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South Africans on the Angolan Frontier
By Joseph Miranda

South Africans on the Angolan Frontier

Border War:

Support was coming from various 
radical African states as well as the 
Soviet Union and Communist China. 
The situation became serious enough 
that in 1974 the SADF took over the 
security mission in SW Africa. 

Offi cially, the SADF’s strategic 
mission was to resist communism in 
Africa. At this time, SWAPO promoted 
a fairly standard Marxist party line, 
though the depth of that commitment 
is debatable—much of the rhetoric was 
to maintain the support of the com-
munist powers who provided weapons, 
supplies, advisers, and a considerable 
amount of international agitprop. 

More practically, Pretoria had 
security interests in SW Africa. At 
the time, radical and nationalist 
movements were sweeping Africa, 
establishing independent countries 
from former European colonies 
that usually ended up as de facto 
dictatorships. Congo, Ethiopia, and 
other states were becoming Cold War 
battlegrounds. One holdout against 
decolonialization was Portugal, 

incursion into Southwest Africa 
(SW Africa). South African security 
forces defeated the raid handily. 

However, more infi ltration and 
attacks followed. At this time, the threat 
remained fairly low level. It involved 
small bands of fi ghters who crossed 
the border to plant mines, conduct 
agitprop (agitation and propaganda), 
and carry out the occasional act of 
terrorism—the latter often involving 
assassinating pro-South African tribal 
offi cials or kidnapping young people 
for indoctrination back in base camps. 

Security at this time in Southwest 
Africa was the responsibility of 
the South Africa Police (SAP) that 
had paramilitary and intelligence 
capabilities. Patrols and surveillance 
kept PLAN dispersed and away 
from population centers, but 
could not destroy the organization 
based outside of the territory. 

Large-scale raids into Zambia 
were unfeasible for political reasons, 
and in any event, much of SWAPO’s 
center of gravity was farther afi eld. 

 F rom 1975 to 1989 war was 
fought along the Southwest 
African-Angolan frontier. It 

was a war that went largely unnoticed 
in the Western world, though it had 
considerable impact in Africa as well 
as the wider Cold War. It involved the 
South African Defense Force (SADF) 
and Southwest Africa Territorial Force 
(SWATF), and was fought against an 
array of foes including the Southwest 
Africa Peoples Organization (SWAPO), 
the Angolan Peoples Liberation 
Armed Forces (FAPLA), and in the 
fi nal years, the Cuban army. The 
war produced many operational 
and tactical lessons still applicable 
in the 21st century world of ongoing 
operations in Africa and beyond.

 South Africa Intervenes

The armed wing of SWAPO was the 
People’s Liberation Army of Namibia 
(PLAN), a guerrilla organization 
with bases originally in Zambia. In 
1965, PLAN made its fi rst armed 

South African convoy in Namibia. 
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still fi ghting against insurgents in 
Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea. 

In 1965, Ian Smith’s Rhodesia 
made its Unilateral Declaration of 
independence (UDI), opening up 
another front in the struggle against 
African nationalism. Southern Africa 
was becoming a major war zone. 

On 25 April 1974, a coup overthrew 
Portugal’s Estado Novo (the right 
wing authoritarian government) 
and declared a democracy. The 
changeover in Lisbon had consider-
able impact for Africa. The new 
Portuguese government promised 
independence to the colonies. Angola 
was directly north of SW Africa, and 
to Pretoria this meant the possible 
opening up of another front. 

On 11 November 1975, Angola 
offi cially was independent, and the 
scramble began. The three insurgent 
factions—MPLA, UNITA, and 
FNLA—all wanted to claim legitimacy 
as the new government, and sent their 
troops racing for the capital city of 
Luanda. Meanwhile, Pretoria ordered 
an offensive which became known as 
Operation Savannah—with troops 
moving forward even before the 
offi cial declaration of independence.

Savannah consisted of several 
SADF motorized columns (codenamed 
Zulu, Foxbat, Orange, and X-Ray) 
heading north with the ultimate objec-
tive of Luanda. Each column was a 
battalion sized battlegroup. The SADF 
provided the cadre, plus armored cars, 
heavy weapons, and air cover. Most of 
the rank and fi le were Angolans or SW 
Africans who had enlisted to fi ght the 
perceived communist threat to Africa. 

Savannah ground to a halt in 
the face of overextended lines of 
communications and increasing 
resistance—Fidel Castro had begun 
sending Cuban regulars to Angola 
and these were being encountered 
in increasing numbers. 

Meantime, another column 
from the north, consisting of FNLA 
guerrillas plus an assortment of 
mercenaries, also threatened Luanda 
before the FAPLA threw them back. 

Savannah ended in April 1976 with 
the SADF falling back to the border. 
The MPLA was now ensconced in 
Luanda and claimed the post-colonial 
Angolan government, aligning with 
the Soviet Union. It attempted 
to occupy the entire country but 
was held up in the east by Jonas 
Savimbi’s UNITA movement. 

Abbreviations

Note: organization names 
are given as their English 
language translations.

FAPLA: Popular Armed Forces 
for the Liberation of Angola. 
The military wing of MPLA, later 
the Angolan government forces 
after the movement secured 
control of the capital in 1975.

FNLA: National Liberation 
Front for the Liberation of 
Angola. The Bakongo based 
insurgent movement headed by 
Holden Roberto that originally 
fought against the Portuguese 
and later during the civil war 
against the MPLA. FNLA 
bases were largely in Zaire 
(the former Belgian Congo). 

MPLA: Popular Movement for 
the Liberation of Angola. 
An insurgent movement that 
originally fought the Portuguese 
and took control of Luanda, 
becoming the de facto govern-
ment following the collapse of 
the Portuguese empire in 1974. 

PLAN: People’s Liberation 
Army of Namibia. The 
military wing of SWAPO. 

SAP: South Africa Police. The 
South African national police. 

SADF: South Africa Defense Force. 
The South African armed forces 
(sometimes used as a term 
for both SADF and SWATF). 

SWA/SW Africa: Southwest Africa 
SWAPO: Southwest Africa 

People’s Organization. Insurgent 
forces led by Sam Nujoma. 

SWATF: Southwest Africa 
Territorial Force. Military force 
organized by South Africa in 1980, 
composed largely of indigenous 
personnel with some white units. 

UDI: Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence. The Ian Smith 
government break with the 
British Commonwealth over the 
issue of majority rule in 1965; 
Rhodesia maintained a de facto 
independence until 1979. 

UNITA: National Union for the 
Total Independence of Angola. 
Insurgent organization led by 
Jonas Savimbi, that fi rst fought 
against the Portuguese and then 
the MPLA government.           

The MPLA opened up Angola 
to SWAPO and established bases 
for PLAN in the southwestern part 
of the country. From these bases, 
insurgents could raid into SW Africa. 
Meanwhile, a civil war broke out 
with UNITA and FNLA challenging 
the MPLA, while various Cold War 
powers became increasingly involved. 
An entirely new front had opened up 
for South Africa––the Border War. 

War of Bases

The situation in SW Africa made 
bases a critical part of the struggle for 
both PLAN and SADF. The region had 
a relatively low population density, 
and the ground included large open 
tracts of desert, salt fl ats, and scrub. 
In the dry season, water was an issue, 
making living off the land problematic. 

 All this made it diffi cult to build up 
a large underground infrastructure as 
was typical in many of the other Cold 
War insurgencies. SWAPO was based 
on the Owambo people, who were 50 
percent of the total population of SW 
Africa. The open terrain meant that 
infi ltrators were at a disadvantage 
owing to the lack of ground cover. The 
rainy season (November to March) 
would see major operations. Aside 
from the water, the rain increased 
the vegetation for overhead cover. 

Moreover, the SADF, the new 
SWATF, and SW Africa Police devoted 
considerable attention to tracking and 
other intelligence methods to fi nd 
and fi x infi ltrators. Bases external to 
SW Africa became vital to PLAN for 
logistics, training, and indoctrination. 

A similar situation was the case 
for SADF. A string of base camps was 
set up along the Angolan-SW African 
border, as well as deeper in the 
territory. These became centers for 
combat units, logistics, and launching 
operations. Bases usually included an 
airstrip, and aircraft were important 
for providing reconnaissance, combat 
support of ground forces, and resup-
ply. Often, it was faster as well as 
safer to move men and materiel via 
air than trekking overland on poor 
roads and possibly mined tracks. 

One factor making matters diffi cult 
for SWAPO was that the SADF made 
a considerable civic action effort to 
win over civilian support. This was 
assisted by the deployment of more 
military units into SW Africa, bringing 
with them an infusion of cash into 
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the local economy. The result was a 
generally secure rear area, with locals 
often turning in SWAPO cadre, leading 
to PLAN retaliating against civilians. 

Initially, SADF operations were 
largely restricted to the SW African 
side of the frontier, but there was 
a forward military presence into 
Angola. In August 1975, a small South 
African force had moved into the 
Ruacana-Calueque hydro-electric 
complex vital for power generation, as 
well as water supply for the region. 

There was also South African 
support for UNITA in southeastern 
Angola, and again airbases were 
vital. Initially this support involved 
advisers, logistics, and some special 
operations forces (SOF) – notably 
elements of the Reconnaissance 
(Recce) regiments. The objective was 
to prevent SWAPO from establishing 
bases in southern Angola. UNITA 
was happy to comply in exchange for 
South African military support against 
the common enemy in Luanda. 

The overall South African objective 
was to force SWAPO into negotiating 
an end to the insurgency. This was 
to be done by preventing PLAN 
from gaining any ground in SW 

Africa while SADF attacked SWAPO’s 
Angolan bases. This followed the 
example of the Rhodesians who took 
the war to their enemy, attacking 
insurgent bases and maintaining 
security within their country. 

An offensive oriented approach 
might be considered debatable in 
retrospect, but it had some validity 
in the 1970s and 1980s. In the recent 
Vietnam War, communists could 
operate from secure bases in Laos, 
Cambodia, and North Vietnam 
off-limits to US ground forces for 
political reason, giving them immense 
strategic and operational advantages. 
There was also the example of the 
Portuguese, who had generally avoided 
attacking insurgent bases outside of 
their colonies for political reasons. 

For the US in Vietnam and 
the Portuguese in Africa, staying 
on the strategic defense gave the 
insurgents the initiative, and led to 
protracted wars causing a decline 
in homefront morale. For the South 
African government in Pretoria, going 
over to the offensive was a means 
to gain the operational initiative, 
and potentially translate that into 
a strategic political advantage. 

Boer Tactics 

 T he South African Defense Force (SADF) developed 
a new military doctrine—and practice—in the 
late 1960s and beyond. This is sometimes called 

“Boer Tactics” after 19th-century Afrikaner operations 
against foes such as the Zulus and the British on the 
veldt. Mobile columns called “commandos” would move 
fast, hit hard, and then withdraw before the enemy had 
a chance to react. Marksmanship and tactical mobility 
were critical, and training and leadership paramount.

During World War II, South Africa, then part of the 
British Commonwealth, organized  conventional divisions 
to fi ght in the North African and Mediterranean theaters of 
operations. In 1968, the SADF began to rethink its organiza-
tion. Military leaders such as Constand Viljoen saw that the 
South African military was faced with vast spaces and a 
low troop ratio in which linear warfare was not feasible. The 
geography was similar to that of the Western Desert cam-
paign of 1940-42, where possession of territory was largely 
immaterial. Instead, mobile ground forces, supported by 
airpower, could outmaneuver an enemy and destroy them.

The new doctrine established combined arms combat 
groups that used maneuver to get into position where 
superior fi repower could be concentrated against the ene-
my. The higher echelon headquarters would be in brigade-
sized task forces. Airpower would cover mobile forces, pro-
vide close air support and logistics, and supply helicopter 
air mobility. The concept was tested in fi eld training exer-
cises and appeared to be viable. The South Africans also 

trained with the Israeli military and shared tactical lessons. 
Operation Savannah (October 1975 - January 1976) 

showed that the concept worked. It also showed 
that SADF needed to modernize its equipment and 
refi ne tactics. The SADF needed thicker-armored 
fi ghting vehicles, aircraft, and special forces. Over 
the next several years, South African industry 
provided the gear, while airborne and mechanized 
units were formed for combat on the frontier. 

The SADF used various combat multipliers (to use 
a late Cold War term) to enhance operations. One was 
improving command control (C2) and wargaming of 
operations ahead of time to determine possible outcomes. 
Joint command was responsible for intelligence, 
ground, and air operations. Operations were centrally 
planned, but decentrally executed. Commanders were 
expected to use their initiative and make decisions 
based on the situation up front. This gave the South 
Africans a faster action-reaction cycle than their foes.

C2 emphasized information fl ow up and down the 
chain of command, supported by an effi cient radio net. 
This allowed commanders to respond to situations 
rapidly and exploit opportunities. Offensive operations 
could involve anything from a reinforced battalion 
group up to two or three brigade-sized task forces.

 Surprise was critical. An objective had to be hit 
without the enemy being aware of it ahead of time. This 
made operational security and mobility critical. Fire and 
movement tactics were emphasized, with the goal to 
encircle the enemy, create a killing ground, and keep up 

There was also a tactical advantage 
to attacking SWAPO bases. This 
would force the insurgents to stand 
and fi ght. PLAN could not use the 
standard guerrilla tactic of breaking 
off when under pressure because 
abandoning the bases meant the loss 
of logistical and command centers, as 
well as the abandonment of civilian 
supporters who congregated there. 

One other reason PLAN had 
to defend its bases was to make 
propaganda claims of heroic fi ghts 
against South African aggression. As 
a result, SADF forces were frequently 
able to catch large numbers of PLAN 
fi ghters in one place, something 
diffi cult in the Border War or, 
indeed, any type of insurgency. 

 
Malan in Command

In 1976, Gen. Magnus Malan was 
appointed SADF chief of staff (he 
would become Minister of Defense in 
1980). Savannah had revealed SADF 
weapons and tactics were obsolescent. 
Much of the equipment was World War 

continued on page 48 »
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the attack until the foe was annihilated. Often, SWAPO 
bases were not within mutually supporting distance, 
so could be attacked and destroyed piecemeal. 

There were a couple of specialized tactical formations. 
One was the Vuurgordelaksie (Fire-Belt Action) where 
a unit opened fi re with all weapons for one minute, 
useful for suppressing a foe. In the event of an enemy air 
attack, the Visgraat (fi sh-bone) drill was used to quickly 
disperse and avoid presenting a concentrated target. 

Logistics emphasized forward support and self-sustain-
ing units. This meant bringing supplies and maintenance 
gear along in vehicles, or having them dropped by air. 

An assault on an enemy base camp often involved 
trench fi ghting. One danger was counterattack 
from nearby FAPLA or Cuban mechanized units, 
especially if they were armed with tanks. One 
counter-tactic was to deploy antitank teams with 
rocket launchers (such as the RPG) and mines along 
possible avenues of approach to set up ambushes. 

Any number of means would be used for insertion—
vehicle, foot, airborne, or the occasional amphibious landing 
up the coast. A lack of helicopters early in the war meant 
that airborne troops usually went in by parachute. However, 
the troops would often be picked up by helicopter. 

One innovation was the Helicopter Administrative 
Area (HAA). This was a forward helicopter base set up 
as part of the operation, usually about 20 kilometers 
from the objective. The HAA would be used as a 
forward command, refueling, and rally point. 

If a parachute landing was part of the assault, then a 
certain degree of fl exibility was required. While landing 
zones (LZ) were marked out ahead of time, paratroopers 
still tended to be scattered, and there was the risk of being 
fi red on while descending. Airborne personnel tended 
to be aggressive self-starters, with a certain degree of 
initiative that could be relied upon to ensure they reformed 
once on the ground and proceeded to their objectives. 

Troops conducting airborne operations would 
carry weapons, ammunition, cameras (for intelligence 
and propaganda photos), and sometimes beer and 
cigars. The latter items were good for morale and 
useful as trade items with the local populace in case 
personnel had to walk back to friendly positions. 

After an assault was completed, intelligence teams 
would gather up captured documents, equipment, and 
prisoners for transport back to SADF bases. Medics would 
bandage the wounded as demolition teams destroyed what 
could not be carried off. There were also some propaganda 
opportunities in taking photos of Soviet-supplied equipment 
and bringing back Soviet advisers as prisoners, though 
the South African government tended to be reticent 
about publicizing its operations across the border.  

An operation would end with a fi nal check to 
ensure personnel were accounted for. Then it was 
a withdrawal back to base camps in SW Africa or 
sometimes UNITA Territory. Back at base, vehicles would 
be maintained, personnel stood down, and barbecues 
and religious services held to keep up morale.      

Cuban soldiers and tankers from the Camilo Cienfuegos column in Angola.
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for the section light machinegun, 
and one or two rounds for a unit 
mortar. Running shoes might be worn 
instead of boots when tracking. 

One special unit was the 
Reaksiemag (reaction force, also 
given the call sign Romeo Mike), 
similar to the Rhodesian fi re force 
concept. An airborne unit would be 
kept on ready status at an airstrip. 
When trackers made a contact, the 
fi re force would be called in, deploy-
ing by parachute or helicopter. 

Zulu Team tactics were based 
on patrols of cross country infantry 
fi ghting vehicles. The AFVs were 
armed with machineguns or 20mm 
cannons and usually carried a squad 
of infantry each. Another vehicle 
would provide logistical support. 
Trackers would be used to get local 
intelligence on infi ltrators, and once 
spotted, the Zulu Team would close in. 

Fire force and South African Air 
Force (SAAF) support could be called 
in with aircraft and helicopters. Several 
Zulu Teams might converge against a 
single target to cut off escape routes 
and add more ground combat strength. 
The objective would be to destroy 
the infi ltrators and gain prisoners for 
interrogation—also, there was the 
possibility of PLAN fi ghters defecting. 

Staying on the operational 
defensive was not considered enough 
while SWAPO operated out of bases 
within Angola. By destroying those 
bases, Pretoria reasoned, PLAN 
would be unable to make headway 

regular soldiers on the frontier. Citizen 
Force (auxiliary arm of the South 
African Defense Force) units were 
rotated to the border, amounting to 
several battalions at any one time. 
The SWATF contributed most of 
the units for defense and security. 

 Infi ltrators had to be found before 
they reached populated areas, so intel-
ligence operations were conducted 
on both sides of the border. If a large 
enemy formation could be detected 
on the Angolan side, they could 
be hit before they moved south. 

There were numerous recon and 
surveillance assets available, to include 
tracker units raised from the local 
population as well as SOF. One of the 
more effective units was the Police 
Counter-Insurgency Unit, sometimes 
called Operation K (for Koevoet) 
that could both track infi ltrators and 
follow on with an immediate attack. 

Tracking units were mounted on 
mine resistant vehicles, motorcycles, 
helicopters, and even horses—as 
well as operating on foot. Lightness 
and mobility were emphasized, 
with troopers going into action 
carrying a minimum amount of 
gear. Recon was also emphasized in 
the big units, with tracker or similar 
platoons assigned at battalion level. 

Troops on combat patrols typi-
cally carried their personal weapons, 
three to fi ve days of rations, one or 
more canteens, seven magazines, 
plus fragmentation, smoke, and 
white phosphorous grenades (the 
latter two for signaling). They might 
also carry an RPG, an extra belt 

II or early Cold War vintage and not 
suited for operations in the “bush.” 

Accordingly, the South African 
Armaments Corporation (ARMSCOR) 
developed and produced a new line 
of weaponry to include the Ratel 
series of armored fi ghting vehicles, 
and the G-5/G-6 long-range artillery 
system. The two main shortfalls 
were in tanks and modern aircraft. 
United Nations sanctions on weapons 
were applied against South Africa 
preventing Western reinforcement 
of the country, while the Communist 
powers poured weapons into the 
SWAPO and FAPLA arsenals. The 
Cubans also committed a consider-
able numbers of ground troops to 
support the MPLA government.

For the Border War, the central 
SADF principle was joint operations. 
All security forces would operate 
under a single command: land, air, 
naval, police, and SWATF. The latter 
was formed from both black and 
white recruits and were valuable 
in providing trackers, gaining local 
support, and irregular warfare.

The South Africans also organized a 
special unit, the 32nd Buffalo Battalion, 
composed of anti-communist 
Angolans. The battalion would become 
one of the best trained and motivated 
units of the confl ict. Overall, this was 
part of Pretoria’s strategy to keep the 
Border War low key and not disrupt the 
South African home front too much. 

The number of regular SADF 
formations was kept limited, with 

South African troops during Operation Sceptic. Note the mine 
resistant vehicles, the forbear to modern Mine-Resistant Ambush 

Protected (MRAP) vehicles used in Iraq and Afghanistan.
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