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    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    Over time, the challenges, flaws, successes and lessons of the attack on the objective at Smokeshell have been chewed over by many a prominent historian, strategist and esteemed career officer. 


    This book is a humble effort to relate the story of Smokeshell to a wider audience and a much younger generation in the words of a few national servicemen – the survivors of Platoon 1, Bravo Company, which for all practical purposes ceased to exist on 10 June 1980. 


    And, equally important, the book attempts to tell the story of their lifelong journey of healing after that day of blood and fire in the Angolan bush. 
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    DEMONS OF THE BUSH


    After he shouts the command into the radio, the four Ratel combat vehicles roar up the bank of the dry riverbed and start ploughing through the bush in line abreast. Then all hell breaks loose …


    Startled Swapo fighters, hundreds of them, scatter in all directions. Bullets clatter like hail against the armoured hulls of the Ratels. The gunners and riflemen of Paul Louw’s platoon return fire with all they’ve got, but their main armament of 20 mm rapid-fire cannons jam and they’re reduced to fighting with Browning machine guns, R1 assault rifles and hand grenades.


    Amid the chaos of the battle, peering through the armoured glass of his turret sight blocks, Paul notices how old some of the enemy soldiers are compared to his own 19-year-old troopies. Uniformed and armed, yes, but with the tell-tale hue of many winters in their hair. Then one of the grey heads disappears in a spray of blood …


    With a start he’s jerked back into the present, shivering on his camping bed with his sleeping bag pulled over his head against the chilly Angolan night. He reassures himself yet again: ‘This is 2022, the war has been over for a long time, you’re safe. Everybody is safe.’


    Suddenly a frightening new sound drowns out the crackling of the enemy’s AK-47 assault rifles: PAAA-RAP-PAP-PAP-PAAARP! Like a giant motorcycle reverse-throttled by a demon rider. The young platoon leader needs nobody to tell him it is the manic scream of a Soviet ZU-23-2 anti-aircraft gun – and that it could tear through the metal hulls of his Ratels as if they were made of paper. 


    He struggles onto his back, with the sleeping bag wound tightly around his body. Above him the dense black of the Angolan night sky is shot through with the light of a trillion stars. Just like that night 42 years ago. He tries to count them – anything to sink back into the oblivion of sleep, to stop reliving that terrible battle. 


    But the demons that dwell in this godforsaken patch of bush continue to torment him. 


    Through his radio headset he hears the mix of adrenaline and fear in the voices of his section leaders. Some of his platoon vehicles that are packed with his boys are being hit, he realises with dread. 


    And then the interior of Paul’s own Ratel becomes an inferno of smoke, flames and the loud popping sounds of munitions exploding in their storage bins. 


    He tries to grab his rifle from its rack but flames sear his arm and he bails out of the vehicle without it, shouting to his crew to take cover in an abandoned Swapo trench.


    Voices in the night drag Paul back into the present. Anxiety takes hold: What if the local people decide to attack the invaders of the past, the small group of South African war veterans? What could I do? How would I protect them?


    His torch beam leaps out to touch two young women, chatting while they walk from one kraal to another. It’s okay, he realises with a rush of relief. There’s no problem. But he quickly switches off the torch because the last thing he wants to do, in this of all places, is to attract attention to himself. Once more he turns his gaze to the heavens and tries to lose his memories among the distant stars. 


    But the enveloping bush has no pity. As the hours drag by, Paul once again sees the faces of the dead and his nostrils fill with the terrible smell of charred flesh. And he relives that endless night trapped in a destroyed Ratel, surrounded by the enemy and praying to be rescued. 


    At first light, that false blue-grey dawn before the sun lifts its fiery head above the bush, his fellow veteran Andrew Whitaker comes stomping around the nose of the bakkie. He gives Paul a knowing look and comments wryly: ‘The demons were busy with you last night …’ 


    No explanation is needed, because Andrew knows. Those who have survived the horrors of war share a mutual understanding that goes beyond words. A nod from Paul confirms that his second night in the killing zone of Smokeshell was no picnic. 


    On 10 June 1980, during one of the toughest battles of the Border War, the sands of this place were drenched with the blood of his troops. Twelve died, another 17 were wounded. Of 44 young men, only 12 were left unharmed when the shooting stopped. 


    To locals, this piece of bush in southwestern Angola is known as Chifufua. But for the young South African national servicemen who fought here, many of them still in their teens, it will always remain ‘Smokeshell’ – the code name for one of the targets of Operation Sceptic. The attack on Smokeshell was the baptism of fire for a specialised new unit, 61 Mechanised Battalion Group. The task of 61 Mech – as it would forever be called by its members – was to take the war to Swapo in its strongholds inside Angola. Smokeshell would also be the big test for 61 Mech’s war horses – the Ratel infantry fighting vehicles designed for mobile warfare in the harsh African landscape. 


    From a military point of view, Smokeshell was successful. A vast Swapo command complex was destroyed, about 370 enemy soldiers killed and tonnes of vehicles and munitions hauled back across the border. But hard lessons were learned by the South Africans and a high price in blood was paid. 


    For decades the survivors bore the trauma of that day and relived it in a thousand nightmares. For the smell of diesel, smoke and fresh blood never leaves you. 


    As the years passed, the battlefield was reclaimed by the ever-patient bush. The old Swapo trenches were filled with wind-blown sand and leaves. There were no real landmarks to start with. The location was soon forgotten. 


    But one man was determined to find it and bring the young men he once led back to the place where they had fought so long ago. To pay tribute to their fallen comrades and lay their demons to rest. That man, retired General Johann Dippenaar, started searching obsessively for the site of Smokeshell – and eventually found it. 


    Four decades after that hellish battle, Dippenaar returned with seven other Smokeshell veterans he had led as a commandant. Men like Paul, who was only too relieved that daybreak made his demons retreat. And the legendary Hennie ‘HP’ Ferreira, who was the driver of Paul’s Ratel. During the battle a round from a 14,5 mm machine gun tore away most of HP’s coccyx, intestine and stomach. Since that day, he’s had more than a hundred surgical procedures. 


    Under the uncaring eye of the morning sun, the small group starts walking along the dirt path to a tree among the old trenches. Camping chairs are set out under its branches and a banner covers a simple memorial. 


    Emotion chokes the air like the lingering plume of dust raised by a convoy of Ratels. For the blood brothers of Smokeshell, it’s been a long and arduous journey back to the killing field.
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    BRAAIVLEIS, RUGBY, SUNNY SKIES AND ... ARMY


    In 1979–1980, a bright future beckoned for the generation of South African boys fresh from the school classrooms of white suburbia. They were young and healthy, and life held many opportunities. 


    Back then, you could buy a shiny new Datsun 120Y for R40 000 and fill her up at the pump for 47 cents a litre. Treating your girl to a ‘prawn special’ would set you back R10 a head, and a bottle of cheap white wine another ten bucks. Movie after dinner? The second Star Wars film, The Empire Strikes Back, blazed over screens across the globe. Locally, the romantic student comedy Kiepie en Kandas made it big, and for action seekers there was the Border War movie Grensbasis 13. 


    For mood music during a sweaty smooching session outside your sweetheart’s parental home, you might have slipped the latest Pink Floyd album into your car’s tape deck. When you pressed your face into your shirt the next morning, the heady smell of her Charlie perfume still clung to it. 


    Because of the international sports boycott against the South African government’s policy of apartheid, the rugby-mad public hungered for top-level contests. Small wonder, then, that the pending arrival of the British and Irish Lions caused a froth of excitement. Lanky Morné du Plessis captained the Springboks and Naas Botha’s sniping boot was expected to vanquish the invaders on the field. 


    At the same time, Gerrie ‘Seer Handjies’ Coetzee was giving the punching bag hell as he prepared for his second assault on the world heavyweight boxing title. Squaring up to him in the ring at Sun City would be American fighter Mike Weaver. 


    Domestically, the political pot was approaching boiling point, but most whites were blissfully unaware of the true nature and extent of the freedom struggle. There was a vague awareness of ‘trouble in the townships’ but protective suburban bubbles remained intact. 


    And few people ‘back home’ knew how heated the Border War in the north of South West Africa (today Namibia) really was. The National Party government and the South African Defence Force (SADF) controlled the flow of information and news about the war. Security legislation was in place to silence the media. Only journalists with special accreditation (granted after background checks to ensure you were not a subversive) could report on military affairs – and then under strict conditions. The letters from the troops in the operational area to their loved ones back home were censored and they, too, lived under the cloud of the Official Secrets Act. 


    Over all this presided Prime Minister PW Botha. On television, in parliament and at public events he warned with a dour face and wagging finger of the ‘total onslaught’ of communism against South Africa, the ‘last bastion’ of freedom in southern Africa. There was no real public counter to this narrative because there were no independent television channels, no foreign news channels, no internet and no social media. 


    Public fear of the threat posed by Soviet-backed liberation movements was fuelled by the bloody war in neighbouring Rhodesia (today Zimbabwe), which was fast approaching its inevitable end. In Afrikaans movies such as Kaptein Caprivi and Aanslag op Kariba the ‘terrorists’ always met a bad end. And popular picture-book heroes such as Kaptein Duiwel and Grensvegter dispatched the enemy with cheesy speech bubbles. 


    Against this background, compulsory military service was just a normal part of life for white South African boys. The Cadet Corps was an integral part of the school system. Once a week, boys went to school in cadet uniforms – basically a short-trousered version of the standard military combat uniform known as ‘browns’. You knew how to wear your beret with attitude, with the silver Springbok emblem just so above your left eye. Male teachers stood in front of the blackboard in their uniforms with officers’ insignia on their shoulders.


    For an hour of your school day, you drilled on the rugby field, played in the marching band or plinked targets on the school shooting range with .22 rifles. During school cadet camps you learned how to camouflage and ambush each other at night. It was common to see older brothers on weekend pass showing off in their ‘step outs’ (formal uniforms). Schoolgirls were encouraged to write to troopies to boost their morale, and radio programmes played sentimental requests for ‘our boys on the Border’. 


    This, in a nutshell, was the South Africa of the Smokeshell generation. A diverse group of boys of 18 or 19 years old. For some of them, the flames of patriotism and duty burned brightly; for others, it was the first great adventure of their young lives. Still others merely wanted to get the rite of passage known as diensplig (national service) behind them so they could get on with their lives. 


    The alternative for those with political or moral objections was discouraging at best: a prison sentence or exile. The End Conscription Campaign did not exist at the time. In any case, the thought of defying the law of the land would not have crossed many minds. When young men got those brown envelopes with their call-up instructions, the vast majority simply obeyed: they were taught to see it as their duty and they went with the blessing of their parents, teachers and churches. 


    Among those who obeyed the call was Hennie ‘HP’ Ferreira, a farm kid from Theunissen, and later Welkom, in the Free State. 


    HP cared little for his schoolbooks, but he could do just about anything with his hands and he was a born entrepreneur. In his boarding-school room he dispensed haircuts for pocket money or he would sneak out to buy packets of steaming, vinegary ‘slap’ chips from the Greek’s corner café for 15 cents each and resell them for double the price. The matric boys who crammed for exams in the study hall at night were only too happy to pay up. Most of all, HP loved to run. Barefooted on the farm or on the athletics track, HP could run like a hare all day. 


    With little interest in academic prowess, he decided to leave school in Standard 8 (Grade 10 today), rather than hang in there for another two years to obtain a ‘practical matric’ certificate. This meant he would have to report for military service straight away. But, even so, he would still have a two-year head start in life over his classmates, he reasoned. 


    On the other side of the coin were guys like Gareth Rutherford, from Kalk Bay, who has the soul of a philosopher and loves to pour out his emotions, thoughts and observations on paper. It helps him to make sense of what has happened to him on any given day. 
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    Marco Caforio as young national serviceman.


    And Paul Louw from Bloemfontein, who excelled on the rugby field and in the school choir. His greatest ambition was to be a man like the father he lost at too young an age: a man who was both a scholar and a commanding officer in the Citizen Force, the military reserve force of the time. 


    Or Marco Caforio, who grew up in the ‘exotic’ neighbourhood of Orange Grove in Johannesburg. As the son of an Italian immigrant, he was not legally obliged to do national service, but his father, the proud owner of a pizza restaurant, felt the family had to pay their dues to the country that had adopted them. 


    Jan Hoevers, from Ermelo, suffered from dyslexia, a learning disorder little understood by educators back then. He left school at the earliest opportunity and joined South African Railways as an assistant train driver. As this was considered a key job, he was exempted from military service. 


    Even on the rails his dyslexia held him back, and Jan made a crucial decision: to succeed in life, he had to be his own boss. This meant he would have to do his national service after all, because he had not worked on the trains long enough to be exempted for life. Jan always trusted his instincts, which is why, when the bulky envelope from the Department of Defence arrived, he did not ask his boss to sign the usual deferment application. 


    In the envelope was a list of the odd things you had to buy before reporting for duty and the chance to be turned into a soldier: an electric clothes iron; a bath plug; a tin of floor polish; Brasso to shine buttons, buckles and badges; shoe polish of course (Kiwi dark brown, nothing else would do); a box of washing powder; clothes pegs; a matching set of three brass padlocks; and – oddest of all – a metre of chain. (This, you would learn, was to chain your laundry to the washing line to prevent it from being stolen.)


    Then dawned the day of your departure by troop train from your home town. Mothers tried to hide their tears, while fathers stoutly assured their sons that the army would make them into men. As the train pulled away, long-haired boys hung in clusters from carriage windows and waved until they disappeared from sight. 


    Each year, the rail system ferried tens of thousands of recruits to bases all over the country, where their heads were shorn by crusty, chain-smoking barbers. But for HP, Gareth, Marco and Jan the destination was Bloemfontein, where the bawling, cursing corporals of 1 South African Infantry Battalion (1 SAI) awaited the latest batch of rowe (Afrikaans for scabs, as raw recruits were called). 


    Some of the lads on the train to Bloemfontein were quiet and introspective; others joked around in a display of bravado. But all were ignorant of developments thousands of kilometres away in South West Africa, where the war was spreading like a veld fire. 


    All too soon, it would have a devastating impact on their young lives. 


    The first shots of the Border War proper were fired in 1966, when guerrillas of the South West African People’s Organisation (Swapo) first clashed with units of the South African Police (SAP) and the SADF in the far north of the territory. 


    South Africa had governed South West Africa as a de facto fifth province since 1915, after liberating it from German colonial forces during World War I. In the mid-1960s, Swapo, which had been founded in 1960, decided to turn to armed conflict to further its liberation struggle. The conflict escalated dramatically in 1975, when Portugal ended its colonial reign in neighbouring Angola and civil war broke out among the various Angolan factions. South Africa invaded Angola clandestinely in 1975 to prevent the Soviet-backed Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) from coming to power but failed in that mission. Once in power, the MPLA offered support to Swapo and allowed the group to establish bases in Angola.


    By 1978–1979, Swapo incursions into South West Africa were increasing at an alarming rate. From their bases in Angola, where they were out of reach of South African security forces, guerrilla fighters of PLAN (People’s Liberation Army of Namibia, the armed wing of Swapo) crossed the long border, using the bush as cover and a source of food and water. They attacked rural communities and farms, planted landmines, destroyed infrastructure such as electricity pylons, distributed propaganda leaflets and recruited more fighters and informants. 


    When the security forces started to pursue them, using trackers and Casspir mine-protected vehicles, the Swapo fighters slipped back over the border. Some simply buried their uniforms and weapons and disappeared into local communities until it was safe to strike again. For when they took up arms, they knew there were only two possible outcomes for their armed struggle: either they would achieve their dream of independence or die fighting. Going home after two years, like the boys from the farms and towns of South Africa, was never an option. 


    With civilian deaths in the farm communities and Ovambo trust area in the far north of South West Africa on the rise, and an escalation in firefights between the security forces and the insurgents, the generals in Pretoria decided to take the fight to the enemy. To act rather than react. 


    The change in strategy called for a new iron fist that could destroy Swapo in its bases in Angola. A highly mobile, cross-border fighting force that could range far afield and strike with devastating speed and firepower before withdrawing. The senior leadership of this new unit would consist of a small core of Permanent Force (regular) officers, but about 90 per cent – the gunners, drivers, riflemen, signallers, medics and tiffies (mechanics) – would be young national servicemen, as would the lieutenants and corporals who would lead them at platoon and section level. 


    By the time the boys of the Smokeshell generation reported for basic training in Bloemfontein in January 1979, the unit that would be immortalised as 61 Mechanised Battalion Group was already starting to take shape at Omuthiya, just north of the world-famous Etosha Game Reserve (today Etosha National Park). In this new base under the camelthorn trees, 61 Mech would be honed for their baptism of fire in Angola. 
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    THE COMMANDANT AND THE LIEUTENANT 


    By 1979, the SADF had started to invest in mechanised warfare in a big way. It demanded new thinking, new weapon systems and new battle tactics. Much of this was to be tested and refined on the battlefield in real time amid bullets and bombs. 


    The choreographer of this deadly dance by combined artillery, armour and mechanised infantry was the battle group commander – a senior Permanent Force officer. However, the junior leaders at the front of the fight were national servicemen with the temporary ranks of second lieutenant and corporal. The burden of responsibility on their young shoulders was enormous – as the battle for Smokeshell would clearly show. 


    As a young boy, the founder and commander of South Africa’s first mechanised infantry fighting force, Johann Dippenaar, actually wanted to be a dominee (minister). 


    When Voortrekker Hoër in Bethlehem broke up for the December holidays, he closed the door of his hostel room in a state of great excitement and departed for the family farm near Petrus Steyn in the Free State. ‘It was the highlight of my year … to be able to spend my days in the veld, hunting birds with the pellet gun among the bluegum trees,’ he recalls. ‘My dad also had a farm in Botswana and, as I grew older, we would go hunting there. My love for the outdoors and rifles just grew and grew.’


    At school he was a leader in the Cadet Corps, something he thoroughly enjoyed. You’d think that this – combined with his love for weapons, hunting and the outdoors – would have made a military career his first choice. But no, he had other ideas. 


    ‘Since my childhood, the church was a part of my life. And as a young lad I had this idea that I wanted to become a dominee,’ Dippenaar told me at his home in Pretoria. 


    In his matric year he was dismayed to learn that Latin was a required subject: ‘Man, that took the wind out of my sails. I could not even spell Latin, never mind master it. So, right there, I dropped the idea of studying theology.’ 


    Shortly after that, he won the ‘lottery’, also known as the military drafting system, which at the time randomly selected some young men, but not all, to undergo military training. ‘So I had no choice, I had to go. Back then, grounds for exemption barely existed.’ 


    He duly reported to the Army Gymnasium in Heidelberg in 1962 and was assigned to the armoured group of ‘about 120 strong’. After three months of basic training he was selected for the leadership course in Potchefstroom. 


    He did well but was told he was too young to become an officer. Instead he was rewarded with the stripes of a corporal and as such he completed his draft period. Back on civvy street, Dippenaar was still unsure of his future path. With theology no longer an option, he felt drawn to a career in accounting: ‘I went to the University of Pretoria to check it out, to see what it would entail.’


    But he felt overwhelmed by life in a big city. ‘From a Free State farm to Pretoria … It seemed like a Sodom and Gomorrah to me. I felt lost. I wanted to feel anchored in an environment that was familiar to me.’


    What was familiar was the military life and routine he had just left. So he went back and told the authorities that Corporal Dippenaar was reporting for a career in the army. He was hopeful that joining the army would help him make the adjustment from farm life to the madhouse that was life in the big city. 


    And thus he started his long and distinguished career in the Armoured Corps as an instructor ‘teaching recruits how to march and shoot’ at Voortrekkerhoogte, the vast military complex outside Pretoria. He loved it: ‘I’m somebody who adapts quickly. When given a task, I orientate myself and then I perform it successfully.’ 


    Unbeknown to him, this adaptability would one day benefit him in the fast-moving, fluid arena of mechanised warfare.


    From Voortrekkerhoogte, he was transferred to the armoured unit at Walvis Bay, the South African enclave wedged between the Atlantic Ocean and the dunes of the Namib Desert. There, Corporal Dippenaar learned how the elements could wear down the machinery of war: ‘Not just the desert sand but also the salty moisture from the sea. The base was 20 km inland, but when those fog banks rolled in everything was wet for hours until the sun broke through. And then everything dried in a flash.’ 


    The only way to combat the resulting crust of salt and rust on metal components was constant maintenance. This experience would serve him well in the conditions he would one day face in southern Angola. In that harsh environment he also learned the value of comradeship between men who have been shipped off to some remote spot and have to work together to get the job done, no matter what. 


    Career soldiers are rolling stones and one day he was told to pack his bags and return to Pretoria. There, he was informed that he was no longer too young to be a lieutenant, and off he went again – this time to Oudtshoorn for the gruelling officer’s course. He describes it as ‘the type of training that gives you a grounding of discipline and teaches you to work together and plan’. 


    With shiny new pips on his shoulders, Dippenaar was transferred to 1 Special Service Battalion (1 SSB) in Bloemfontein, where he started to learn how armour, infantry and artillery work together as a fighting force on the battlefield – essential learning for the pioneering work he would later do. 


    From Bloemfontein he was transferred to Zeerust (in present-day North West province). There, he witnessed how fatigued drivers got after spending long hours behind the wheel of an armoured car. Years later, in the Angolan bush, he would always ensure that drivers had regular breaks. Another practical lesson concerned map-reading and navigation: ‘Yes, there were maps of the areas we had to travel through but they lacked detail. You had to depend on the junior leaders. If you tasked one of them to travel to point X along a specific route and they missed it, the bigger plan went to pot.’ 


    From Zeerust, Dippenaar went on to the Army College in Pretoria for courses that would bring more knowledge, skills and promotions. And then, finally, he got his first taste of the real thing: ‘In 1977, I was transferred to the former Rhodesia, a totally new and different experience. My wife and our three very young kids went with me. Lock, stock and barrel as they say.’ 


    It would be their home for more than a year. Dippenaar continued his leadership training with the Rhodesian army, then in the thick of its own counterinsurgency war: ‘Rhodesia was a huge learning curve – it was a foreign nation and a military which had a way of doing things that I was not familiar with. I joined them on operations and observed how they went about it. They made sure they had good visual observation of the enemy from the air while directing the ground assault. That was one of the outstanding lessons I learned over there.’ 


    His stay in Rhodesia came to an abrupt end because of a pending visit by US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. The latter was not supposed to see any signs of military collaboration between the two white-ruled southern African countries: ‘It came as quite a shock when I heard that I had to leave the country within 24 hours. I was simply told: “Pack your stuff, a truck will collect everything tomorrow and then you leave.” And that’s how it happened; within two days my wife and kids and I were out of there.’ 


    Back in South Africa, they were assigned a military house at Voortrekkerhoogte: ‘It was unfurnished and, at first, we had to make do with donations from our families. We lived there for the next few years while I worked at Army Headquarters in Pretoria.’ 


    He disliked his new desk job, which was all about the paper war needed to organise units. But everything changed the day he was told to vacate his office. He was to report to none other than the Chief of the Army, General Constand Viljoen, to serve as his personal staff officer.


    Unbeknown to Dippenaar, his diverse career paths were about to converge: ‘In hindsight this was one of the most important moments in my career as a soldier. Working so close to General Viljoen, I got the complete picture of how the army and its components worked as a whole. The general was the ultimate professional soldier. He did not put up with nonsense, but you could always go to him for advice or help. He listened objectively to find solutions and acted with sound judgement.’ 


    It was Viljoen who dispatched Dippenaar to Angola in May 1978. The occasion was Operation Reindeer, a major offensive against Swapo command and logistical centres. The world tends to link Operation Reindeer solely with the airborne assault on Cassinga by paratroopers under the command of the legendary Colonel Jan Breytenbach. But there was a second target: the Swapo base complex at Chetequera, about 40 km inside Angola. This assault was the first by an SADF mechanised infantry force.


    This fledgling force, led by Commandant Frank Bestbier, was dubbed Combat Group Juliet and Dippenaar was sent along as an observer. The assault on Chetequera was a success story for the new Ratel infantry fighting vehicle, and for Dippenaar it offered a glimpse of his very near future. Just a few months later, on yet another routine tour of SADF bases, Viljoen turned to Dippenaar and quietly dropped a clanger.


    ‘I’ll never forget that moment. We were flying on the chopper from a unit in East London to the next one when Viljoen said to me: “How would you like to go command a mechanised force in South West Africa?”’ 


    For a moment Dippenaar was at a loss for words: ‘I had no idea what he was talking about. All I heard were the words “mechanised” and “the Border”. But that was enough to switch me on and I replied: “I’ll take it, can’t wait, when do I leave?”’ 


    Be patient, Viljoen replied, it’s not time yet. 


    But that same December, Dippenaar had to pack up his life yet again. By January 1979 – when the raw recruits of the Smokeshell generation were getting off the train in Bloemfontein with the shouts and curses of corporals assaulting their ears – Dippenaar was already in South West Africa as the first commander of 61 Mech. 


    Paul Louw was only two years old when his father, Johan, died. 


    As the youngest of three children in the family home in Bloemfontein, he doted on stories about the man he never knew. And, as far back as Paul can remember, he wanted to be like his dad. A man who was a career academic on the one hand and a military commander on the other. Or, as Paul puts it: ‘A man with a degree who is also a commandant in the army.’ 


    That dream would become one of the driving forces of his life. 


    ‘My dad was an only child and a very bright guy, from all I’ve heard. He was raised on the family farm in Reitz in the Free State, but his parents decided he had the potential to go to a top school. So they moved from the farm to a smallholding just east of Bloemfontein.’ 


    They enrolled their son at the prestigious Grey College, where by all accounts he lived up to expectations. ‘He was head boy of Grey in, I think, 1944. He did well in his studies, enjoyed the Cadet Corps and later became a Springbok rifle shot.’


    He was studying geology at the University of the Orange Free State when he met his future wife, Jo, who was studying medicine. His dad loved the veld and geology, Paul recalls, but after completing his studies he joined the military, where he rubbed shoulders with future stars like Constand Viljoen.


    As a career officer, he served in 1 SSB, the armoured unit in Bloemfontein where Dippenaar would also serve. And when he decided to return to civilian life, he did not close his military chapter. To cut a long story short, the man Paul wanted so much to emulate became both a lecturer in geology and a commandant of Regiment President Steyn, a Citizen Force unit based in Bloemfontein. 


    ‘He would have been very proud to know that President Steyn was the first South African tank regiment to enter into battle since the Second World War.’ (The regiment’s Olifant tanks fought in some of the actions around Cuito Cuanavale near the end of the Border War.)


    Paul was so determined to follow in his dad’s big boots that he bought a Grey College tracksuit with his pocket money while he was still in his final year at Willem Postma Primary School. But things didn’t work out that way because Jo had left her job as a medical researcher to qualify as a teacher. She got a teaching post at the rival Sentraal High School in Bloemfontein, so that was where Paul went. 


    ‘I’m mad about sport so I did not spend too much time with the books,’ he confesses. ‘I played rugby, hockey and cricket.’ But the big, athletic teenager also played a leading role in the school choir. 


    His first real experience of death was near the end of his school career. Paul and his close friend Wessel were looking forward to reporting to 3 South African Infantry Battalion (3 SAI) together for their national service stint. But during their final school holiday, while helping his father on their sheep farm near Niekerkshoop, Wessel unexpectedly collapsed and died. 


    The headmaster of Sentraal took Paul and other schoolboys to Niekerkshoop, where they carried Wessel’s coffin: ‘Looking back at those years you realise what a protected childhood we had. Before that day I was kept away from funerals and that kind of thing. Then suddenly you’re carrying a close friend of the last five years or so to his grave … Today I know that it helped prepare me for the army.’


    Specifically, for the loss of so many troops that was to follow. 


    His love for sport proved a blessing during the grind of basic training at 3 SAI: ‘I was so fit that the corporals couldn’t break me during those endless opfoks [punishment exercises]. I mostly just laughed at them.’ 


    After basics, he was accepted for junior leadership training at the Infantry School in Oudtshoorn. Once again, his athleticism proved its value: ‘Our platoon leader told me: “Louw, I can’t do anything to you. I can’t fuck you up because you’re too fit. You’re laughing at me, but at least you’re also making the platoon laugh.” So I was always encouraging the other guys to hang in there when the going got tough.’ 


    One of the infamous trials of physical and mental endurance for Infantry School students was the gruelling stage called vasbyt (hang in there): ‘During vasbyt they pushed you as hard as they could. In the Swartberge we shivered through the nights in snow eight inches deep. I walked until my boots and feet were done. On the third day I went to our platoon commander and said: “I can carry on but not with my boots and feet in this condition, something must be done about them.”


    He was convinced they would kick him off the course there and then, but fate works in mysterious ways. For one of the other course members had died and as a result their vasbyt was suspended.


    Back then, Paul had no idea that he and a handful of others would embark on a desperate vasbyt through the enemy-infested Angolan bush little more than a year later. 


    As he neared the end of the junior leader’s course, Paul had no idea where he wanted to go next. Once again fate intervened, this time in the guise of a battle demonstration for foreign observers at Oudtshoorn. He saw Ratels in action for the first time: ‘And I thought to myself: “Okay, I know the Ratels are based at 1 SAI in Bloem.” So then I applied for the mechanised infantry.’ 


    When he was marched in for the selection interview he was, thanks to his rugby prowess, confronted by a familiar figure: Colonel Frank Bestbier. ‘And he said to me: “Listen here, I think you just want to go to Bloemfontein to be close to your mom.” So I said that will be a bonus, but I really want to do mech.’


    Whether Bestbier believed him or not, Paul was soon on his way back to Bloem and 1 SAI, the training unit that would provide the infantry soldiers for Dippenaar’s new South West Africa-based iron fist. 


    In Bloemfontein, the man charged with producing a new breed of infantry officer for the battlefield was the legendary (then major) Ep van Lill. With the physique of a wrestler and a black moustache of note, he would play a key role in the development of mechanised warfare tactics. 


    Van Lill had been one of the infantry commanders under Bestbier during Operation Reindeer. There, he realised that the way infantry fought on the ground was outdated. New tactics were needed to engage and destroy enemy soldiers in their trenches and bunkers. Back at 1 SAI, he built an assault course where recruits could be trained in tactics loosely based on the dark art of house clearing, as used in urban warfare. It was close-up, dirty stuff. He effectively became the architect of loopgraafopruiming, or trench clearing.


    Van Lill would later become a commander of 61 Mech and, as such, lead the battle group during Operation Askari in Angola (1984). But that was still in the future when Paul and his fellow trainees reported to him in Bloemfontein. 


    ‘Oom Ep always impressed you as this utterly fearsome and formidable character,’ Paul recalls. ‘He was a qualified paratrooper and always wore his jumping boots. When you messed up during training he would kick your shins with those boots.’ 


    [image: ]


    A well-prepared Swapo bunker at Smokeshell.


    The course was tough. Lots of physically demanding training, the never-ending routine of spit-and-polish and inspections, and plenty of theoretical coursework to do after the daily grind: ‘I just decided they are not going to get me down. We burned the midnight oil to master the theory. It was then that I learned what it takes to study at night, for I never did so at school. But we studied hard, worked together, wrote our tests and passed. And we enjoyed the work.’ 


    Ep van Lill taught his students one valuable lesson: it’s good to do things according to the book, ‘but when the shooting starts the book becomes obsolete, everything changes. Then you have to go from plan A to plans B or C … You always have to have a plan.’ 


    This was part of their practical training, ‘but we never went beyond plan C’. Paul remembers wryly. ‘After that there was nothing.’ 


    Another truth of war was that ‘softening up’ the target with aerial and artillery bombardments was never enough. The only way to take and hold the objective was to send the infantry into the enemy trenches on foot to finish the job. ‘Oom Ep’ drilled his students in trench clearing until they were on the point of collapse. 


    Move along the trench in single file, when you reach the dark mouth of a bunker flatten yourself against the trench wall and toss in a grenade. WHOOMP! Your buddy comes past you from behind and fires a quick double tap inside before you move in to check for any surviving threat. Onwards and repeat, always covering your buddy’s back. Over and over, first dry runs and then using live ammo. Until this deadly choreographed dance was second nature, because one day your life would depend on it. 


    When things went wrong on the training field, the consequences could be as fatal as on the battlefield, as Paul learned during one trench assault. 


    ‘They tossed the grenade into the bunker and the second guy came charging round but suddenly realised there had been no detonation yet … He threw himself backwards but as he did so it went off and shrapnel pierced his heart.’ 


    Everybody was shocked but training soon continued: ‘That’s the gruesome nature of situations like that. You can’t ignore or avoid it; you have to go back and do the job better next time.’


    Finally the course ended and Paul, like everybody else who made the grade to lieutenant, had to indicate how he wanted to be deployed for the remainder of his national service. 


    ‘I wrote that I wanted to remain in Bloemfontein as an instructor. Because I wanted to keep on playing rugby: we had a great 1 SAI team going. Then Oom Ep summoned us one by one.’


    Van Lill wasted no words. ‘I don’t even want to talk to you. You’re going up north to the Border and that’s that. I’ve already assigned you as a platoon commander, end of discussion.’ 


    Thus was Second Lieutenant Paul Louw’s course set for the hell of Smokeshell. 
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