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AAA – anti-aircraft artillery. Triple A was the overall term used to describe 
the anti-aircraft guns that were employed in limited numbers by SWAPO, 
but extensively by the Angolan defence force. These guns covered the 
complete spectrum of Soviet-supplied weaponry and included: 12.7mm, 
14.5mm, 20mm, 23mm, 37mm,* 57mm† (*This included the towed, twin-
barrelled version that was probably the most widely employed and effective 
gun used in the entire campaign by either side, both in the ground-to-air 
and ground-to-ground mode. The four-barrelled, tracked version (Shilka) 
was also encountered. The 23mm cannons used by 32 Battalion, Koevoet 
and the SAAF were some of the many captured in operations over the 
years. Ironically, Angola probably became the biggest arms supplier to 
South Africa throughout the difficult years of arms boycotts. †These radar-
guided guns were originally equipped with the Fire-can radar system and 
later updated with the flap-wheel version)

ACF – Active Citizen Force (territorials)
ACM – air combat manoeuvring, modern name for dogfighting
ACS – Air Combat School
ADF – automatic direction-finding navigational instrument which locks 

onto an NDB
AFB – air force base
AFCP – air force command post. The SAAF uses a system of command 

posts to efficiently command and control all the resources available to it. 
This includes aircraft, personnel, radars, air-defence systems and ground 
security squadron specialists with their dogs. An AFCP controls the air 
force involvement in its designated area of responsibility, which includes 
both ground and air battles. An FAC is subservient to an AFCP but handles 
all the equivalent operations, except it does not control the air battle

AGL – above ground level, the height in feet that the aircraft f lies above the 
ground 

AI – air interception
AK-47 – Automat Kalashnikov type 47, a standard Soviet-designed automatic 

assault rif le
Alouette III – single-engine light helicopter, the aerial workhorse of the 

Border War. In the trooper role it could carry a crew of two plus four 
soldiers, or two stretchers when used in the casevac role. In the offensive 
role as a gunship it carried a 20mm cannon firing out of the port side

alpha bomb – circular-shaped anti-personnel bomb weighing 6kg that when 
dropped by the Canberra from level f light gave a natural dispersion pattern. 
The bomb would strike the surface, activating the fusing mechanism and 
then bounce into the air to detonate about 6m above ground. This bomb 
was an improved version of that used by the Rhodesian Air Force, and 300 
of them could be loaded into the bomb bay of a Canberra

ANC – African National Congress
ATC – Air Traffic Control
ATCO – Air Traffic Control Officer
avtur – aviation turbine fuel used in helicopter and fixed-wing jet-turbine 

engines

bandit – an aircraft identified as hostile
BDA – bomb damaged area
beacon – the cut-line designating the border between Angola and 

Owamboland stretched in a straight line 420km from the Cunene River in 
the west to the Kavango River in the east. Every 10km a concrete beacon 
was built to identify position in an otherwise featureless terrain. Beacon 16 
was therefore 160km east of the Cunene River. 

blue job – anybody serving in the air force (slang)
BM-21 – 122mm 40-tube multiple-rocket launcher, mounted on a Ural 375 

truck, with a maximum range of 20,000m 
Boere – a general-usage, normally derogatory term used by both SWAPO and 

the Angolans to describe the South African/SWATF security forces (from 

the Afrikaans boer meaning farmer)
bogey –an unidentified aircraft
bombshell – guerrilla tactic of splitting up during flight (slang)
Bosbok – single-piston engine, high-wing reconnaissance aircraft f lown by 

two crew seated in tandem. In the bush war it was utilized in many roles, 
including visual and photographic reconnaissance, skyshout, pamphlet-
dropping and Telstar 

brown job – any soldier; variations were ‘browns’ or the more commonly 
pongos (slang) 

Buccaneer – S-50 version of the British-built naval strike fighter; twin-
engine, subsonic two-seater that could carry the full range of bombs plus 
AS-30 air-to-ground missiles

C-130 – four-engine turboprop heavy transport aircraft otherwise known as 
the Hercules. Used extensively throughout the bush war to support the 
actions of both ground-landing and air-dropping of personnel and freight 
(see Flossie)

C-160 – twin-engine tactical transport aircraft. Although limited in 
payload when compared to the C-130, it had the decided advantage of a 
larger-dimensioned freight compartment, allowing easier and quicker 
transporting of helicopters to the battle area. Known by NATO as the 
Transall it had the dubious distinction of being probably the most difficult 
and expensive aircraft to maintain in the inventory of the SAAF owing to 
the extreme difficulties imposed by the international arms embargo

Canberra – English Electric twin-engine, medium jet bomber, used as such 
and also in PR roles. Armament included alpha bombs, World War II-
vintage 500lb and 1,000lb general-purpose bombs plus the South African-
manufactured 120kg and 250kg GP and pre-fragmentation bombs

CAP – combat air patrol, the armed mission air-defence fighters fly to ensure 
safety of own aircraft in the battle area

CAS – close air support; aircraft supporting the ground forces in close 
proximity to the immediate battle line are termed to be giving CAS

casevac – casualty evacuation
Casspir – mine-protected, armoured personnel-carrier
CEP – centre of error probability, a mathematical method of determining the 

miss-distance of a number of weapons from the centre of a target
Cessna 185 – a single-engine, four-seater tail-dragger used in the 

communication, skyshout, pamphlet-dropping and Telstar roles, by day 
and night

CFS – Central Flying School
CO – commanding officer 
COIN – counter-insurgency
contact – a firefight, i.e. when contact is made with the enemy
cut-line – the border between Angola and Owamboland, so named from the 

graded strip cut through the bush to demarcate the international border

D-30 – Soviet-built 122mm cannon with a range of 15,000m; also used in 
an anti-tank role

Dayton – the radio call sign of the radar station situated at AFB Ondangwa; 
all matters concerning air defence were the responsibility of Dayton

density altitude – aircraft aerodynamic and engine performance are 
adversely affected by high temperatures and low pressures. Because these 
criteria vary from airfield to airfield and on a daily basis, the term ‘density 
altitude’ is used to determine aircraft performance. At sea-level airfields in 
Europe during winter, a jet aircraft will produce more thrust and lift than it 
will at AFB Waterkloof, 5,000ft AGL, during the 30°C-plus temperatures 
of summer

dominee – padre (Afrikaans)
DR – dead reckoning, when navigating without electronic aids
DZ – drop zone

GlOSSary
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EATS – Empire Air Training Scheme
ECM/ECCM – electronic counter-measures/electronic-counter-counter-

measures, part of EW (see EW)
ERU – explosive release unit, the device which ensures clean separation of 

bombs from the carrying aircraft
EW – electronic warfare; covers all aspects of warfare involving use of the 

electro-magnetic spectrum

FAC – Forward Air Controller
FAPA – Força Aérea Popular de Angola, People’s Air Force of Angola
FAPLA – Forças Armadas Populares de Libertação de Angola, People’s Armed 

Forces for the Liberation of Angola, the MPLA’s military wing, or army
FFAR – forward-firing air rockets
Fire Force – an airborne offensive force comprising combinations of 

gunships, offensive firepower, troopers, command and control, Bosboks, 
recce or Telstar, Pumas, insertion of stopper groups and troops—usually 
highly trained Parabats

Flossie – C-130 Hercules used as the air link between South Africa and South 
West Africa during the border war (slang)

FLOT – forward line of own troops, a very necessary requirement during 
close air support operations, to ensure safety of own forces

FNLA – Frente Nacional para a Libertação de Angola, National Front for the 
Liberation of Angola 

FRELIMO – Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, Liberation Front of 
Mozambique

FTS – Flying Training School

G – gravity. Under normal circumstances everything on earth is affected 
by the pull of gravity, called 1G. In tight turns or loops, centrifugal force 
effectively increases the pull of gravity. A G meter in the cockpit registers 
this increase. Readings of –2 to +7G are the usual range experienced during 
a typical fighter sortie. At =7G, the body’s blood effectively becomes seven 
times heavier than normal and hastens the onset of blackout as blood 
drains towards the pilot’s feet. At –G readings blood is forced to the head, 
sometimes resulting in ‘red-out’ when the capillary blood vessels in the 
eyes burst from the increased pressure

Gatup – a high-G manoeuvre developed by 1 Squadron pilots which affords 
maximum safety for an aircraft in a hostile environment. A 4G pull-up is 
followed by a 120–130º banked turn as the pilot pulls the sight onto the 
target. Immediately thereafter, he fires a laser shot to accurately measure 
range to the target. The pilot then pulls the nose skyward. The laser input 
allows the computer to predict an automatic release of the bombs during 
the pull-up. After bomb release, the pilot reapplies G, overbanks and pulls 
the aircraft’s nose down toward the ground. The escape from the target 
area is f lown at low level. When this manoeuvre is performed at night it is 
termed Nagup

GCA – ground-controlled approach, radar talk-down used to guide pilots to 
a safe landing in bad weather or at night

GCI – ground-controlled interception
GOC SWA – General Officer Commanding South West Africa
GP – general purpose
Grad-P – single-shot 122mm Soviet rocket launcher, mounted on a tripod 

and able to fire a 46kg rocket with an 18.3kg warhead a maximum distance 
of 11,000m. Much used by SWAPO for their stand-off bombardments

G-suit – the inflatable garment zipped around abdomen and legs that inhibits 
blood flow to the pilot’s feet as aircraft G-loading is increased

guns free – the state prevailing when all guns are allowed to fire at designated 
targets as and when they are ready; only ordered when no own forces’ 
aircraft are in the area

guns tight – the order given to cease own forces’ artillery firing when own 
forces’ aircraft are operating over a battlefield

HAA – helicopter administration area, see HAG
HAG – helikopter administrasie gebied, Afrikaans for helicopter administration 

area (HAA); a designated area planned and secured by ground forces 
from where helicopters operated to expedite operations. Very often it was 
co-located with a forward headquarters where immediate tactical plans 
were coordinated. Fuel in drums or bladders was available to refuel the 
helicopters, with extra gunship ammunition available. The HAG could be 
stationary for two or three days depending on the area but longer than that 
was considered dangerous as SWAPO could be expected to locate the HAG 
in that time. On the border the Afrikaans HAG was always used, as the 
sound came more easily to the tongue.

HC – Honoris Crux, the highest decoration for military valour that could be 
awarded to members of the SADF/SAAF. There were three classes, namely 
HC Bronze, HC Silver and HC Gold

HE – high explosive
HF – high frequency (radio)
hopper – a high-frequency radio that has the facility for hopping from one 

frequency to another during broadcast, thus improving the security of 
messages and signals

HQ – headquarters
HUD – head-up display, the sighting system mounted in the front windscreen 

of a cockpit. Information displayed relieves the pilot of having to look 
inside the cockpit during critical manoeuvres

IAS – indicated air speed
IFR –in-flight refuelling/instrument flight rules, when flying in bad weather 

or at night
IMC – instrument meteorological conditions, used when it is mandatory to 

fly with sole reference to aircraft instrumentation
Impala – a single-engine, light jet ground-attack aircraft used very 

successfully throughout the bush war, by day and by night, and armed with 
68mm rockets, bombs and 30mm cannon

interdiction – offensive mission flown with the aim of disrupting the 
enemy’s logistical lines of communication

IP – initial point, a well-defined navigational position from where navigation 
or attack profiles can be commenced with accuracy

IRT – instrument rating test, an annual requirement for all pilots

JARIC – Joint Air Reconnaissance Intelligence Centre
JATS – Joint Air Training Scheme
JPT – jet pipe temperature

KIAS – knots indicated air speed
kill – during simulated ACM, missile launch or gun firing is expressed as a 

‘kill’
kts - knots
Kudu – a single-piston-engine, high-wing battlefield communication aircraft 

with capacity for six passengers (provided the temperature was not too 
high) or a limited quantity of freight

LABS – low-altitude bombing system. The system was originally designed 
to ‘throw’ tactical nuclear weapons in a toss-type manoeuvre. The launch 
aircraft pulls up from low level at high speeds and releases the bomb as 
the nose passes 45º above the horizon. The aircraft continues in a looping 
manoeuvre to escape the detonation, while the bomb flies nearly five miles 
before exploding. Never a very accurate method of delivery but sufficient 
for a nuclear blast

LIP – low intercept profile (later changed to UNCIP, see UNCIP) 
LMG – light machine gun
LP – local population; a more common usage was PB, from the Afrikaans 

plaaslike bevolking

LZ – landing zone
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maanskyn – moonlight, moonshine (Afrikaans)
Mach – as the speed of sound varies with temperature and altitude, Mach + 

number is used to refer to the aircraft’s speed as a percentage of the speed 
of sound, e.g. Mach 1.0 = speed of sound and Mach 0.9 = 9/10ths of that 
speed (which also equates to 9nms per minute)

MAOT – mobile air operations team; the air force team usually comprised 
an OC (pilot), an operations officer, an intelligence officer, a radio operator 
and one or two clerks. The team plus their equipment could be airlifted 
into a tactical headquarters co-located with the army or police, or could 
move with the ground forces in mine-protected vehicles as an integral part 
of the command headquarters. The OC of the team was often called ‘the 
MAOT’

Mayday – international distress call
medevac – medical evacuation; differs from casevac as the patient is already 

under medical supervision and being transported to a more suitable 
medical centre

MF – medium frequency (radio)
MHz – megahertz, to denote frequency band
MiG – Mikoyan-Gurevich, the Soviet-designed family of jet fighters. The 

Angolan Air Force was equipped with the delta-winged MiG-21 and later 
the swing-wing MiG-23 variety

Military Region – for military purposes the border areas inside South West 
Africa immediately adjacent to the Angolan border were divided into the 
Kaokoland, Sector 10 Owamboland, Sector 20 Kavango and Sector 70 
Caprivi Strip. The Angolans, however, divided their country into Military 
Regions. The 5th Military Region faced Kaokoland and Sector 10, while 
the 6th Military Region faced Kavango and Caprivi

Mirage – French-built Dassault, the family of supersonic fighters used by 
the SAAF

MPLA – Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola, Popular Movement for the 
Liberation of Angola

MRG – master reference gyro, the main gyro which controls all the flying 
instruments in a Buccaneer. Failure of the ‘master’ can, under certain 
circumstances, cause the crew instant dyspepsia, hysteria and can be 
accompanied by uncontrollable tears

MRU – mobile radar unit 

Nagup – the night equivalent of Gatup (see Gatup)
NATO – North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NDB – non-directional beacon; navigational aid which transmits a signal 

in all directions except immediately overhead. Pilots using their ADF 
instrument can lock on to the NDB to receive directional information 
from the beacon 

OAU – Organization of African Unity
OC – officer commanding 

OC WAC – Officer Commanding Western Air Command
OCU – operational conversion unit
Ops Co – operations co-ordinator
ops normal – a radio transmission made at regular intervals, usually 20 

minutes, allowing command-post staff to monitor the progress of low-level 
missions

Parabat – Parachute Battalion soldier, qualified to wear the famous red beret
PI – photographic interpreter
PLAN – People’s Liberation Army of Namibia, SWAPO’s military wing
PNR – point of no return
pongo – an infantryman, a ‘brown job’ (SADF and British Army slang)
PR – photographic reconnaissance
Puma – a twin-engine transport helicopter that carried a crew of three and 16 

lightly armed or 12 fully armed troops

PUP – pull-up point 

RAF – Royal Air Force
RAMS – radio-activated marker system
Recce – Reconnaissance Commando (Special Forces)
recce – reconnaissance, as in ground recce, an airborne visual recce, a 

photographic recce or an EW (electronic) recce of a point or area 
RhAF – Rhodesian Air Force
RP – rocket projectile
RPG – rocket-propelled grenade
RPG-7 – rocket-propelled grenade, an anti-tank, tube-launched grenade of 

Soviet origin with a maximum effective range of 500m and an explosive 
warhead weighing 2.4kg. It is robust, ‘soldier-proof’, easy to use and much 
favoured by insurgents worldwide

RPV – remotely piloted vehicle/aircraft
RSA – Republic of South Africa
RV – rendezvous, the chosen point usually a grid reference on a map, an easily 

recognizable ground feature or a bearing and distance from a navigational 
facility

RWR/RWS – radar warning receiver/system

SAAC – South African Aviation Corps
SAAF – South African Air Force
SADF – South African Defence Force
SADF – South African Defence Force (pre-1994)
SAM – surface-to-air missile, a missile, guided by infrared or radar, fired 

from a launcher on the ground at an airborne target. By the end of the war 
the Angolans had an array of missiles which included SA-2 fixed site, SA-3 
fixed site, SA-6 mobile, tracked, SA-7 shoulder-launched*, SA-8 mobile, 
wheeled, SA-9 mobile, wheeled, SA-13 mobile, tracked, SA-14 shoulder-
launched, SA-16 shoulder-launched. (*SWAPO used only the SA-7 but 
FAPLA was equipped with the entire range)

SAMS – South African Medical Services
SANDF – South African National Defence Force (post 1994)
SAP – South African Police
SAR – search and rescue
SATCO – Senior Air Traffic Control Officer
scramble – traditional term used when fighter aircraft are ordered to take 

off immediately
shona – a shallow pan or an open area in the bush that fills with rain during 

the rainy season and is invariably dry during the winter months. Also chana 
in Angola

SOP – standard operating procedure, common parlance for anything that is a 
standard, recognized drill

SSO Ops – Senior Staff Officer Operations
SWA – South West Africa, now Namibia

SWAPO – South West African People’s Organization 
SWAPOL – South West African Police
SWATF – South West African Territorial Force; both the SADF and SWATF 

were commanded by GOC SWA

tac HQ – a tactical headquarters instituted for the running of an operation 
close to the combat zone, commanded by a subordinate commander with 
guidelines and limitations delegated by a sector headquarters

Tacan – tactical air navigation facility
tail-dragger – any propeller-driven aircraft that has two main wheels and 

a third under the tail. This aircraft requires different techniques when 
approaching and taking off from those used by the more usual tricycle-
configured aircraft

Telstar – an aircraft f lown at medium altitude to relay VHF messages from 
aircraft on low-flying operational missions
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TF – task force
tiffie – a mechanic, from the word ‘artificer’ (military slang)
TOD – top of descent
top cover – aerial cover; aircraft were considered prestige targets by the 

SWAPO insurgents. Aircraft are at their most vulnerable when taking off 
or landing in the vicinity of airfields. At Ondangwa, therefore, an Alouette 
gunship was airborne for all movements of fixed-wing transport aircraft. 
The gunship carried out a wide left-hand orbit of the airfield to counter any 
attempt by guerrillas to fire at the transport aircraft. The concept was also 
used in combat areas to cover own ground troops or to make-safe landing 
zones for troop-carrying helicopters in the bush

TOT – time on target
transonic zone – the speed band where the airflow over the aircraft alters 

from subsonic to supersonic flow, usually between Mach 0.9 to 1.1. As the 
aircraft transits through this zone, changes to the centre of pressure can 
affect stability

Typhoon – SWAPO’s elite group of highly trained troops whose specific task 
was the deep infiltration of South West Africa. Although highly esteemed 

by SWAPO, they did not achieve any more notable successes than the 
ordinary cadres; also referred to as Vulcan or Volcano troops

UDF – Union Defence Force (pre-1957)
UNCIP – unconventional interception profile
Unimog – a 2.5-litre 4x4 Mercedes Benz transport vehicle that bore the brunt 

of bush operations until SWAPO mine-laying hastened the introduction of 
mine-protected vehicles 

UNITA – União Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola, National Union 
for the Total Independence of Angola

UNTAG – United Nations Transitional Agreement Group
USSR – Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

ZANLA – Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army, ZANU’s military 
wing

ZANU – Zimbabwe African National Union
ZAPU – Zimbabwe African People’s Union
ZIPRA – Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army, ZAPU’s military wing
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At the end of 1987 and the beginning of 1988 the first conventional 
tank battle to be fought in Africa since the Second World War and 
the only one of its kind ever to take place in sub-Saharan Africa 
was fought over a large expanse of the dense savannah woodland 
of southern Angola. This was the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale, a 
series of operations that marked the climax to what has since come 
to be known as the South African Border War and, moreover, the 
concluding military chapter of the African Liberation Struggle.

The Battle of Cuito Cuanavale and the slow culmination of 
events that led up to it, although not specifically related to the 
South West African war of independence upon which the Border 
War was largely premised, was a clash of titans that had always 

been promised once the tide of black liberation – the swart gevaar, 
or ‘black threat’ – finally reached the borders of South Africa itself. 
Cuito Cuanavale was more directly a factor of the Angolan civil 
war, with South Africa acting ostensibly in support of a faction 
within that conflict, although with the unmistakable strategic 
objective of securing the border region of South West Africa 
through this proxy support.

The African liberation period began in the post-Second World 
War period with the rise of African nationalism, continent-wide, 
and a concurrent decline of the European appetite for foreign 
territorial domination. The process, notwithstanding a certain 
inherent violence, flared into war in key regions where settler 
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A BRIEF HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

minorities sought to resist the inevitable. The most notable of 
these were Algeria, Kenya, Mozambique, Angola and Rhodesia. 
The process continued throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, 
culminating only in 1994 with the eventual handover of power in 
Pretoria to a black government voted into office by an authentic 
majority.

South Africa has always been different from any other territory 
on the continent of Africa and certainly in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Militarily and economically, the country hardly occupies the 
same league as any other nation in the region. With the possible 
exception of white Rhodesia, the South African Defence Force 
has been, and remains, unequalled on a per-capita basis by any 
indigenous military organization anywhere else on the continent.

How and why did South Africa emerge as such a regional 
superpower? The answer to this is complex and not without 
a strong hint of the composite race ideology that has been, and 
perhaps remains, so much a factor in the existence of South Africa 
as a country. The territory was settled early, with Dutch settlers 
making landfall in the mid-17th century, and was liberated late. 
Thus the territory enjoyed a little over 300 years of Europeanization 
which, whatever might be the current liberation ideology, allowed 
for the deep entrenchment of western-style civilization and the 
generation of stable institutions of government over a much 
longer period than say Kenya or indeed Southern Rhodesia. The 
latter was removed from the map of Africa in 1980 after a mere 90 
years of modern existence. 

South Africa has also enjoyed almost unprecedented natural 
endowments in the form of gold and diamonds which were 
discovered in the latter half of the 19th century and which at the 
time were recognized as being the most concentrated deposits in 
the world. This, needless to say, transformed what had hitherto 
been a rather lowly and unimportant colonial backwater to 
arguably the most important theatre of capital adventure and 
warfare in the entire British Empire. An astonishing amount of 
wealth began to circulate within the various economies of South 
Africa, with a great deal more than this finding its way back to 
various European capital markets, London being perhaps the most 
important.

No less important were the political ramifications of this 
transformation. The Cape had been settled by Dutch East India 
Company men for the purpose of supplying passing vessels en 
route to the Indies. These had been followed later by waves of 
Huguenot religious exiles who brought with them the higher 

cultural sensibilities of their French ancestry. In combination with 
the Dutch, they evolved a fusion culture that, in the isolation of 
such an out-of-the-way settlement, developed language, traditions 
and peculiarities very different from their metropolitan cousins 
and certainly unlike anything else underway at that time in 
sub-Saharan Africa. The Portuguese settled the region earlier 
but tended to apply a lacklustre style of colonialism that saw the 
evolution of sea ports such as Luanda and Lourenço Marques 
(Maputo) but little else. The Portuguese always regretted the fact 
that they failed to occupy the Cape in time to thwart the arrival of 
other European powers.

Although highly cultured at their core, the Afrikaner nation, 
as this new sub-culture identified itself, also comprised a highly 
parochial outer fringe made up of frontier farmers and herdsmen 
who spread out over several generations to occupy a significant 
swath of territory in the hinterland of the Cape. A certain 
independence of mind also developed among these frontier families 
who, for much of their early existence, suffered no territorial 
constraint and certainly had to bear very little interference from 
any central authority. They developed a highly individualistic, and 
somewhat backward-looking, cultural identity that had about it a 
strong strain of ethnocentrism and manifest destiny.

It therefore goes without saying that in the aftermath of the 
Napoleonic Wars when the British inherited the bulk of East Indian 
trade interests and consequently took over the administration 
of the Cape for much the same reasons as the Dutch had, these 
far-flung Afrikaner communities of the sub-continent would 
suddenly feel deeply impinged-upon and wholly unwilling to 
submit to the far more intrusive style of territorial administration 

The South West African border with Angola as depicted in this old German map.

A Buccaneer going down Brandberg in South West Africa.
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that the British tended to introduce.
From that point on a deep antipathy was born between the two 

races, felt most acutely by the Afrikaner, for it was their Abrahamic 
view of themselves as a gifted race that was being compromised 
and their long-cherished liberties that were being curtailed. In 
the early 1800s the more radical among the Afrikaner leadership 
began to ponder an exodus across the Orange River, then the 
farthest limit of organized European settlement, and north into 
the great unknown interior in order that they might found a new 
nation apart from the British and beyond any trace of outside 
interference. Thus, during the 1830s and 1840s, one of the most 
dramatic human migrations ever recorded played out as the volk, 
the people, decamped from the Cape in large numbers and struck 
north into the great unknown. 

From this great defining event of the Afrikaner nation emerged 
two independent republics, the Orange Free State and the 
Transvaal. This rendered the sub-continent south of the Limpopo 
River a patchwork of colonies and half-republics that were locked 
in an extremely unhappy marriage of proximity which, once again, 
tended to favour the more progressive and modernist British. This 
fact was driven home most cruelly when the first diamonds began 
to be unearthed in the dry soil of Griqualand West. A swath of 
country of little natural appeal, long ignored by both the British 
of the Cape and the Boer of the Orange Free State, and nominally 
falling under Orange Free State territorial claim, almost overnight 

became of vital strategic importance to both, and in the classic 
style of ‘Britannia waives the rules’ was arbitrarily delineated to 
the Cape whose economy it thereafter magnificently transformed.

The same was true for gold which was discovered in the 
Transvaal in enormous quantities and which in 1886 set in motion 
a gold rush that was to change the political and social landscape of 
the republic in ways that dismayed the isolationist Boer. Neither 
joy nor relief was brought to the Transvaal by this great discovery; 
it instead flooded the key economic centres of the republic with a 
deluge of fortune seekers from all over the known world in a classic 
gold rush scenario, threatening to sink the heavy republican boat 
now swilling to the gunwales with British capital and influence. 
For how could it have been otherwise? Men like Cecil Rhodes, 
Alfred Beit and many others possessed a degree of financial 
acumen that was almost entirely absent among the bedrock of the 
Afrikaners. These foreigners, uitlanders, amassed huge fortunes in 
gold and diamonds, gaining phenomenal influence as they did, 
influence that they tended to direct not toward the interests of the 
republic but toward greater British control of the region. 

From this the inevitability of war grew and, indeed, hostilities 
erupted on 11 October 1899 in what has come to be known as the 
Second Anglo–Boer War. The first war had taken place toward 
the end of 1880 and had little military, but massive political, 
significance. Although the Boers were inevitably defeated, the 
military lore of the Anglo–Boer War spins a tale of such courage, 
commitment, endurance and Christian-like fortitude on the part 
of the conquered that, and not only in their own eyes, the Boer 
without doubt won the moral war. 

From this defining experience, however, the chastened 
Afrikaner nation threw up international statesmen of the calibre 
of Louis Botha and Jan Smuts. For newcomers to South African 
history, both these men had been key guerrilla leaders during the 
closing phases of the Anglo–Boer War, each in his own theatre 
fighting the British with extraordinary creativity and absolute 
commitment – thereafter transmogrifying into British statesmen 
at the helm of an unquiet British crown dominion. 

It was this curious fact that complicated South African 
involvement in the First World War. Upon the signing of a peace 
agreement, the British had drawn the curtain on the Anglo–Boer 
War, accepting the investiture of the Union of South Africa into 
the British imperial family – thereafter moving on to matters of 
European instability – with little thought given to how the defeated 
grassroots Afrikaans-speakers of South Africa might view the 
evaporation of their republics and their implied fealty to the hated 
institution of the British Crown. Botha and Smuts effectively led 
this new British overseas territory, serving as British proxies. This 
naturally enraged many among their erstwhile followers who 
saw in this a betrayal of the blood of their comrades and of their 
Afrikaner identity. 

Thus, when the task was given to Prime Minister Botha to 
deal with an entrenched enemy force in the adjacent German 
territory of South West Africa, many on the ground felt that it 
was not the Germans who were the natural enemies of South 

Desert dust: the hazards of air-mobile warfare in South West Africa.

A Buccaneer streaks through Soussesvlei, South West Africa.
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CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND TO THE SAAF

Africa but the British. A brief and somewhat quixotic rebellion 
occurred among front-line South African units that, although it 
did not particularly threaten South Africa as a crown dominion, 
did complicate military preparations for the occupation of South 
West Africa, giving hope to some that with German support the 
British could be overthrown and the republics re-instituted.

In the end the disturbance was put down and a brilliant 
campaign was fought by the armed forces of South Africa to 
assume the territory of South West Africa for the Allies and to 
neutralize the local German garrison force. This was an important 
moment in the history of South Africa, in particular with regards 
to how matters would evolve later in the century, for after the 
war the territory was made over to South Africa as a League of 
Nations mandate, effectively handing it over to South Africa as 
something more than a colony but somewhat less than a fifth 
province. At a later point, and in a more enlightened global 
political environment, pressure would be brought to bear against 
South Africa to relinquish control of the territory which, under 
the influence of a more nationalistic mind set, she refused to do.

This then sets the stage for the war that would ignite some 50 
years later as indigenous Namibians sought to reclaim control of 
the territory through popular revolution. This state of affairs, of 
course, was not unique to South Africa. The power of European 
empire had been deeply compromised by the events of the First 
World War and even more so by the Second. The Atlantic Charter, 
a policy document signed by both Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
Winston Churchill, sought to define the character of a post-war 
globe, pivotal to which would be the right to self-determination 
of all the peoples of the world. The first substantive territory 
to respond to this was India which was granted independence 
in 1948, followed by a raft of British, French and other sundry 
European overseas territories across the colonial spectrum.

In Africa the colonies of pure economic interest – those, for 
example, that hosted limited independent European settlement 
other than expatriate economic or administrative staff – were 
handed over relatively painlessly. Others, however, such as Kenya 

and Algeria and, farther south, Rhodesia, Mozambique and 
Angola, all of which had been extensively settled by European 
populations that derived their existence from a local economy, 
held on for some sort of guarantee of political predominance over 
the black majority, or parity at the very least, eventually becoming 
the focus of revolutionary wars that now define much of the 
mythology of the black liberation struggle.

Four bitter, divisive and bloody liberation wars were fought in 
the region before the final focus fell on South Africa itself in the 
great and global anti-apartheid movement of the 1980s. These 
were the Mozambican and Angolan wars fought concurrently by 
Portugal to suppress local liberation movements, the Rhodesian 
war which, although of a somewhat different character, was 
defined by the same basic principles, and the war for the liberation 
of South West Africa which is partly the focus of this narrative.

It is not possible, however, to examine one without at least 
making reference to each of the others, for each in many ways 
was interlinked, and as each territory fell in sequence, the general 
movement toward liberation was strengthened, quite as the rather 
plaintive defence of the line by minority European regimes was 
weakened. 

Of importance also is the fact that the war in South West Africa 
differed in certain key areas from any other that had been fought 
hitherto. South Africa was, and remains, a regional superpower, 
with characteristics both militarily and economically that have 
more in common with the developed world than the developing 
world. To even a casual visitor to South Africa this is quite evident, 
with a national freeway system and transport infrastructure, as 
just one example, that is by world standards impressive and by 
African standards miraculous. 

Similarly, the national civic structure, the industrial 
infrastructure and the institutions of government, law enforcement 
and defence in South Africa hardly bear comparison with any 
other nation-state in the region. It stands to reason, therefore, 
that wherever South Africa should choose to stand and fight there 
would be a fight indeed.

And so it was, but here we are specifically concerned with the South 
African Air Force, and its role in the South African Border War that 
was fought between 1966 and 1989. The SAAF as an institution 
has enjoyed an august reputation and a history concurrent with all 
the major contributing nations of the world. The Wright Brothers, 
of course, achieved the first powered flight in a heavier-than-air 
machine but quickly thereafter others began to experiment with 
and improve upon the principle. The first aircraft constructed in 
South Africa was that imported and assembled by civil engineer 

and South African aviation pioneer John Weston in Brandfort in 
1907, although this particular machine did not achieve flight until 
it was completed in France three years later. The first powered 
aircraft to actually take to the air in South Africa was a Voisin 
single-sea-engine-powered pusher biplane belonging to a visiting 
French aviator, M. Albert Kimmerling, who demonstrated his 
craft briefly at the Nahoon Racecourse in East London. It was 
Weston, however, in 1911, who recorded what has since been 
accepted as the first confirmed sustained powered flight in South 



AFRICA@WAR VOLUME VIII: SAAF’S BORDER WAR—THE SOUTH AFRICAN AIR FORCE IN COMBAT, 1966–1989

10

Africa. Weston thereafter established the John Weston Aviation 
Company and in the same year – 1911 – the Aeronautical Society 
of South Africa. 

With the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910, the 
first minister of defence, General Jan Smuts, set about moulding 
a unified military from the at times antagonistic remnants of 
the Anglo–Boer War. The Defence Act of 1912 established a 
Union Defence Force, command of which was given to General 
Christiaan Frederick Beyers who later persuaded Jan Smuts to 
consider the introduction of an air wing to the fledgling South 
African military formation. Contact was made with a certain 
Cecil Compton Paterson, another local aviation pioneer, who 
began training the first draft of ten would-be aviators at his flying 
school located just outside Kimberley, forming the nucleus of the 
South African Aviation Corps (SAAC), a branch of the Active 
Citizen Force (ACF).

Within a few years the world was at war and the value of 
aircraft in battle was put to the test. South African pilots were 
absorbed into the Royal Flying Corps, as were aviators from 
across the imperial spectrum, including from the Rhodesias.1 In 
South West Africa the SAAC flew in support of South African 
forces under the direct command of generals Botha and Smuts, 
flying in a reconnaissance role for the most part, achieving little 
as an offensive tool, with bombing sorties tending to be highly 
experimental and rarely effective. The same was largely true for 
the Germans.

Notwithstanding constrained post-war economics, meanwhile, 
1 February 1920 saw the appointment of South Africa’s first 
Director of Air Services and the establishment of the South 
African Air Force. The imperial government allocated 100 sundry 
aircraft from its extensive war stocks, as it did for each of the 
dominion air forces, complete with a full complement of spares 
and equipment. At a later point, a further 13 aircraft were obtained 
from various other sources which brought the total up to 113. 
An aerodrome was established at Zwartkop, now Air Force Base 
(AFB) Swartkop, situated south of Pretoria and not far from the 
suburb of Waterkloof where one of the main South African air 
force bases is located.

Nearby too was the aircraft and artillery depot where, despite 
acute Depression-era fiscal difficulties, the early foundations of 
South Africa aeronautical industry were born. Here the general 

repair and maintenance of SAAF aircraft evolved into more 
specific aircraft modification and adaption, and then full assembly 
with the grant of a licence to locally build the Westland Wapiti, a 
British two-seat general-purpose military single-engine biplane, 
with the first locally-built variant taking to the air on 4 April 1931. 

At the same time the SAAF itself grew at a steady pace with the 
establishment of three new squadrons, bringing the total to seven, 
and the construction of new stations and bases at Waterkloof, 
Bloemfontein, Durban and Youngsfield. A central flying school 
was also established with satellite training centres located in each 
of the provinces.

Notwithstanding all this, South Africa was caught somewhat 
on the back foot by the outbreak of the Second World War. The 
country did, however, now have excellent training and base 
facilities which, alongside the natural attributes of climate and 
landscape, made South Africa a fairly obvious choice to be part of 
the proposed Empire Air Training Scheme. This was a series of 
empire-wide agreements whereby the key dominions would host 
and help train RAF airmen. Training in the skies over England 
itself while the Battle of Britain was on was hardly feasible and 
the RAF needed to rapidly build up the necessary manpower 
resources that would be needed once the brave few holding back 
the Luftwaffe over the English Channel had done their work. 

It is interesting to note that a number of empire pilots were 
present among ‘the few’ during that great and iconic air battle 
of the Second World War, among them Rhodesians and South 
Africans, 25 of the latter, with some aces among them. A 1941 
news item from United Press made this remark: “The Royal Air 
Force disclosed today the identities of its ten leading aces. One is 
a former financial clerk in a newspaper office; another, a former 
South African sailor. One has artificial legs; one is only 22 years 

A camouflaged SAAF DC-3 Dakota.

Impala flypast at Mpacha.


