
28 MODERN WAR 19   |   SEP–OCT 2015  MODERN WAR 19   |   SEP–OCT 2015 29

Operation Dingo: Rhodesia 1977
By John W. Osborn, Jr.

Wilson ruled out military action, being 
confi dent economic sanctions would 
be enough to bring down Rhodesia. 
Rhodesia held fi rm, however, with 
assistance from apartheid South 
Africa. As it was, there would be 
military action—by black insurgents.

The insurgents coalesced into 
two main groups. The Zimbabwe 
African Peoples’ Union (ZAPU), which 
was led by Joshua Nkomo with its 
military arm, the Zimbabwe Peoples’ 
Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA), operating 
from Zambia. The Zimbabwe African 
National Union (ZANU) was led by 
Robert Mugabe, with its Zimbabwe 
National Liberation Army (ZANLA) 
based in Mozambique. Nkomo and 
Mugabe were eventually pressured 
by the Organization of African Unity 
(OAU) into an uneasy alliance called 

with power being handed over to 
various new tribal-national groups. 
In 1964 northern Rhodesia became 
Zambia while Nyasaland became 
Malawi. Southern Rhodesia was 
scheduled to follow with its own 
transition to black majority rule. 

Rhodesian Prime Minister Ian 
Smith then inadvertently created a ral-
lying cry for his 220,000 white country-
men, declaring he wouldn’t see rule by 
black Africans “in my lifetime.” When 
negotiations with London in relation 
to just that kind of evolution broke 
down, Smith signed the Unilateral 
Declaration of Independence 
(UDI) on 11 November 1965.

 The UDI started the fi rst openly 
declared rebellion by a British colony 
since the American Revolution. In 
London, Prime Minister Harold 

Note: The uncaptioned photos in the article 
show various aspects of the RAS combat 
operations carried out during this period.

Background

 I n 1890 the diamond millionaire 
Cecil Rhodes invaded the 
Matable tribal lands of southern 

Africa with an army of mercenaries, 
conquering them and naming the 
land after himself—Rhodesia. His 
British South Africa Company ran the 
region under a charter from London 
until 1923, when it became a crown 
colony, eventually being renamed the 
Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. 

Rhodesians served the British 
Empire in two world wars, but by 
the early 1960s European colonial-
ism was collapsing across Africa, 

the Patriotic Front, while being armed, 
trained and advised by the Soviet 
bloc, China, North Korea and Cuba.

The odds seemed to favor the 
insurgents, but two things worked 
against them. One was the Rhodesian 
military, which proved effective in 
counterinsurgency operations. The 
other came from the fact neighboring 
Mozambique was a Portuguese 
colony until 1975, which made ZANU 
operations diffi cult and restricted 
ZAPU to the northern front. 

When the Portuguese quit their 
own colonial empire, however, 
Mozambique was taken over by a radi-
cal government that opened Rhodesia’s 
680-mile northeast border to infi ltra-
tion. Suddenly faced with a greatly 
expanded war, the Rhodesians had 
to devise a new tactic to fi ght it. They 
did so, and they called it “Fire Force.”

A group of RSAS troopers after the raid.
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object of destroying the enemy at 
source in their bases, had become 
a way of Rhodesian military life.” 

At its peak strength, the Rhodesian 
Army was barely 10,000 strong. The 
main strike force was the Rhodesian 
Light Infantry (RLI), but Cocks 
fought in the Rhodesian Special 
Air Service (RSAS) and with some 
deep-penetration scout units.

The Rhodesian ranks were swelled 
by an estimated 1,400 volunteers 
from abroad, mainly British, Irish 
and South Africans. There were 
also some Americans, Australians, 
Belgians, Canadians, Danes, French, 

Germans, New Zealanders, Portuguese, 
Spanish and a solitary Brazilian. The 
Rhodesians made no effort to recruit 
abroad, and the volunteers, coming 
strictly on their own, received no 
special pay or status. “For some,” 
Cocks observed, the attraction “was 
the action and adventure. For others 
it was the glory. Many came in the 
belief they were fi ghting to stop 
the spread of international com-
munism. And there were a few [who 
came] just for the love of killing.”

“At any time…leaders could call 
on the K-car for support. As well…
should Fire Force encounter really stiff 
resistance, Hawker Hunter fi ghter-
bombers or Canberra bombers were 
on twenty-four hour stand-by.”

Using those high-mobility tactics, 
the insurgent-to-Rhodesian kill ratio 
was 60:1. For example, Cocks’s own 
unit in six weeks killed 63 guerrillas. 
“This was a record in the Rhodesian 
Army at the time,” he noted. “But it 
was soon broken as hostilities started 
to escalate….This was the start of 
the deluge…Pre-emptive strikes into 
neighboring hostile states, with the 

Fire Force 

In his memoir, Rhodesian 
veteran Chris Cocks described the 
newly organized units as follows.

“The Fire Force principle required a 
high level of cooperation between the 
air force and the army. Each Fire Force 
had a K-car (Killer-car)—an Alouette 
helicopter mounted with a 20mm 
cannon. It carried the commando 
OC [offi cer in charge], who directed 
ground operations from an orbit above 
the contact area. Three or four troop-
carrying Alouette helicopters, known 
as G- s, ferried troops to and from 
a contact zone. The choppers were 
also responsible for casualty evacua-
tions (CASEEVACs) and resupplying 
troops with arms and ammunition.

“The object was to deploy as 
many troops on the ground within a 
given area and in as short a time as 
possible to entrap the enemy. Once 
the G-cars had unloaded the fi rst wave 
of troops, they returned to base to 
collect the second….Ground troops 
were also put in as stop groups to 
prevent the guerrillas from escaping.

“After the initial air strike had gone 
in, the main sweep line moved forward 
toward the center of the contact area, 
either killing the guerrillas or driving 
them into the guns of the stop groups.

Robert McKenzie

Despite wounds that should’ve 
ended any hope for a soldiering career, Robert 
McKenzi   e carved out a life as one of the 
busiest soldiers of fortune in modern times. 
Even so, it would all end in misfortune.

 Born in 1948, McKenzie was discharged 
from the US Army after being wounded in 
Vietnam in 1967; he was rated at the time as 
“70 percent disabled.” He went to Africa and 
joined the RLI, then volunteered for the RSAS. 
He survived a training regimen so tough three 
out of four applicants washed out. In the course 
of his career he made 19 combat jumps, and 
he became one of two Americans to reach 
the rank of captain in the Rhodesian Army.

After Rhodesia he served in South Africa’s 

equally elite Recce Commandos, then as 
second-on-command of the Defence Force of 
Transkei (the fi rst of the “tribal homelands”). 
He fought in brutal bush operations against 
the armed wing of the African National 
Congress (ANC) and the South West African 
Peoples’ Organization (SWAPO). His days of 
African soldiering ended not in combat but at a 
consulate: when he appeared to have his long-
expired passport renewed, the American consul 
sent him home. Later, with a new passport 
in hand, McKenzie traversed the world’s 
trouble spots: fi ghting, advising, training, and 
reporting for Soldier of Fortune magazine.

In Mozambique he fought with RENAMO 
rebels against the Marxist FRELIMO regime. 

In El Salvador he went on patrols against 
FMLN insurgents. In Surinam he scouted and 
plotted, without result, with exiles over a 
possible revolt against the pro-Cuban regime. 
In the former Yugoslavia, he instructed 
Bosnians and Croatians in sniping.

He met his end in Sierra Leone’s civil war 
of blood diamonds and child soldiers when, on 
25 February 1995, he walked into an ambush. 
McKenzie fell wounded and into rebel hands, 
to be tortured to death by child-soldiers. The 
horror didn’t end there—he was dismembered 
and eaten. Though a group of Italian nuns being 
held hostage witnessed the grisly “last meal,” 
his insurance company fought paying any ben-
efi t on grounds of there being no dead body.    

Robert MacKenzie, second from the right.
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Peter McAleese

Born in 1942 in poverty in Glasgow, he would later write: “There 
were only two options if you want    ed to   escape this existence: 
move to England or join the army. I chose the latter.” 

He served from 1960 to 1969 in the Parachute Regiment and SAS, patrolling 
in Borneo against Indonesian infi ltrators, then fi ghting rebels in Aden on the 
Persian Gulf. He reached the rank of corporal, but he was discouraged from 
reenlisting because he had little prospect for further promotion. He went to the 
US to enlist to fi ght in Vietnam, but he couldn’t get the requisite work permit. 

 He was in a botched mercenary operation in Angola in 1975-76, where 
one faction in the civil war hired them to fi ght against the post-colonial Marxist 
government. He escaped there just a step ahead of a fi ring squad.

 He was considering joining the French Foreign Legion when a reporter suggested: “If 
you like fi ghting, why don’t you try Rhodesia? They’ve got a hell of a fi ght on their hands.” 

After Operation Dingo he served with the South African airborne. Later, in Colombia 
he was hired to lead a raid aimed at killing cocaine czar Pablo Escobar in his jungle 
stronghold. The transporting helicopter crashed minutes away from the target, and 
he spent four freezing nights on a mountaintop before getting away. He was planning 
another attempt on Escobar when British intelligence visited to warn him off, saying: 
“Do you realize you were going to be shot down [by your employers] after the job?”    

The Mission

Within A Squadron of the RSAS 
there were 33 men, 28 of them foreign-
ers. Among them were an American 
and a Briton. The latter, Peter 
McAleese, assumed when he arrived 
at the main air base outside Salisbury 
the call-in was for a routine incursion 
along the Mozambique border, but 
it turned into something more.

A year earlier Rhodesian intel-
ligence had learned of the existence 
of ZANLA’s largest base. It included 
13 camps with trenches, bunkers, 
buildings, farms, anti-aircraft bat-
teries and Robert Mugabe’s personal 
headquarters, all stretching for three 
miles at Chimio, 56 miles inside 
Mozambique There was another major 
base about 100 miles away, at Tembu.

The commander of the RSAS, Maj. 
Brian Robinson, proposed wiping 
out Chimio, then also hitting Tembu. 
Until then the deepest raid into 
Mozambique had been 25 miles, and 
Robinson had to present his proposal 
a dozen times before it was accepted.

 In the end it was politics, not 
tactics, that decided. Prime Minister 
Smith personally ordered the opera-
tion, codenamed “Dingo.” He was then 
negotiating with moderate Africans 
for a majority government, but one 
with continued behind-the-scenes 
white control. He believed a massive 

for successfully assaulting an enemy 
position. As it was, a force of some 
150 paratroopers was expected to 
take on 9,000 insurgents at Chimio 
and, though they didn’t know it 
at that moment, another 4,000 
immediately afterward at Tembu. 

Carnage at Chimio

On 23 November 1977 in the 
early morning—a year to the day after 
Robertson fi rst proposed it—Operation 
Dingo got under way. At 3:40 a.m. 31 
Alouette helicopters took off from 
Salisbury for Lake Alexander, on the 
border, to refuel and then continue to 
Chimio. At 6:00 a half-dozen Dakota 
transports took off with two-dozen 
paratroopers aboard each. At 6:30 the 
helicopters landed for refueling. At 7:45 
aircraft began fl ying in at 300 feet over 
Chimio to deliver the fi rst air strikes.

  “Within seconds planes were 
moving about in the air and we were all 
scared,” a ZANLA cadre admitted. “We 
couldn’t think what to do except run…
People were running in all directions.”

 “When I looked in every direction,” 
a female cadre remembered, “I saw 
a Dakota deploying ground forces.” 

“airborne envelopment box” in which 
to hem in the enemy and prevent 
him escaping. Then ground-support 
aircraft and helicopter gunships would 
bomb and strafe the camps for several 
hours. Finally the ground force would 
fi ght through to the center of the camp, 
attack Mugabe’s headquarters, and 
cause as much devastation as possible 
before withdrawing back to Rhodesia.

 Normally, a 3:1 superiority is 
considered the minimum necessary 

blow against ZANLA would help him 
with the white voters he needed to 
approve the deal, as well as giving him 
a position of strength against Mugabe.

 It fell to Maj. Robinson to inform 
95 RSAS and 45 RLI paratroopers what 
lay ahead for them. They would only 
attack fi ve of the 13 camps within the 
Chimio complex, because the area was 
too vast and they lacked the numbers 
to do more. They would drop in groups 
around the target area to form an 

Insurgents moving through the Mozambique bush.

Examining a captured bunker.

One of the Rhodesian ground attack aircraft.

A Dakota formation en route to the Chimio strike.
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