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    INTRODUCTION


    


    Special Forces. These two words instil respect, admiration, esteem, reverence and mystique among the general population but create fear, anxiety and distress in the hearts of insurgents, warlords, criminal syndicates, drug lords and any wrongdoers who find themselves in the crosshairs of Special Forces teams. Unfortunately, these two words are also sometimes hijacked by wannabes who dream up fantasies in order to boost their own low self-esteem. We call it ‘stolen valour’.


    The South African Special Forces was established in the early 1970s and in a short space of time became operationally active. To this day it is a prestigious and vital unit of the South African National Defence Force (SANDF). The first Special Forces unit, 1 Reconnaissance Commando, was established in 1972 at the highly respected South African Infantry (SAI) School in Oudtshoorn. 1 Reconnaissance Commando then moved to the coastal city of Durban in 1974. Two more operational Special Forces units and the Special Forces Headquarters (known as Speskop) were spawned in the late 1970s.


    Selection and training doctrines were initially based on those of the British Special Air Service (SAS), with some influence from the French Special Forces, particularly on the combat diving and seaborne operations side. Air capabilities were drawn from the highly esteemed 1 Parachute Battalion, based in my hometown of Bloemfontein in the central highlands of South Africa.


    It wasn’t long before Special Forces operators were being referred to as ‘Recces’ – an abbreviation of Reconnaissance Commando. From the outset these Recce operators were involved in hair-raising and difficult operations in Angola, Rhodesia (today Zimbabwe), Mozambique and other sub-equatorial African countries. After Angola and Mozambique received their independence from Portugal in 1975, communist governments were installed in both countries. The National Party government in South Africa perceived these black majority-ruled states as a threat to white minority rule but also as part of the so-called Red Peril – the threat posed by communism at the height of the Cold War. The United States (US), through the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), encouraged South Africa to take a stand against communism in southern Africa.


    South Africa also faced an insurgency in the then South West Africa (today Namibia) by the South West Africa People’s Organisation (Swapo). At the time, South West Africa was governed by South Africa as a protectorate. The National Party government also had to deal with the threat from Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the armed wing of the African National Congress (ANC), and from the Azanian People’s Liberation Army (APLA), the armed wing of the Pan Africanist Congress. From the viewpoint of the apartheid regime, these groups were insurgents or terrorists, but as I point out in my book Blood Money, one person’s insurgent is another’s freedom fighter or liberator. These armed groups were fighting the apartheid system for the independence of South West Africa, on the one hand, and for a democratic South Africa, on the other.


    The first South African Defence Force (SADF) soldier killed in action in Angola, in March 1974, was Lieutenant Fred Zeelie. It is probably significant that he was a Recce operator from 1 Reconnaissance Commando. The Recces were very busy from 1975 onwards after Angola and Mozambique gained their independence and received backing from the Soviet Union and its satellites, while the white-minority regime in Rhodesia faced an onslaught from liberation movements. From the mid-1970s until 1980, when Rhodesia became independent, the Recces often worked with the elite Rhodesian SAS on operations in Rhodesia, Zambia and Mozambique, where the insurgents/freedom fighters had training camps and from where they launched attacks against the Rhodesian security forces. By then the Special Forces of both South Africa and Rhodesia were experienced and hardened bush fighters with a wide variety of skills and specialised tactics derived from operations against numerically larger enemy forces.


    In 1980, the old security forces of Rhodesia were discontinued and a number of SAS, Selous Scouts and Rhodesian Light Infantry (RLI) operators joined the South African Reconnaissance Commandos. The amalgamation of the Recces with these Rhodesian special operations formations created one of the finest Special Forces organisations the world has ever seen.


    By the late 1970s there were three South African Special Forces units: 1 Reconnaissance Regiment (Durban), 4 Reconnaissance Regiment (Langebaan) and 5 Reconnaissance Regiment (Phalaborwa). The Special Forces HQ was located in Pretoria. Although all of the operators were schooled in bush warfare, parachute deployments, demolitions, basic seaborne operations and urban warfare, each unit specialised in certain kinds of deployment: 1 Recce became experts in urban warfare, 4 Recce in seaborne operations, attack diving and underwater demolitions, and 5 Recce were masters of larger-scale bush warfare operations, often expedited through fast strikes delivered by light armoured vehicles.


    Military or police conscription for all white males between the ages of 17 and 65 became compulsory from 1976. Initially, this duty had been performed over a nine-month period. In 1972, the conscription period was increased to one year, and from 1977 to 1993 all white South African males had to do two years of military service. In the early 1990s this was reduced to one year after Namibia became independent and the ANC and other liberation groups were unbanned. Conscription was abolished in August 1993.


    Roughly 600 000 young white men were conscripted. Military service might have been mandatory, but it turned out to be the thing that would define my life and who I became as a person.


    I was born in 1968, in the city of Bloemfontein, in the Free State province. I come from a modest middle-class family: my father was a teacher and my mother was an administrative secretary at the local municipality. Both my parents grew up on farms in the Free State, and our family comes from a community of farmers, or Boers in the Afrikaans language.


    From an early age I was interested in military matters. I had a particular interest first in toy guns, then in real firearms. Fortunately, one of my uncles allowed me to stay on his farm in the mountainous eastern Free State during school holidays. He taught me how to shoot a rifle and how to hunt small animals such as rabbit, dassie (rock rabbit), meerkat and various birds. I quickly progressed from a .22 long rifle to a shotgun, and later to larger calibres, which we used to hunt various species of buck (antelope). Like many Afrikaner boys from farming communities, I excelled at shooting.
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    My first drawing depicting life in the military, 1974.
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    Wearing my uncle’s army boots and beret.
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    Ready for cadet camp during high school.


    I also enjoyed fishing, which my father and uncle taught me, and I learned to ride a horse. I really loved being outdoors in the veld. At the time I did not realise it, but these skills were in my DNA, as they were for the Boers who trekked from the Cape into the hinterland during the 19th century. The Boers’ military prowess and skill at survival in the veld would later become famed through the actions of the Boer commandos in various wars against local tribes and two wars against the British Empire.


    One of the subjects my dad taught at high school was history, and he was particularly interested in the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902) and its battle sites around the country. I enjoyed all things military, and I loved to hear more about my upcoming military service, as well as news from the border (between South West Africa and Angola), where the SADF was engaged in battles against Swapo guerrillas and the People’s Armed Forces of Liberation of Angola (Fapla), the armed forces of Angola’s communist government.


    During this time I heard tales, and sometimes rumours, about the secretive Recces and what an outstanding group of combat soldiers they were. In my early teens I developed an interest in becoming a Recce and took part in the cadet camps that young men of the era were encouraged to experience during the winter holiday break. 


    When I turned 16 I had to complete my ‘call-up’ papers for my compulsory military service. There was a standard set of administrative questions covering personal and family details, and a short informative summary about the Special Forces. You could indicate there if you were interested in attempting the selection/s and training cycle required to become a Recce. By this time in my life, I was sure that I wanted to become a soldier and had it in my mind that I really wanted to be a Special Forces operator. I indicated as much on the form and the papers were sent off. Around six months later, my mother received my call-up instructions in the post.
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    My conscription call-up papers.


    [image: ]


    The information booklet that came with my call-up papers.


    With the instructions was a letter from an army general applauding my enthusiasm to join the Special Forces but also informing me that applying was not as simple as writing a letter. He did, however, indicate that he could arrange for me to be called up to the Infantry School at Oudtshoorn, where the Recces had kicked off 14 years earlier.


    I was not particularly interested in school. Rugby, cricket, parties, girls and a regular bar fight were the subjects that I excelled in. In my matric year, I was ambushed by a bunch of national servicemen who had crashed a party I was attending. I punched one of them and then the rest of the cowardly gang ambushed me from behind. They pinned me down for their mates to kick my face in, to the extent that I had to undergo facial reconstruction surgery.


    I missed a couple of months of high school and could not play rugby anymore, something that was hard to accept at the time. But this episode made me much stronger mentally, and in a way motivated me even more to become a Recce. My call-up papers had also stipulated that conscripts who wanted to join Special Forces had to meet certain criteria. For example, you had to have no criminal record, be medically fit and sound, and have a matric certificate. You also had to be able to communicate in English, which would be a bit of a journey for me. (When I arrived at 1 Recce in Durban, I was still a raw Dutchman from the Free State, and only knew three English words – ‘yes’, ‘no’ and I battled with ‘thank you’. But being in Durban, working with the black operators and ex-Rhodies, I struggled along and learned. Then in 1989 I moved in with the woman who turned out to be my life partner, and she was English. I was furthermore transferred to the Recce training wing and had to present classes in English. It was a long road, but I taught myself to the point where it became easier and to where I could start writing documents in the language of the oppressor.)


    The need for a matric certificate inspired me to turn my attention, ever so slightly, to academic matters in order to pass my final exams and go to the army. I wanted to attempt the Special Forces selection and progress to the one-year basic training cycle.


    I passed matric and received my high-school diploma – mission accomplished. After spending the summer vacation with my two best school friends at Margate on the east coast – a period that can be summed up by the word ‘debauchery’ – it was time to go to the army. I was supposed to arrive in Oudtshoorn on 14 January 1986, which meant I would leave Bloemfontein by train in the early hours of 12 January. After saying my goodbyes to my mother and sister, my dad and I thought it prudent to spend a good couple of hours in a hotel bar close to the station. It turned into a serious drinking session, to the extent that I almost missed the train to Oudtshoorn. Fortunately, I made the train and was sent off to military duties. I was 17 years and 11 months old.

  


  
    1


    THE CRUX


    


    You’ve never lived until you’ve almost died. For those who have fought for it, life has a flavour the protected shall never know. 


    – Guy de Maupassant


    We deployed from one of the Recces’ forward operating bases in northern South West Africa, outside the town of Ondangwa. These bases were called ‘forts’, and this one went by the name of Fort Rev. It was a reference to a certain kind of combat engagement where you walked into a firefight and the enemy ‘revved’ you properly with incoming fire, or you did some ‘revving’ of your own.


    What an apt name for a Recce forward base, I thought. The Recces had a few key personnel and operators stationed at Fort Rev, with 5.1 Commando from Phalaborwa deployed there on a semi-permanent basis. There was also a detention facility where captured Swapo insurgents or other enemy combatants were held.


    It was almost a year since I had signed up for Special Forces training, and my first operation was set for the first week of December 1986. Our force of approximately 40 operators deployed in four Puma SA 330 helicopters, which took off from the runway next to the camp and dropped us off in the afternoon north of beacon 16. This was about 70 km north of Ondangwa on the Angolan side of the border, and approximately 100 km as the crow flies from the area where we were to lay our ambush.


    The contact point was to be about 20 km south of the town of Xangongo, which in turn was another 120 km northwest of our position. Xangongo, the headquarters of Swapo’s northwestern front, was protected by a brigade of Fapla troops. A Romeo Mike (reaksie mag, or ‘fast reaction’) team from 101 Battalion was to receive us at the drop-off point. Major Chris Greyling, a senior officer from 1.1 Commando acting as the operational and tactical commander, together with his signaller, joined up with the Romeo Mike team, who travelled in Casspir armoured troop carriers.
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    Cycle 86/01 walking out to board the helicopters for Operation Nigel.
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    Dries Coetzee and Hennie ‘Croucs’ Croucamp during the chopper flight.


    Greyling had arranged a rendezvous (RV) with an element from Unita, the rebel faction opposed to Angola’s Marxist governing party, the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA). (Unita, or National Union for the Total Independence of Angola, was backed by the South African government, originally also with help from the CIA.) The designated Unita component joined our armoured column north of beacon 16, as they rarely went south of the border.


    Many years later I learned that instead of relying on a system of messages, Greyling had flown to the operational area about month or so before the operation to personally liaise with Unita commanders based at Jamba in southern Angola. He requested their assistance in the operation, and the Unita high command eventually gave him the go-ahead.


    The mobile tactical headquarters (Tac-HQ) was run by Greyling from 1 Recce’s operational 1.1 Commando, at a safe distance from the target area. On the ground, the officer in charge was Major Dave Jenkinson, who had been our cycle course leader during basics, aided by some of the best sergeant majors (warrant officers) our Special Forces units have ever seen. The attack mortar team element consisted of qualified operators and non-commissioned officers (NCOs), also from 1.1 Commando: sergeants Ian Strange (RIP), Gary Yaffe, CJ ‘Oosie’ Oosthuizen and ‘Swapo’ Prinsloo, and Corporal David Hall, who was also the dedicated signaller for the operation.


    Some of our instructors from the Minor Tactics, Guerrilla Warfare and Bush Warfare training phases, who now also formed part of our combat team, were integrated in the attack force. These operators included Major Jenkinson, Sergeant Major Johan ‘Boats’ Botes, Sergeant Major Bruce Laing (RIP), Staff Sergeant Ray Godbeer and Sergeant Wessel ‘Jorrie’ Jordaan. The Unita troops were going to give us a ride to the target area, and their troops were to assist the team in carrying the 81 mm mortar pipes and ammunition to the attack point. They would also act as a rearguard for the main ambush group.
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    Preparing and loading kit onto Unita trucks.
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    Moving to the target area on Unita trucks.


    We did not move far from the drop zone (DZ) before we went into an overnight hide position. We were now inside enemy territory, and this was the real deal – the culmination of a year of specialised training. The operation, dubbed ‘Nigel’, was intended to disrupt enemy forces in Xangongo with a barrage of 81 mm mortar fire. We expected Fapla to send out search teams, which we would then ambush on the road stretching southwards from the town.


    The ou manne (older, experienced operators) in the team spoke of a ‘KSP patrol’, or kak-soek-patrollie (shit-seeking patrol). KSP patrols were used to harass the enemy and draw them out to fight with you. This was a useful way of christening Special Forces recruits with their first contact and fire initiation with enemy forces. We were shown our all-round defence positions, teamed up in buddy pairs, and our arc of fire was pointed out to us by the instructors.


    Our guard shifts were relatively short, as we were a medium-sized fighting force. I pulled my sleeping bag out but could not sleep due to the excitement of participating in my first Special Forces operation behind enemy lines. When I woke up at around 05:00 I discovered to my amusement that I had had an erotic dream during the night … I put it down to the excitement of an 18-year-old high on adrenaline and testosterone. This was a day and a half before our planned ambush operation, which was to take place at first light on 3 December 1986.


    We departed shortly after first light, sitting on the back of captured Russian Ural and GAZ military trucks and Mercedes-Benz 110 five-ton trucks that the South African military had given to Unita. Bearings were indicated and the column moved slowly towards the target area, Xangongo, where there was an airfield and brigade-sized military concentrations with tanks, armoured vehicles, field artillery pieces and surface-to-air missiles (SAMs).


    We bundu-bashed (drove overland) for many hours until sometime before last light. Travelling through the African bush on the back of a truck was no fun at all. It was a hard, bumpy and dusty ride due to broken or missing spring blades on the trucks. Bear in mind that southern Angola had few developed roads, and the directive from the SADF high command was not to travel on established roads in enemy territory because of the risk of landmines. The dusty, spine-crunching trip felt like a lifetime but probably only lasted around eight or ten hours.


    That night we were to lie up around 25–30 km from our planned ambush point. Very early the next morning we would start moving on foot to infiltrate silently towards Xangongo.


    We prepared to move as one formation at sunrise, as we had to walk 20–30 km to a lying-up area close to the ambush point. We were then supposed to be in our ambush position the following morning before sunrise, which was at 05:48. Our formation included two former Angolan insurgents who had been caught and ‘turned’ at the detention facility at Fort Rev. They had been convinced to work for the Recces as informants and scouts in their former area of operations. These scouts were to lead us into our ambush position, as they were familiar with the area around Xangongo.


    It was sweltering hot, and we were carrying heavy Bergens (large, sturdy backpacks) full of the weaponry and munitions needed to rev the enemy properly. Most of our Bergens weighed in excess of 80 kg; mine came in at around 84 kg, as I carried a 60 mm mortar pipe and first, second- and third-line mortar ammo, totalling 12 bombs. Our webbing and tactical gear with all the necessary military equipment, plus pistol, AK-47 rifle and eight 30-round magazines, weighed an additional 15–20 kg, which placed most of our loads well over 100 kg.


    It was December in southern Africa, and in the fairly thick bush and humid conditions, some team members started to become dehydrated. We carried sufficient food and water for a five-day deployment, but with the heat and some unplanned additional walking, our water supplies started to run low. At one point a senior team member had to be infused with an intravenous (IV) saline drip by the medics on our team, as he was badly dehydrated. The IV bag did the trick, and the team soon moved on again.


    We must have been walking for ten or twelve hours before we noiselessly went into our all-round lying-up formation. We were close to a large military complex and on foot, so we simply could not afford to be compromised. We were ready to get on with it and spring the ambush on the enemy. The night dragged on, and finally we received word that we should prepare to get moving.


    We moved off in the early hours of the morning in a box formation, with Unita at our rear, and the two scouts leading the way. At some point the team leader (TL) and senior Recces realised that the two scouts had disappeared. The operators leading the mission concluded that the scouts must have panicked as we neared Xangongo. Should they be caught by their former comrades, they would most likely be tortured or executed for joining the enemy.


    With the attack team now without their lead, we had to navigate to the ambush point. None of the team members had been here before as the mission timings had not permitted an advance reconnaissance, or recce, of the area. Bearings were worked out by the instructors and seniors and we navigated by compass and map. After two to three hours of moving silently through the bush, we arrived at the ambush spot between 04:15 and 04:45. Sometime earlier, the mortar attack team had peeled off to the north to set up their 81 mm pipes. They were assisted by the Unita fighters, who helped them carry the heavy baseplates, mortar pipes and substantial ammunition required for an 81 mm setup.


    THE MIGHTY MORTAR TEAM


    After leaving the rest of the force at the lying-up position, the mortar team navigated through the scrub in the dark, carrying the two 81 mm mortars and their personal combat equipment. According to Gary Yaffe, the mortar team eventually arrived at a point they were fairly sure was the right one – it was as close as they could get – and where Xangongo would be within range.


    In preparation for this deployment, operational testing of 81 mm red phosphorus (RP) rounds had been conducted at the Kentron range at the Special Forces training area known as Hellsgate in northern Natal. Yaffe recalls: ‘Not only did the new rounds have an increased range but the RP air-burst rounds were quite impressive when raining down over Lake St Lucia during the testing phase. The mortar load for the operation was a 50/50 blend of good old-fashioned HE (high explosive) and the new RP rounds.’


    The operation required that the mortar team attract the attention of the enemy by bombarding the Xangongo garrison. Yaffe continues: ‘This action had to be completed with enough time for the mortar team to withdraw to the ambush site. We would then leave a trail heading generally southwards which was to pass through the killing zone of the ambush site before silently moving in to our positions with the rest of the 60 mm patrol mortars.


    ‘The idea was that the enemy, having been fired on by our mortars, would be suitably pissed off and would launch a follow-up on the mortar team at first light. They would then be drawn into the killing zone of the ambush site, which would be initiated by the new operators, providing them with their initiation to enemy fire. I don’t recall the total number of rounds carried, but someone later commented that is was around 80, split 50/50 with HE and RP rounds. This was more than enough to create the disturbance required.


    ‘No GPS (Global Positioning System) devices were available those years yet, and navigation was done by compass and map in the dark of night. We realised that we had been navigating on foot in the dark for about ten kilometres and that we now had to set up our mortars and fire on a town that was still approximately five kilometres to our northwest.


    ‘Sergeant Ian Strange was in charge of mortar pipe no 1 and I operated pipe no 2. We set the mortars up in the fairly soft southern Angolan soil and aimed them towards the town. The rest of the team assisted, and the mortar rounds were prepared and positioned for quick firing. We were going to fire one HE followed by an RP and continue until the ammunition was finished.


    ‘When the first two rounds were fired, the sound burst through the quiet of the bush. They were followed by the rest of the mortars in rapid fire. The sound and the muzzle flash of the two pipes firing was definitely going to provide the enemy with an ideal starting point for their follow-up to eliminate us. Although we were not aware of it at the time, subsequent radio intercepts indicated that we had been successful in landing at least one of our mortars on a troop concentration, which resulted in 18 enemy forces killed in action.


    ‘When the last rounds had been fired, both mortars had sunk into the soft soil and it took a considerable effort from the team, assisted by the Unita soldiers, to get them out before we could leave. With the dawn sky fast approaching, we moved off towards the ambush site. The mortar team was led by a Unita soldier who was supposed to know the way back towards the road that ran almost directly south from Xangongo.


    ‘Unfortunately, or fortunately as it turned out, our team was led directly into the northern side of the ambush position past the northern stopper group. We then walked around the back of the position, past the killing zone and group, and then into position behind the killing group and near where the 60 mm mortar positions were set up. The ambush team had time to prepare shallow shell-scrapes but no extra time to provide the main mortar team with any prepared defensive positions.


    ‘The enemy follow-up force must have made good time on our tracks and, if the ambush position had been a few kilometres further south, they may well have caught up with us before we could join the rest of the force. We had just arrived when the first contact was made between the Unita protection element and the enemy follow-up force. After a short but sharp contact the enemy withdrew and attempted what to them would have been a classic flanking movement of the engaged force, but was in fact a movement into the prepared kill zone of the ambush position. There was a lull in fire for almost half an hour and that’s when the shit really hit the fan.’


    THE AMBUSH TEAM


    The rest of the team were briefed by the team leaders and instructors on where to deploy to ensure that we took up the right positions for the planned ambush. The stopper groups sneaked to the furthest ends of the ambush area, approximately 500 m on both sides of the main group, where they set up the claymore mines that would initiate, or perhaps end, the contact. Operators carrying machine guns, rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) and 40 mm grenade launchers were shown where to lay down, behind their backpacks, with each soldier’s arc of fire pointed out and explained to them.


    Without making any noise, the entire team moved into place, just like we had been taught by the experienced instructor-operators during our combat training in the Caprivi in the months prior to this deployment. I formed part of the three-man light mortar team (not to be confused with the main attack mortar force that would lure the enemy forces to come looking for us). Our tasking was to use our 60 mm ‘commando’ mortar pipes – a crude Russian-made light mortar with a leather strap instead of bipod supporting device – to hit the enemy forces once they came looking for us. We were stationed 15–20 m behind the team members, who were lying prone facing the road, which was another 10–15 m in front of them.


    I was on the left flank of the mortar team (south), with lance corporals Tjepeppa and Bezuidenhout (RIP) to my right. We were spaced approximately 15 m apart, and we dug shallow foxholes where we set up our mortar pipes and prepared our rounds. This involved turning the nose safety fuses to ‘armed’, and placing the rounds with the nose cones facing upward/forward, ready to be slid into the mortar pipe. We were just about ready when we heard heavy gunfire behind us. It was shortly after first light and the contact went on from 05:20 to 05:30. There was some radio chatter and verbal shouting going on, and we realised that an enemy patrol must have run into our force. Fortunately, the Unita fighters who had helped us carry the heavy mortars and ammunition cases were deployed on our six o’clock position, facing east, where they would have waited while the main force sprung our ambush on the enemy, and where they now acted as the rearguard for the formation.


    There were some serious bursts of gunfire and it sounded as if the enemy was very close to us. I remember our TL, Major Jenkinson, shouting commands at us, the mortar element, to turn our pipes around and fire towards our rear, where the enemy had run into the Unita fighters at the back of our formation. I had no idea how far away the enemy was, but I realised they were close.


    Using the commando mortar involves anchoring with your left foot (if right-handed), holding the pipe with your left hand and then sliding the mortar round into the pipe with your strong hand. I used the markings on the leather strap, which start at 100 m, increasing by 100 m denominations up to 800 m, and fired my first two HE rounds approximately 100 m to our rear. The Unita fighters were about 50 m behind us, thus placing the enemy forces anywhere from 20 to 50 m behind them.
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    An operator using a 60 mm Russian commando mortar.


    Through the gunfire and explosions of the mortars, I heard Major Jenkinson shouting that our mortars were landing too far out and that we should bring the next salvo closer. I duly obliged and saw my fellow mortar team element raising their pipes to deliver a closer barrage of fire, hopefully on top of the enemy. We had to be careful not to land our fire on the Unita element, as the HE rounds apparently landed very close to their positions. Our salvo helped to drive the enemy forces away, as they split up and started circling around to both our left and southern flanks, with some moving to the right of our position (north).


    The next thing, we saw Ian Strange charge towards one of the mortar operators shouting, ‘Gooi, gooi!’ (Throw, throw). He then grabbed one of the 60 mm mortar pipes and operated it himself. After the second salvo, the shooting faded out a bit, and it seemed that the gunfire was now coming from my rear left. The enemy forces apparently thought that they had run into an ambush, and they were now circling around our left and right flanks, probably thinking they could hit us from the rear once they moved around us.


    When the enemy broke contact at our rear and moved past our main ambush team’s position on our left (south), a new contact occurred, initially with the Unita elements behind us. Then there was another tiff with the stopper team members on the left side of the ambush. Unbeknown to the enemy, they were not circling to our rear but were on their way to face the main ambush group head-on.


    THE SOUTHERN STOPPER GROUP


    Corporal Matthys ‘Diff’ de Villiers was with the southern stopper group that day. He explains how the day started with a crisis of a different kind: ‘We had just finished setting up our positions and foxholes when Braam, with some urgency, whispered to Sergeant Major Bruce Laing, “Samajoor, Samajoor, I need to go and take a shit.” He got permission to go and was told not to move too far back behind the stopper group.


    ‘The rest of us took up our positions behind our rucksacks, weapons loaded, ready and facing the road. As the first rays of light broke through the African bush, we saw that our killing group was set up at an area where the main road had a secondary road that split the road into a Y-junction. We were about to inform the main ambush/killing group about the split in the road when all hell broke loose behind us.’


    They were rather confused to hear a firefight behind them to their right rear since the action was supposed to be in front of them, where the enemy was supposed to move in from our right to left (north to south) from their stronghold in Xangongo. Diff takes up the story again: ‘We jumped over our rucksacks and laid down behind them, now facing 180 degrees in the opposite direction than originally planned. We heard bullets flying overhead tearing into the trees, with leaves raining down on us, but we could not initiate fire as we did not know exactly what the deal was, and also knew that Braam was out there somewhere performing his morning rituals. I remember someone shouting, “Where the fuck is Braam?”


    ‘The next thing we see through the dust and the rain of lead was a curious sight – Braam sprinting back towards his comrades, his overalls down on his ankles, his lily-white body with blackened face and hands from the black camo cream. He had his webbing in one hand and his rifle in the other, and scrambled back into his foxhole as quickly as he could with his clothing around his ankles. His white body stood out like a lighthouse on a dark night, but luckily, he did not eat any lead from the enemy and made it back to his position.


    ‘Braam and I got into a tiff, but the sergeant major’s voice quickly brought us back to reality. “Stop bickering and shoot, you bastards!” he screamed.


    ‘The contact that broke out behind us quickly moved closer and around our left, as the enemy was under the impression that they were circling us and would now be attacking us from the rear. The enemy appeared metres away from us in the bushes. They advanced, took cover, shot at us and advanced even closer.


    ‘The moment was too surreal for me to grasp. During all the months of training we shot at different targets, but never at a live target. I wanted to shoot but it seemed too easy. I shouted to our senior, “Samajoor, may I shoot?”


    ‘And just like that the command came, calm and goal-oriented: “Fire at will.”


    ‘I let rip with bursts until smoke started coming from the PKM (Russian-made general-purpose belt-fed machine gun) I was manning, and by now I was relieved that I had carried 45 kg of PKM ammo in my Bergen. I remember thinking, “Surely it can’t be that easy?”’


    When the contact was over, they were ordered to withdraw. Only then did Lance Corporal De Beer have time to put on his overalls. He had got through all three firefights in his birthday suit.


    Diff also discovered that his pack was wet, and upon quick inspection saw that bullets had punctured the outside, where the water bottles were packed. It was an important lesson: even a shallow foxhole with some type of cover in front of you (in this instance his Bergen) and a very low profile can indeed save your life in a firefight.


    Diff’s group now needed to move towards the kill group and merge with them to withdraw: ‘For the first time in my life, I understood what the instructors had taught us throughout our Bush Warfare phase when they said to look through cover, not at it. It felt like I had developed an extra pair of eyes and that I could see through every shrub and bush. Nothing escaped me. Good training combined with a healthy dose of adrenaline and aggression works miracles for a soldier.


    ‘Later, as we withdrew, Samajoor Bruce always remained calm, in control, and a perfect example for us youngsters, as did Samajoor Boats on the other end. They were professional soldiers with vast experience in bush warfare and other specialised operations.’


    It was a lucky day for De Villiers because the next moment the enemy fired an RPG into the bushes surrounding them, but the rocket did not detonate. The projectile lay smouldering in the sand. It was a dud.


    THE NORTHERN STOPPER GROUP


    This group operated under the very experienced leadership of Warrant Officer (WO) Johan Botes. Boats explains that it was standard procedure to plan an operation after the Special Forces recruits had completed their Minor Tactics (Guerrilla/Unconventional Warfare) training phase. Chances were good that they could come under enemy fire during such an operation: ‘Wooden targets do not shoot back during training and this also gave us an opportunity to gauge the students’ reaction under enemy fire. This operation had all the elements required for a vuurdoop (baptism of fire). Navigation in the African bush without a GPS was not easy and had to be accurately calculated by the human factor to ensure success and the team’s ability to survive. You had to trust your map-reading, compass training and navigational skills to navigate accurately. During the Recce training cycle the students are constantly taught, tested and evaluated on their navigational skills.’


    Botes did not trust the two Angolans who had to lead the group to the target area. Consequently, as the group moved towards Xangongo he used his own dead reckoning (DR) map and navigation table, with compass bearings, timings, distance and outstanding features as a backup. This proved to be a wise move after the two scouts absconded during the night.


    ‘After the firefight we had to get out of the area as quickly as possible,’ he recalled, ‘because the enemy was busy with a follow-up and the 122 mm Katyusha rockets got quite close to us. After the contact, my DR map assisted us to take a compass bearing to the RV with armoured vehicles that were on their way to extract us. Thank God we had no casualties.’


    The northern stopper group team members were Christo Roelofse, Chris Serfontein, Mark de Wet and De Wet Human. De Wet recalls: ‘I don’t think I will ever forget that morning. The initial attack came from our side and I was the person who had put out the claymore mines. We were dug into our foxholes with a string attached to each individual so that we could warn each other of any possible danger. Then all of a sudden bullets started flying all over with dust and leaves everywhere.


    ‘It was at this point that WO Boats looked me in the eyes and said we were going to have to move and that I had to go and recover the claymores. I do not think my legs ever felt that heavy and my sphincter muscles were sending some kind of Morse code I did not understand. I dragged myself out of that cosy foxhole and started my walk into the unknown. That is when WO Boats tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Come, I am with you.” What a man and what a soldier WO Boats was!


    ‘After repositioning, the stopper group took part in a firefight as some of the enemy were circling north and around the stopper group in their attempt to get behind us for a sweeping attack. All soldiers in our patrol and formation eventually were shooting at the enemy who ended up right in our sights as the whole team – stopper groups, killing group and mortarmen – faced the enemy head-on.’


    Back to the rest of us in the killing group. Once the enemy forces completed their 180-degree movement around the ambush team, via the left and right flanks, they were facing us head-on (still under the impression they were attacking us from the rear). This was the third contact with enemy forces within a 50-minute period. Sometime during the initial phases of these contacts Major Jenkinson reported the actions back to the Tac-HQ via radio as follows: ‘Kontak-kontak, lyk my hulle het lus vir ons – uit’ (Contact, contact, looks like they are spoiling for a fight – out).


    The ambush team opened fire, and us mortarmen received instructions to redirect our fire to the enemy, who were approximately 150 m from our position on the opposite (west side) of the road. There was a lot of incoming and outgoing fire from all the weapons systems available, including mortars, RPG-7 rockets, PKMs, 40 mm grenade launchers and AK-47 assault rifles. I remember explosions close to the enemy and realised that our mortars were doing their job.


    The next thing I registered was a very loud detonation to my left. An RPG-7 had slammed into a tree trunk about seven metres to my left, at a height of around two metres. The explosion rocked me where I was lying in my foxhole, and my ears were hurting quite badly. Although I was closest to the exploding rocket, I was fortunate not to have picked up shrapnel. Lance Corporal Wolfgang Tjepeppa was hit by a small piece of metal that penetrated his left shoulder. I saw him briefly touch his shoulder and there was a spot of blood on his overall, but he was fine and quickly returned to his mortar duties.


    By this time everybody was shooting at the enemy, and they returned volleys of rifle fire, rockets and mortars. There were bullets flying thick and fast, over us, striking the trees and bushes, shredding leaves and twigs, which rained down on us like snowflakes.


    During this contact I observed a few things that have stuck with me to this day. Major Jenkinson wanted to get on the radio to call for air support of sorts. With the volley of incoming fire Sergeant Jorrie Jordaan took a leaping dive, with his rifle, kit and all, to get to cover behind a tree where another Recce student was already lying. It only really supplied cover for one soldier but somehow it grew into enough cover for two.


    To my right, Lance Corporal Barry Visser got up into the kneeling position, unloading his drum-fed 40 mm grenade launcher. The firepower and gait of this action was enough to send Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator character back to school! Another observation was Lance Corporal Nicky Fourie getting onto one knee and unleashing the 200-round belt from his PKM.


    The mortar guys unloaded our second- and third-line mortar ammunition on the enemy, who were by then very close – our commando mortars had to be positioned almost upright in order to get the bombs on target. This was a proper contact and a good shootout.


    Brian Harris recalls an incident that involved the late Ian Strange. As the enemy launched their frontal attack, an RPG flew past Ray Godbeer and Harris and exploded close behind them: ‘Things were really heating up at that stage and I even recall a pencil flare being fired in our direction. Ian, despite the firing intensity from the front, stood up and went sprinting back, grabbed a 60 mm mortar pipe from one of the students. He must have thrown six to eight bombs in close and rapid succession on the fuckers. I clearly recall a lull in fire after his salvo.


    ‘I also recall that Major Dave Jenkinson wanted to hang in there a little longer, and distinctly heard Ray Godbeer and one other instructor shouting, “Majoor nou moet ons fokken onttrek!” (Major, we need to get the fuck out of here and withdraw).


    ‘We had pinned the enemy down, but they obviously also had radio contact with their forces at Xangongo, where a very strong brigade-sized force, with airfield, artillery and tanks, was stationed. At one point in time our group heard the rumble of armoured vehicles in the distance, with the sound moving closer to our ambush position on the road. It was time to get out of Dodge.’


    We increased our fire rate, and somewhere between 06:30 and 07:00 the call came from Botes and Jenkinson to withdraw. Our force started with a hasty tactical withdrawal movement – moving in buddy pairs backwards while your buddies would lay maximum fire on the enemy, ie fire-and-movement backwards. After we successfully broke contact, we formed up in a box formation and teamed up with the Unita element that was covering our rear. Three of them were wounded but fortunately their wounds were not critical, so it was hastily treated with bomb-bandages (field dressings), and one was placed on an SADF brown canvas groundsheet with handles for carrying the wounded. The Unita soldiers carried their wounded comrade, and the entire group withdrew in a box formation.


    We had been on the move in enemy territory for more than 56 hours, carrying heavy packs in the sweltering heat, and had had three contacts with enemy forces, who were now deployed in armoured cars to look for us. We withdrew by running at a slow pace for around an hour, until the TL indicated that we could stop, in our formation, for a quick water break.


    The wounded Unita soldiers and the 1 Recce 81 mm mortar team were in the centre of the large box formation. The rest of us chose spots behind trees or shrubs, weapons facing outwards in case of another contact with the Unita element, and some of our PKM gunners covering our rear in the direction we had just travelled. Then we heard a new and frightening sound, which the older operators and Unita soldiers both immediately recognised – the ‘shooooooshing’ sound of Katyusha rockets, or ‘Stalin Organ’ – fired in the direction we had come from and where we had set up our ambush position (the enemy underestimated the speed at which we had withdrawn). Many years later, as a private military contractor (PMC) in Iraq, I would hear all too often the familiar sound of the Katyusha.


    By then we were familiar with the sound of flying mortar rounds and direct rocket fire from RPG-7s, but the sound of a rocket flying indirectly through the air was a new one to us aspiring Recces. I soon learned that a mortar bomb comes down with a whistling sound, whereas a rocket emits a ‘ssshhh’ sound as the propellant burns and spins the projectile forward.


    Although adrenaline made our bodies resilient, we were grateful for the break, as we were exhausted and dehydrated. I was positioned on the left flank and towards the rear of the formation, and my closest teammate, who would go down with me in a buddy pair, was Lance Corporal Braam de Beer, who started basic training with me. In addition to his AK-47, Braam was also carrying an M79 grenade launcher, known at the time as the snotneus (snotty nose). The weapon was strapped to the right side of his Bergen.


    We found a spot with a tree and some long grass for cover and decided to go down there for our water break. I squatted with my Bergen towards the tree, intending to use it as a backrest to get out of the shoulder straps. I could then take up my defensive spot, lying down behind my pack and facing outwards, keeping a lookout for possible enemy movement. Anyway, that was the plan in my head …


    After placing my backpack against the tree, I reached for my water bottle, which was in a pouch at the bottom of the pack. As I raised it towards my mouth with my right hand, I heard a loud ‘ka-doenk’ sound. The next thing, the water bottle was knocked out of my hand and I felt a hard punch to my solar plexus.


    I faintly heard some of the squad guys shouting ‘contact-contact’. I was slightly dazed but recovered quickly, before spotting the projectile that had knocked the daylights out of me lying in the sand in front of me. It was the golden, egg-shaped 40 mm HE grenade from Braam’s M79 launcher!


    It didn’t take me long to work out what had happened. An M79 grenade launcher automatically cocks itself when the barrel is closed. In our contact and before the withdrawal, Braam had loaded the launcher with an HE round (thus carrying one-up) so he could readily fire the M79 if we hit a contact again. He had strapped the M79 with the barrel facing skywards next to his Bergen. The launcher remained loaded and cocked while we were running from the contact area. However, when we went down for our water break, a strap from his Bergen caught the trigger as he took his pack off, pulled tight and fired the weapon.


    Fortunately, I was in the way of the projectile and only about three metres from my buddy when the HE round hit me. I say ‘fortunately’ for two reasons. First, I was too close for the HE projectile to arm, as the 40 mm rounds we used had an arming distance of around seven metres. Second, if I had not been in the way, the grenade would have armed, and it was pointing straight to the front of our formation where our leader element was. It could have been a disaster. Later, Staff Sergeant Ray Godbeer drily thanked me for getting in the way of a grenade that would otherwise have flown his way.


    Jokes aside, I was very lucky that day, early on in the game, and thank the Good Lord I seemed to remain lucky throughout my entire career in the military and as a PMC.


    My hand was hurting, and it later turned out that my pinkie and ring fingers on my right hand were broken. My chest was also on fire due to a hairline fracture of my sternum where the 40 mm HE round, travelling at 450 ft/sec, had hit me. At that point, the adrenaline that was coursing through my body helped a lot, but later on I hurt like a motherfucker. Once the word was sent to the leader group that it was an accidental discharge, the formation took a ten-minute water break and Braam kindly offered me a couple of sips from his bottle.


    Gary Yaffe moved towards me and asked me if I was okay. Looking at the grenade lying in front of me, he said, ‘No man, look what you guys have done – now I will have to walk all the way back here after the ops to blow (destroy with explosives) the piece of UXO (unexploded ordnance).’


    I gave a wry grin, but I was much too exhausted to offer a smile. Gary had the presence of mind to mark the HE round with some toilet paper so that those in the rear of the formation would not step on it.


    The enemy kept firing rockets in a sequence, a battle plan of sorts, trying to pin us down. Fortunately, they did not think we could break out so far so quickly and the rockets exploded to our rear and our former ambush position. The qualified Recces in the team informed us that the distinctive sound came from a Katyusha, a mobile rocket launcher with rows of 122 mm launch tubes or pipes mounted on the back of a sturdy Ural truck. The Katyusha launcher can fire as many as four dozen warheads distances of more than nine kilometres in a single ten-second burst. During World War II German soldiers gave it the nickname ‘Stalin Organ’ because of the unmistakable (almost musical) wailing sound the rockets made when they were fired. Of course the name is meant ironically, as its effect is anything but music to the ears! Katyusha rockets carry a warhead of around 30 kg of HE inside a metal casing that is designed to splinter upon detonation, creating a devastatingly effective hail of shrapnel.


    After being on the run for an hour, carrying heavy Bergens and equipment, we were told that the ops commander, Major Greyling, was on his way with a 101 Battalion Romeo Mike team to fetch us. I guess using the Casspirs, which packed serious firepower in the form of .50 calibre Browning machine guns (some even had 20 mm anti-aircraft guns mounted on top), was a better and quicker option than getting permission to scramble the helis, and perhaps our position was too close to the contact area for an aerial extraction.


    After ten to fifteen minutes we set off at the best speed possible. It was a slog, as we were tired, hungry and quite dehydrated. We could still hear the enemy’s motorised vehicles in the distance, frantically searching for us. The small broken finger on my right hand and the part of my chest where the grenade had hit me were on fire. My heels also hurt badly, a result of the physical abuse I’d had to endure during Special Forces training, without receiving proper medical care.


    After about another two hours of rapid movement, we heard the diesel engines of 101 Battalion’s Romeo Mike Casspirs. It was the sweetest sound. Our formation went down in an all-round defensive configuration while the TL talked the Romeo Mike team in to our position. A smoke grenade was deployed, and we were elated when we saw the Casspirs breaking through the bushes.


    These light armoured personnel carriers were backbone equipment for a few highly specialised and deadly fighting units, including 101 Battalion, Koevoet (the South West African Police’s counterinsurgency unit) and some 5 Recce teams, who used them in vehicle operations in enemy territory, mainly for base attacks, where speed and firepower during an attack was essential. The Unita element also had to catch a lift with us to just north of beacon 16, so it was a tight fit. The Romeo Mike team started moving and for the first time in 48 hours we could finally allow ourselves a minor sigh of relief.


    We were heading back to Fort Rev, next to the Ondangwa airfield. Puma choppers were sent to collect us from the area north of beacon 16. The Unita soldiers stayed behind, as some of their own vehicles would be sent to collect them.


    It was almost 96 hours from when we first deployed in the Puma helicopters to when we arrived back at Fort Rev. I was so tired that the next few hours are a bit of a blur, but I do remember how someone taped my broken pinkie to my ring finger. As part of the demobilisation after the operation, squad equipment such as mortars, RPG-7s, machine guns and sensitive equipment such as radios, night-vision gear, claymores, grenades and medical bags were secured. Team members cleaned their AKs and machine guns, and I cleaned my mortar pipe before handing it in to be stored.


    While this was going on, some guys nibbled on ration packs (rat-packs) and a lot of liquids were consumed. We started with water and Cokes but soon progressed to a brew or two … And then of course everyone had a long shower, because it took forever to scrub ourselves clean of the ‘black-is-beautiful’ camouflage cream we had put on our faces, necks, forearms and hands. It often required a couple of scrubbing sessions to get it all out of your pores, as it stuck to the skin like glue.


    We were exhausted but also thrilled because we had taken part in our first operation in foreign territory and behind enemy lines. It was a serious contact with the enemy, and we were happy to still be alive. I closed my eyes and thanked my Creator for sparing my life. I took some time to reflect on the events of the past four days, and deep inside I knew that one way or another a career in soldiering would work out for me.


    Shortly after the operation, the intelligence section intercepted enemy radio chatter that led us to believe that apart from the 19 enemy soldiers killed in Xangongo by the main mortar team, our ambush team had killed about another 17 enemy soldiers. Furthermore, they had sustained at least 30 or more wounded. Later radio intercepts indicated that the forces in and around Xangongo beefed up their defences as they did not think that an attack force could get so close to their stronghold on foot. In military terms, this was a successful operation and the best way for us youngsters, and some of the older soldiers who were part of our Special Forces training group, to be baptised as Recces.


    During Ops Nigel it became clear to me what the Recce ou manne brought to the mission. Their experience was invaluable. The mortar team operators from 1.1. Commando did an outstanding job, and the experienced instructors from 1 Recce’s training wing, 1.2 Commando, brought calmness and strong leadership to a team of mostly very young men. These Recce operators led by example, and this made a lasting impression on me.


    Good leadership and experience makes the world of difference in a combat situation. I have seen this throughout my career, first in the military and afterwards in the private security sector. These qualities particularly held true when we were forced to fall back on our soldiering skills when things went south in places like Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and other war zones where former Recces worked as PMCs.


    [image: ]


    Group photo before Operation Nigel.


    I believe that from the mid-1970s to the end of the Bush War in 1989, 1 Reconnaissance Regiment, or 1 Recce, was one of the best Special Forces units in the world. This sentiment was often silently confirmed by the global special operations forces environment. As the mother unit, 1 Reconnaissance Commando spawned two more units in the late 1970s – 4 Recce and 5 Recce. Very soon these regiments also morphed into some the best units in their respective specialist fields.
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