
The Bushman soldiers were among the most outstanding all-round fighters of the Border 
War. As the first of the indigenous population to take up arms on South Africa’s behalf, they 
were among the last to lay them down. The border’s oldest and most bush-wise people, they 
became feared as relentless trackers and dedicated soldiers.

Coming from a primitive hunter/gatherer culture, they responded well to a crash 
course in modern warfare. Their use of automatic weapons and mortars, coupled with their 
phenomenal tracking abilities, made them a formidable fighting force.

During Operation Savannah they were deployed in a conventional role as Battle-Group 
Alpha, part of Task Force Zulu, and advanced approximately 2,000 kilometres in a month. 
Afterwards, some of the Bushmen were trained as parachutists and served as Recces behind 
enemy lines. Others were attached to various units as trackers and guides.

Their loyalty and bravery was recognised in the award of Honoris Crux decorations to 
members and former members of this elite corps. Controversy followed the battalion to 
South Africa after the war. Persecuted for centuries, the Bushmen have displayed an uncanny 
ability to survive and have adapted remarkably well to the modern world.

Their transition from the Stone Age in less than 20 years is a story which will never be 
forgotten. Hailed as the ‘Gurkhas of Africa’ the Bushmen have proved themselves second to 
none.

This is an exceptional record of 31, 201 and 203 Battalions and their remarkable 
personnel, fully illustrated with many photographs.



Ian Uys inherited his love of military history from his father, Jack (1910–59). During his 
schooldays in Uitenhage he wrote to an encyclopaedia for the names of all South African 
VC winners. He was sent three names, yet at the time he knew of 25! He volunteered for 
and served in the SA Air Force Gymnasium in 1960, then attended the University of Cape 
Town and graduated B Commerce. Uys captained the UCT Boxing team and was selected 
as South Africa’s first AIESEC commerce student to work in the USA and Australia. After 
marrying Barbara Bowers, a former Londoner, he qualified as a chartered accountant then 
lived in England where he did further VC research. In 1973 he wrote and published For 
Valour, the history of Southern Africa’s Victoria Cross Heroes. Uys has been interested in the 
personal reminiscences of personalities caught up in military history and has written many 
books about them. He served in the Heidelberg Commando in the seventies. In 1977 he was 
a platoon commander in the operational area and was awarded the De Wet Decoration. In 
1989 he ran for parliament as a Democratic Party candidate for Germiston District, a strong 
National Party ward. Though he lost, he believes that in a small way it contributed to the 
change in the country the following year. Uys is a practising auditor in Knysna and has three 
children and four grandchildren. He began writing about the Bushman battalion in 1992 
and has attended numerous parades and get-togethers with them since.

The author and his wife Barbara at a Bushman Battalion reunion at Vlakfontein, near Kim-
berley, September 2014. Photo C. Allie
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Foreword
The Bushmen were persecuted relentlessly for aeons, until they were eventually herded into 
the Kalahari of Botswana and Bushmanland of Namibia. Later some of these people moved 
northward and settled in Angola. Others moved eastward and settled in the Western Ca-
privi. Those that settled in Angola threw in their lot with the Portuguese Army against the 
terrorist forces that planned to liberate the country from Portuguese rule.

After the so-called liberation of Angola the Bushmen fled southward with other Portu-
guese refugees and were settled in the Western Caprivi. In September 1974 I was sent there 
to prepare a base for them. This base was to become the famous Camp Alpha and was later 
renamed Omega.

The Bushman soldier is unique in many respects. Born to use a bow and arrow, he 
learnt to use modern weapons with surprising efficiency, and his incredibly keen senses and 
thorough knowledge of the bush made of him a soldier feared by all that crossed his path.

Initially the Bushmen were used in counter-insurgency operations, but later they 
became involved in Operation Savannah where they were employed in a more conven-
tional role. Later still they became involved in ‘recce’ operations. Some of them even qual-
ified as parachutists.

This book is long overdue, as little is known of the contribution the Bushman soldiers 
made in the recent border war. Few people realise that it was largely due to their presence in 
the area that South West Africa (now Namibia) was spared the rigours of a 15 year civil war.

Now that the Bushman Battalion has been disbanded only a few of those involved with 
the Bushman soldiers will remember them. Memories are short and unless their history 
is recorded, the ‘stone age soldiers’, as they have been called, and the good that they have 
done will soon be forgotten.

Bearing in mind the absence of records and the secrecy that surrounded the Bushman 
project at the time, the author is to be commended on writing this story.

With the independence of Namibia in 1990 the SADF honoured the promise made 
nearly two decades ago and gave them the opportunity of resettling in the RSA. Some 
declined the offer and either remained on in the Caprivi or returned to Angola.

Those that immigrated to the RSA were accommodated in a tent village in the vicinity 
of Schmidtsdrift near Kimberley. During a recent visit to the base with Ian Uys, a young 
teenage boy came up and introduced himself as Goovy Bambo, the son of Jack Bambo. 
Jack had. been a leading figure in the early days of Alpha. He was not only my guide, he was 
also my mentor and my friend. He was one of the first war casualties. His widow, a teenage 
daughter and Goovy are now destitute.

I trust that those who read this book will spare a thought for the dependants of those that 
have given their lives for us.

 Delville Linford SM Colonel (Retired) 1993
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Prologue
I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last.

 (Revelations 22 verse 13).

When Cmdt Delville Linford suggested the name Omega for the camp alongside Alpha 
Camp he little realised how apt it was. The recruitment of the Bushmen into the SADF was 
something new for both South Africans and Bushmen. Never before had the Bushmen been 
officially enrolled in the SA armed forces – other than as occasional guides. It was a begin-
ning for the Bushmen as well, a new way of life opened before them. All the benefits and 
drawbacks of modern civilisation were suddenly thrust upon them.

By the same token it was the Omega to the Bushmen – the end of their primitive, 
innocent hunter-gatherer lifestyle. Not only did their original traditions die but, with the 
disbandment of the battalion, the first – or army – phase of their move into the Western 
world ended.

One cannot prophecy what the future holds for these unique people; one can but 
hope that they will succeed in adapting to the troublous world they live in today. The 
innate qualities of the Bushmen, their toughness and will to survive, coupled with their 
shrewdness and dignity will stand them in good stead.

Having visited the Bushmen on numerous occasions and spoken with those closely 
associated with them, I have come away with a great respect for them. A people who have 
been persecuted for centuries, who have had their lives completely changed and have 
been in the forefront of a debilitating war for the past 20 years, yet show no signs’ of stress, 
are a remarkable and unique race indeed.

This book has been written largely from personal reminiscences of the people involved 
with the Bushman battalions. The names of some members of the unit have been changed 
for security reasons. I have taken my cue from Revelations 1:11: ‘I am Alpha and Omega, 
the first and the last: and, What thou seest, write in a book’.
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Alpha – the Beginning

What can turn primitive, friendly people into dedicated and professional soldiers? 
The answer must lie in their own psyche – their way of life and beliefs. With-
out trying to change this, but by substituting the environment within which 

they operate and live, the SADF succeeded in turning stone-age hunters into modern 
soldiers. Instead of the clan and the hunt, the Bushmen had the battalion and the war.

The !Kung Bushmen’s concept of his origin is simple. Kxau was the first man on earth, 
created by the god !Khu, who gave him a wife, Zan. When evil came to the world !Khu 
promised that he would care for Kxau and his family. To ensure their survival he gave them 
poison arrows to hunt, reeds for sucking up water and sticks to dig for roots.

They clung to their traditional style of life for aeons, a nomadic lifestyle with their 
legends and superstitions. They wore skins of animals, ostrich shell beads and danced and 
sang around their campfires at night.

By nature submissive and polite, the Bushmen only wanted to be left alone – to hunt 
small game with their bows and poisoned arrows, traps and spears, to dig for edible roots 
and live in their small bands of up to 30 people.

10,000 years ago they had migrated into southern Africa and mixed amicably with the 
Hottentots (Khoi Khoi). Then, 400 years ago, the Bantu came with their herds of cattle, to 
be followed by the white farmers who farmed and hunted.

The Bushmen retreated before the power of these newcomers. Unable to understand 
the concept of ownership and possessions they occasionally killed cattle to feed on. In 
return they reaped a whirlwind of retribution – and were hunted like vermin.

In many areas whole clans of Bushmen were ruthlessly exterminated – or enslaved by 
the blacks and ‘indentured’ as forced labour by the whites. From the Cape they fled into 
the deserts of Botswana and Namibia, whereas in Natal they hid in the Drakensberg 
mountains. Everywhere they left their trademark – their primitive and beautiful rock 
paintings and etchings.

In the 1950s it was estimated that there were 50,000 Bushmen in all territories, 
of whom 4,000 were in Angola. Bushmen and Hottentots had freely intermarried and 
Hottentots were considered by Bushmen to be of their own kin. They have similar 
mongoloid features; the oblique eyes, set-apart cheekbones, sparse hair and adhering 
ear-lobes. They are grouped together by anthropologists under the common name 
Hottentot-Bushmen or Khoi-San.

The two types were the Yellow Bushmen (Kwankhala and Sekela) and the Black 
Bushmen (Zama or Kwengo). Whereas the black Zama are tall and well built, the Sekela 
are small and slight. The Zama originally lived in the Cuando and Okavango area end were 
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referred to as ‘Water Bushmen’ (Baraquena). They have three clicks in their language and 
are culturally akin to the Va-Sekela (Vasequela). Sometimes they intermarry, as long as 
both partners are of identical cultural development.

The Baraquenas often have more than one wife, whereas the yellow !Kung are monog-
amous. Adultery is punished by a heavy fine. The parents’ love for their children is one 
of the most impressive manifestations of Bushmen. They pay special attention to their 
children, who are accordingly well-nourished.

An intelligent, bright people, they learn quickly and adapt themselves to their surround-
ings. Generally despised by most blacks, in Angola they roamed the plains and forests, 
hunting and gathering as best they could.

The Harmless People
Elizabeth Marshall Thomas in her book The Harmless People gives reasons for the 

Kalahari Bushmen’s natural submissiveness. ‘One reason is that it is not in their nature to 
fight, nor in their experience to deal with people other than themselves.’ Bushmen deplore 
and misunderstand bravery. The heroes of their legends are always little jackals who trick, 
lie and narrowly escape, rather than larger bolder animals such as lions...

Bushmen cannot afford to fight with each other and almost never do, because their only 
real weapon is the arrow poison, for which there is no antidote ... Their hold on life is 
too tenuous to permit quarrelling among themselves. A Bushman will go to any lengths to 
avoid making other Bushmen jealous of him …

The other reason for their submissiveness is that Bushmen are overwhelmed by the 
possessions of Bantus and Europeans ... as well as their enormous sizes, heavy necks and 
arms, great beards and roaring voices ... Europeans are beyond the Bushmen’s imagination.

She relates that an old Bushman told a story that originally all people were one, but 
the great god came to earth and gave a rope, half made of riem (ox hide) and half of grass 
fibres. The people were told to pull on the rope – the Bushmen came away with the grass, 
whereas the Bantus came away with the riem, thereafter the Bushmen had only the things 
of the veld whereas the Bantus had cattle and other things.

So the distinction between them arose. The Bushmen only wanted to be left in peace 
and were frightened of other people. !Kung Bushmen refer to strangers as ‘Zhu dole’, 
which means ‘dangerous persons’ and themselves as ‘Zhu twa si’, the harmless people.

The Bushmen’s fight for survival changed. His bow and arrow, spear and stick are 
useless weapons in a changing world which rides roughshod over the apparently defence-
less.

The persecution of the Bushmen was to continue until recent times. Up until 1975 the 
SWA statute books offered 5 Pounds for Bushmen’s ears. In the mid-1960s the Odendaal 
Commission recommended to the SWA Government that Western Caprivi and Bush-
manland be designated as homelands for the Bushmen. This meant the loss of a vast area 
of land traditionally used by them and signalled an end to the ‘hunter-gatherer’ lifestyle 
of SWA Bushmen. The same had happened in the Kalahari Gemsbok Park. In 1968 the 
Western Caprivi was expropriated as a game reserve and the people evicted.
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Tribal Lore
All Vasequelas say that their predecessors came from the south and were pushed north be-
cause of wars. They were few and only had bows and arrows, whereas the other people were 
more and had rifles. A Vasequela, Mattheus Manango, said that his grandfather’s grandfa-
ther was at a place in the south, where the blacks fought against each other with spears and 
shields. At some stage the whites came and stopped the fighting. They were content then, 
but always expected another war to break out, which in fact did happen – they moved north-
wards, along the eastern border of SWA and settled near Mpupa. That’s where he was born.
The Finnish missionaries built a school at Diribi. They heard about this, so moved there 

in about 1960. The Finnish gave cattle and ploughs to the Bushmen and taught them to 
cultivate the land. Up to then they had been nomadic people who lived only on hunting. 
They knew nothing of SWAPO, but were told by the Portuguese that there were bad 
blacks who used pangas, knobkieries and grenades, and that they wanted to use them 
against these people.

The Fighting Arrows
The Portuguese used black troops as militia in various strategic settlements and by the end 
of the war in 1974 there were about 30,000. They were regarded as necessary for defence 
against nationalist guerrillas, yet only approximately 10 percent were armed, for fear that 
they might defect to the enemy. The majority were issued with wooden models of rifles and 
sticks to train with and used bows and arrows and spears in combat.

The nationalists, however, rarely attacked the settlements unless provoked, betrayed or 
assaulted themselves. When the local militia did confront the guerrillas they were usually 
no match against the better armed and trained nationalists.

Vasequela Bushmen of southern Angola. (CITA)
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The blacks in the militia should not be confused with those who served in the Portuguese 
regular army or the famed ‘Grupos Especais’ or the ‘Flechas’ (Arrows) – who were specially 
trained auxiliary forces attached to the secret police, the PIDE or DGS. The Flechas had the 
reputation of being the best counter-insurgency troops on offensive missions.

Cuamama
It was in Angola that the Bushman began to fight – for his survival. Cuamama Makua, 
leader of the Kazamba tribe of Bushmen, was a tall, strapping man in his thirties – the an-
tithesis of what one would expect a Bushman to be. In some dim distant past his ancesters 
had merged with a black tribe in Angola and produced the ideal warrior – combining the 
strength of the black with the cunning of the Bushman.

Cuamama was born at Umkushi, in Angola, in the early 1930s and after a limited 
education had joined the Portuguese army to fight his traditional enemy, the black 
tribesmen in Angola. For too long the Bushmen had been persecuted and enslaved by 
them and he welcomed the opportunity to fight back.

The survival of his tribe depended on their skill as fighters. All attempts at ‘Wars 
Wara’ (negotiating) had failed. In 1960 when the Portuguese DGS secret service began 
recruiting Bushmen to fight as ‘Flechas’, Cuamama was one of the first volunteers. After 
a rudimentary training in the use of the G3 rifle, they were armed and sent into the bush 
to kill black insurgents. Except for the weapons little had changed, for Cuamama’s father 
and grandfather had ‘culled’ blacks with bows and arrows.

Cuamama recalled those difficult times. He served the Portuguese for 14 years. At times 
they were sent into the bush for two to three months with no radio or food, nothing but a 
rifle and ammunition and instructions to kill as many blacks as they could.

Cuamama’s Kazambas were regarded as Baraquenas by the Portuguese, as the latter 
were also dark Bushmen and spoke a similar dialect. Legend had it that centuries ago the 
Unterbush tribe of the Okavango had enslaved Bushmen and that the Baraquenas had 
resulted from intermarriage between them.

Tango
Tango Naka, Kandando and another man were the first three to be trained to fight for 
the Portuguese. At that stage they weren’t issued with army uniforms or weapons. They 
were taken from Dirico’ to Calai where they were trained. At some stage the Portuguese 
fetched more men from Dirico’. They sought young men to be trained as soldiers and 
many volunteered.

Tango and his two friends were then taken to Serpa Pinto, where they were joined by 
other Bushmen, and trained further. They weren’t initially issued with rifles, but were 
taken one at a time to see how they reacted to rifles. As they soon shot well they were 
trained for a further two months, then given two weeks leave to be with their families.

The Portuguese then fetched them at Dirico’. Tango was allowed to take his wife and 
family as far as Calai. There he met Cuamama Makua, who came from Mkushi and had 
been trained at Serpa Pinto with his Baraquenas. After a while Cuamama and Tango were 
sent back to their settlements to recruit others. They were told to say that they were well 
looked after and were to recruit more Flechas. They were successful and took the Bushmen 
recruits to Calai, from where they were taken by the Portuguese to Serpa Pinto for training.
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Matoka
Early in the Portuguese colonial war in Angola Matoka Matheus was recruited at Cuito 
Cuanavale. Born in 1937, he was a Vasequela who was highly regarded by his people. After 
the initial period of training they were given camouflage uniforms and boots and told that 
they were going to fight. Their Portuguese officers never went into the bush with them. 
They would be taken to a point, then sent into the bush to flush out the MPLA and FAP-
LA. They weren’t given any radios or any command structure – only told to go kill blacks.

To show the Portuguese their successes they were to bring back the enemy’s rifle or 
cut off his right ear. Sometimes they fought until all their ammunition was depleted, then 
they ran away. Occasionally they were more successful and returned with many rifles and 
ears. It was nerve-wracking for the FNLA when the Flechas struck.

At that stage they didn’t know who they were killing, MPLA, UNITA or FNLA. They 
were just killing blacks. They heard about the South West African People’s Organisation 
(SWAPO), but just regarded them as more blacks to kill. Before they had been trained as 
soldiers they had suffered under the blacks, which fueled their hatred of black soldiers. 
They had joined the Portuguese for the opportunity to take revenge on those who had 
enslaved them before the Portuguese came.

Cuamama Makua. (IU)



BUSHMEN SoldiErS12

Mario

One of the later Flecha recruits, Feliciano Mario Mahongo, was to become a leader 
among the Vasequelas. He was born in Serpa Pinto on 13 January, 1952, and attended a 
private Portuguese mission school. The son of a farmer, he completed Std III, went to 
Luanda and worked as a chef, then returned to find that the war had started. He joined 
the Portuguese army in August 1969 at Serpa Pinto. Mario trained as a trooper, then 
went through the ranks until he was commissioned and became a captain. He was one 
of only two officers amongst the Bushmen, the other being Saffrimento Flippie Kalom-
boytu, based at Cuito Cuanavale, who was later a Recce in 201 Bn and fought in Rhodesia 
with the SAS.

Mario was a company commander and took part in many operations. He fought 
against all three terrorist movements in Angola, the MPLA, UNITA and the FNLA, yet 
was never wounded. They were flown to the north when they had to fight against the 
FNLA. They were specifically used with the Portuguese commandos and were considered 
to be a specialist group, rated just after the Portuguese commandos.

Matoka Matheus. (C Fourie)


