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Preface

This book is a collection of war stories, as told by those men and women that served 

in the South African Defence Force and were involved in the Border War, also known 

as the Bush War, from 1966 to 1989. If it brings out a belly laugh, a serious moment, 

or even a tear, then we can say we have succeeded.

Most of us that served in the Border War are now in our golden years or already 

‘six foot under’. This book is not there to document every operation that took place 

or make mention of every unit or squadron involved. These are the stories of war 

veterans together with the photographs they sneaked.

Chopper Pilot Cassie Nel started a breakaway website on 24 May 2012, titled Bush 

War/Grensoorlog 1966–1989, promptly appointing me as an administrator. Cassie 

Nel and I agreed we wanted a site that did not entertain political statements or hate 

speech. So we made our own rules regarding submissions: 

1. Had to pertain to the period 1966–1989;

2. Concerned only with our Border War; and

3. No political content.

If you broke the rules, you were banned.

Soon after launching the site, our membership exceeded 2,000, with stories 

and photographs flooding in. Today we are 22,500 strong, and growing. Talk of a 

book then started and my wife, Hanlie Snyman Wroth, volunteered to collate all 

the stories and photographs, before handing over to me for a final edit. It was also 

decided by the members of the site to keep the stories in the language they were 

written, but our publisher convinced us to do two books, one in English and one in 

Afrikaans. Contributions in this book are not weighted in favour of the size of any of 

the arms of service (army, navy, air force and medical services), but rather reflecting 

what was submitted.

A number of people reading this book will be the relatives and loved ones of those 

who lost their lives. We hope in some small way that we have helped you further 

along your road of closure.

Charlie ‘Backseat’ Wroth

Lil Gem

St Helena Bay

Western Cape, South Africa
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Foreword

Major-General Winston Harry Thackwray SM, MMM, FRAeS (Ret)

Former Officer Commanding Western Air Command and former Chief of Air Staff, 

Operations 

The compilers of this book, Charlie and Hanlie Wroth, are owed a debt of 

gratitude by all who care for or have an interest in the South African bush war.

The effort required to gather memories of a war that spanned twenty-three 

years, is both remarkably courageous, and highly commendable. 

The reader is reminded that the war was supported almost entirely from South 

African main bases, over distances greater than that from Berlin to Moscow. 

The South African logisticians and the defence industry exceeded themselves 

remarkably over all those years.

One needs also to remember the prevailing physical circumstances, particularly 

in summer, which made operational and normal living conditions very strenuous 

for both soldiers and airmen. Suffocating heat, heavy rainfall, cloying humidity, 

rapid infection to any wound, and killer malaria, were ubiquitous. 

Few or no roads made ‘bundu bashing’ through dense vegetation a frequent 

necessity. Swollen rivers, deep soft sand, and scant features by which to navigate, 

were constant operational obstacles.

In particular, for the soldier there were landmines, ambushes, and direct contacts 

with the enemy. For the airman, ‘black-hole’ night flying, ‘brown-out’ helicopter 

flying conditions, sophisticated Russian-supplied fighter aircraft, and anti-aircraft 

missiles and guns, all made for a vicious and unpleasant war.

In view of all the obvious dangers and serious discomfort, one cannot help but 

be amazed at the cheerful acceptance demonstrated by the members of the South 

African armed forces, accompanied by their dedication to duty and the task on 

hand.

Their dedication to duty came at a high cost to them and their families in terms 

of personal sacrifices. The relegation of their families to a status of secondary 

importance, often with many difficulties arising at home, while they themselves 

were suffering serious discomfort and facing imminent danger, generally carried 

a high price for them. Families were scarred and scattered by the regular and 

long absences over many years, and as a result of the trying circumstances, post-

traumatic stress was sadly evident in a number of combatants and their families. 

We must not forget the enormous sacrifices that they had to make on South Africa’s 

behalf.

This book goes a long way to helping the reader understand the nature of the 

bush war, and the positive attitudes of professional soldiers and conscripts alike. 

These men, in many instances mere young lads, shouldered huge responsibility for 

the wellbeing and survival of their comrades, and for the successful operational 

achievements and political outcomes of an interminably long, long war.
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As a result, in many cases they formed intensely deep and long-lasting 

friendships. Their conclusive verdict on this chapter in their lives can be briefly 

summed up with a quote from this book:

“I wouldn’t exchange this period of my life for anything.”

I proudly salute them and their memories.

Winston Thackwray

Pretoria, South Africa

February 2015
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Introduction

The following is the best independent border war history, told in 

a concise form. The article was found in Raids magazine, while 

searching for information on Angolan losses. It was written by 

French-speaking Belgian war correspondent, Yves Debay, who, 

according to local and international press reports, was killed 

on 17 January 2013 by a sniper while Debay was covering the 

fighting in Aleppo in Syria.*

Angola-South West Africa War: 

A Forgotten War (1975–89)1

The communist flag will never fly over Cape Town, but the price was high: 

715 South African soldiers fell in the bush and deserts of South West Africa 

and Angola. (About 11,000 Angolans were killed.)

The year 1975 was a particularly bad one for the Western world: Saigon 

and Phnom Penh fell into communist hands while, after a sudden about-

face in western Africa, the Soviets turned away from their Somali allies, 

to back instead the new Ethiopian rulers who had declared themselves 

loyal to Moscow. Soon, the communist dictators of several other African 

countries, including Tanzania, the People’s Republic of Congo, Madagascar 

and Guinea, gave the Russians the support bases they needed to take over 

the dark continent.

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic and still reeling from the Vietnam trauma, 

the Americans, led by President Jimmy Carter, stood by powerlessly, 

reluctant to be drawn yet again into a foreign military venture, despite 

the seemingly inexorable communist expansion across the third world. 

Concurrently, a pacifist movement, animated by disenchanted soldiers, 

shook the NATO armies guarding the western border from the 50,000 

Warsaw Pact tanks facing them across the Iron Curtain. Apparently 

unconcerned, Europe looked the other way, ignoring Lenin’s prediction, 

“We’ll sneak in through the African back door”.

War Flares up in Angola Again

South-western Africa was further destabilized in 1975 when political unrest 

at home forced the Portuguese to abandon their African possessions. The 

communists were quick off the mark, soon turning Guinea and Mozambique, 

two other former Portuguese colonies, into ‘people’s republics’.

But in Angola the situation was more complex. There, the Portuguese had 

to contend with three separatist movements: FNLA, UNITA and MPLA. 

* The original 
has been written 
in French. Some 
of the exotic 
spelling remains 
from the original 
article.

1. Debay, Yves: 
pages 20–23, 
Raids magazine, 
No. 44, July 
1995, ISBN 0963-
1852-41

• • •
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Led by Holden Roberto, FNLA (Portuguese: Frente Nacional de 

Libertação de Angola), the National Front for the Liberation of Angola, 

drew its supporters from the Bakongo tribes. Its influence reached as far 

as Zaire. 

The members of UNITA, the National Union for the Total Independence 

of Angola, were mostly recruited from among the Ovimbundu (also 

Umbundu), the largest ethnic group in Angola. 

The MPLA movement, the People’s Movement for the Liberation of 

Angola, on the other hand, was very much a party of radical intellectuals 

with its main strength divided between the urbanised Angolans living 

along the coastal zones and half-castes. In the late 1960s, the MPLA was 

dealt a severe blow when Portuguese secret police made several waves 

of arrests, resulting in its subsequent leader, Doctor Agostinho Neto, a 

staunch Marxist, being arrested. Predictably, Moscow granted unlimited 

support to the latter faction.

In late 1974, sizeable quantities of arms and ammunition were shipped 

from the East to the MPLA, shortly followed by 250 Cuban technicians and 

advisers who arrived in May 1975, just as the country was in the throes of 

independence. Before withdrawing, the Portuguese tried to persuade the 

factions to form a coalition government, but their advice went unheeded, 

as none of the parties was willing to make any effort to implement the 

solution they proposed.

Increasingly concerned about the situation on their northern border, 

Pretoria deployed troops into South West Africa. It later posted elements 

from the 2nd South African Infantry to the large dam [on the Kunene 

River] at Ruacana on South West Africa’s border with Angola.

A Sixteen Year War Begins

A closer look at Soviet strategy of the 1970s helps to understand why the 

situation in Angola took a turn for the worse before it degenerated into an 

all-out civil war. In 1975, the West relied heavily on the Middle East for its 

oil requirements. But as the Suez Canal had been closed to traffic since the 

Six-Day War* (or had become too narrow for modern tankers), traffic had 

to skirt the Cape of Good Hope, the air and waters around which practically 

controlled by the Soviets and their allies. From their African bases, Tupolev 

TU-95 ‘Bear’ and TU-l6 ‘Badger’ Soviet bombers presented a serious threat 

to the sea routes.

Without question, the Soviets would have derived invaluable strategic 

and economic advantages from a takeover of South Africa as, further to 

getting hold of Pretoria’s fantastic gold reserves, they could also lay their 

hands on the mineral wealth of southern Africa as a whole. As a Western 

political observer put it when commenting on Soviet expansion in Africa, 

“From Cape Town, the Soviets will, in the long run, gradually control the 

* Arab-Israeli

• • •
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policy of Europe and preside over its destiny like they’re doing in Finland”.

But in 1975, the city of Luanda, Angola’s capital, was a major obstacle 

standing in the way of the Soviets road to Cape Town. In a first move, 

FAPLA, the Patriotic Front for the Liberation of Angola and military branch 

of the MPLA, secured the harbour, allowing the first Cuban freighter to 

berth there, the Vietnam Heroica. It delivered the initial batch of advisers, 

the so-called barbudos (bearded revolutionaries), who were to play an 

increasingly significant role in Angolan military affairs.

Soon, thousands upon thousands of tons of Soviet equipment was airlifted 

into Angola by aircraft flying regular shuttles between Conakry in Guinea 

and Brazzaville in Congo. Although supported by mercenaries in the field, 

the pro-Western FNLA collapsed. Lightly equipped, Roberto Holden’s 

men were no match for the communists who were lavishly equipped with 

artillery, particularly D-30 122mm and M-46 130mm pieces.

Egged on by Henry Kissinger*, who urged them to assist Roberto Holden 

and Jonas Savimbi (UNITA’s leader), the South Africans found themselves, 

albeit reluctantly, embroiled in the Angolan quagmire. On 24 September 

1975, two South African liaison officers, Major van der Wals and Major 

Holzhausen, were sent by their government to help UNITA. The two 

officers brought with them a complement of four Land Rovers, fitted with 

French ENTAC anti-tank missiles, which were later used to check three 

MPLA armoured columns between Lobito and Nova Lisboa on 2 October 

1975. In this engagement, MPLA casualties amounted to 100 men killed 

and one BRDM-2 armoured patrol car destroyed, for the loss of only one 

Land Rover.

Offences and Counteroffences

South African reinforcements quickly poured in. A squadron of Elands was 

airlifted by C-130 Hercules into Angola, even though the initial aims of 

this first operation, codenamed Savannah, were restricted to recapturing 

Lobita Harbour and to reopen the vital Benguela railway line, used to 

bring in copper ore from Zaire. These two objectives were achieved but, 

in the north, FNLA forces were crushed. By this time, 12,000 Cubans were 

deployed in Angola, against 2,900 South Africans.

Diplomatically, MPLA rulers scored a major success when, spurred 

on by Nigeria, the Marxist regime of Angola was endorsed by the OAU, 

Organisation for African Unity. This decision prompted the South Africans 

to grudgingly pull out their forces just as three task forces (Fox-Bat, X-Ray 

and Zulu) were within reach of Luanda. Operation Savannah was over. It 

had cost the South Africans twenty-nine soldiers killed in action, plus a 

further twenty who lost their lives in accidents. Although beaten in the field, 

the MPLA had won a major diplomatic success and, soon, Angola became 

the twenty-seventh member of the OAU and UNITA forces withdrew to the 

* American 
Secretary of 
State

• • •
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southeast of the country. However, South Africa provided active support 

to Savimbi’s fighters as Luanda’s regime assisted and provided bases to 

SWAPO, a guerrilla movement it had created to wage unconventional 

warfare in South West Africa. Consequently, a covert war, not unlike the 

Rhodesian conflict, flared up in South West Africa, with ambushes, raids, 

and horse patrols being the order of the day for years to come.

Conventional War in Africa 

UNITA had been dealt a number of crippling blows but, somehow, 

gradually recovered and was soon able to raid MPLA rear bases and foster 

a climate of insecurity within the MLPA-controlled zones. In 1977 and 

1978, SWAPO intensified its attacks in South West Africa. In retaliation, 

South African Paras, led by Colonel Breytenbach, launched a massive 

airborne raid against Cassinga, one of SWAPO’s major bases (Operation 

Reindeer), while the famous 32 ‘Buffalo’ Battalion attacked several camps 

at Chetequera. In these two episodes, the South Africans killed more than 

1,000 SWAPO fighters, losing nineteen of their number in the process.

Three months later, SWAPO fighters shelled the South African positions 

at Katima Mulilo in the Caprivi Strip. Zambian soldiers also fired from over 

the Zambian border. The guerrillas loosed off thirty 122mm rockets and 

numerous mortar shells, which killed ten South African soldiers. By way 

of reprisals for this attack, the South African air force launched several air 

strikes at Zambia, while an armoured task force thrust deep inland, killing 

dozens of SWAPO guerrillas in the process, and destroying huge quantities 

of equipment.

In early 1979, 250 guerrillas attacked the Nkongo base, killing seven 

South African soldiers. This caused the peace talks, initiated under UN 

auspices, to break down irredeemably. As Pik Botha, South Africa’s foreign 

minister said, “Not one soldier will be withdrawn from the border as long as 

SWAPO maintains its murderous policy and refuses to agree to a ceasefire.” 

In March, two smaller operations, Rekstock and Safraan, were conducted 

across the border, as the South African air force struck deeper and deeper 

into Angolan territory.

In 1979, 800 guerrillas were killed, but SWAPO had massacred 158 

civilians and abducted 450 children, taking them back to its Angolan 

bases where they would be trained in guerrilla warfare. In early 1980, 

guerrilla and counter-guerrilla operations intensified, with the South 

African security forces losing twenty-two men killed in these sweeps. The 

most serious clash took place in May 1980, when well-trained guerrillas 

ambushed a South African patrol, in which five soldiers were killed in the 

initial exchange of fire. However, the South Africans recovered quickly and 

counter-attacked, accounting for eighty-one ‘terrs’*.* terrorists

• • •


