from a three-month operation in the 
Malayan jungle.
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The solution was partly home-grown and partly borrowed. The 
borrowed element can be traced to British counter-insurgency 
operations in Malaya during the uprising in that colony that began 
after the Second World War. The innovative tactics developed by 
the British during this period can be best defined by the architect 
of the original Malayan ‘Hearts and Minds’ strategy, General 
Gerald Templer. It was he who said of counter-insurgency: “The 
answer lies not in pouring more troops into the jungle, but rests 
in the hearts and minds of the people. Winning ‘hearts and minds’ 
requires understanding the local culture.”1

In the context of any conflict that could be regarded as a war 
of independence, or a colonial war, gaining the upper hand in 
the matter of hearts and minds is extremely difficult because of 
the obvious cultural conflict that would be associated with an 
indigenous people ostensibly at war with an occupying power. In 
the case of Kenya, where pseudo operations were used to great 
effect against terror gangs affiliated with the Mau Mau, there 
was rarely any common ground to be found between black and 
white, and certainly those blacks eager to see the perpetuation of 
white rule in the country were very few indeed. Here the ‘turned 
guerrilla’ concept formed the backbone of counter-terrorism. 
Blacks, however, were very active on the side of the colonial 
government in the suppression of the Mau Mau, and many of 
these were ex-gang members or turned guerrillas. 

Key to the evolution of pseudo operations was the development 
of techniques to quickly turn captured guerrillas to the government 
side. The psychology of this was very haphazard and evolved less 
as a science than an art. Kenyan Special Branch agents involved in 
this work were in fact quite often surprised at the ease with which 
even high-ranking captures could be turned.

British writer F.D. Corfield, who wrote the definitive historical 

survey of the Mau Mau, The Origins and Growth of the Mau Mau, 

made an interesting point when considering the psychology of the 

Kikuyu tribe from which the Mau Mau had emerged. In January 

1953 British headlines were dominated by the brutal murder of 

Kenya farmer Roger Ruck and his family. Ruck had been drawn 

from his house by a trusted groom who indicated that a terrorist 

had been captured. Once out in the open Ruck was set upon and 

brutally beaten and hacked to death. His wife ran outside to help 

and was similarly dealt with. The gang then entered the house to 

search for the couple’s six-year-old son, Michael, who was located 

cowering in terror in his bedroom where he was also hacked to 

death.

What was inexplicable to whites both in Kenya and the UK 

were the actions of the Kikuyu groom, a man who had been 

commended just a few days earlier for tenderly carrying home an 

injured Michael Ruck after the child had been violently thrown 

from his horse. 

SAS radio operator, Sergeant Billy Conn, in a Malayan paddy field. He 
is reporting to the aircraft that all is well on the DZ after an operational 
parachute deployment.

One of the original ‘pioneers’, 
Basil Moss, as a flight lieutenant.

Captain Reid-Daly on secondment 
to the Portuguese army, on 
operations in Mozambique, 1967.

Winston Hart, Basil Moss and Pat Miller at the temporary Selous Scout 
camp, Bindura 1974.



A civilian bus in the rural area, shortly after detonating a landmine. The 
landmine was a terror weapon of choice for the guerrillas. 
Photo: Neville Spurr
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This perceived duality of nature of the Kikuyu would become a 
common and accepted feature of the white view of Mau Mau, and 
later of the white Rhodesian view of its own nationalist guerrillas. 
Corfield then went on to remark on the effect this duality would 
have on the Mau Mau itself: 

On surrender, a gangster, who had been in the forest for 
years, and had taken a succession of the vilest of Mau 
Mau oaths, almost immediately volunteered to lead 
security forces to the hideout of his previous gang and, 
if an opportunity arose, would willingly dispose of his 
recent comrades in arms.2

Another common feature of pseudo operations within the British 
stable has been the fact that development has been driven by police 
under Special Branch and not military intelligence as might be 
expected. Special Branch within the British and Commonwealth 
model has tended to be that arm of the security services concerned 
primarily with national security. Military intelligence by its nature 
is concerned with military affairs and cannot be expected to be 
attuned to developments within the wider population of a society 
within which an insurgency is underway. Information gathered 
to assist and develop pseudo operations naturally emerges from 
within the civilian population, and Special Branch, as an arm of 
the police, is ideally positioned to exploit it. 

In the case of Kenya there was considerable cooperation 
between the army and Special Branch. Military personnel were 
seconded from the Kenya Regiment to serve as Field Intelligence 
Assistants, or FIAs, posted to outlying areas of the district and 
tasked to help gather information. Once this system had been 
established, army headquarters began assigning army officers at 
district level as District Military Intelligence Officers to work in 
conjunction with Special Branch. It was not until much later that 
an army officer was assigned to Special Branch headquarters to 
serve as the principal liaison to coordinate the operations of the 
army and Special Branch nationally.

In the case of Southern Rhodesia, Special Branch grew out of the 
perceived need for an internal intelligence organ to keep abreast of 
urban industrial unrest that took place in the late 1940s and 1950s. 
Prior to this, and thanks to the fact that the BSAP had traditionally 
been, and largely remained, the main functioning military force 
in the country, all operational intelligence gathering had been 
undertaken from resources within the force itself. Special Branch 
was formed from, and remained a section of, the BSAP Criminal 
Investigation Department, or CID. Systems and training closely 
followed the British pattern of MI5 with a number of the early 
members of Special Branch receiving specialist training from 
MI5. British liaison representatives, and indeed members of the 
American CIA, both originating from their respective embassies, 
were represented at Special Branch headquarters under the 
expected rules of cooperation at that time. These men helped a 
great deal with early training.

Special Branch was very active during the township unrest of 
the 1960s, gathering information to assist the police effort. From 
here the first evidence emerged of individuals leaving the country 
for military training abroad. At that time Rhodesian CID handled 
the Bechuanaland (which became independent Botswana in 1966) 
Police fingerprinting work which was necessary to keep abreast 
of floods of migrant labour moving through the region. This was 
easily adapted by the Rhodesians to maintain records of individuals 
among these leaving Rhodesia via Botswana for training in China 
or the Soviet Union. From that point it was also relatively easy to 
plant black operatives among those entering training who were 
able to provide detailed and accurate intelligence. 

From this it was a fairly natural progression for Special Branch 
to become increasingly involved in the gathering of intelligence to 
assist in military operations as well as for the purpose of gaining 
a general picture of the state of the insurgency in the northeast. 
Military intelligence in Rhodesia had traditionally been weak—
marking waterholes on maps, as Special Branch tended to see it. 
Units below brigade level usually had only a corporal for their 
intelligence officer. 

WOII Al Tourle, RLI, poses next to some dead guerrillas he has just 
shot. During the 1960s, the Rhodesian army enjoyed considerable 
success against the enemy in the largely uninhabited Zambezi Valley. 
Without the succour of a civilian population to assist the guerrillas, it 
was simply a question of following up spoor and killing them.




