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Chapter 8

Abortive peace negotiations and the path to full-scale war

1981-1985

Between the South African invasion of Angola in August 1981 (Operation Protea) and

the launch of the FAPLA's first large-scale offensive against UNITA's Cuando

Cubango bases in July 1985 (`Operacao Congresso II'), Angola's internal security

deteriorated alarmingly under the combined effects of UNITA's spreading insurgency

and the SADF's continuing campaign against SWAPO in southern Angola. With a

permanent SADF military force now in control of southern Cunene, UNITA had the

platform it needed to expand its insurgency into central and eastern Angola, and from

late 1982 onwards UNITA activity spread inexorably across the whole of Angola,

within two years threatening the stability of the MPLA government itself. Inevitably

Cuban troops (and even some civilians) who up to this point had managed to stay out

of the worst of the fighting were drawn into serious military confrontations with

UNITA — for example at Cangamba (August 1983) and Sumbe (March 1984) — for the

first time threatening to escalate Cuban casualties seriously. In an effort to take

Cuban personnel out of the firing line and confront the new UNITA threat head-on,

therefore, the FAPLA then embarked on yet another gargantuan re-armament

programme — between 1981 and 1985 receiving a further $3 billion worth of Soviet

military hardware l — until by the summer of 1985 it would be in a position to launch

the first of several all-out offensives against UNITA's main bases in Cuando Cubango

— Mavinga and Jamba — under the direct supervision of the Soviet military.

Against this background of intensifying conflict in Angola there were also sporadic

and inconclusive negotiations between the MPLA and South African governments —

brokered by the UN Contact Group, the British Commonwealth and the USA (under

Chester Crocker) — but the few successes which were achieved (such as the February

1984 Lusaka Accord) were to be short-lived. Of all the failed negotiating strategies in

this period, however, Chester Crocker's 'linkage' would prove to be the most durable,

The FAPLA received $250 million in 1981, $300 million in 1982, $800 million in 1983, and a full $2
billion in the lead-up to the 1985 'Congress° H' offensive (James, op. cit., p.213).
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and would end up laying the essential groundwork for the final rounds of negotiations

which culminated in the New York Accords of December 1988 (this final phase of the

negotiations will be examined in full in Chapter 11). But in the confrontational

atmosphere of what has been called the 'Second Cold War' (1981-1989), all

negotiating strategies were under constant threat from events on the ground in

Angola, and by 1985 a combination of factors (foremost of which was the repeal of

the Clark Amendment that July) would lead to their collapse and the unleashing of the

largest military confrontation in Angola's history. It would then take a further three

years of fighting — including some of the largest and bloodiest battles in African

history — before the warring parties could be coaxed into serious negotiations again

(see Chapters 9-10).

The explosion of UNTITA's Angolan insurgency, 1981-1983

Before the invasion of southern Angola by SADF forces in August 1981, UNITA had

posed a mostly localised threat to the MPLA government, operating almost

exclusively in its core regions of support (Huambo and Bid) or in the remoter parts of

Angola (Moxico and Cuando Cubango). Significant economic damage had been

caused by constant attacks on the Benguela railway line (averaging three per week

during 1981),2 but UNITA's few military successes — such as the capture of Mavinga

in September 1980 — did little to loosen the FAPLA's grip on the country as a whole.

In the wake of Operation Protea, however, the SADF handed on to UNITA over 4,000

tons of Soviet military equipment captured during the fighting,3 and this led to

ambitious plans to extend the guerrilla movement's activity across the whole country.

Given SWAPO's intimate alliance with the FAPLA-Cuban forces in Angola and the

steady escalation of its Namibian insurgency, it was inevitable that the SADF would

rekindle its alliance with UNITA, and by the early 1980s the SADF had set up three

UNITA training bases in Namibia. 4 In addition the SADF appointed a permanent

2 James Hamill, The Challenge to the MPLA: Angola's war: 1980-1986, Politics Working Papers, No.
41, University of Warwick, 1986, p.6.
3 Thanks to the weaponry captured during Operation Protea, by 1983 UNITA's armed forces had
grown to an estimated 35,000 men (Steenkamp, op. cit., p.110).

These bases were called 'Dodge City', 'Omega' & `Catins Mulila' (Muabciánvua,
p.2).
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liaison officer to Savimbi to help coordinate the delivery of supplies and equipment

flown by the SAAF into Jamba (Cuando Cubango), UNITA's secret HQ less than 20

miles north of the Caprivi Strip (where the SADF had numerous bases). 5 The

SADF's ongoing campaign against SWAPO provided the ideal cover for UNITA to

build up its military forces, and between November 1981 and July 1982 SWAPO and

the FAPLA were distracted by a series of SADF operations in southern Angola which

left over 600 SWAPO guerrillas dead, and captured vast quantities of military

equipment (much of which was handed on to UNITA).6

Conscious of the growing UNITA threat in Angola's borderlands, in late November

1981 Dos Santos made a secret request to UNITA (through the President of Senegal

Abdou Diouf) for a cease-fire to be followed by negotiations. 7 Having been president

for a little over two years, Dos Santos was by that time attempting to stave off a

brewing power struggle within the MPLA leadership and was anxious to stop the

fighting on the ground as quickly as possible. His approach (and a second by Paulo

Jorge in January 1982) does not appear to have borne fruit, however, and instead Dos

Santos opted for a massive boost in the FAPLA's military forces, negotiating a further

enormous re-equipment programme (worth over $2 billion) at the annual tripartite

meeting in Moscow in January 1982. 8 In the meantime UNITA continued its military

s The SADF liaison officer in question — Johann Smith — spent most of the 1980s by Savimbi's side,
and was effectively adopted by the Savimbi entourage, spending Christmas 1985 with the UNITA
leader in Jamba (author's interview with Johann Smith, Johannesburg, October 1998).
6 Drawing on information gathered during Operation Protea, on 1 November 1981 the SADF launched
Operation Daisy, attacking the SWAPO bases at Bambi & Chetequera (just north of the Namibian
border in Cunene). Both camps were completely destroyed and 70 SWAPO guerrillas killed for the
loss of only three SADF soldiers. Then in March 1982— after it had become clear that SWAPO was
planning to open a new front in Kaokoland (northeast Namibia) — the SADF launched Operation Super,
attacking a SWAPO assembly area near Iona (Cunene) and killing 200 SWAPO guerrillas for the loss
of two wounded, in the process capturing large amounts of ammunition and weaponry. 'Super' was
followed in July 1982 by Operation Meebos, a series of air and ground attacks against SWAPO
command and control structures near Mupa (Cunene). By the operation's end in August nearly 350
SWAPO guerrillas had been killed and the Mupa HQ destroyed, although 29 SADF soldiers were
killed in the operation (15 of them in a Puma helicopter which was shot down on 2 August by SWAPO
ground fire). The high level of white losses in Operation Meebos led to fierce criticism in the South
African parliament, forcing the SADF to admit it had carried out the operation and possibly
contributing to the breakdown in peace negotiations in late 1982 (Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.146,
Steenkamp, op. cit., p.99 & Hooper, op. cit., pp. 124-125).
7 Biidgland, op. cit., pp344-345.
8 Owen Ellison Kahn, Disengagement from Southwest Africa: The Prospects for Peace in Angola and
Namibia, Transaction Publishers, New Jersey, 1991, p.100 & var. authors, Southern Africa in crisis: 
Regional and International Responses, International Peace Academy, Martinus Nijhoff Publishers,
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build-up unchecked, and on 10 November 1982 kicked off its new campaign with the

capture of Lumbala-N'Guimbo (Moxico), putting severe pressure on the FAPLA's

remaining garrisons in Moxico — at Cangamba and Luena — and adding further fuel to

Dos Santos's power struggle in Luanda. 9 Ironically the very same day on the other

side of the world a FAPLA delegation led by the Angolan Defence Minister, Colonel

Pedro Maria Tonha (`Pedale'), was meeting at length with Raid Castro in Havana to

discuss the deteriorating military situation in Angola, and it is likely they discussed

the FAPLA's collapse in Moxico and Cunene. I ° Both Castro and Pedale were clearly

concerned about the rise of UNITA in these provinces, but they felt that little could be

done to prevent it until the FAPLA had completed its re-equipment programme, and

in the meantime FAPLA and Cuban units would have to brace themselves as best they

could against the new UNITA campaign.

During 1983 UNITA experienced its greatest expansion of the war, launching every

type of operation across Angola from small-scale raids to full-scale military assaults

on FAPLA-Cuban garrisons." Drawing on its success in previous unconventional

warfare operations, throughout 1983 UNITA continued to destabilise Angola with

sabotage operations against the Lomaum dam (January) and the Cuema power station

(June), kidnappings, indiscriminate mine-laying, terrorist bombings and even the

shooting down of civilian aircraft. I2 With its military capability boosted by SADF

Dordrecht (Netherlands), 1988, p.96. At the same time, Cuba also agreed to send a further 7,000 troops
to Angola, effectively putting paid to the withdrawal programmes of the late 1970s.
9 The UNITA force — numbering up to 3,000 men — claims to have killed 112 FAPLA and 10 Cuban
soldiers during the battle, and to have taken 225 prisoners. In addition UNITA seized 43 vehicles and
300 weapons from their captives (Bridgland, op. cit., p.357 & Hamill, op. cit., p.7). Neither FAPLA
nor Cuban accounts make more than a passing reference to this battle.
I ° In a further ironic coincidence of dates, the very same day in Moscow Leonid Brezhnev died,
inaugurating three years of power struggle between the reformist 'new thinkers' (headed by Yuri
Andropov and his subordinate Michael Gorbachev) and the conservative hardliners (headed by
Konstantin Chemenko).
II Information on UNITA's 1983 campaign is drawn from Hamill (op. cit., pp.7-10) & Muatxiánvua
(op. cit.).
12 In November a UNITA missile team shot down a Boeing 737 as it took off from Lubango (Huila),
killing all 126 passengers on board (many of whom it claimed were FAPLA recruits). Three months
later another UNITA team shot down a TAAG Boeing 737 as it took off from Huambo, but its claims
that over 100 FAPLA and Cuban soldiers were killed in the crash were rejected by the FAPLA, which
insisted that no one was killed in the crash. The legacy of UNITA's indiscriminate mine-laying
programme can still be seen today in Angola where there are between five and twelve million
unexploded landmines littering the countryside, officially making Angola the most mined country on
the planet (although Afghanistan and Laos have occasionally laid claim to this dubious title in an effort
to increase their funding for humanitarian projects).
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war booty from Operation Protea, 'UNITA also sensed that the time was right to

expand its conventional warfare operations, and in late 1982 it launched a concerted

campaign in Moxico and eastern Bie with the aim of eventually capturing Moxico's

provincial capital, Luena. First UNITA launched a series of attacks against the

Benguela railway line (between Kuito-Bie and Luena) which by July 1983 had

effectively cut it in two, 13 threatening to outflank the Cuban-run ATS Defence Line

which ran parallel with it 150 miles to the south (and probably causing some alarm to

the Cuban commanders in Lubango). Then UNITA launched two full-scale assaults

on major FAPLA garrisons, the first of which succeeded in capturing Mussende

(Cuanza Norte) on 26 July, threatening the nearby Cambambe Dam which supplied

Luanda with water and hydroelectric power. The second attack which occurred

nearly 500 miles away in the remote savannahs of Moxico was to garner far more

publicity, however, for the assault by at least 3,000 regular UNITA troops against the

stranded FAPLA-Cuban garrison at Cangamba (130 miles south of Luena) was to

develop into a gruelling and bloody nine-day siege, the outcome of which is still hotly

disputed.

The siege of Cangamba, late July-14 August 1983

The siege of Cangamba — which ran from UMTA's encirclement of the FAPLA-

Cuban garrison in late July until the town's final destruction by the SAAF on 14

August — was the first major battle between FAPLA-Cuban forces and UNITA since

the end of the 'Second Liberation War', and was to provide a foretaste of the many

violent and bloody confrontations to come over the next five years." Although

lauded both by the FAPLA-Cubans and UNITA as one of their hardest-fought

victories, the battle for Cangamba was actually one of the Angolan War's most

inconclusive (if costly) stand-offs, drawing attention not only to the FAPLA's

13 On 11 February 1983 Cangonga (90 miles west of Luena) was captured by a mixed UNITA force of
45 men. In March Quinjeje & Babaera were then captured, in May Munhango (Savimbi's birth place)
was attacked, and finally in July Cangumbe was captured, completing the offensive.
14 My account of the siege of Cangamba is taken from several highly-contradictory sources: Rey (op.
cit., pp.116-125), Luis (op. cit., p.99-101), Steenkamp (op. cit., p.109-110), Hamill (op. cit., p.21),
Crocker (op. cit., p.175), Campbell (op. cit., p.16), Hooper (op. cit., p.44), Rafael del Pino (op. cit.,
p.17), and interviews with various UNITA, FAPLA and Cuban soldiers (see other footnotes for details)
who either fought at the battle or were involved in the relief of the besieged garrison.
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inability to stem UNITA's relentless expansion northwards, but also to UNITA's own

weakness in launching conventional operations against well-defended garrisons. The

Cuban military machine — and a handful of instructors on the ground — would once

more have to be called in to prevent another catastrophic FAPLA military disaster

(just as they had in November 1975), initiating the final phase in Cuba's military

intervention in Angola which over the next five years would draw Cuban forces ever

deeper into the Angolan quagmire. By far the most violent and bloody confrontation

of the UNITA insurgency (with as many as 2,000 men killed and twice that number

wounded during the siege), the battle of Cangamba would force both sides to take

stock of their strategic and tactical failings during the nine-day siege, setting the stage

for more than five years of intermittent and costly fighting between them in southern

and eastern Angola.

The town of Cangamba itself was of dubious strategic importance, situated in the

remote west of Moxico, over 150 miles from the nearest garrisons at Luena and Cuito

Cuanavale (which could only be reached by appalling roads) and almost totally

dependent on supply from the air base at Menongue, over 150 miles to the

southwest. 15 The tiny settlement had no economic or political value other than to

exert the MPLA government's authority over the area, and by 1983 had long since

lost its small civilian population, drawing its only importance from the garrison which

was made up of the FAPLA's 32 Infantry Brigade, a team of 30-60 Cuban military

instructors and perhaps 30 Angolans from the ODP (Organizacao da Defesa do Povo,

or militia). 16 Having captured Lumbala-N'Giumbo the previous November, UNITA

naturally looked on Cangamba (100 miles to the northwest) as the next logical target

in its expansion towards Luena, but the FAPLA High Command inexplicably failed to

spot this obvious move, and no steps were taken either to reinforce or withdraw the

15 The town had been a small Portuguese settlement and contained no more than 25 buildings
(including a school and church), all of which were destroyed in the fighting.
6 It is unclear what the total FAPLA-Cuban force in Cangamba was as neither Cuban nor Angolan

accounts give any figures. Campbell (op. cit., p.16) notes that the defenders were outnumbered 2-1,
implying that there were at least 3,000 FAPLA troops in Cangamba (a figure also used by Steenkamp,
op. cit., p.109), but this contrasts sharply with one ex-FAR veteran (in interview with author) who took
part in the relief of Cangamba and who claims that there was only a small 156-man FAPLA Training
Company in Cangamba at the time, in addition to their 40-60 Cuban instructors. Given the severity of

' the fighting it seems likely the FAPLA-Cuban force was greater than 200 men, but until definitive
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garrison at Cangamba until the first UNITA attack came in late July, a full eight

months later." The failure of the July attack to capture the town (it may only have

been a raid to test the FAPLA-Cuban defences) bred a false sense of security in the

Angolans, however, and thus they were again taken by surprise when a much larger

UNITA force — numbering anywhere between 3,000 and 6,000 troops 18 — returned to

encircle Cangamba on 1 August.I9

Desperate requests were immediately made to the FAPLA and Cuban commanders in

Luena and Menongue for reinforcements, and the next day (as UNITA shells started

to rain down on Cangamba) the Cuban High Command in Luanda responded with a

massive military operation to reinforce the stranded garrison. Four reinforcement

detachments were hastily assembled from the FAPLA-Cuban units closest to

Cangamba — two from Huambo, one from the Menongue area and a fourth from

Lubango (which became the reserve and did not leave the town) 2° — and the first three

immediately set off on the hazardous 250-mile journey to Cangamba, much of it

across difficult UNITA-controlled territory.' These columns would take nearly a

evidence emerges the best available estimate is that 1,000-3,000 FAPLA-Cubans defended Cangamba
a._gainst a force of 3,000-6,000 UNITA troops.
11 Cuban accounts make no reference to UNITA's first attack on Cangamba in late July 1983, but this
fact was confirmed to me by two FAPLA veterans (in interview with author) who fought in the battle.
Given the defenders' lack of preparation for the siege — and the desperate conditions which resulted
from this oversight — it is thus likely that the Cuban and MPLA regimes have seen fit to avoid mention
of the first attack in late July in order to escape accusations that they missed the opportunity to
reinforce Cangamba (or even withdraw the garrison) before the town was encircled.
18 The issue of how many UNITA troops fought at Cangamba is difficult to resolve as there are
enormous disparities in the figures quoted, some of them politically-motivated. According to Eduardo
Ant6nio `Matamata', a UNITA commander who fought at Cangamba (in interview with author, 30
March 1998, Jamba [Cuando Cubango]), UNITA used six battalions (c.3,000 men) for the attack.
Most other sources put the figure much higher, however. One ex-FAR officer (in interview with
author) who fought in the battle reckons that there were significantly more than 3,000 UNITA troops
there, given the concentration of bodies found after the battle (see below). Muatxianvua (op. cit.) puts
the figure at 5,000, and Campbell (op. cit., p.16) reckons 'over 6,000' UNITA troops fought at
Cangamba. The most likely figure is probably around 5,000 men, and Cuban claims (in Rey, op. cit.,
p.117) that UNITA used up to sixteen infantry battalions and 46 artillery and mortar batteries (over
8,000 men) are almost certainly exaggerated.
19 According to Heitman (in interview), UNITA must have had considerable assistance from the SADF
and SAAF to get its forces to Cangamba which was hundreds of miles from the nearest UNITA base,
suggesting that from the very start UNITA had South African support for its attack on Cangamba.
20 According to Cuban veterans involved in the relief of Cangamba, personnel and equipment was also
drawn from smaller Cuban units based within a few hundred miles of Cangamba, such as Matala and
Jamba (both in Huila).
21 The first and third reinforcement columns left from Huambo shortly after UNITA's attack on
Cangamba began, splitting up in Kuito-Bie — the first continuing along the Benguela railway line until
Munhango (attacked by UNITA in May) where it turned south towards Cangamba, while the third
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week to reach the stranded FAPLA-Cuban garrison, however, and in the meantime the

tiny defence force at Cangamba was desperately outnumbered. But with an absence

of qualified Cuban military personnel near Cangamba, the best the Cuban High

Command could do was fly in by helicopter a small Cuban reinforcement team which

arrived shortly before UNITA's bombardment closed the airstrip for good. 22 Aside

from Cuban air support (which will be discussed below), the defenders were thus

effectively on their own until help came — and that in five days at the very least —

placing the 50-odd Cuban trainers in a very similar situation to that which faced their

predecessors eight years earlier at Catengue. With all chances of withdrawal now cut

off, however, they had little choice but to make a stand at Cangamba, and they

marshalled the limited forces at their disposal as effectively as possible.

Accepting that they had insufficient men to defend the entire town from the UNITA

onslaught, the Cuban instructors decided to concentrate their efforts on protecting the

main FAPLA camp on the town's edge which contained Cangamba's only airstrip.

The camp's perimeter was divided into four sectors (south, east, west and north), the

Cuban instructors commanding the first three while the FAPLA covered the north of

the camp (which backed onto the FAPLA's HQ). The limited artillery at their

disposal — seven 82mm mortars, five B-10 guns and four GRAD-1P missile-launchers

— was positioned evenly around the camp's perimeter, and was interspersed with a

couple of BTRs and an anti-tank gun, while a mobile force carried around the three

RPG-7s for use wherever they were needed (see map). Uncertain how long the siege

would last, ammunition was carefully husbanded — each Cuban instructor only

receiving 300 rounds for a battle which would end up lasting nine days — and a

reserve of 64,000 rounds was kept in bunkers underneath the camp (most of which

was used up during the fighting). Due to the suddenness of the UNITA encirclement,

however, the defenders failed to bring adequate supplies into the camp (in particular

headed directly south from Kuito-Bie and linked up with the second column (which came from
Menongue) around 150 miles west of Cangamba (Rey, op. cit., p.119).
n Colonel Ruben Zaldivar Torres (in Rey, op. cit., p.118), who wrote the chapter on the battle of
Cangamba, fails to mention how many reinforcements arrived by helicopter, but it is unlikely that more
than one platoon (c.30 men) was flown in that day given the capacity of the Mi-8s (the most common
helicopters in use in the FAR).
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fresh drinking water), and this would have crucial implications as the siege wore on

and living conditions inside the camp grew ever more desperate (see below).

The Cuban instructors' defence plan would be tested to its limits in the upcoming

attack as UNITA's commanders had opted for a change in tactics. Abandoning the

costly full-frontal attacks which stood little chance of breaking through the camp's not

insignificant defences, UNITA had decided to switch to a strategy of gradual,

creeping encroachment on the camp (much in the style of the Western Front during

the First World War). The plan was to construct a network of trenches to the east of

Cangamba which front-line UNITA troops would then edge forward towards the

camp's outer defences, steadily reducing the defenders' perimeter whilst bringing

UNITA's heavy artillery into range. 23 A wide range of deceptive tactics would also

be employed to inflict heavy casualties on the defenders and wear down their morale

— including deliberately inaccurate bombardments (which drove troops out of trenches

where they were safe and forced them into areas which were more accurately in range

of UNITA's waiting artillery) and the simulation of FAPLA-Cuban reinforcements

arriving (which were actually LTNITA guerrillas in stolen uniforms). There were even

rumours that UNITA drugged some of its own front-line troops before they went into

battle to ensure their nerve didn't fail them when the fighting (and the casualties) got

thickest. 24 However, as a result of the intense inter-tribal rivalry between the

guerrillas the UNITA force would be terribly disorganised throughout the siege,

fatally undercutting its effectiveness and on several occasions leading to a complete

breakdown in command.25

The attack on Cangamba began at 6am on 2 August 1983 with a fierce UNITA

bombardment which continued for three days but failed to cause any casualties among

23 One Cuban veteran of the battle noted that UNITA laid extensive mine-fields both in front of and
behind its trenches, thus impeding any FAPLA-Cuban counter-attack, but also forcing its own troops to
hold their position in the trenches (even when they were under direct artillery fire). This strategy
probably contributed to UNITA's unusually high casualties during the siege of Cangamba.
24 Colonel Zaldivar ( in key, op. cit., p.121) reports that several UNITA troops were seen advancing on
the camp "standing upright, appearing drugged", a factor which would also have contributed to
UNITA' s high casualties.
25 One ex-FAR officer (in interview) who formed part of the relief for Cangamba described UNITA as
`superdesorganizado' ('totally disorganised') during this battle, the result of acute tribal divisions and
poor discipline.
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the defenders, many of whom were taking shelter in well-constructed bunkers in their

camp.26 Slowly UNITA began infiltrating the town, however, and by 6 August had

managed to bring its main artillery forward far enough to begin directly bombarding

the Cuban camp, causing several casualties and tightening the noose on the camp's

perimeter. Conditions inside the camp steadily deteriorated under the relentless

bombardment and assaults, and were made all the worse by the lack of clean drinking

water after the camp's only well was destroyed by a direct hit on the second day.

Within a couple of days, in scenes all too common in siege situations, FAPLA-Cuban

troops were desperately searching for water wherever they could find it — first from

the vehicle radiators, then from muddy puddles, some even resorting to chewing

banana skins and toothpaste to alleviate their thirst. 27 The commander of the Cuban

contingent, Major Fidencio Gonzalez Peraza, tried his best to keep up the men's

morale with visits to the front-lines during occasional lulls in the fighting, but by 7

August the situation had become so desperate that Fidel Castro himself decided to

step in, seizing the opportunity to elevate the battle from what had actually been a

serious strategic miscalculation to a heroic stand against the forces of racist

imperialism. Declaring Cangamba "an immortal symbol of Cuban and Angolan

valour", Castro urged the defenders to hold on until reinforcements — which he

promised would include the entire Cuban military if necessary — could come to their

rescue. 28

But with enemy trenches now less than fifty feet from the defenders along some

points of the perimeter, their artillery mostly destroyed (some said its coordinates had

been betrayed to the enemy)29 and the UNITA bombardment continuing relentlessly

(an average of 170 bombs per day landed on or around the camp), the situation

seemed hopeless, and the desperate defenders looked to the FAPLA-Cuban aviation

26 UNITA used Soviet-made 76mm artillery pieces which had been captured from the FAPLA in 1980
(Steenkamp, op. cit., p.109).
27 Colonel Zaldivar ( in Rey, op. cit., p.118) notes that the miniscule amount of water they still had was
given to the wounded using dampened cotton wool.
A Original text reads: "iQue Cangamba sea un simbolo imperecedero del valor de los cubanos y
angolanos!" See Rey, op. cit., pp.122-123 for full text of Castro's message to the defenders of
Cangamba.
29 One Cuban veteran of Angola (in interview) recalled meeting the mortar commander at Cangamba
who had had all four of his units destroyed by direct hits during the siege, and he was certain that
UNITA sympathisers within the FAPLA had betrayed their coordinates to the UNITA artillery units.
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as their only chance of saving the camp from capture. Recognising its importance to

the defenders' survival, the FAPLA-Cuban air force had been relocated to Menongue

the very day UNITA launched its first attack on the town (2 August), and within hours

its pilots were flying missions over Cangamba, introducing the effective use of air

power into the Angolan War for the first time. Despite Menongue's distance from

Cangamba, Cuban and Angolan pilots managed to clock up over 400 missions during

the nine-day siege, the majority of them reconnaissance flights over the battle area,

although Cuban and FAPLA MiG-21s and Mi-17s (attack helicopters) also carried out

regular bombing and strafing runs against the attacking UNITA forces which

reportedly inflicted heavy casualties. 3° Supply aircraft (in particular Mi-8 helicopters

and An-26 transport aircraft) also worked furiously to get supplies to the stranded

garrison — one An-26 allegedly flying through the enemy's curtain of fire to drop

desperately-needed supplies on Cangamba — as well as backing up the FAPLA-

Cubans' own stocks in Menongue and Luena in case the military situation escalated

further.3I These efforts by FAPLA-Cuban aviation did much to lift the defenders'

morale which by the last days had started to droop with the loss of all radio contact

and the defensive perimeter reduced to the size of a football pitch.

Unknown to the defenders, however, around 6 August the first two reinforcement

columns had after an arduous journey finally reached a point 150 miles west of

Cangamba, but they held back from advancing on the town until they were sure the

camp (with which they had lost all communication) was still under FAPLA-Cuban

control. Once this had been confirmed by reconnaissance flights over the town, on 10

August the reinforcement brigades began moving on Cangamba, while the FAPLA-

Cuban aviation and BM-21s (which had been brought up with the reinforcement

columns) launched a coordinated strike against the UNITA assault force. According

to Cuban veterans' accounts, Cuban MiG's and BM-21 missiles screamed over the

heads of the bedraggled defenders and caught the exposed UNITA troops right in the

3° One UNITA commander I interviewed (Eduardo Antonio Matamata) claimed that during the siege
Cuban and FAPLA MiG's bombarded the Namibian frontier — including several specifically-targeted
LTNITA villages — in an effort to put pressure on the attacking forces. This accusation has not yet been
corroborated.
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middle of their final assault, the MiG's 27mm rockets and BM-21's 122mm missiles

tearing huge swathes through the densely-packed guerrillas and causing appalling

casualties.32 Having forced UNITA's battered forces to withdraw temporarily, the

FAPLA-Cuban reinforcement column then moved in immediately to relieve the camp,

seizing the opportunity of a lull in the fighting to fly out the surviving Cubans. This

move by the Cubans remains controversial, however, for no such VIP treatment was

offered to the surviving Angolan soldiers, fuelling accusations that they had

abandoned their Angolans allies at their most desperate hour. 33 Cuban accounts make

no reference to the fate of the surviving Angolans, but it appears that once the

decision had been taken to abandon Cangamba for good (around 12 August), they had

little choice but to make the hazardous 150-mile journey to the garrison at Luena

overland.34

The final decision to abandon Cangamba — after so much bloodshed and bitter

fighting — was by now inevitable as two days after the Cuban relief columns rolled

into Cangamba UNITA had called in its secret weapon — the South African Air Force

(SAAF). Although South African troops had played no part in the attack on

Cangamba, 35 it is likely that several SADF officers attached to UNITA had been

present during the siege, and they no doubt supported the UNITA commanders'

31 Colonel Zaldivar ( in Rey, op. cit., p.120) notes that An-12 transport aircraft piloted by Cuban
civilians from Cubana de AviaciOn (the national airline) and Soviet pilots managed to transport
thousands of rockets and bombs from Cuba to Luena in a little over sixteen hours.
32 One Cuban veteran (in interview) who was among the team which examined the battlefield
immediately after the FAPLA-Cuban air attack told me that his platoon found hundreds of mutilated
body parts around the area where the 27mm missiles struck, calculating (by the number of severed
heads) that as many as 50 UNITA guerrillas were blown to pieces by each individual missile. From the
body count his team was able to calculate that UNITA had used over 3,000 men in its attacks on
Cangarnba.
33 All surviving Cuban personnel were flown out of Cangamba on 11 August (Steenkamp, op. cit.,
p.110), and this was probably the day after the devastating FAPLA-Cuban air-strike had been launched
(details from author's interview with one Cuban and two FAPLA veterans of the battle). Cuban
defector Rafael del Pino (op. cit., p.17) claims that all Cuban forces were airlifted out before the battle
finished, leaving the FAPLA troops to face total annihilation, but FAPLA veterans (in interview)
maintain that Cuba gave significant technical assistance to enable them to make their way back to
Luena.
34 One FAPLA veteran (in interview) recalled that Cuba provided technical assistance (in the form of
trucks) and some air cover during the FAPLA's withdrawal to Luena.
35 According to Muatxi'dnvua (op. cit.), while the battle of Cangamba was raging the SADF sent three
Tactical Groups to Luengue, Caiundo and Vila Nova de Armada (Cuando Cubango), and three others
to Mupa, Cuamato and Calueque (Cunene) to prevent the FAPLA sending reinforcements from these
garrisons to Cangamba. South African accounts make no reference to this operation, however,
maintaining that SADF units did not invade Angola again until December 1983 (Operation Askari).
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decision to request South African air support, having witnessed first-hand the

devastating casualties sustained by UNITA during the fighting. Worried that the

FAPLA troops would now re-fortify the camp and attempt to retake the town, UNITA

requested that the SAAF destroy Cangamba completely, and on 12 August SAAF

Canberra bombers and Impalas began an intensive bombardment which within two

days had reduced what little was left of the town and FAPLA-Cuban camp to

rubble.36 The battle of Cangamba thus ended as it had begun — in a tremendous

display of firepower — having achieved very little in strategic terms for either force

but with heavy casualties on both sides. During the fighting between 500 and 1,100

UNITA soldiers had been killed (with at least as many wounded)37 while the FAPLA-

Cubans had lost as many as 800 men (at least 20 of them Cuban), with many more

wounded and captured. 38 So fierce had the artillery duel become that by the end of

nine days the Cubans had fired off over 400 mortars, 2,700 C-5 rockets and 2,700

shells at UNITA, leaving the debris of nearly 1,500 bombs, mortars and other

explosives littering a camp perimeter no bigger than the size of a football pitch.39

Having made the entire area uninhabitable with tons of unexploded ordinance, the

36 On 12 August the Angolan government's news agency — Angop — claimed that eight SAAF aircraft —
four Canberra light bombers and four Impala ground-strike fighters — had repeatedly bombed and
destroyed Cangamba, an allegation later repeated by ConcepciOn (op. cit., p.103). Rejected at the time
by the SADF as 'blatant propaganda', the SAAF has since admitted that it did carry out bombing raids
on Cangamba, completely destroying what was left of the town (Steenkamp, op. cit., p.109). One
former UNITA commander I interviewed (Major Eduardo Antonio `Matarnata') insisted that neither
the SADF nor SAAF were involved in any way in UNITA's capture of Cangamba. However, given
overwhelming evidence from other sources (including the SAAF itself) it seems highly likely that the
SAAF did support UNITA's assault, bombing the town to the ground on 14 August.
37 Most sources put the number of UNITA dead at 1,100 (ConcepciOn, op. cit., p.150, Muatxidnvua, op.
cit., Hamill, op. cit., p.21 & Rey, op. cit., p.167), with about the same number of wounded. Crocker
(op. cit., p.175) quotes UNITA's official figures of 63 killed and 250 wounded, but these seem
fictitiously low. Perhaps the most accurate figure was given by a Cuban veteran (in interview) who
was sent out to count UNITA corpses after the battle and concluded that anywhere between 500 and
700 UNITA soldiers were killed in the battle, many of those in the final MiG air-strike.
38 The issue of FAPLA-Cuban casualties during the siege of Cangamba is particularly tricky as no
Cuban or Angolan account details the exact size of the FAPLA-Cuban forces which fought there, nor
the number of casualties they sustained. Official Cuban sources maintain that 53 FAPLA and Cuban
soldiers were killed at Cangamba (ConcepciOn, op. cit., p.151), but this number seems suspiciously low
given the ferocity and length of the siege. Most Cuban veterans of the siege (in interview) note merely
that 'many Cubans and Angolans' were killed in the fighting, giving no specific numbers. However,
one veteran who formed part of the reinforcement column has estimated that around 20 Cubans and 80-
100 FAPLA soldiers were killed in the fighting, with up to three times that number wounded or
incapacitated. UNITA for its part claimed that 839 FAPLA-Cuban soldiers were killed in the fighting
(120 of them Cuban), and 328 captured (cited in Steenkamp, op. cit., p.110), a figure whose accuracy is
impossible to ascertain.
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battle thus ended in a tense standoff, both sides having little choice but to withdraw

from the area.40

The myth of Cangamba

Within days of the withdrawal from Cangamba, however, both the FAPLA-Cubans

and UNITA were claiming victory, each side issuing doctored (and contradictory)

versions of what had happened while conveniently sidestepping some of the more

embarrassing issues — such as how UNITA failed to capture the camp after having

surrounded it completely, or why the FAPLA-Cuban commanders failed to withdraw

the garrison in the first place long before it became encircled. Within weeks of the

battle the Cuban regime had elevated the desperate defence of Cangamba to a major

victory against the forces of imperialism, 4 ' official accounts maintaining that UNITA

started withdrawing on 8 August once its commanders detected the approaching

Cuban reinforcement columns, and that UNITA never captured the town. 42 UNITA

maintained quite the opposite, however, insisting that its troops had breached the

camp's outer defences on 11 August, forcing the Cuban High Command to withdraw

all surviving Cuban personnel by helicopter that evening, which in turn enabled

UNITA to capture the camp three days later. 43 The true version of events probably

39 According to Colonel Zaldivar (in Rey, op. cit., p.120), after the battle nearly 1,300 mortar casings
were found in Cangamba (120mm, 81mm and 60mm), as well as various partially-exploded anti-tank
and GRAD-1P missiles.
4'3 The experience of Cangamba left deep psychological scars on many of the Cubans lucky enough to
survive the siege, and to this day many veterans remain disturbed by what they saw and endured. One
Cuban veteran who was wounded in the fighting, Rene Gonzalez Sarmiento, declared that "Cangamba
brutally changed my life", adding that even today "I still feel the smell of gunpowder, it's rough on my
throat when I swallow and I dream about the war" (from article at
http://www2.ceniai.inf.cu/HABANERA/2-97/art5e.htrn1).
41 A few weeks after the battle the FAR's monthly magazine — Verde Olivo — carried a long article on
the battle of Cangamba, with the testimonies and details of those who fought there, and this was later
followed by a documentary (called simply `Cangamba') by Miguel Fleitas. Cangamba's fame was to
be short-lived, however, as the American invasion of Grenada (on 25 October 1983, in which 24
Cubans were killed) and the launch of Operation Askari (December 1983) stole the headlines, leading
to some bitterness on the part of the Cubans who survived Cangamba (author's interview with Cuban
veteran of Cangamba). Cangamba did not receive official recognition again until Ra61 Castro greeted
returning internationalists on 11 January 1989 (excerpts of speech are reprinted in Deutchmann, op.
cit., pp.139-144).
42 Colonel Zaldivar (in Rey, op. cit., p.118) notes that "we realised that the aggressors must have had
some knowledge of our columns' approach and this influenced their decision to withdraw" (author's
translation from Spanish).
43 Crocker, op. cit., p.175, Steenkamp, p.110 & Hamill, p.29.
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lies somewhere in between, for after nine days of intense fighting neither side had

been able to hold onto the town, the FAPLA-Cuban withdrawal being followed

almost immediately by Cangamba's complete destruction by the SAAF, after which

UNITA forces withdrew from the area.44

Aftermath of Cangamba

Thus — in the cold light of day — the outcome of the siege of Cangamba gave both

sides little to crow about, and behind the triumphant rhetoric the FAPLA-Cuban

commanders had great cause for concern. For not only did the intensity of the

fighting at Cangamba — the fiercest the Cubans had encountered since the 'Second

Liberation War' — presage far greater Cuban casualties in the upcoming months, but

the Cuban commanders could not ignore that once again their troops on the ground

had paid a high price for poor decision-making in the FAPLA High Command. In a

scenario which was to be repeated time and again over the next five years, a FAPLA

garrison (supported by a small Cuban military presence) had found itself precariously

isolated against a UNITA attack which the FAPLA commanders should have been

expecting, prompting the by now well-rehearsed Cuban military response to prevent it

being wiped out. The FAPLA commanders had singularly failed to address the issue

of what should be done with the stranded Cangamba garrison in the eight months

following UNITA's capture of Lumbala N'Guimbo, and when they had finally turned

to Cuba for assistance in early August 1983 it was by then almost too late. Not for the

first time Cuba was having to extricate its personnel from a desperate situation caused

by FAPLA incompetence, although in fairness to the Angolans the Cuban

commanders bore part of the blame themselves, having also failed to withdraw their

own personnel from Cangamba in time. Perhaps communication between the FAPLA

and Cuban High Commands was actually rather poor, the FAPLA's inability (or

unwillingness) to reveal the full situation on the ground to the Cubans playing a major

44 This version of events is supported by several FAPLA and Cuban veterans who fought at Cangamba,
, including FAPLA Major Mateus Timeiteo (interviewed at FAA HQ, Cuito Cuanavale, 29 March 1998)
who noted that UNITA was unable to occupy Cangamba after the battle due to the enormous amount of
unexploded ordinance littering the town and its vicinity.
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part in bringing about the potential military disaster facing the Cangamba garrison in

late July 1983.

But regardless of who was in the end responsible for the near disaster at Cangamba,

the withdrawal of what was left of the garrison there further weakened the FAPLA's

faltering grip on Moxico, leading to yet another increase in Cuban military forces.

Cuba immediately ordered a further 5,000 troops to be sent to Angola — many of them

allegedly being transferred directly from Ethiopia45 — and this reinforcement was

matched by the Soviets who not only sent further military supplies, but also ordered

one of their aircraft carriers and three frigates to sail to Luanda as a show of the

Kremlin's commitment to the MPLA. 46 Having failed to take the initiative

throughout 1983,47 the FAPLA launched a fresh offensive against UNITA in

September, capturing Mussende the following month (and inflicting over 500

casualties on the guerrillas in the process). But this success was again short-lived, and

a further offensive launched in November to clear UNITA out of the Highlands

quickly got bogged down as UNITA retook the initiative, capturing Cazombo

(Moxico) on 13 November and Andulo (Bie) a fortnight later. 48 As the countryside

sank into chaos in late 1983, FAPLA-Cuban forces struggled to contain the UNITA

threat, but their efforts were again thrown into disarray by yet another SADF invasion

of Angola in December 1983 — 'Operation Askari'. The outcome of the SADF's

twelfth cross-border incursion into Angola since Operation Savannah would confound

everyone's expectations, however, and far from resulting in another crushing victory

for the South African forces, Operation Askari would turn into a tense and fiercely-

fought confrontation which after a month's fighting would lead to the first (albeit

short-lived) peace treaty between the MPLA and the South Africans (see below).

45 Steenkamp, op. cit., p.110 & Kahn, op. cit., p.73.
46 Steenkamp (op. cit., p.110) notes that following Cangamba the Soviets sent at least ten ships with
military supplies to Angola — including T-62s, attack helicopters and SAM-8s (high-altitude AA
missiles).
47 In early 1983 the FAPLA Defence Ministry had appointed nine new FAPLA commanders to conduct
what was planned to be a series of counter-insurgency operations in Benguela and Moxico. However,
the first operation in May failed to make any impression on UNITA's growth in Moxico, and the
campaign was quickly taken over by events at Cangamba (Hamill, op. cit., p.7).
48 UNITA had learnt hard lessons from its attack on Cangamba and now avoided taking on well-
defended FAPLA-Cuban garrisons, concentrating instead on what it did most effectively —
unconventional operations — such as bombings, sabotage and raids (see `Sumbe raid' below).
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Background to Chester Crocker's 'linkage' negotiations, 1978-81 

Against this background of deepening military crisis in Angola the first serious

negotiations to end the conflict started to take place, adding a further dimension to the

already complex series of military confrontations consuming southern Africa.

Previous peace initiatives attempted in the chaotic months leading up to Angolan

independence (in particular by the Portuguese and the OAU) had long since been

overtaken by events on the ground, and the UN Contact Group's one tangible success

— Resolution 435 passed by the UN Security Council on 29 September 1978 — had

signally failed to advance peace in the region (see Chapter 6). 49 Indeed by the time

Crocker's team entered the scene, Resolution 435 had become the principal obstacle

blocking further advancement in the negotiations, the Cubans, MPLA and SWAPO

repeatedly demanding its immediate implementation when they were fully aware that

Pretoria had no intention of doing so. Ironically South Africa was not actually

opposed to granting Namibia independence — indeed the idea had been under

discussion in the South African parliament for over a decade — but it had rejected

Resolution 435 because it failed to address the main cause of instability in the region

other than South African aggression: namely the presence of large numbers of Cuban

troops in Angola and the assistance they were giving (in training and material) to the

hundreds of SWAPO and MK cadres based there. However unpleasant the apartheid

regime was — and however illegal its occupation of Namibia — the reality was that

South Africa would never withdraw its forces from Namibia and grant the colony

independence, when doing so would almost certainly put SWAPO in power and bring

MIK's forces right up against South Africa's borders.

Neither the Cubans nor the Angolans saw any reason to compromise on Resolution

435, however, and instead insisted on its implementation at every available

49 The UN Contact Group — made up of the USA, Britain, West Germany, Canada and France — had
been formed in the mid-1970s specifically to mediate between SWAPO and South Africa in a deal
which would end Namibia's colonial status and bring about its independence. Discussions chaired by
the Contact Group between February and April 1978 led to the passing of UNSCR 435 in September,
which declared South Africa's administration of Namibia illegal, demanded South Africa's immediate
withdrawal from Namibia and set up UNTAG (United Nations Transitional Assistance Group) to
oversee the decolonisation process. As discussed in Chapter 6, however, rather than creating a genuine
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opportunity. Their stance was no doubt encouraged by the example of Zimbabwe

which had gained independence in April 1980 under the Marxist Robert Mugabe, an

outcome Pretoria had vociferously opposed but had in the end been forced to accept

grudgingly. Convinced that South African power was now on the wane, the MPLA

and Cubans believed that Namibian independence could likewise be forced on

Pretoria without having to discuss the crucial matter of Cuban troop withdrawals from

Angola, a strategy they believed would lead inevitably to a SWAPO victory in

Namibia, expanded MK operations in South Africa and the eventual collapse of

apartheid. What both the Cubans and Angolans did not realise, however, was that

Pretoria had decided to draw a line underneath the loss of its last regional ally —

Southern Rhodesia — and following its independence had chosen to adopt the

apocalyptic 'Total Onslaught Strategy', elevating (in Pretoria's eyes) apartheid's

struggle for survival against the forces of reform to an almost messianic crusade

against Communist imperialism in Africa. Convinced that it had nothing left to lose,

over the next few years South Africa gradually increased its military incursions into

neighbouring states — in particular into Angola, Zambia and Mozambique — until by

the time Chester Crocker's negotiating team entered the fray, Angola and South

Africa (and their respective allies) had become locked into a violent and bitterly-

fought military confrontation from which there seemed to be no end in sight.

Chester Crocker proposes 'Constructive Engagement' & 'Linkage', April 1981 

Determined to break the deadlock, in April 1981 the new American Assistant

Secretary of State for African Affairs, Chester Crocker, 5° embarked on a radically

new approach which sought to embrace the conflicting agendas of the various parties

directly involved in the conflict and — he hoped — bring the warring parties to the

negotiating table. Crocker's strategy hinged on two new approaches to southern

Africa: on the one hand there would be 'Constructive Engagement' with the South

chance for peace in southern Africa Resolution 435 immediately deadlocked the negotiating process,
forcing Pretoria into a corner out of which it came fighting in the early 1980s.
5° Prior to his appointment to the Reagan administration in 1981, Chester Crocker was a prominent
lecturer in African Affairs (hence Paulo Jorge's subsequent dismissal of him as a 'school teacher') and
came to the American government's attention with the publication of his article in Foreign Affairs (see
below).
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African government, whilst on the other — even more controversially — Namibian

independence would be directly linked to the withdrawal of all Cuban troops from

Angola, the notorious 'linkage' policy. 51 In late 1980 Crocker (who had yet to be

appointed to the Reagan administration) first proposed the idea of 'constructively

engaging' the South African government in an article in Foreign Affairs, arguing that

by having ostracised the Pretoria regime the American government had in effect

forfeited what little influence it had over the international pariah, and in the process

had done further damage to the few common interests both countries shared in the

region. 52 By re-opening discussions with Pretoria the USA could use its influence to

bring the South Africans to the negotiating table, and 'linkage' was the indispensable

'carrot' which would have to be offered to secure Pretoria's participation. Eager to

stem the inexorable spread of Soviet influence into southern Africa, Crocker believed

that with the careful application of both policies not only would Namibia's

independence become a reality (he rather optimistically declared that it would take

only 18 months to achieve), but that in the process Cuban (and implicitly Soviet)

intervention in the region could be reined in, a major American policy objective.

Officially adopted by Reagan's administration in March 1981, 'Constructive

Engagement' and 'linkage' was to cause enormous controversy both in the US

Congress (which was still divided over whether to impose economic sanctions on the

apartheid regime) and internationally, receiving almost immediate condemnation from

the Cubans, Angolans and Soviets who accused the USA of introducing 'extraneous

issues' into a debate which they insisted had already been resolved with Resolution

435. Despite its initially poor reception, however, there was an underlying logic to

Crocker's analysis of the conflict in southern Africa which was compelling. For the

simple, undeniable truth was that the SADF-SWAPO conflict in Namibia had become

inextricably entangled with the FAPLA-UNITA conflict in Angola, both politically

51 The idea was highly controversial as by 1981 "ignoring the Cuban role in Angola had become the
politically — and diplomatically — correct posture" (Crocker, 'Peacemaking in Southern Africa').

US-South African relations had gone into deep freeze following the Ford administration's inability
(or unwillingness) to give full support to Operation Savannah in early 1976. American support for the
British talks which led to Zimbabwean independence did little to improve relations, and Crocker
believed that as a result both countries' shared interest in preventing the spread of Communist
influence in the region had suffered. Crocker (op. cit., p.76) also insisted that 'Constructive
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and militarily (through the FAPLA-SWAPO alliance on the one hand and the SADF-

UNITA alliance on the other). One only had to look at the fighting in southern

Angola — with SWAPO and MK troops fighting UNITA, whilst SADF troops (in their

pursuit of SWAPO) clashed with FAPLA and Cuban units — to see that the two

conflicts were fundamentally linked, and thus it followed logically that any regional

settlement would only be genuine if both conflicts were resolved simultaneously and

— perhaps most tricky of all — interdependently. 53 No matter how often the Cuban and

Angolan governments insisted that the issue of Namibian independence had been

categorically resolved with Resolution 435, there was no escaping the stark fact that

without a settlement based on the concept of 'linkage' — which addressed the security

' needs of all the parties involved — the prospects for a lasting peace in the region were

bleak.54

Limitations of & challenges to the American negotiating strategy

Persuading the Angolans, South Africans and Cubans of the validity of his approach —

with a view to them eventually joining it — was quite a different matter, however, for

despite the compelling logic of 'linkage' there was enormous mistrust of the new

American administration and its motives, all of which undermined Crocker's status as

a mediator. From the start Crocker had little credibility with the Angolans and

Cubans in whose eyes he was anything but impartial, and the obvious gains his

administration stood to make from a 'linked' settlement — including the eclipse of

Cuba's considerable influence in the region and the incorporation of UNITA into the

Angolan political system (an inevitable consequence of 'linkage') — reinforced the

perception that 'linkage' was a thinly-disguised attempt by the USA to pursue its own

Engagement' had the broader aim of engaging the entire region constructively with a view to bringing
about peace.
53 The very length and permeability of the Angola-Namibia border was in itself a major cause of the
intertwining of Angola and Namibia's conflicts, the thousand-mile mostly-unmarked frontier affording
unlimited possibilities for guerrillas and security forces to cross into foreign territory, and thus come
into contact with third party forces.
54 The Cubans and Angolans argued the exact opposite, of course, accusing Crocker's 'linkage'
strategy of indefinitely stalling the peace process and preventing South Africa's acceptance of
Resolution 435, when the reality was that South Africa had no intention of giving in to the UN's
demands unless its own security demands (i.e. the issue of Cuban troops in Angola) were addressed
first.
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goals in southern Africa to Havana and Luanda's detriment. 55 Cuban and Angolan

mistrust of the Americans was of course entirely understandable (given the CIA's

long history of intervening in both their countries), but it was further compounded by

the fact that Washington recognised neither of their governments — despite having

been Angola's principal trading partner for over a decade. 56 Thus however hard

Crocker argued that 'linkage' offered tangible gains for the Angolan and Cuban

governments — not least of which was the guaranteed independence of Namibia and

an end to SADF aggression against Angola — he could not shake the impression that

his administration was attempting to reverse the MPLA's victory in the 'Second

Liberation War' and remove Cuban influence in the region, and his approach

unsurprisingly received a cold reception not only from the Angolans and Cubans but

also from their allies: the Soviet Union, the Front-Line States and the OAU.57

American relations with South Africa were equally troubled, having been damaged

almost irreparably by the Ford administration's handling of Operation Savannah.

Convinced that much of the blame for South Africa's precarious security situation lay

at the Americans' door — in particular the growth in SWAPO and MK bases across

Angola and the escalation of Namibia's insurgency — Pretoria viewed any new

approach by Washington with suspicion and fear. 58 Regarding Resolution 435 as a

non-starter, South Africa required much persuasion to join Crocker's process, and

much of the early phase in negotiations was dominated by attempts to rebuild

confidence not just between each of the warring parties but also between them and the

55 Crocker (op. cit., p.68) also notes that if he could get Front-Line State and Contact Group support for
his strategy, then Havana and Moscow would be forced to go along with it as they could hardly oppose
a settlement which would lead to a South African withdrawal and independence for Namibia. Thus,
"[p]roperly orchestrated, the new approach would undermine the already hollow rationale behind
Moscow's heavily militarised African diplomacy, and strain Soviet-Cuban-African relations".
56 Paulo Jorge raised the issue of the American administration's failure to recognise the MPLA regime
during his first meetings with Crocker in April 1981 in Luanda. Just as Crocker was about to present
his carefully-prepared proposal, Jorge told him he had a question to ask prior to the talks starting. The
question was as follows: if up to that time the American administration had refused to recognise the
MPLA government and had no diplomatic relations with Angola, then with whom exactly did he think
he was negotiating? This stumped Crocker for a while, but eventually they agreed that he was talking
to 'the Angolan government' and they continued their discussions (author's interview with Paulo
Jorge).
57 The Front-Line States were effectively an African Contact Group — comprising Angola, Botswana,
Mozambique, Tanzania, Zambia & Zimbabwe — and were so named because they were quite literally in
the front-line of the war against the apartheid regime.
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American administration itself. Ironically, Crocker's very approach to mediation

fostered mistrust, for his decision to demand 'opening bids' from each side without

revealing to them the details of their opponent's bid fuelled suspicion that he was

working in cahoots with the enemy on his own secret agenda. 59 In fairness to

Crocker, given the complexity of the issues at stake his method of mediation was the

most logical approach, for it was only by gaining an intimate knowledge of both

sides' demands and objectives in isolation that he would be able to draw up a proposal

based on the common ground between the two. But as his colleague Secretary of

State Alexander Haig would learn painfully one year later while attempting to mediate

between Britain and Argentina in the Falklands dispute (April-June 1982), the

combined effect of America's perceived bias towards one side (in Haig's case Britain,

in Crocker's UNITA) — coupled with the mediator's refusal to reveal the full details of

the other side's bid — would fatally undermine the credibility of the negotiating

process, and in Haig's case cost him his future career prospects.6°

Mistrust of American motivations aside, Crocker's strategy was also undermined by

other fundamental weaknesses, not least of which was the exclusion of Cuba from

direct involvement in the negotiating process. In retrospect, given the sheer volume

of Cuban manpower posted to Angola and the strength of Cuban-MPLA ties dating

back to the mid-1960s, it does seem incredible that Cuba was not invited to join the

talks when the withdrawal of its military forces from southern Africa was one of the

two essential components of 'linkage' — the quid pro quo South Africa would receive

in return for pulling out of Angola and Namibia. It is hard to imagine how any

meaningful deal on Cuban troop withdrawal from Angola could have been reached

58 Pretoria had not forgotten either that the USA voted in favour of Resolution 435, imposing
conditions on South Africa which were viewed as unfair and impractical.
59 In recognition of this weakness, Crocker (op. cit., p.398) later described mediation as "collusion with
everyone against everyone".
6° Alexander Haig stepped in to mediate in the Falklands dispute on 8 April 1982 (six days after the
Argentine invasion) after the head of the Argentine junta, Gen. Leopoldo Galtieri, had refused
Reagan's offer of his Vice-President George Bush to mediate in the dispute. However, due to the
complexity of the dispute (which Haig does not appear to have grasped fully throughout his mediation
effort) and the intense mistrust of the USA's motivations felt by both the Argentines and British, his
package of proposals was rejected by Argentina on 29 April, ending his marathon mediation effort
(and, according to many, his political career). See author's undergraduate dissertation — 'Forward in
Retreat: The Argentine Junta and the invasion of the Falkands' (October 1994) — for a full discussion
of the troubled (and ultimately unsuccessful) negotiating process.
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without a Cuban signature, and there is little doubt that Cuba's absence from the talks

contributed in some way to their interminable length. Crocker's reasons for excluding

the Cubans were purely political: in 1981 the USA and Cuba were still at loggerheads

— with the American economic embargo firmly in place, Reagan's administration

roundly condemning the Castro regime and Cuban-American relations strained to

breaking point by the Marie! boatlift — and Crocker saw no reason to grant Havana the

international legitimacy it craved by offering it a seat at the negotiating table without

a sizeable quid pro quo in return.61 The net result of this policy, however, was to give

Fidel Castro the opportunity to act like a loose cannon whenever the negotiating

process moved in a direction that was unsatisfactory to Cuba, on several occasions

enabling him to come close to derailing the process entirely (see the 'Joint Statements

of Principles' below). In the long run Crocker knew that he had to get the Cubans

involved officially, but few could have imagined that this would take nearly seven

years to achieve.62

The exclusion of SWAPO and UNITA from the negotiations (other than behind the

scenes) was on balance more sensible, however, as both Pretoria and Luanda's

relationship with them was complicated by nearly two decades of intermittent conflict

and rivalry. Given that both South Africa and Angola were effectively giving support

to one guerrilla movement whilst simultaneously engaging in full-scale warfare with

the other, any decision to directly involve either SWAPO or UNITA in the negotiating

process would have further fuelled mistrust between the opposing parties, and might

also have raised questions about their future relationship with the guerrilla movements

to which there were no easy answers.63 As if there were not already enough political

61 Crocker would eventually get his quid pro quo in January 1988 when — as a pre-condition for joining
the negotiations — Cuba agreed to discuss for the first time the complete withdrawal of Cuban forces
from Angola (see Chapter 10).
62 Cuba did not officially join the negotiations until 29 January 1988, after which they moved with
incredible speed and intensity (compared to the previous seven years) towards the final settlement in
New York.
63 Although SWAPO's and UNITA's insurgencies constantly threatened to undermine the peace
process, Crocker believed that reconciliation between SWAPO and Pretoria on the one hand, and
between UNITA and the MPLA on the other, would occur as an inevitable consequence of a settlement
based on 'linkage', and therefore it was better to concentrate on the settlement in hand rather than
extraneous issues which could further bog down progress. In the end his strategy appeared to have paid
off when the MPLA & UNITA signed a peace accord in May 1991, but no one realised at the time that
Savimbi would not take kindly to losing the elections held the following year and go back to war (see
Chapter 12).
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and military entanglements to unravel, the American administration's own troubled

relationship with UNITA further undermined the progress of the negotiations,

Crocker's efforts throughout the early 1980s to get the Clark Amendment repealed

causing great anger in Cuba and Angola — and eventually leading to the total collapse

of the talks in July 1985. 64 Crocker believed that until the American government

could provide covert assistance to UNITA its leverage over the negotiating parties —

in particular the Angolans — would be severely restricted, and throughout the peace

process he lobbied furiously to get the Clark Amendment repealed. Despite Cuban

and Angolan anger over this issue, however, both Havana and Luanda would

ultimately be forced to embrace the American mediating strategy, as the cold reality

was that the USA was perhaps the only global power — other than the UN (which was

log-jammed on Resolution 435) or an ex-colonial power (such as Britain) — with the

sufficient influence and stature to pull off such a deal.

Crocker's attempts to promote dialogue between the Angolan and South African

governments were further hampered by fierce (if concealed) disagreements within the

opposing camps themselves, which constantly threatened to blow the negotiations off

course. As discussed in Chapter 7, Cuban-Angolan relations were far from

harmonious (both on the ground in Angola and at the highest echelons of

government), and Castro shared none of the closeness or loyalty with Dos Santos that

he had with Neto. The reason for this was that Dos Santos was a very different type

of politician from Neto: he was the consensus choice of the MPLA leadership —

attempting to balance conflicting interests in the party whilst simultaneously

advancing his own — and throughout the early 1980s he would keep Castro at arm's

length from the negotiations, only partially informing him of their progress and on

several occasions forcing Castro to step in to impose conditions on a process over

which he had frustratingly little control. Incapable of stamping his authority on the

party leadership with the same confidence and charisma as his predecessor, Dos

Santos would exasperate Castro with his inability to make decisive political decisions,

64 As early as March 1981 Secretary of State Alexander Haig testified before a Senate Committee in
favour of repealing the Clark Amendment, and on 30 September 1981 the Senate duly repealed it. But
strong opposition in the US House of Representatives blocked the repeal in December 1981, and it
would not be until July 1985 that the repeal successfully passed both Houses of Congress.
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his ambiguous negotiating position and — as Crocker put it — his habit of never

"miss[ing] an opportunity to miss an opportunity". 65 The South African leadership set

no better example, however, fierce divisions in Pretoria over the escalating Namibian

insurgency and growing civil unrest in South Africa causing periodic paralysis in the

South African delegation, and occasionally bringing the negotiations to a halt at their

most critical juncture. 66 Getting the opposing parties on-side simultaneously would

be one of Crocker's greatest challenges, and he would require phenomenal patience to

push the process forward when — as happened on occasion during the 1980s — years of

progress were swept aside on the whim of Luanda or Pretoria.

Ultimately, the negotiating process would operate under the shadow of the war on the

ground in Angola and Namibia, and its success would therefore depend in large part

on Crocker's team taking advantage of these military developments — which

alternately put pressure on the Angolan and then the South African leaderships — to

coax both sides towards a settlement. The problem was that the escalating war in

Angola and Namibia was both a spur and an impediment to progress in the

negotiations. For whilst a reverse on the battlefield could apply the sort of pressure

needed to extract a vital concession from one of the negotiating parties, conversely a

military victory (perceived or otherwise) could give one of the parties the false

impression that it had the upper hand in the war — and therefore make it less likely to

compromise. The trick would be to probe the possible areas for agreement while the

fighting was heaviest, and then exploit both sides' desire for compromise when it

ended (as it usually did) in a bloody stalemate.° Thus — to paraphrase Crocker — it

was a matter of bringing Angolan and South African orbits into alignment, and then

holding them there long enough for substantial progress to be made on the thorniest

65 Crocker, op. cit., p.302. On several occasions, unilateral actions by Dos Santos nearly succeeded in
derailing the negotiations altogether, for example his decision to publish the full details of the Angolan
government's first `bid' in November 1984, prompting a similar South African response which — in
Crocker's phrase — "advertised the huge gap [between the Angolans and South Africans] and severely
hampered flexibility" (op. cit., p.222).
66 See Round Eleven of final negotiating phase (Chapter 11).
67 The success of this strategy can be seen in the way Crocker's team exploited South African
disillusion following Operation Aslcari to push through the first Lusaka Accord (February 1984). The
same strategy was used four years later following the bloody confrontations at Cuito Cuanavale, Tchipa
and Calueque to bring all three parties together for the final rounds of talks.
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issues,68 and the search for this 'synchronisation of orbits' would come to dominate

the negotiating process right up until its conclusion in December 1988. When

alignment could be achieved, significant progress could be made towards a regional

settlement — for example, with the signing of the first Lusaka Accord in February

1984 — but when external events pushed both parties away from negotiation (as they

did in mid-1985), the negotiations could be pushed back to square one.

When drawing up his strategy in April 1981, therefore, Crocker opted for a stage-by-

stage approach which aimed to gradually bring the opposing parties together, identify

their key demands and then — somehow — form these into a coherent proposal which

would be acceptable to both. Crocker would first need to get the South Africans on

board and extract from them a firm commitment to implement Resolution 435 under

the 'linkage' formula. 69 Then Crocker could dangle the 'carrot' of conditional South

African compliance in front of the Angolans, in the hope of persuading them to

discuss Cuban troop withdrawal and thus start the negotiations. The irony was that all

the parties involved were not opposed to seeing an end to the fighting in Angola and

Namibia — indeed both the Cubans and the SADF had been trying unsuccessfully to

disengage from Angola for nearly five years — but the combined effect of deep-seated

mistrust between the warring parties and the increasingly bitter fighting in Angola had

driven them away from the negotiating table and onto the path of all-out

confrontation. The challenge for Crocker's team would be to tease out the very real

concerns each party had about entering into negotiations with their sworn enemy, and

then make sure that not only were these concerns properly addressed in the upcoming

settlement, but also that both sides understood them and accepted their validity. If

trust could not be built between the warring factions, then making them recognise

their common interest in resolving the conflict — the very essence of 'linkage' — would

push the peace process forward and make a definitive settlement a possibility. It was

an incredibly ambitious — even unrealistic — strategy for the American administration

68 Crocker, op. cit., p.184: "By November 1983, we had opening bids on the crucial Cuban withdrawal
timetable from both sides. We had also slowed the cycle of military escalation. For a brief moment, it
seemed that the parties' separate orbits could be synchronised. Our task was to freeze this moment and
hold the orbits together."
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to undertake in 1981, but convinced that 'linkage' was the only approach which could

provide the key to a settlement Crocker pushed ahead with it, sweeping aside initially

unanimous opposition to his ideas. Few could have imagined, however — least of all

Crocker himself— that it would require seven and a half years of torturous

negotiations to achieve this goal.

The negotiations, April 1981 — December 1988

The 'linkage' negotiations launched by Crocker in April 1981 were to run in tandem

with the deepening military conflict in Angola and Namibia for over seven years, and

were in equal parts influenced by and influential on the fighting on the ground there.

Given their complex development between 1981 and 1988 — on several occasions

directly overlapping with the war — a brief outline follows which is primarily intended

as a reference to refer back to when reading the main text. Although the negotiations

could be divided into many separate phases," four principal ones stand out (the last

two of which will be discussed in Chapters 10-11):

1) Phase 1: Presentation & universal rejection of 'linkage'

April 1981-September 1982

Crocker proposes 'linkage' during first tour of Africa (April 1981),

receiving outright rejection from the Cubans and Front-Line States.

South Africa and USA establish 'understanding' (July 1981) which

allows negotiations to continue

SADF invades Angola (August 1981), leading to First MPLA-Cuban

'Joint Statement of Principles' (4 February 1982)

69 Crocker noted the "unique acceptability of UN instruments and implementing agencies in highly
polarized settings" (in `Peacemalcing in Southern Africa') and therefore chose to base his 'linkage'
approach on the previously-agreed Resolution 435.
70 Crocker (in 'Peacemaking in Southern Africa') chooses to divide the negotiations into six separate
phases — April-October 1981, November 1981-September 1982, January 1982-March 1985, March
1985-April 1987, April 1987-April 1988 and May-December 1988 — but I feel the negotiations fit more
comfortably into four.
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- UN Contact Group clears up outstanding issues over implementation

of Resolution 435 which is accepted in principle by South Africa (24

September 1982) once the issue of Cuban troops is resolved

Six-month hiatus in negotiations (October 1982-February 1983) as

political crisis engulfs Luanda & UNITA/SADF step up their military

campaigns

2) Phase 2: The `Kito phase' — leading to first official 'bids'

March 1983-July 1985

- New Angolan delegation chief `Kito' makes successful visit to USA,

but

following Cangamba & report by UN Secretary General Perez de

Cuellar the UN Security Council passes Resolution 538 (28 October

1983), rejecting 'linkage'

South Africa launches Operation Askari (December 1983) & after one

month of fighting enters negotiations with Luanda

Lusaka Accord signed between South African & Angolan government

(16 February 1984), briefly halting hostilities

Cuba responds with Second MPLA-Cuban 'Joint Statement of

Principles' (19 March 1984)

Crocker extracts official opening 'bids' from Luanda

(September/October) & Pretoria (November), leading to American

'basis for negotiation' (March 1985)

Both sides reject this, however, and extraneous events — including

SADF raid on Cabinda (May) and repeal of Clark Amendment (July) —

lead to collapse of talks

Two-year hiatus in negotiations (July 1985-April 1987) as war takes

over
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3) Phase 3: Cuba joins 'linkage' negotiations, leading to tripartite

talks

April 1987-April 1988

Negotiations re-start (April 1987), but with little progress

Castro makes secret request to join negotiating process (July 1987), but

Crocker leaves it to the Angolans who are gradually persuaded to agree

FAPLA-Cubans launch massive offensive against UNITA (Operation

Saludando Octubre), leading to fresh SADF invasion (August)

Cuba finally joins negotiations (29 January 88) after promising to

discuss withdrawal of all Cuban troops

Battle of Cuito Cuanavale (January-March) brings warring parties to a

standstill

4) Phase 4: Final Twelve Rounds of Tripartite negotiations

May-December 1988

Tripartite talks start in London (May 1988) as fighting escalates into

southwest Angola

Following clashes at Tchipa & Calueque (late June) the negotiations

gain more urgency

After intense horse-trading final Tripartite Agreement signed in New

York (22 December 1988), ending the war

Phase 1: April 1981-September 1982

The first phase in Crocker's negotiating strategy ran parallel with the UN Contact

Group's efforts to gain South African acceptance of Resolution 435, and therefore to a

certain extent operated in its shadow. Since the passing of Resolution 435 in

September 1978, the UN Contact Group had watched in frustration as South Africa

refused to implement the Resolution while stepping up its incursions into southern
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Angola. Following the launch of Operation Protea, however, the Contact Group

decided to intervene directly, and in October 1981 it mounted a mission to Pretoria,

Windhoek and the capitals of the six Front-Line States with a view to identifying the

Resolution's sticking points, and rescuing the settlement before the international

consensus which had got it passed was lost. Following discussions with both sides in

late 1981 and throughout the following summer, on 24 September 1982 the Contact

Group reported to the UN Secretary General that it had filially obtained South

Africa's official acceptance of an expanded Resolution 435 — with the full backing of

the Front-Line States and SWAP0. 7/ This was to prove the Contact Group's final

success, however, for although it had addressed many of the concerns South Africa

' had over the implementation of Resolution 435, it had once again failed to grasp the

nettle of the issue of Cuban troops and SWAPO/MK bases in Angola — an issue which

would have to be resolved if South Africa were ever to go ahead with the

implementation procedure it had just been persuaded to accept. When the Contact

Group then officially rejected 'linkage' in October 1982 it could offer nothing in its

place to satisfy South African security concerns, and it thus effectively ended its

useful contribution to the negotiating process, achieving no more breakthroughs

before its break-up in December 1983 (see below).

Crocker's attempts to launch 'linkage' during his first tour of Africa in April 1981 got

a hostile reception from both sides in the dispute, and shortly after his return to

Washington the Front-Line States called a special summit in Luanda to denounce

'linkage', once again demanding the immediate implementation of Resolution 435 in

an atmosphere hardly conducive to negotiations. 72 Behind the combative rhetoric,

however, the Cubans were deeply worried by the implications of 'linkage' — which

would mean an end to Castro's Angolan adventure and the loss of his regional

hegemony — and they immediately launched an energetic international campaign to

discredit Crocker and his 'linkage' strategy. Crocker's talks with the South Africans

71 Crocker (op. cit., p.122) puts the success of the Contact Group negotiations down to the "masterful
performance of this small group of FLS ambassadors and senior officials", describing their
achievement as "a case study in coalition diplomacy".
72 During the summit the Front-Line States also denounced efforts by the new Reagan administration to
get the Clark Amendment repealed (these efforts failed), further undermining Crocker's legitimacy as a
mediator.
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were more successful, however, and following an exchange of letters in July between

Alexander Haig (US Secretary of State) and 'Pik' Botha (South African Foreign

Minister), an 'understanding' was reached between both governments which signalled

South Africa's (albeit reticent) acceptance of the USA's role as a mediator, and gave

the go-ahead for Crocker to proceed with negotiations. One month later the SADF

launched its surprise invasion of southern Angola (Operation Protea, see Chapter 6),

and this turn of events — coupled with Crocker's rapprochement with the South

Africans — appears to have goaded Havana into action, leading to the issuing of a

'Joint Statement of Principles' by both governments on 4 February 1982 in a belated

effort to seize back the initiative (see below).

For Castro, the success of Operation Protea must have been a humiliating blow, in one

fell swoop reversing the FAPLA-Cubans' stunning victory in the 'Second Liberation

War' and sinking all talk of a phased Cuban withdrawal, and he was quick to

recognise that the presence of a permanent SADF occupying force in southern Angola

now gave Pretoria a direct stake in the Angolan War, ironically strengthening the

arguments in favour of 'linkage'. Still smarting from the Mariel boatlift (which, on

balance, had cast the Revolutionary regime in a negative light), Castro was privately

outraged that the Americans were now muscling in on the regional hegemony he had

fought so hard to achieve over the previous six years, and he was determined to hit

back at the new American administration — and to be seen to be hitting back — so as to

emphasise his self-appointed role as unofficial spokesman for the Third World.

Castro may also have been alarmed by Dos Santos's conciliatory gestures towards its

opponents in the months immediately following Operation Protea, which included

discreet peace overtures to Savimbi (via the Senegalese president Abdou Diouf) and

meetings between the Angolan Defence Minister Pedale and various SADF generals

in Bra7zaville (15 January 1982), both of which presaged a very Angolan compromise

over which Castro would have little or no control. Dos Santos was clearly keeping his

cards close to his chest at this stage, and Castro needed to act before the combined

effect of Crocker's new strategy and Dos Santos's weakness took the fate of Cuba's

mission in Angola out of Cuban hands completely.
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The First 'Joint Statement of Principles' by the Cuban and Angolan

governments, 4 February 1982 

The 'Joint Statement of Principles' issued on 4 February 1982 was the Cuban and (to

a certain extent) Angolan governments' direct response to 'linkage', laying down their

vision for a regional settlement on their terms and conditions. 73 Accusing the USA of

introducing 'linkage' in an attempt to block the implementation of Resolution 435, the

'Joint Statement' detailed Cuba's justification for the continued presence of its troops

in Angola and laid down the conditions under which they could be withdrawn.

Perversely inverting Crocker's own 'linkage' strategy, the Cuban and Angolan

- governments declared that they would "reconsider restarting the staged withdrawal of

Cuban troops" once three conditions had been met: Namibian independence

according to Resolution 435, the election of an independent government there, and the

total withdrawal of all South African troops to the other side of the Orange river

(Namibia's southern border with South Africa). There was one essential proviso,

however, which pointed to the true motivations behind the release of the 'Joint

Statement': any treaty covering the withdrawal of Cuban troops from Angola would

be a purely bilateral matter between the Cuban and Angolan governments. 74 The

inclusion of this proviso was a less-than-subtle attempt by Castro to reassert his

authority over the future of the Cuban operation in Angola, letting Washington know

in no uncertain terms that its ultimate fate would be decided by Cuba alone. Castro

had launched the military intervention in Angola independently, and he would

likewise determine when to start bringing the troops home of his own accord.

The bizarre thing about the 1982 'Joint Statement of Principles', however, was that

despite its open criticism of Crocker's attempts to link Namibian independence to the

withdrawal of Cuban troops from Angola, that was precisely what the Cuban and

73 Full text of `DeclaraciOn de los ministros de relaciones exteriores de Cuba y Angola, Luanda, 4 de
febrero de 1982' is reprinted in Appendix 1 (text from Dalie Ramos (ed.), La Paz de Cuito Cuanavale:
documentos de un proceso, Editora Politica, Havana, 1989, pp.41-46).
74 The Joint Statement's first article (of ten) reads: "the permanence and withdrawal of the Cuban
forces stationed in Angola constitutes a bilateral question between two sovereign states, the Popular
Republic of Angola and the Republic of Cuba, according to Article 51 of the UN Charter." Article 8
,reiterates the point, declaring that the presence of Cuban troops in Angola "constitutes an absolutely
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Angolan governments were proposing. The only difference in their approach was that

they demanded the fruits of victory — Namibian independence and South African

withdrawal — in advance before discussing the issue which was holding the South

Africans back, namely Cuban troop withdrawal. Both the Cuban and Angolan

governments' negotiating position over the next few years was therefore rather

absurd, as they decried an American negotiating strategy they were themselves

proposing under a different name. Possibly Castro issued the 'Joint Statement' as a

way of signalling to the Americans that he wanted a seat at the negotiating table, but

far more likely he was pulling his unreliable Angolan ally into line, worried that the

Americans might trick Dos Santos — whose grip on power was known to be weak —

into an agreement which undermined Castro's regional influence. Only too aware

how seriously his integrity as supreme leader of the Cuban Revolution could be

damaged if Cuba were forced to withdraw from Angola under duress, Castro pressed

for the 'Joint Statement' to protect his interests not only in Angola but in Cuba itself,

and he might even have dragged Dos Santos along with him against his will:75 The

new American strategy had clearly rattled the Cubans, and Crocker could take some

comfort from the fact that he had forced Castro to reveal his intentions in Angola,

suggesting that the Cuban leader took 'linkage' and its inevitable consequences very

seriously indeed.

Castro's action — and the logjam it could cause in the negotiations — was a powerful

demonstration of the dangers of excluding the Cuban leader from direct involvement

in the negotiating process, but Crocker's team pressed on regardless, holding regular

talks with senior MPLA officials throughout 1982. Crocker's initial marathon

meetings with the MPLA Foreign Minister Paulo Jorge in January and March 1982

(the first lasted twelve hours) failed to bring about significant progress, probably as a

result of the poor chemistry between the two men who by their own accounts couldn't

sovereign and legitimate act by both countries, and as a consequence has no relation whatsoever to the
Namibia question" (author's translation).
75 Given that Dos Santos had authorised talks both with Savimbi and the South Africans in late 1981
and early 1982, he was clearly in favour of dialogue with his opponents, and it is quite possible that he
was pressured by the Cubans into making the 'Joint Declaration' in an effort to restrict his room for
manoeuvre and prevent him from making vital concessions over the issue of Cuban troop withdrawal.
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stand each other. 76 In June, however, Crocker changed tack and sent two trusted

subordinates — Vernon Walters and Frank Wisner — to Luanda for further

discussions,77 but they quickly discovered that Dos Santos's room for manoeuvre was

severely impaired by a power struggle which was brewing in the MPLA leadership.

By September it was clear to the Americans that despite South Africa's official

acceptance of a modified Resolution 435 that month, Dos Santos had no mandate to

negotiate on substantive issues until his power struggle had been resolved, and in the

meantime there was little they could do but wait and see how events in Luanda turned

out. When the following month the UN Contact Group then officially rejected

'linkage', the negotiations effectively reached a dead-end, and they were to remain

-` deadlocked until March 1983 when Manuel Alexandre Rodrigues (`Kito') was

appointed to head the MPLA's negotiating team, starting the second and longest

phase of the negotiations (see below).

Six-month hiatus in negotiations as Dos Santos sees off a potential power struggle

in Luanda (late 1982-early 1983) 

Following the signing of the 'Joint Statement of Principles' in February 1982,

discontent with Dos Santos had started to grow at the highest levels of the MPLA

leadership at his handling not only of the negotiating process, but also of the war

against UNITA which in late 1982 began to take a severe turn for the worse. The root

of this discontent in the MPLA's highest ranks is still not entirely clear, but it has

been suggested that 'internationalist' and black nationalist factions within the MPLA

were unhappy about Dos Santos negotiating with UNITA and the Americans, and

76 Crocker (op. cit., p.139) describes Jorge as a man who "enjoyed debate, and made good use of his
Cartesian-Marxist intellectual formation to engulf his adversary in a miasma of juridical formalism",
adding that his "tone of prosecutorial superiority was complemented by the air of quasi-erudite
discourse one might find among café intellectuals in any large European city". Jorge for his part (in
interview) described Crocker as a 'secondary school teacher' and recounted to me how he took great
delight in winding him up during their first meeting by constantly referring to him as the 'designated'
Assistant Secretary (Crocker's appointment had yet to be confirmed by the US Congress).
77 Vernon 'Dick' Walters was the US Ambassador-at-large, a murky figure who often acted as
Reagan's personal presidential emissary (for example during the Falklands dispute in early 1982).
Formerly deputy CIA director, he had worked in some capacity for every president since Franklin D
Roosevelt. Frank Wisner was a veteran of American involvement in Angola, having been a part of the
Operation IAFeature team and then US Ambassador to Zambia, and he was reputed to know the ins-
and-outs of southern African politics better than almost any other man in the US State Department
(Crocker, op. cit., p.145).
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mounted a challenge to his leadership of the MPLA. 78 Clearly concerned by these

developments in Luanda, Dos Santos consulted closely with his Cuban allies, meeting

with Fidel Castro on 15 November while attending Brezhnev's funeral in Moscow,

one of three high level meetings between the Cuban and Angolan leadership that

month. 79 The content of these discussions is not known, but it appears that Dos

Santos got the support he needed and on 8 December he made his move, persuading

the MPLA Central Committee to grant him 'special powers' in view of the 'grave

situation facing Angola'. Dos Santos then consolidated his position with a major

purge of his opponents from the politburo, and over the next six months launched a

radical reorganisation of the government to put it on a war footing. 8° Dos Santos's

-`moves were an implicit admission that the UNITA threat was now out of control in

Angola, and his concern about the MPLA's future prospects may have influenced his

decision to appoint `Kito' — the Angolan Minister of Interior and unofficial

presidential stand-in when Dos Santos was absent — to head the Angolan negotiating

team, a move which was warmly welcomed by Crocker's team which quickly

established a good working relationship with the man.

78 According to Crocker (op. cit., p.157), Dos Santos had to purge the "so-called 'internationalist'
clique, representing the party's mestizo and Marxist intellectual wing, and the black nationalist faction
(sometines termed `Catete group' after the hometown of the key figures), whose `Africanist' leanings
had to do with jobs, race, and rivalries going back to the liberation struggle", replacing them with a
"team of loyal, competent technocrats and proven security and military officers drawn from various
camps within the party". No Cuban or Angolan sources make any reference to this power struggle,
preferring to depict the MPLA as an harmonious organisation in the years following the Alves coup
attempt.
79 Fidel Castro took the opportunity presented by the gathering of the majority of the Soviets' allies in
Moscow to meet with his various global allies — Mengistu (Ethiopia), Denis Sassou Nguesso (Congo-
Brazzaville), Samora Machel (Mozambique), Daniel Ortega (Nicaragua), Sam Nujoma (SWAPO) and
Yasser Arafat (PLO) — and his discussions with Dos Santos can only have been brief. Nevertheless,
given that two other high level meetings between the Cubans and Angolans had already taken place
that month (with Ldcio Lara's visit to Havana and Pedale's extended meetings with Raill Castro), it is
fair to assume that Dos Santos would have informed Castro of the brewing power struggle in Luanda,
and possibly asked for his support in the upcoming purge.
80 Recognising the threat UNITA now posed to his power in Angola, in February 1983 Dos Santos
cancelled the elections due to be held that year (claiming that the sudden upsurge in UNITA activity
had made it impossible to register displaced voters), and in July he radically reorganised the country's
administration, giving a more prominent role to the FAPLA which in turn greatly increased its political
influence in Angola (Hamill, op. cit., pp.11-12).
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Phase 2: Start of the 'Kith phase' in the negotiations, March 1983

The 'Kit° phase' of negotiations (as Crocker termed it) — which ran from March 1983

to Kito's replacement April 1987 — was the most turbulent and inconclusive phase of

Crocker's negotiating process, and was punctuated by periods of total deadlock

followed by sudden breakthroughs against seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Dos

Santos's grip on power continued to falter throughout this period, constantly

undermining Kito's genuine attempts to move the peace process forward, but

significant foundations were nevertheless laid which would prove crucial to the

eventual success of the negotiations. Initial talks with Kito were encouraging,

Wisner's first meeting with him in March 1983 leading to a visit by a four-man

MPLA delegation — headed by Kito himself— to the USA in April, during which Kito

met with senior American figures (George Shulz and George Bush among them) and

discussed various draft proposals for a settlement with Wisner and his team. 81 Kito's

willingness to negotiate aroused false expectations in the Americans, however, for

although he clearly had the Angolan president's mandate to pursue the negotiations,

the reality of political life in Luanda meant that Dos Santos was under constant

pressure from established party stalwarts — such as the Foreign Minister Paulo Jorge —

to abandon the negotiations altogether, and in August after the near-disaster at

Cangamba he was unable to prevent the politburo voting to suspend their participation

in the negotiations for the time being. 82 Hoping to coax the Angolans back in,

Crocker briefly flirted with the idea of granting the Angolan government diplomatic

recognition in return for an official Angolan first 'bid', but the idea was rejected by

his Washington superiors, and as UNITA's campaign in eastern Angola continued to

expand in late 1983 the Angolan government's position hardened noticeably.83

81 Crocker (op. cit,. pp.164-165) describes the two draft proposals presented to Kito as 'non-proposals'
designed only to focus the MPLA's attention on the issue of Cuban troop withdrawal but not intended
as an actual basis for negotiation. Ironically, however, "the negotiating parameters contained in the
April 1983 two-year timetable bore a striking resemblance to the terms of the December 1988 New
York accords."
82 Crocker (op. cit., p.167) & Steenlcamp (op. cit., p.121) note that Paulo Jorge was among the most
vociferous opponents to the American negotiations, arguing that any proposal including a Cuban
withdrawal would represent an unacceptable loss of face for the MPLA regime.
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Simultaneously the UN's negotiating strategy reached a dead-end with the publication

of a report by Perez de Cuellar's report to the Security Council in late August 1983,

confirming Pretoria's readiness to implement Resolution 435, and seeming to imply

that the issue of Cuban troop withdrawal was the only thing holding this back. The

report caused a storm of protest at the UN General Assembly, and after furious

lobbying by Angola's allies in the UN on 28 October yet another resolution was

passed against South Africa. Condemning all attempts to link Namibian

independence to 'irrelevant and extraneous issues' (i.e. Cuban troop withdrawal) —

and reasserting Resolution 435 as the 'sole and exclusive basis' for a Namibian

settlement — Resolution 538 reconfirmed the status quo and once again deadlocked the

negotiations." Convinced that Crocker's peace initiative was now effectively over,

the Soviets immediately moved to capitalise on their diplomatic victory, and on 18

November two Soviet officials met in New York with their South African

counterparts to inform them that now 'linkage' was officially off the agenda Moscow

would no longer tolerate the SADF's continued presence in southern Angola.

Sinisterly insisting that their message should not be viewed as a 'threat' but rather as a

means of making South Africa aware of the 'logical and reasonable consequences' of

its military actions in southern Angola, the Soviets added that they would give the

FAPLA all the military assistance it needed to defend itself.85

If the Soviets were seeking to intimidate the South Africans into withdrawing, then

their veiled threats appear to have had the opposite effect, goading Pretoria into

launching what would be the SADF's twelfth cross-border incursion into Angola

since independence. 86 They failed to inform Crocker of this decision, however —

despite holding their first meeting with him in over a year only the day before the

invasion was launched — and when France then suspended its participation in the UN

83 Crocker (op. cit., pp.175-177) notes the many attempts made by Kito and his team in late 1983 to get
the negotiations back on track, but by that stage Dos Santos had — in Crocker's words — 'chickened
out'.
84 The effect of Resolution 538 was compounded a little over a fortnight later when — at a meeting in
Lusaka on 13 November — the six Front-Line States openly condemned American and South African
attempts to introduce 'linkage' into the peace negotiations (Steenkamp, op. cit., p.112).
85 Steenkamp, op. cit., pp.112-113.
86 Crocker (op. cit., p.180) suggests that the Soviets called the meeting with the South Africans because
they were about to start yet another massive re-equipment programme for the FAPLA and hoped that
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Contact Group in protest at the invasion, the peace process seemed to be well and

truly dead.87 Operation Askari — as the South African invasion was code-named —

would confound everybody's expectations, however, and within a few weeks an

invasion which would have been expected to sink the negotiations for good would

instead have created a crucial window of opportunity for Crocker's team, enabling

them to pull off their first tangible success of the 'linkage' negotiations — the February

1984 Lusaka Accord (see below).

Background to Operation Askari

Since gaining its foothold in southern Cunene in late 1981, the SADF had stepped up

its operations against SWAPO in Angola, and in a series of attacks had inflicted

devastating casualties on the guerrilla movement, seriously affecting its ability to

infiltrate Namibia. By the time the SADF & SWATF launched Operation Phoenix in

February 1983,88 successful incursions deep into Angola in pursuit of SWAPO had

become almost routine procedure, and the inability of the FAPLA-Cubans to protect

SWAPO had bred a false sense of security in the South African commanders who by

late 1983 had every reason to believe they could carry out operations in southern

Angola with almost total impunity. 89 Thus when in late 1983 SADF intelligence

learnt that SWAPO had moved seven companies of guerrillas (800-1,000 men) to

Jamba (Huila) with the intent of infiltrating them into Namibia once the rainy season

got underway (January 1984), plans were immediately drawn up for another pre-

emptive strike against SWAPO inside Angola's borders. 9° Modelled on the previous

by threatening the South Africans they might be able to scare them off from direct confrontations with
the FAPLA and thus limit the programme's cost.
87 Ironically, the departure of France (and shortly afterwards Canada) was not viewed by Crocker as
any entirely negative turn of events, but in his view "left a compatible rump of three like-minded allies
who held ad hoc encounters whenever there was a need", and whose behind-the-scenes diplomacy
during crucial moments in the negotiations would prove invaluable (Crocker, op. cit., p.178).
88 Operation Phoenix (13 February-13 April 1983) was intended to disrupt an attempt by a 1,700-man
SWAPO force to infiltrate northern Namibia, and after two months fighting 309 SWAPO guerrillas had
been killed for the loss of 27 South African soldiers (Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.147).
89 Though the South Africans did suffer some casualties, they inflicted twenty to thirty times the
amount on SWAPO, a fair outcome in military terms.
9° My account of Operation Askari is drawn from various conflicting texts: Steenkamp (op. cit.,
pp.! 12-118), Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.154-157), Col. CJ NOthling, 'Military Chronicle of South West
Africa (1915-1988)', available at http://ourworld.compuserve.com/homepages/RAllport/swatEhtm,
Campbell (op. cit., p.16-19), Crocker (op. cit., p.191-192), Pazzanita (op. cit., p.92), Robert S Jaster,
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success of Operation Protea two years previously, Operation Askari would have three

principal objectives: to disrupt SWAPO's logistical and command infrastructure in

Angola, to prevent guerrillas from infiltrating Namibia, and to capture or destroy as

much military equipment as possible. Initially planned as a small-scale raid, the

operation rapidly escalated to involve four separate 500-man mechanised units which

would cross into Angola to attack SWAPO concentrations (identified during

reconnaissance in late 1983), while smaller independent units patrolled the border to

intercept any SWAPO guerrillas attempting to infiltrate Namibia. 91 The invading

forces would be supported by SAAF Mirage and Impala fighter-bombers, although

reports that the SADF was testing out its answer to the Soviet BM-21 — the recently-

developed G-5 155mm gun — appear to be unfounded.92

According to many sources, Operation Askari would also have the additional

objective of diverting FAPLA-Cuban resources away from UNITA's growing

insurgency in the east, while some claim that the SADF intended to use its 'hot

pursuit operations' against SWAPO as a cover to inflict as much damage as possible

on the FAPLA's growing military power in southern Angola. 93 Certainly there is no

doubt that Askari's timing was hugely beneficial to UNITA whose operations were

reaching a peak in late 1983, but it seems clear from South African accounts —

including that of Gen. Geldenhuys (at the time Chief of the SADF) — that South

African troops were under strict instructions not to engage the FAPLA-Cuban forces

The 1988 peace accords and the future of South-western Africa, Brassey's, London, 1990, p.14 &
interviews with Cuban veterans (Havana, September 1999).
91 Campbell (op. cit., p.17) claims that over 10,000 South African troops drawn from bases at Oshakati
and Ondangwa (Namibia) were involved in Operation Askari, but this figure seems ridiculously
exaggerated. Various South African sources (Steenkamp, op. cit., p.113, Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.155 &
NOthling, op. cit.) consistently put the figure at 2,000, with various smaller units (perhaps up to 500
more men) in support.
92 Campbell (op. cit., p.17) claims that Askari "was supposed to be the big test for the new G-5 and G-6
artillery". However South African sources (e.g. Hilton Hamann's article on the internet about the G-5)
confirm that G-5s were not used in action against the FAPLA-Cubans until August 1987 (see Chapter
9).
93 Crocker (op. cit., p.171) notes that in the two years since Operation Protea the Soviets and Cubans
had built up an "impressive series of parallel defence lines around modern firebases and air defence
facilities in Cunene" which by mid-1983 had "altered the balance in Cunene, making it far less
vulnerable to SADF air action than it had been two years earlier", and that the destruction of these
military installations was a primary objective of Operation Askari. This allegation is also made by
Jaster (op. cit., p.14) & Pa77anita (op. cit., p.92). Campbell's assertion (op. cit., p.18) that the "Military
Intelligence Chief, General van de Westhuizen and Defence Minister Magnus Malan wanted an
operation which would go all the way to Luanda" is, however, preposterous.
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stationed in southern Angola unless absolutely unavoidable, and that they should

instead seek to isolate SWAPO units before attacking them. 94 With a total force of no

more than 2,500 SADF and SWATF troops throughout the operation, the South

Africans were clearly only anticipating confrontations with SWAPO, and they did not

have sufficient forces to capture heavily-defended towns such as Lubango or

Menongue (as some writers have claimed). 95 Perhaps the SADF commanders were

overconfident in their ability to overcome any military resistance offered them, or

maybe they assumed that the FAPLA-Cubans would stay in their posts as they had

done during Operation Protea and let the SADF carry out its attacks unhindered. But

whatever their assumptions were, if the South Africans thought it was going to be a

walkover they were in for a nasty shock as Operation Askari turned into their hardest-

fought and most costly Angolan operation in seven years.

The main reason for this was that by December 1983 the FAPLA-Cuban force facing

the SADF was a very different one from the poorly-supported garrisons they had

brushed aside at N'Giva and Xangongo during Operation Protea. As a result of the

intense reinforcement programme launched by the Soviets and Cubans two years

previously, the FAPLA had increased in size, technical capability and — to a limited

extent — competence too. By 1983 the Angolan government was spending nearly 35%

of its annual budget on the armed forces,96 and thanks to the large Soviet-Cuban

training contingent posted in southern Angola the newly expanded FAPLA was

beginning to resemble a professional army, capable of deploying tanks in mobile

formation (beforehand tanks had mostly been used as stationery artillery), flying

attack missions against SAAF Mirages and operating the expensive air defence

system the Soviets and Cubans were installing in Cahama. 97 Unlike the isolated and

poorly-motivated FAPLA units UMTA had been picking off in Moxico and Cuando

Cubango, the FAPLA-Cuban forces in northern Cunene and Huila were well supplied

94 Steenkamp, op. cit., p.113, Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.155 & NOthling, op. cit..
95 For example Campbell, op. cit., p.17.
96 Campbell, op. cit., p.18.
97 The FAPLA-Cuban air defences had mixed success during Operation Askari, hitting one SAAF
Impala II with an SA-9 missile during aerial reconnaissance prior to the invasion (the missile failed to
explode), but signally failing to stop four SAAF Mirages bombing the main SWAPO camp between the
Leba Gorge and Lubango on 29 December 1983 (which they did with complete impunity). The
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and competently organised by the commander of the ATS, and — perhaps most

crucially of all — appear to have been under orders to protect SWAPO if the situation

became desperate (as it had done in 1981). Humiliated by the relative ease with

which the SADF had occupied southern Angola during Operation Protea, the Cuban

and Soviet commanders were determined it would not have the same free run of

Angola it had enjoyed two years before, and within days of the first SADF units

crossing into Angola the South Africans were engaged in their first of many clashes

with the FAPLA.

Operation Askari, 6 December 1983 — 15 January 1984

The first SADF units crossed into Cunene on 6 December 1983, one battle-group

heading immediately for a large SWAPO camp at Mulondo (Huila) which it attacked

on 12 December, immediately drawing in a nearby FAPLA unit which rushed to

SWAPO's aid. Across southern Angola other FAPLA units quickly joined in the

fighting, sending reinforcements to support SWAPO and laying several ambushes,

one of which succeeded in destroying a SWATF reconnaissance unit near Caiundo,

killing five South Africans and capturing their Unimog truck. 98 Less than a week into

the fighting, however, PW Botha made a surprise peace gesture, offering in an open

letter to the UN Secretary General to start withdrawing all South African forces from

Angola — beginning on 31 January 1984 — if the Angolan government would

reciprocate the gesture.99 This unexpected move by Pretoria — coming before most of

the worst fighting of Operation Askari had taken place — seemed highly inconsistent

at the time, but it appears that Botha was seeking to capitalise on the pressure Askari

had put on the Angolan government to force them into a deal which would remove

SWAPO's presence from southern Angola for good — the essential 'reciprocal

gesture' Pretoria was requesting.' oo Angola's allies responded with five days of

chronic inadequacy of southern Angola's air defence systems would lead to the construction of highly-
sophisticated air defence networks at Cahama and Xangongo in 1988 (see Chapter 11).
98 The Angolan Press Agency (Angop) later claimed that in retaliation the SAAF bombed the town of
Caiundo for eight hours, killing dozens of civilians and destroying a hospital and a school (Steenkamp,
op. cit., p.113).
99 The Angolan government was given thirty days to reply to the offer.

Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.155-157) denies that the Operation Askari was deliberately launched to
bring the Angolans to the negotiating table, stating that the war against SWAPO was the only
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furious diplomacy at the UN, and on 20 December the Security Council passed

Resolution 546, demanding South Africa's withdrawal from Angola and reparations

for the damage caused by the invasion — after which the Angolan government rejected

the South African proposal, once more deadlocking the negotiations. 101 Crocker's

team had nevertheless sensed an opportunity in Botha's withdrawal offer, and as the

fighting intensified on the ground in Angola they would work furiously behind the

scenes to broker a deal between the two governments.

The attack on Cuvelai, 3-7 January 1984

" When planning Operation Askari, the SADF had selected a large SWAPO training

camp three miles northeast of Cuvelai (northern Cunene) as one of its principal

objectives, apparently confident that neither the FAPLA's 11 `11 Brigade garrisoning

the town nor the two Cuban battalions in the vicinity would come to SWAPO's aid.

However, as the South African forces advanced towards Cuvelai they ran into a

FAPLA battalion which had set up a holding position on the road between Cuvelai

and Tchamutete, and after a quick battle they brushed it aside, capturing large

amounts of military equipment and then occupying Tchamutete with three companies

of 32 Battalion. Having consolidated their position, on 3 January the SADF force

then launched an attack on the SWAPO camp near Cuvelai, unleashing what would

prove to be the bitterest FAPLA-SADF confrontation since Operation Savannah. The

SWAPO camp had formidable defences — including sixteen separate minefields

around the perimeter and artillery firing air-burst shells (which were lethal against

infantry) — and the going was made all the more difficult by the heaviest rains in

living memory which quickly turned the battlefield into a muddy quagmire through

which the SADF armour struggled to advance. FAPLA units came to SWAPO's

assistance almost immediately, using newly-delivered T-54/55 Soviet tanks in a

mobile role for the first time against the SADF, and one T-54 destroyed an SADF

motivation behind invading Angola in December 1983. He nevertheless undermines his case
somewhat by admitting that lajlthough it was not the intention, the operation convinced Angola to
engage in discussions with South Africa over a cessation of hostilities in southern Angola".
toi Crocker noted of Resolution 546 that lijt would be difficult to imagine a less helpful form of UN
activity at a time when serious diplomacy had just begun to take hold".
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Ratel (APC) which had got bogged down in a minefield, killing its five crew. 102 Two

Cuban battalions then joined the fray, and a ferocious battle ensued over the next four

days as the SADF drove the FAPLA-Cuban forces back to Cuvelai, eventually taking

what was left of the town on 7 January. '
 
°3

The fighting at Cuvelai was the South Africans' most costly single encounter with the

FAPLA-Cubans to date, accounting for 21 of the SADF's 24 fatalities during

Operation Askari, although FAPLA claims to have shot down ten SAAF aircraft and

to have destroyed up to forty SADF armoured vehicles seem ridiculously

exaggerated. 1 ' The battle had been by no means one-sided, however, for the South

Africans claim to have killed at total of 324 SWAPO, FAPLA and Cuban soldiers at

Cuvelai, destroying eleven T-55s and capturing intact an advanced SAM-6 AA

missile defence system from Cuvelai. 1 °5 Despite the significant casualties the SADF

had inflicted, however, there is little doubt that the South Africans were as shocked as

their Angolan and Cuban opponents by the violence and ferocity of the encounter, and

it is no coincidence that within days of the clash at Cuvelai peace talks restarted

between the Angolan and South African governments (see below). 106 Following the

capture of Cuvelai the SADF invasion force began withdrawing from Angola, the last

South African elements crossing into Namibia on 15 January, although one Cuban

veteran claims that the SADF attacked the FAPLA-Cuban base at Cahama two days

later and was driven off by an entire BM-21 regiment (totalling twenty-four pieces)

102 According to Steenkamp (op. cit., p.155) the FAPLA artillery's air-burst shells made it impossible
for South African infantry to debus from their Ratels, turning them into sitting ducks when they got
stuck in the mud.
103 Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.157) puzzlingly claims that Operation Askari ended on 3 January, but this is
contradicted by other South African sources (e.g. Steenkamp, op. cit., p.115 & Campbell, op. cit., p.18)
which date the end of the battle on 7 January when South African forces started withdrawing into
Namibia. Due to the heavy rains (which had made many of the roads impassable) and the need to
sweep for mines and rebuild damaged bridges, the last elements of the invading force did not complete
their withdrawal until 15 January.
104 The FAPLA claims were made in Pazzanita, op. cit., p.92. The SADF admit losing only two Ratels
which were knocked out by T-54/55 tanks during the battle. Some sources put the number of South
African dead at 21 (e.g. Campbell, op. cit, p.17, Steenlcamp, op. cit., p.116 & NOthling, op. cit.), but
Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.155) confirms the official figure of 24 killed.
1 °5 South Africa also claimed to have destroyed a further 14 light tanks (aside from the eleven T-55s)
during Operation Askari. Precise Cuban casualty figures for Operation Aslcari were never released by
the Cuban government, but it seems likely that anywhere between 20 and 100 Cubans were killed in the
five-week confrontation.

Steenkamp (op. cit., p.115) describes the fighting at Cuvelai as "a very sobering experience for the
South Africans".
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which inflicted devastating casualties on the attackers. 1 °7 Regardless of whether this

attack did take place, however, there seems little doubt that by the end of January the

South African raiders had completed their withdrawal from Angola, leaving behind

small South African garrisons at Calueque, N'Giva and Xangongo as their only

permanent military presence in southern Angola.

The fact that the South African invading force had withdrawn from Angola more than

two weeks before a cease-fire was signed therefore gave the negotiating process a

certain absurdity, the Angolans demanding the withdrawal of South African forces

which Pretoria knew were no longer in Angola. 1 °8 Perhaps the Angolan government's

belief that South African units were still operating freely across southern Angola

reflected the panic Operation Askari had caused in the FAPLA-Cuban High

Command, for as early as 5 January (while fighting was still raging around Cuvelai)

SWAPO's president Sam Nujoma wrote to the UN Secretary General asking hint to

arrange cease-fire negotiations with the South Africans. Five days later, Kito met

with the American Ambassador to Maputo and proposed talks with his government in

ten days time, offering a thirty-day 'truce' and an agenda which included restrictions

on SWAPO operations in Angola and the basic 'linkage' formula. 1 °9 Alarmed at the

news that the Angolans were now entering into direct negotiations with the South

Africans only three weeks after they had rejected PW Botha's withdrawal proposal,

Fidel Castro quickly put pressure on the Angolans to exclude the vital issue of Cuban

troop withdrawal from the negotiations, and on 18 January Dos Santos acquiesced,

publicly insisting that the Angolan government would only enter into cease-fire and

withdrawal discussions if they excluded any reference to 'linkage'. 11° Castro's thinly-

107 This veteran (in interview with author, Havana, September 1999) claimed that the attacking South
African force was hit by nearly 1,000 122mm rockets from the Cuban BM-21 regiment, forcing them to
withdraw from Angola, leaving behind dozens of burnt-out vehicles and flying out many casualties by
helicopter. Although this account is not corroborated by any South African sources (which maintain
Operation Askari ended on 15 January), Steenkamp (op. cit., p.114) notes that the FAPLA garrison at
Cahama sent a 200-man force south to cover the withdrawal of 200 SWAPO guerrillas from their camp
south of Cahama, and this might have encouraged the South Africans to launch an attack on the town.
108 Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.158) notes that because the Angolans refused to believe that the SADF
invading force had already withdrawn from Angola, "we actually had to send troops back into Angola
so that we could withdraw them in terms of the agreement!"
109 Crocker, op. cit., p.191.
11 ° The next day Botha replied indignantly that the South African offer to cease its cross-border
operations had been intended to defuse the situation, and had therefore deliberately avoided any
mention of the Cuban withdrawal issue (Steenkamp, op. cit., p.116).
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disguised attempt to control the negotiating agenda revealed his concern at the

unexpected revitalisation of Crocker's peace process, and Crocker was quick to press

home the advantage, convinced that a cessation of hostilities in southern Angola

would "create a climate of reduced violence and greater confidence so that Angola

would table a proposal on Cuban troop withdrawal".111

The First 'Lusaka Accord', 16 February 1984

With the military confrontation in Angola — especially around Cuvelai — now causing

considerable concern in the FAPLA and SADF High Commands, the negotiations

'progressed rapidly, and after meetings first with the Angolans (20 January) and then

the South Africans (27 January), on 31 January Crocker's team presented a cease-fife

deal which was duly signed by Angola and South Africa — the first bilateral treaty

ever signed by both governments. With hostilities now officially suspended, on 6

February PW Botha proposed further negotiations to establish an appropriate

framework for the South African withdrawal from Angola, and one week later (on 13

February) officials from all three governments met in Lusaka to begin the

negotiations. The `Mulungushi Minute' which emerged from these discussions

(named after the conference centre in which they were held) proposed the setting up

of a Joint Monitoring Commission (JMC) — made up of FAPLA and SADF officers —

which would oversee the withdrawal process and monitor any alleged violations of

the agreement) 12 Crucially for Crocker's team, the 'Minute' ended with an

understanding by both sides that the JMC should be considered as a first step towards

a full regional peace settlement, thus incorporating what had originally been a

III Crocker, op. cit., p.187.
112 The `Mulungushi Minute' contained nine basic points which can be summarised as follows
(summary based on Steenkamp, op. cit., pp.117-118):

1) Both sides agree to establish the JMC
2) The first meeting of the JMC will be on 16 February 1984
3) The JMC will be located in N'Giva (provincial capital of Cunene)
4) The JMC will be allowed to travel anywhere in Angola
5) The purpose of the JMC will be to monitor the withdrawal and any violations of the accord
6) Once the JMC is up and running, the SADF will have 30 days to withdraw from Angola
7) A symbolic American observer presence is mutually acceptable
8) The MPLA promises to restrain SWAPO activity in southern Angola, promising no SWAPO

or Cuban presence in the area
9) Both sides agree that the JMC is a good first step towards a full regional peace deal
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unilateral South African proposal into Crocker's wider peace process. Three days

later the delegations met again in Lusaka to hammer out the details of how the JMC

would operate in Angola, and the accord which was finally signed that day — the

'Lusaka Accord' — signalled the first tangible success in Crocker's peace process,

creating (as he put it) "a balanced context for South African withdrawal and Angolan

reassertion of sovereignty". 1 13

The failure of the JMC

Unfortunately, the JMC was to fall far short of everyone's expectations, and within

days of its formation in Cuvelai on 25 February 1984 it had got bogged down in

procedural disagreements and mutual recriminations. Deadlines were constantly re-

set and then re-broken, and by the time the JMC finally reached N'Giva on 3 May

1984 (over five weeks behind schedule) all progress on withdrawing the SADF's final

contingents from Angola had become deadlocked. 114 Ultimately, the reason behind

the JMC's failure lay not with its Angolan or South African delegates but with the

actual Lusaka Accord itself, for although the Accord admonished the MPLA to

restrain SWAPO activity in southern Angola while the SADF completed its

withdrawal, SWAPO was not actually a signatory of the Accord and was thus not

bound by any of its conditions, giving it a free rein to step up its Namibian

113 Crocker, op. cit., p.195. The Lusaka Accord (which should not be confused with the second Lusaka
Accord signed on 20 November 1994) contained six main points which are summarised below (details
from Steenkamp, op. cit., p.118):

1) The JMC's 'Area in Question' is clearly demarcated
2) The JMC HQ will be at Cuvelai where it will remain for one week, then it will move on to

Mupa, Evale, N'Giva and Oshikango (at one week intervals)
3) As the JMC moves southwards, the FAPLA will occupy each swept area
4) The first meeting of JMC will be held in Cuvelai on 25 February 1984 where both sides will

plan the joint lifting of minefields between Cuvelai and Tchamutete, decide when the JMC's
forces are ready to perform their functions, then start the 30-day clock

5) Prior to 25 February Angola and South Africa will communicate by a 'same-day facility' set
up by the USA whose observers will be in Windhoek

6) Until South African forces have fully withdrawn, the question of Calueque will be left alone
and South Africa will continue to operate the installation

114 At the JMC's first meeting on 25 February 1984 the commission had proposed 1 March 1984 as the
start date for the South Africans' thirty-day withdrawal. Although South African troops did withdraw
from N'Giva on 1 May 1984 as a gesture of good will (allowing the JMC to set up office in the town
two days later), they did not completed their withdrawal from Angola until 17 April 1985.
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insurgency, 115 Inevitably the SADF was drawn back into the fighting, and as bloody

confrontations between its forces and SWAPO escalated throughout 1984 outside the

JMC's area of operations, I16 suspicions over each side's commitment to the

withdrawal process started to grow, made all the worse by the JMC's botched system

for verifying alleged violations of the agreement. 117 By late 1984 the JMC — which

had seemed to offer an opportunity to reduce violence in southern Angola and build

trust between the warring parties — had become (like its predecessor Resolution 435)

one of the principal obstacles to progress in the peace process, giving each side plenty

of opportunity to bicker with the other over alleged violations of the agreement while

removing any incentive to advance on truly substantive issues.118

Despite the JMC's lack of progress in its principal objective of bringing about the

final withdrawal of South African forces from southern Angola, its very existence

nevertheless gave Crocker's team the window of opportunity it needed to make

substantial advances in the negotiations, and over the next year the Americans would

push the peace process forward significantly, painfully aware that they were working

against the clock. Intending to capitalise on the opportunity presented by the partial

cessation in hostilities, Crocker's team probed the more controversial areas of

disagreement between Angola and South Africa, making some important

115 In fairness to the FAPLA, they were not entirely in control of their SWAPO allies who on more than
one occasion — most famously in April 1989 (see Chapter 12) — plunged the peace process into chaos
by launching unilateral military action. Nevertheless, there is little doubt that the MPLA government
privately supported any military action by SWAPO which weakened the SADF's grip on Namibia, and
the Angolans were probably aware of much of SWAPO's proposed guerrilla strategy for 1984.
116 On 2 May 1984 the SWATF reported that 23 SWAPO guerrillas had been killed in clashes with the
South Africans during the previous two days, suggesting that SWAPO infiltration of Namibia was
continuing unabated. In the first week after the JMC was set up the SADF reported 44 guerrilla
incidents, a massive increase on the previous year (there had been a total of 21 in the whole of
December 1983, [Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.119]).
117 The inadequacy of the verification system was shown up on 12 August 1984 when the South
Africans ordered a reconnaissance flight over the disputed area to prove that the FAPLA had violated
the 'Area in Question', only to have the Angolans protest at the South African reconnaissance flight
which they declared was itself a violation of the agreement! As Geldenhuys puts it: "This caused no
end of frustration" (op. cit., pp.159-160). The FAPLA for its part accused the SADF of handing over
the areas it was withdrawing from to UNITA instead of leaving them to the FAPLA, a direct violation
of the Lusaka Accord. By the end of August 1984 the JMC had recorded 63 violations by the
Angolans and three (including the reconnaissance flight) by the South Africans.
118 As Crocker (op. cit., p.197) puts it: "The result was a bizarre spectacle in which the two
governments officially attacked each other's failure to move forward, while their military personnel
attached to the Joint Monitoring Commission were shacked up together in Angolan camps like
common-law partners".
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breakthroughs (most notably their extraction of both governments' first official

opening 'bids'). But their efforts would be constantly undermined by events on the

ground in Angola, and as 1984 dragged on and Angola gradually sank back into chaos

— under the combined effects of UNITA's burgeoning insurgency, SWAPO's

continued attempts to infiltrate guerrillas into northern Namibia and the SADF's

increasingly bold attempts to bring the war to the Angolans (culminating in the

'Cabinda raid') — the American team's chances of success steadily diminished. They

nevertheless managed to avert the collapse in the peace talks for over a year, however,

and many of the breakthroughs they achieved in this period — some of which may

have seemed insignificant at the time — were to prove crucial to the success of the

final negotiating round which began in May 1988 (see Chapter 11).

The Soviets begin to take over in Angola following Operation Askari

News that South African forces had once more invaded Angola elicited a robust

response from the MPLA's Cuban and Soviet allies, and at an emergency meeting in

Moscow on 12 January 1984 they authorised a further increase in military aid for the

FAPLA, the third such increase in only two years." 9 Convinced that the

reinforcement programme begun in the aftermath of Operation Protea had not gone

far enough, over the next fourteen months the Soviets provided the FAPLA with

thousands more tons of military equipment, including upgraded SAM-8 missile-

launchers, MiG-23s, T-62 tanks, Mi-24 assault helicopters, and the installation of a

comprehensive radar network covering the whole of southern Angola. 12° This further

reinforcement of the FAPLA marked the final phase in the Soviet military's takeover

of the Cuban operation in Angola (which had started almost imperceptibly in the late

1970s), and by the time the FAPLA launched its `Congresso II' offensive in July

119 Following the 'Second Liberation War', Soviet arms deliveries to the FAPLA had continued at a
steady rate as the FAPLA gradually expanded. Following Operation Protea, the Soviet Union then
agreed to a massive increase in its military aid programme to the FAPLA, creating the military forces
which clashed with the SADF during Operation Askari. Following the battle of Cangamba (August
1983) a further reinforcement was authorised, and then a third in January 1984 even as Operation
Askari was still raging in southern Angola.
120 jaster, op cit., p.14, Pazzanita, op. cit., p.94 & Campbell, op. cit., p.23. The radar network included
over 75 mobile radar sets (of seven different types) which, when spread between twenty-three separate
sites formed "the basis for a comprehensive command and control network". If one adds in further
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1985, its overall strategic and tactical decision-making would have come under the

complete control of the dozen or so senior Soviet officers advising the FAPLA High

Command in Luanda. By the mid-1980s Soviet military might was at its apogee both

at home and abroad, the Soviet commanders having effectively been given a free rein

in international affairs by the Kremlin which spent much of the early 1980s — in the

period between Brezhnev's death (November 1982) and Gorbachev's election (March

1985) — consumed by struggles between the conservative and reformist wings of the

CPSU. Seizing on the opportunity to test out the military capability it had built up

over the previous decade — and doubtless keen to extend Soviet military influence into

what was becoming one of the hot-spots of the Cold War — the Soviet military seized

control of the Angolan War, introducing the first of many full-scale Soviet-style

offensives (see next chapter). 121

Fidel Castro's reaction to this takeover was never revealed in public, but the Cuban

leader clearly cannot have been happy that the Soviets were effectively taking over

command of the Angolan operation he had struggled to maintain by himself for nearly

a decade. He could hardly confront the Soviet military on this issue, however, as his

own political survival depended on their continued good will, and if they decided to

increase their role in Angola there was little he could do about it. 122 Besides there

was never any question of his overall command of Cuban forces in Angola being

taken away — MNICA maintaining its separate Cuban command structure throughout

the war — and provided that the vast bulk of his forces remained on garrison duty the

increased risk of casualties (and the popular backlash they might cause) was minimal.

Castro was therefore prepared to let the Soviets take over parts of the Cuban operation

(in particular overall planning for future FAPLA offensives), little realising the

serious disagreements this would provoke between the Cuban and Soviet commanders

increases in Soviet military aid in the lead-up to the battle of Cuito Cuanavale, then the total cost of the
Soviet programme between 1984 and 1988 exceeds $4 billion.
121 According to Kahn (op. cit., p.74), in January 1984 the Soviets also decided to deploy their own
personnel down to battalion level, giving them more direct control of events on the ground. Cuba was
allegedly persuaded to send some of its own units into combat, something Castro had resisted since
1977 (with the notable exception of Cangamba), and in addition Cuban, Soviet and even East German
pilots would now be permitted to fly combat aircraft in support of FAPLA operations. The vast bulk of
Cuban forces would, however, remain safely in their garrisons.
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in Angola, and possibly contributing to the growing disenchantment felt by many of

the higher-ranking Cuban officers with the way the war was going in Angola (see

'The defection of Brig.-Gen. Rafael del Pino', next chapter). Of far more immediate

concern to Castro, however, was the February 1984 Lusaka Accord which once more

threatened to resurrect an American peace process he believed had finally collapsed

with the passing of Resolution 546, and less than a month later Dos Santos was

summoned to Havana — presumably to explain himself.

The Second 'Joint Statement of Principles' by the Cuban & Angolan

governments, 19 March 1984

By the time Dos Santos arrived in Havana on 17 March 1984 — four years to the day

since his last (and only) visit to Cuba as Angolan President — Castro was deeply

concerned by the sudden speed with which Crocker's revitalised peace process was

advancing, and he immediately moved to restrain his Angolan ally before he made

any concessions on the crucial question of Cuban withdrawal. By now Cuban forces

were heavily engaged in Angola — losing as many as a hundred men in the fighting at

Cangamba and Cuvelai — and Castro might have feared that Angola's (and SWAPO's)

readiness to negotiate with the South Africans created the impression that Operation

Askari had succeeded in its objectives, forcing apartheid's enemies to the qesokiatis%

table against their will. Castro might also have been disturbed at the willingness with

which Luanda had abandoned its SWAPO allies — promising to remove their bases

from the border area with Namibia (effectively crippling the Namibian insurgency) —

and fearing that the Angolans might likewise negotiate away his military foothold in

Angola, Castro moved quickly to put a brake on the proceedings.' 23 A belligereat

'Statement of Principles' was therefore issued, confidently declaring that the two

years which had passed since the signing of its predecessor had only reconfirmed the

justice of the Cuban-Angolan demands, and vehemently denouncing the Americans

122 Crocker (op. cit., p.349) later recalled that during conversations in July 1987 with the Soviets,
Adamishin described the Cubans as "hostages rather than fighters in Angola — a phrase Castro would
have found interesting".
123 It is also possible that Castro was reacting to the Nkomati Accord — signed on 16 March 1984
between the Mozambican and South African govemments — which threatened to reopen dialogue
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and South Africans for "stubbornly clinging for years to the pernicious formula of so-

called linkage". 124 The conditions under which a Cuban withdrawal could occur

were laid out more emphatically than ever — unilateral withdrawal of SADF forces

from Angola, strict implementation of Resolution 435 and the cessation of all South

African aggression against Angola (including all aid to UNITA) — all under the

proviso that any Cuban withdrawal agreement would be a purely bilateral affair

between the Cuban and Angolan governments.

Reading between the lines, however, the statement contained one essential concession

which few at the time — most notably Chester Crocker himself— appear to have

picked up on. For in what appeared to be a significant climb down from their

previously intransigent position on 'linkage', the Cubans and Angolans conceded that

the basic conditions laid down in the 1982 Statement should not be considered as

demands but rather as "a basis of principles for any negotiating process which seeks

to eliminate the current tensions and assure the peace and full independence of the

nations in this region". Effectively implying that they would be prepared to negotiate

under the terms of their basic demands, this softening of tone may have been a

concession to Dos Santos whose own political survival depended on ending the

fighting in southern Angola as quickly as possible, and who (according to some

sources) had been pressured into signing the agreement against his will. 125 Perhaps

Castro's decision during Dos Santos's visit to waive the Angolan government's $20

million annual fee for the Cuban civilian internationalists serving in Angola was

intended as some sort of quid pro quo for the Angolan president's compliance in

agreeing to such a belligerent statement. But whatever Dos Santos's motivations for

issuing the 'Joint Statement', the incident illustrated sharply how competing political

agendas in Havana and Luanda could cause tensions in the Cuban-MPLA

relationship, creating an air of mistrust and unease in relations between Angolans and

between Pretoria and the Front-Line States, with unpredictable consequences for Cuba's operation in
Angola.
124 The sentence went on to berate the American strategy which lacked "all legal or moral basis and
[was] repudiated throughout the world except by its authors" (author's translation, see Appendix 1 for
full text taken from Ramos, op. cit., pp.47-50).
125 Steenkamp (op. cit., p.119) quotes 'reliable sources' who allege that the Cubans had held a less than
cordial meeting with Dos Santos — treating him brusquely and with some impoliteness — after which
they promised not to publish the 'Joint Statement', and then preceded to do so after he left Cuba.
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Cubans which many men on the ground in Angola were quick to pick up on (see next

chapter).

The immediate effect of the 1984 'Joint Statement' was to elicit an angry response

from Pik Botha who declared that the MPLA's open support for SWAPO and the

ANC — which were praised in the statement's closing paragraph — had undermined the

legitimacy of the MPLA's participation in the JMC (which was supposed to restrain

SWAPO activity in southern Angola). 126 Once more unilateral action by Fidel Castro

had threatened to put Crocker's peace process in jeopardy, and by now Crocker

strongly suspected that Castro was using all the means at his disposal — in this case the

'Joint Statement' — to put in his own 'bid' for a seat at the negotiating table. 127 But

the American political climate at the time still dictated against Crocker offering the

Cubans a role in the negotiations, and in the meantime the Americans would have to

press on regardless, attempting to coax the South African and Angolan governments

towards their first official 'opening bids'. Speed would be essential, though, for less

than a week after the publication of the 'Joint Statement' UNITA launched the first in

a series of attacks on Cuban targets in Angola, bringing the war deep into the WIPLA's

home territories and putting Cuban civilians directly into the line of fire for the first

time.

The `Sumbe raid', 25 March 1984

Following the bloody confrontation at Cangamba UNITA had continued to expand its

insurgency across Angola, and as a result of its heavy losses at Cangamba had

switched back to unconventional tactics, launching a wave of attacks against poorly-

defended civilian targets in what was in effect a campaign of outright terrorism

against the Angolan state. Shying away from full-frontal assaults on well-defended

garrisons, UNITA opted instead for a campaign of indiscriminate mine-laying (which

126 The 1984 'Joint Statement' concluded with the Cuban and Angolan governments expressing their
"admiration and solidarity with the heroic struggle being carried out by the people of Namibia and
South Africa, under the direction of their only legitimate representatives — SWAPO and the ANC —
against the ignominious apartheid regime" and reaffirming their "conviction that such a repugnant
institution is historically condemned to disappear" (author's translation from Ramos, op. cit., p.50).
127Crocker, op. cit., p.357.
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inevitably caused hundreds of civilian casualties), truck-bombs, missile attacks on

passenger aircraft and (especially in 1984) hostage-taking. 128 The taking of foreign

hostages was an extremely powerful (if pernicious) UNITA tactic, for not only did it

cause the Angolan government great embarrassment (and put it under pressure from

foreign governments to get their nationals released), but in the process it gave UNITA

an enormous amount of publicity which was often quite out of proportion to the scale

of the raids themselves. 129 UNITA had taken its first foreign hostages — 64 Czechs

and 20 Portuguese — during an attack on Alto Catumbela (Benguela) back in March

1983, but it was not until early 1984 that UNITA's commanders decided to step up

the campaign, launching a raid on the Cafunfo diamond mines (Lunda Norte) in

February which netted more foreign nationals. 13° The Lundas were too remote from

the MPLA's core areas of support for the raids to seriously weaken the government's

grip on power, however, and in an effort to bring the war right onto the MPLA's

home turf UNITA began preparations for a raid on Cuanza Sul's provincial capital —

Sumbe (formerly Novo Redondo) — where there were known to be 300 foreign aid

workers and technicians, two thirds of whom were Cuban internationalists.131

In the fortnight leading up to the raid UNITA scouts reconnoitred the town,

pinpointing the exact location of the buildings housing the Cuban, Soviet, Bulgarian,

Italian & Portuguese civilian workers, and discovering to their delight that there were

fewer than 80 soldiers defending the whole town. Assembling a mixed force of 1,500

UNITA troops — supported by mortars and RPG-7s — the UNITA commander

Thendovava' planned a three-pronged attack, first surrounding Sumbe from the north

and south to cut off all possible escape routes, and then advancing into the centre

where separate hostage-taking units would seize as many foreign workers and senior

128 In November 1983 and then again the following February, UNITA units shot down two Boeing
737s — allegedly killing over 200 FAPLA and Cuban troops who were on board (see Full Chronology
for details). This was followed in April by the first in a series of tuck-bombs which killed at least 25
Cubans and Angolans in Huambo (see below).
129 UNITA was also able to claim enormous ransoms for the hostages taken, although as the war
progressed UNITA used this tactic less and less (probably as a result of pressure from its main arms
supplier, the USA).
139 Hamill, op. cit., pp.10 & 15. The fate of the hostages is unclear, but it appears that nearly all
foreigners seized by UNITA during the Angolan War were eventually released, often at elaborately-
choreographed press conferences in Jamba (Cuando Cubango).
131 My account of the `Sumbe raid' is based on official Cuban accounts by Col. Ruben Zaldivar Torres
in Rey (op. cit., pp. 126-132) & Concepcien (op. cit., pp.166-186).
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MPLA officials as possible, after which the entire force would withdraw from the

town. I32 UNITA intended the raid to serve as a powerful demonstration of the

guerrillas' ability to strike at the MPLA deep behind enemy lines, and according to

Cuban accounts there were plans to call a public meeting after the town centre had

been captured to show somewhat spurious popular support for the guerrilla

movement. In early March the UNITA force started assembling at the Rosa Negara

farm near Vila Nova do Seles (Uku, 40 miles southeast of Sumbe), but on 22 March

they were spotted by the FAPLA, potentially jeopardising the operation. Bizarrely,

however, the Angolan and Cuban commanders in Sumbe failed to call on Luanda for

immediate reinforcements, unsure (they claimed) which target the UNITA force was

planning to attack, I33 and thus when the attack on Sumbe came three days later they

were forced to draw heavily on their civilian — and in particular Cuban — contingents

to defend the town.

Given Sumbe's location over 250 miles north of the Cuban-manned ATS Defence

Line, the town had seen little or no guerrilla activity since its recapture by the

FAPLA-Cubans in January 1976, and believing it to be well beyond UNITA's range

of operations the FAPLA-Cuban High Command had seen no reason to garrison the

town with conventional units, entrusting its defence to a handful of soldiers, the local

police and the militia. Once it became clear that a UNITA attack was imminent,

therefore, a joint command structure was hastily set up — with the MPLA's Provincial

Commissar at its head and with representatives from the militia, the Ministry of

Interior and the Chief of the Cuban Civilian Mission in Sumbe, Filiberto Arteaga —

and in the hours leading up to the attack it worked furiously to set up a defensive plan

for Sumbe. I34 Drawing on local civilian forces — including one company each of

MIME (State Security), MININT (Ministry of Interior) and ODP (militia) troops —

the FAPLA-Cuban commanders were able to muster a force totalling 230 men, and

1132 The UNITA force was allegedly made up of UNITA's 517 Regular Battalion, a compact column
named -V Conaresso" (or 'Bate Cubano',1iterally 'Cuban Beater'), a regional unit designated `RM-25'
and various other elements, supported by 60min & 81mm mortars.
133 At the time the Cubans and Angolans reckoned that the three most likely targets of this UNITA
force were either the Caxoeira bridge over the Queve river, the Petrol School in Quicombo or Sumbe
itself
134 The joint command was called the Comando Unificado da Defesa Popular (Popular Defence Unified
Command), and was under the command of Francisco Jose Ramos da Cruz.
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this was doubled in size by the inclusion of over 200 Cuban civilian

internationalists. 135 All of them had received some basic military training, but very

few had any combat experience, and the entire force was poorly armed and supported

only by a single 82mm mortar and four RPG-7s.' 36 Fearing that the defences might

quickly be overwhelmed, all foreign civilians (unless, like most of the Cubans, they

were involved in the defence of Sumbe) were ordered to evacuate their buildings and

move to safer parts of the city to avoid capture by UNITA, while the bulk of the

FAPLA-Cuban forces were concentrated in a single ring defence around the city

centre, protecting the main government buildings.'

During the night of 24/25 March the UNITA force moved westwards towards Sumbe,

and in the early morning split into three groups, one heading northwards towards the

airport while the other two cut off the southern approaches to the town (see map).138

The attack began around Sam with all three forces assaulting the town simultaneously,

the northern force quickly capturing the airport and Chingo suburb while the southern

force swept through the MINSE training camp (on the road to Vila Nova do Seles)

and advanced towards the town centre. 139 Having blown up the runway and destroyed

the militia's warehouse, UNITA then occupied the Antenas heights which overlook

the town centre, unleashing a fierce bombardment which was to continue for most of

the day. The Cuban commanders in Luanda were informed of the attack around 7am

and immediately arranged for air support to be provided to the defenders, but given

135 There were a total of 230 Cuban internationalists in Sumbe at the time (including 43 women), the
majority of whom belonged either to UNECA (the Cuban construction company), the Public Health or
the Education missions. Concepci6n (op. cit., p.177) puts the total number of defenders at c.460 men,
including 160 Cubans and 300 Angolans, but later notes (ibid., p.186) that 206 Cubans (169 men & 37
women) fought at Sumbe, suggesting that the Cubans actually made up nearly half of the fighting force
there.
136 The militia had only light weapons — mostly PPSh-41s and discontinued models of the M-52 rifle —
and (like most of the Cubans) had received little military training, most of it related to policing duties
and the basic defence of Sumbe, and in no way preparing them for what would be an all-out assault by
1,500 guerrillas.
137 Fearing for what UNITA might do if they captured his wife, the MPLA's Political Commissar gave
his pistol to a FAPLA soldier and told him to shoot her rather than let her be taken prisoner, revealing
just how bleak the situation looked in the hours before UN'fTA launched its attack.
138 Cl Zaldivar Torres (in Rey, op. cit., p.126) erroneously maintains that on the morning UNITA
launched its attack on Sumbe the defenders were still recovering from the previous night's celebrations
of Angola's annual `Carnaval da Vit6ria'. However, the carnival did not actually occur until two days
later, on 27 March (the anniversary of the South African withdrawal in 1976).
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Luanda's distance from Sumbe and the immediacy of the threat, they could offer little

in the shape of reinforcements other than a lone detachment of armoured cars which

was sent at once from Lobito. 14° In the meantime bitter street-fighting developed as

UNITA began to infiltrate the town centre from the south, capturing the MINSE and

militia headquarters before getting bogged down in its assault on the MPLA's

Provincial Party HQ. UNITA's infiltration from the north was also briefly halted by a

force of 50 Cubans and Angolans at the Provincial Commissary, but after they had

lost 11 dead and 20 wounded they too were forced to withdraw, taking up positions at

the UNECA building (where the Italians were still hiding) for a last stand.I41

It was at this point, however, that the tide of battle turned in the defenders' favour,

and after a spirited counter-attack launched from the TGF installations and Party HQ,

UNITA was gradually driven out of the town centre and back towards the northern

suburbs. By this stage the first FAPLA-Cuban aircraft had arrived over the scene, and

their bombing runs on UNITA concentrations at the airport, the Chingo suburb and

the city outskirts did much to lift the defenders' battered morale, as well as forcing

UNITA to abandon its plans to retake the town centre. At 3pm a company of Cuban

commandos was airlifted into Sumbe by helicopter, capturing the vital Antenas

heights in a bloody two-hour battle, and after further bombardments by the FAPLA-

Cuban air force and bitter street-to-street fighting throughout the afternoon UNITA

finally withdrew from Sumbe, melting back into the hilly terrain of the Angolan

interior. That evening helicopters flew out the twenty Cubans and three Angolans

wounded in the fighting, and the following day the FAPLA-Cuban aviation attempted

to hit the UNITA forces as they withdrew eastwards, having little success though due

to the difficulty of locating guerrilla units in the dense jungle terrain. By the end of

139 During its attack on the airport UNITA captured three Cubans who were attending the wedding of
the daughter of the Director of Sumbe's hospital, but they were later rescued by the Angolan militia
which had been defending the Cambongo bridge.
140 m provide air support, aircraft were moved from Lubango to Huambo from where they could give
more effective air support to the defenders. An amphibious assault unit which had been based in
Kuito-Bie and Huambo was moved to Benguela to prepare to retake the town if necessary, and several
transport helicopters were moved to aerodromes closer to Benguela for use either in withdrawing or
reinforcing Sumbe. By 11:30am (when fighting was still raging in northern Sumbe) a special
command post had been set up in Benguela to conduct operations in support of the FAPLA-Cuban
force in Sumbe (Rey, op. cit., pp.129-130).
141 UNITA did briefly occupy the UNECA building, but they failed to find the Italians who had hidden
in large food containers inside the complex.
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the fighting as many as 100 UNITA guerrillas had been killed —45 in the town centre

alone — while the FAPLA-Cubans had lost at least 11 killed and 23 wounded

(although losses on both sides may have been much higher). 142 Thanks to quick

thinking by the FAPLA-Cuban commanders, UNITA had almost completely failed in

its objective of seizing foreign hostages, and during the fighting the guerrillas had

only managed to capture one small contingent of Portuguese workers who had

ignored Cuban orders to evacuate their building.143

The brave defence put up by the Cuban civilian contingent powerfully underlined the

strength of the 'civic soldier' programme which ensured that all internationalists

received at least some basic military training before taking up their postings in

Angola, and in recognition of their bravery the 206 Cubans who took part in the

defence of Sumbe were awarded the Internationalist Combatant Medal (First Class), a

decoration usually reserved for front-line troops.'" Thanks to the combination of

decisive action by the commanders in Sumbe, fierce resistance from the

internationalists and the vital support of the FAPLA-Cuban aviation (which flew over

200 missions during the attack), UNITA's attempt to seize the town had been foiled,

and significant casualties had been inflicted on the guerrillas before they withdrew.

But behind the triumphant propaganda genuine concerns were growing in the Cuban

military at the way Cuban personnel — in particular civilians — were increasingly

getting drawn into the fighting in Angola, threatening to escalate Cuban casualties

alarmingly. For despite UNITA's inability to capture central Sumbe or carry off

hundreds of foreign hostages, the raid had nevertheless been a powerful

demonstration of the guerrilla movement's ability to strike at the MPLA deep within

its own territory, and fears in the Cuban High Command that the Sumbe raid was

142 As no UNITA account of the Sumbe raid has yet come to light, the casualty figures should be
treated with some caution. ConcepciOn's account mentions only that 11 Cubans and Angolans were
killed defending the Provincial Commissary, and that 23 wounded were later flown out for treatment in
Luanda. No complete Cuban casualty figures are given in either ConcepciOn (op. cit.) or Rey (op. cit.),
but given the intensity and length of the clashes it seems plausible that Cuba suffered up to 50
casualties during the fighting. Cuban claims to have killed 100 UNITA guerrillas do not seem
exaggerated, although their claim that the operation's commander was killed in the fighting
(ConcepciOn, op. cit., p.170) is more doubtful. During the fighting the FAPLA-Cubans also captured
one 82nun mortar, one 60mm mortar, one RPG-7 and 43 light infantry weapons.
143 ConcepciOn, op. cit., p.175. The fate of the Portuguese hostages is not recorded.
144 In addition the UJC (Communist Youth) Committee in Sumbe was awarded the Bandera de Honor
(`Flag of Honour').
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merely the first in a series of attacks against civilian targets seemed to be confirmed a

month later when a UNITA car-bomb exploded in Huambo outside a building housing

nearly two hundred Cuban internationalists, killing 14 of them and wounding 66

others.145

Although the Cuban regime was initially able to channel popular outcry at the bomb

into a massive recruitment drive for internationalist missions abroad — nearly 200,000

Cubans volunteering to replace those killed in Huambo — privately much of the

leadership began to fear what effect the dramatic rise in civilian casualties could have

on public opinion, potentially undermining the wild enthusiasm which had first

greeted Operation Carlota in November 1975. With UNITA's insurgency showing no

signs of flagging — attacks occurring on the Benguela railway line in June and on the

Cabinda oil installations in July 146 — there was a real danger of Angola turning into

Cuba's Vietnam, the 'body bag factor' sapping Castro's domestic popularity and

ultimately threatening the future of his leadership. Moves had to be taken to weaken

UNITA's grip on Angola, and in May 1984 — probably as a direct result of UNITA's

attacks earlier in the year — the FAPLA-Cubans launched an offensive against the

UNITA strongholds of Cazombo and Lumbala-N'Guimbo (Moxico). The 15,000-

man FAPLA force, backed by Cuban air power, had little success however, and

although it did succeed in diverting sixteen battalions of UNITA guerrillas away from

operations elsewhere in Angola, it failed to capture either town, and by September it

was limping back to Luena. Throughout 1984, therefore, Castro found himself in an

unenviable position, torn between a negotiating process led by his bitterest political

enemy and a war on the ground which couldn't be won, and he would spend much of

145 The bomb — which contained over 300 kg of TNT — was placed in a white Ford Cortina and parked
on 19 April 1984 outside the entrance of the eleven-story building housing the Cuban internationalists
from the construction, teaching and medical brigades (there were 198 of them in Huambo). When the
bomb went off at 5:30pm "the lobby was full of people who had just arrived back from work, some
were playing dominoes, others were outside saying their farewells to companions who had completed
their missions and were returning to Cuba" (author's translation from ConcepciOn, op. cit,. p.142). The
bomb caused appalling casualties, killing 14 Cuban construction workers and 10 Angolans, and injured
hundreds (among them 34 Cuban women and 32 men). The South Africans later claimed that nearly
200 people had died in the explosion, including 40 Cubans and 3 Soviet officers, but their claims while
plausible remain unsubstantiated.
146 In June UNITA attacked a troop train on the Benguela railway line, allegedly killing over 130
FAPLA troops before they withdrew. Then in July another UNITA unit attacked the Gulf Oil complex
in Cabinda, blowing up a pipeline and killing 24 Angolans (Hamill, op. cit., p.16).
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the year desperately trying to maintain his grip on the Cuban operation, only too

aware that his Soviet patrons were themselves planning a further escalation in the

conflict as soon as the re-equipment of the FAPLA had been completed. It would be

a full three years before Castro managed to seize back control of FAPLA operations

in Angola, and in the meantime he could do little more than place his hopes in the

upcoming offensive in 1985 which the Soviets were confidently predicting would

spell the end for UNITA (see next chapter).

Mutiny at the MK's Pang° camp (Ouibaxe), 14 May 1984

Within a month of the Huambo bomb, a fresh crisis blew up in Quibaxe (Cuanza Sul)

where—on 14 May — a group of disaffected MK officers launched a mutiny which

threw MK's operations in Angola into chaos. 147 Discontent had been brewing in the

MK training camps for several years, and as far back as December 1977 the MK

leadership had put down its first small-scale mutiny in Angola, arresting 14 men from

the Novo Catengue camp (Benguela) who were aggressively demanding to be

returned to South Africa to join the struggle against the apartheid regime. 148 The

incident was dealt with leniently so as not to stir up tensions in the MK camps, but

after MK moved its main operations to Quibaxe (following the destruction of the

Novo Catengue base by SAAF bombers in March 1979) conditions within the camps

deteriorated sharply, bringing tensions to the surface once more. There were

allegations of unnecessarily harsh training methods and even of torture in the

notorious 'Quatro' interrogation camp (allegations which are no longer denied by the

MK leadership), 149 but the most serious cause of discontent was the number of

147 my account of the MK mutiny in May 1984 is based on Ronnie Kasrils (op. cit., pp.158-164 & 248-
254) & author's interview with his son, Andy Kasrils (Johannesburg, 26 October 1998), who spent
several years in an MK training camp in Malanje in the late 1980s.
148 The leader of the mutineers was Dan Siwela who at one stage got into a fist fight with the camp
administrator, Parker. The sentences passed on the 14 were light, however, and most of them spent no
more than a few months in detention.
149 The 'Quatro' camp was set up in 1979 in dense jungle a little more than a mile from the main MK
camp at Quibaxe (though 12 miles by road), and got its name from the old central prison in
Johannesburg which was called 'Number Four'. Ronnie Kasrils, MK's former Head of Military
Intelligence, later admitted that some abuses did occur at the 'Quatro' camp, adding that qpierhaps
those of us who found time to visit Quatro were naïve to believe that all of the warders or security
officers were going to behave correctly when news of apartheid atrocities reached them" (Kasrils, op.
cit., p.254).
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casualties MK troops were starting to sustain in the war against UNITA. With

UNITA expanding its operations across Angola throughout 1983, MK forces had got

drawn into the fighting alongside their FAPLA allies, and as MK casualties started to

mount a feeling of resentment grew in the ranks at the way they were being forced to

fight (and many of them die) in another country's war, while MK's own insurgency in

South Africa was desperately short of manpower. The final straw came in late 1983

when nine MK soldiers were killed in an ambush during a joint FAPLA-MK

operation against UNITA, I5° and after MK forces were withdrawn to their main camp

at Malanje discipline broke down completely, finally giving way to another mutiny in

early 1984.

Commandeering trucks from the camp, more than 300 mutineers drove to Luanda

where they took control of a transit camp at Viana (on the outskirts of Luanda),

seizing weapons and electing a ten-man committee to negotiate with the MK

leadership on their behalf. Attempts by Chris Hani to persuade them to give

themselves up failed, and eventually elite Cuban troops from Dos Santos's

Presidential Guard were brought in to storm the camp and disarm the mutineers.151

The thirty ringleaders were sentenced to 13 months detention in Luanda (half of them

were later transferred to the 'Quatro' camp), and the remaining 300 mutineers were

taken to the Pango camp (outside Quibaxe) for rehabilitation and eventual re-

incorporation into MK's ranks. Discipline in the Pango camp was deliberately lenient

in an attempt to win over the disaffected recruits, but this strategy appears to have

backfired again, as the lax security allowed a new group of ringleaders to stage a third

and final mutiny on 14 May 1984 which was to prove far more brutal and bloody than

its predecessors. Eight senior MK officers — including the political commissar and the

logistics chief— were killed by the mutineers who then turned on six of their co-

conspirators who had refused to join in the massacre. Moving quickly to contain the

damage, the MK leadership in Luanda hastily assembling a crack assault force

15° The offensive was carried out by a mixed force of 1,000 troops (400 of them MK), and succeeded in
pushing UNITA back to the Cuanza river. After heavy losses in a series of ambushes, however, the
offensive was called off (having reduced UNITA activity significantly in the area) and MK troops
reverted to a defensive role.
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(including FAPLA and Cuban troops) which retook the camp in heavy fighting a few

days later, killing 15 mutineers in the process. I52 An immediate tribunal was

convened to try the ringleaders, and seven of them were sentenced to death and

executed on the camp's sports field, Chris Hani's last-minute intervention saving

twenty others from a similar fate.153

The mutiny at the Pango camp deeply shook the confidence of the MK leadership in

Luanda, and led to a radical reorganisation of its Angolan operations. Great efforts

were made to speed up the process of sending MK guerrillas into South Africa (one of

the mutineers' principal grievances), camp conditions were improved under new

administrators (among them Chris Hani himself) and — in an effort to reduce the

debilitating casualties — MK's role in FAPLA operations against UNITA was scaled

down dramatically. 154 The long-term damage to morale was deep, however, as many

of those involved in retaking the camp secretly shared much of the mutineers'

disillusion with the war in Angola, most notably the Cubans who in the late 1970s had

come close to mutiny themselves after their frustrating experience fighting alongside

the FAPLA in the `LCB' operations against UNITA. Although MK did manage to

boost its operations in South Africa over the following years — launching over 150

attacks against the SAP and SADF in 1986 alone 155 — the May 1984 mutiny cast a

shadow over the Angolan operation for the remainder of the war, contributing to the

view still held to this day by many MK veterans that the Angolan War was 'the

ANC's Vietnam'. 156 When fighting with UNITA once again escalated in 1987 the

FAPLA High Command would act quickly to avoid another potential mutiny, taking

151 Kasrils does not mention if there was any bloodshed during the storming of the camps, but given the
shock generated by the deaths of over 40 MK guerrillas at Pango five months later, it would appear that
no one was killed during the recapture of Viana.
152 One member of the MK assault force was also killed during the recapture of the camp. According
to Andy Kasrils (in interview), Cuban and FAPLA troops assisted MK in its recapture of the camp
which was achieved with much bloodshed.
153 The overall leader of the mutiny, Mgedeze, only briefly escaped capture, having fled with one
hundred others during the assault. He eventually committed suicide rather than falling into his
opponents' hands, ironically shooting himself with the gun of the commissar he had himself murdered.
154 Chris Hani was put in charge of the Pango camp and by the time various ANC officials gathered
there to celebrate the 25 th anniversary of MK's founding on 16 December 1986, the re-named 'David
Rabkin Training Centre' was a model of military discipline (Kasrils, op. cit., p.246).
155 In the late 1970s MK was only managing around 20-30 operations per year in South Africa, but by
1984 this had grown to over 100, and in 1986 (which was designated 'The Year of UmIchonto
weSizwe' by the ANC) this jumped to over 150 (Kasrils, op. cit., pp.180, 226 & 244).
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the unprecedented measure of handing over one hundred square miles of Angolan

territory entirely to MK's control, allowing them to conduct their own campaign

against 'UNITA under their own commanders.' MK troops would still be called on

to assist the FAPLA in its full-scale offensives against UMTA, however, and a total

of five MK battalions would take part in the first of these in July 1985 (see next

chapter).

Elusive progress in the negotiations, July-November 1984

Following the success of the Lusaka Accord, Crocker's team worked furiously to

maintain the momentum of the peace process, spending the rest of 1984 attempting to

coax official opening 'bids' out of the Angolan and South African governments.

These 'bids' would be essential if the American strategy was to progress, for only

after each side had handed over what would in effect be a list of its fundamental

demands could Crocker's team embark on perhaps the most daunting task of the

negotiating process — that of creating a workable basis for negotiation which could

bridge the vast chasm between the two parties' negotiating positions. The window of

opportunity was rapidly closing, however, and American efforts to find peace would

take place against a backdrop of deepening chaos and conflict in Angola, the threat of

hostilities escalating into full-scale war acting both as a spur and a brake to

progress. 158 Attempts to build on the consensus reached at Lusaka by bringing the

South African government and SWAPO together for talks in July failed dismally (the

meeting broke up within hours), 159 but a separate series of talks between the Cape

158 Andy Kasrils (in interview).
157 MK casualties during 1987 and 1988 were the heaviest of the Angolan operation, over 100
guerrillas dying in UNITA ambushes on the road between Caxito and Quibaxe. Andy Kasrils (in
interview) recalled one ambush in which 45 MK guerrillas were killed, the only survivor (a doctor)
hiding under an overturned vehicle. As UMTA guerrillas swept through the destroyed convoy, the
doctor alleges he heard orders being shouted in Zulu, suggesting that UNITA was using mercenaries
from the Inkatha Freedom Movement in its war against MK. The South African government finally
admitted in 1991 that it had given clandestine support for the Zulu movement in its war against the
ANC, and this alliance might well have become intertwined with the SADF's involvement with
UNITA.
158 In the summer of 1984 the FAPLA launched a two-pronged offensive against UNITA in Moxico
and Cuando Cubango which coincided with Operation Thunder Chariot in South Africa — the SADF's
largest military exercise since the Second World War.
159 Crocker put the talk's failure down to the "[a]rrogance and ineptitude on the South African side and
self-destructive intransigence of SWAPO's" (op. cit., p.198).
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Verdean government and Fidel Castro later that month proved more significant,

Castro confirming that he was now "ready to disentangle himself from Angola under

the right conditions". 16° This unexpected move only three months after issuing the

'Joint Statement' was not the volte-face it appeared to be, however, for the 'right

conditions' to which Castro was referring were quite clearly those laid down in the

'Joint Statement'. Nevertheless, Castro's comments paved the way for a visit by Kito

to Cuba the following month to discuss these 'conditions', and after lengthy talks with

the Cuban leader Kito finally presented the Angolan government's opening 'bid' to

Crocker on 7 September — over a year after it had initially been promised.16I

- Unsurprisingly, the 'bid' fell far short of Crocker's expectations and on the crucial

issue of Cuban withdrawal introduced a new set of conditions (possibly imposed by

Havana) which were to dog the peace process for the next four years. I62 While the

four essential demands governing a Cuban withdrawal had changed little since the

'Joint Statement' in March, 163 it now became clear that the Angolans were not

offering to withdraw all of the Cuban forces based in Angola but merely those based

in the south (the ATS). The 10,000-man Cuban contingent of the 'Northern Troop

Grouping' (or ATN) — which protected the IVEPLA's power bases in Luanda, Malanje

and Cabinda — would be excluded from the negotiations, and would remain in Angola

until such time as the Cuban and Angolan governments mutually agreed to withdraw

it. Furthermore, the Angolans envisioned a four-year timetable for the withdrawal —

rather than one year as Crocker had initially suggested — demonstrating the yawning

gulf between the Angolans and South Africans on this issue. 164 For Castro and Dos

Santos, the speed and rate at which Cuban troops were withdrawn from Angola were

absolutely fundamental to their political futures, and both were seeking as lengthy a

16° Crocker, op. cit., p.203.
161 At a meeting of the Contact Group in June 1983 Crocker had made what he later described as "one
of the worst forecasts I ever made" (op. cit., p.166) when he predicted that he would have Angola's
first `bid' from Kito within a fortnight. The `bid' finally came fifteen months later.
162 The issue was not finally resolved until Round Ten of the final negotiating phase in November
1988.
163 The four demands were South African agreement to implement Resolution 435, an SADF-SWAPO
cease-fire, the complete SADF withdrawal from Angola, and an end to South African support for
u1NTITA.

During meetings with Kito in Washington in April 1983 Crocker had suggested a one-year timetable
with 75% of all Cuban forces withdrawn within that time frame, and Wisner had repeated this
suggestion during further meetings with Kito in July 1984 (Crocker, op. cit., p.208).
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timetable as possible in order to protect their own interests. For Castro, the Cuban

withdrawal from Angola was above all a matter of honour and needed to be carried

out (and to be seen to be carried out) in an orderly and staged manner so as not create

the impression that his was a defeated army scrambling out of Angola just as it had

scrambled in during Operation Carlota. For Dos Santos, however, it was matter of

pure survival; the lengthier the withdrawal timetable, the less likely the FAPLA

would be to collapse in the face of UNITA's relentless insurgency.

From his talks in Pretoria only a week earlier, however, Crocker knew that the South

Africans were proposing a seven month period during which all Cuban forces in

Angola were to be withdrawn, presenting the Americans with a massive forty-one

month gap to bridge. Realising that the Angolan proposal was a non-starter for the

South Africans, Crocker urged Kito to work on the American two-year timetable, and

one month later — after two further rounds of talks in Luanda and much consultation

with the Cubans — Angola presented a revised `bid' which, though far from ideal, was

recognised by the Americans as the best they were likely to get. For not only did the

new proposal "enshrine linkage in all but name", but it had clearly been heavily

influenced by Cuban considerations, making it a more accurate reflection of the actual

Cuban-Angolan position and far less susceptible to further unexpected changes. 165 In

late October Crocker discussed the new Angolan `bid' with the South Africans in

Cape Verde, and on 15 November Pretoria replied with South Africa's official

opening 'bid'. It had taken Crocker nearly three and a half years to extract the first

opening 'bids', and although they were admittedly miles apart on some of the more

contentious issues (indeed South Africa was now suggesting the Cuban withdrawal

timetable be reduced to only twelve weeks), the Americans could now set about

drawing up a 'basis for negotiation' as quickly as possible before the consensus was

lost. Crocker's success with the opening 'bids' was to prove the high water mark of

this phase in the negotiations, however, for over the following eight months a series of

political and military events would end up driving both parties away from

negotiations and onto the path of all-out confrontation.

165 Crocker (op. cit., p.212) described the Angolan proposal as having "Cuban fingerprints all over it".
The withdrawal timetable had been shortened only be a few months, however, leaving a gap of over
three years between the Cuban and South African positions.
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Breakdown in the negotiations and descent into full-scale war

November 1984-July 1985 

Two days after South Africa presented its opening 'bid', the 'linkage' negotiations

suffered the first of several blows when Dos Santos circulated the full text of the

Angolan 'bid' around the UN, goading the South Africans into publishing their own

'bid' a few days later. 166 This move could not have come at a worse time for Crocker

who was attempting to draw up the 'basis for negotiation' and did not want to

publicise the yawning gulf between the two sides, as this would inevitably hamper

their ability to compromise in the real negotiations later in the year. Putting the 'bids'

in the public arena could only lead to further polarisation between the Angolan and

South African positions, and further undermine what little trust existed between the

two parties. Of more long-term concern to Crocker, however, was the sanctions

debate brewing in the US Congress which threatened to sour the American

administration's relations with Pretoria just as the negotiations were entering a critical

stage. 167 Anxious to prevent domestic opposition to apartheid growing any further, in

January 1985 Crocker & Wisner met with the South Africans, urging them to press

ahead with reforms, and possibly as a result of these talks on 31 January PW Botha

made a conditional offer to release Nelson Mandela from prison. Relations between

Pretoria and the ANC were by this stage far too strained for Botha's 'conditions' to be

acceptable, however, and following Mandela's rejection of the offer Crocker could do

little to prevent South Africa's slow collapse into a cycle of violence and political

repression, further fuelling the already heated sanctions debate in the US Congress.168

Crocker's team nevertheless worked quickly to construct a 'basis for negotiation'

166 One week later on 25 November the MPLA also took a full page advert in The London Times,
printing the full text of Dos Santos's letter to Perez de Cuellar (which included the Angolan proposal).

The sanctions debate was in part sparked off by the visit of Nobel Peace Prize Winner Bishop
Desmond Tutu to Washington DC in December 1984, during which he met with President Reagan and
Vice-President Bush.
168 Nelson Mandela, who had spent nearly twenty-three years in prison since his arrest on 5 August
1962, was determined that his release be unconditional and that he be allowed to continue to practise
politics and have freedom of movement around South Africa (all of which would be forbidden under
PW Botha's conditional release). He therefore instructed his daughter to read his letter of rejection in
public, which she did on 10 February 1985.
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from the two opposing 'bids', and by March 1985 Crocker was finally ready to

present this to the Angolan and South African governments.169

Crocker presents American 'basis for negotiation', March 1985

Melding together the many different proposals, joint statements and 'bids' he had

received over the previous four years, Crocker's 'basis for negotiation' was an

attempt not only to find common ground between the two parties, but also to focus

their attention on the outstanding issues and — Crocker hoped — encourage them to

start making concessions in the horse-trading which was bound to follow. 170 While

the 'basis for negotiation' contained several elements already agreed on by both

parties — such as their commitment to implement Resolution 435 and to respect each

other's territorial integrity — the real meat of the proposal was in the withdrawal

conditions which Crocker knew would be seen as a sell-out by both sides. Sticking to

the original American proposal, Crocker proposed a two-year withdrawal timetable

which would commence as soon as South Africa began implementation of Resolution

435, 80% of Cuban forces (which he calculated as representing 24,000 troops)

withdrawing within the first year while a residual of no more than 6,000 troops would

remain north of the 13 th parallel for up to one additional year. 171 To quell South

African fears Cuban troops would promise not to carry out any offensive actions

during this period, and to satisfy the Angolans, SWAPO and the Front-Line State the

entire process would be overseen by the UN, whose Security Council would adopt a

binding resolution guaranteeing all the commitments made by both parties in the

peace settlement. Representing a landmark in the negotiating process, the American

proposal addressed the most contentious issues raised by both sides, and provided a

framework for a settlement which bore much in common with the final agreement

signed in December 1988.

169 Crocker presented the 'basis for negotiation' to Kito in Cape Verde on 18 March, and to Pik Botha
in Pretoria on 21 March.
17° Details of American 'basis for negotiation' are taken from Crocker, op. cit., p.228.
171 The issue of how many Cuban troops were in Angola was never satisfactorily resolved throughout
the negotiating process, but there is little doubt that Crocker's estimate of 30,000 Cuban troops in
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Unfortunately for Crocker, however, the very boldness of the 'basis for negotiation' —

and in particular its inclusion of the more contentious issues in the dispute — was to be

its undoing, for once the Angolan and South African governments (which had never

taken the American peace process entirely seriously) had taken time to consider its

implications, they balked at the prospect of negotiating any further. Both sides had

been attracted to the Lusaka Accord specifically because it had avoided serious

discussion of the major issues in the southern African dispute, and now that they were

faced with the prospect of having to negotiate with their arch enemies on these very

issues, they did not feel ready to make the many crucial (and politically painful)

concessions which would inevitably be demanded of them."2 Both parties therefore

backed off visibly from the negotiating process, and over the next four months

gradually took up more belligerent positions as a rapid series of political and military

events in Angola and South Africa pushed them onto the path of all-out military

confrontation. As if to signal the imminent collapse of the peace process, the very

day Crocker arrived in Pretoria to present his proposal to Pik Botha— 21 March 1985

— South African police killed nineteen blacks at Uitenhage (just outside Port

Elizabeth) who were marching to commemorate the 25 th anniversary of the

Sharpeville massacre, rekindling civil unrest and sparking international outcry. The

timing for Crocker was acutely embarrassing, 173 and to compound the blow the very

next day Pretoria's Angolan ally Savimbi rejected the American 'basis for

Angola by March 1985 was far short of the mark, the actual figure probably being closer to 50,000 (see
Chapter 6). This issue would dominate the final stage of the negotiations in 1988 (see Chapter 11).
172 Botha backed off committing himself to the 'basis for negotiation' until he had conferred with
Savimbi, but Crocker clearly suspected the South Africans did not wish to negotiate any further and
were using Savimbi as 'an escape hatch' (Crocker, op. cit., p.229).
173 Throughout the negotiating process, Crocker had enormously bad luck with negative events
coinciding with his talks with the South African government. For example, in July 1981 the
'understanding' between the South African and American government was established only one month
before the SADF invaded southern Angola (Operation Protea), this action nearly succeeding in
derailing the peace process before it had even started. Then when Crocker met with Pik Botha for the
first high-level exchange between the two governments in over a year (on 5 December 1983), the
SADF decided to launch another invasion of Angola (Operation Askari) the very next day. This run of
bad luck was thus completed when he arrived in Pretoria even as the Uitenhage massacre was occurring
several hundred miles away. Arguably Crocker's aides might have suggested he avoid arriving on 21
March as this was known to be the 25 th anniversary of Sharpeville and violent demonstrations were to
be expected.
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negotiation' out of hand, refusing to back a process which could end up cutting off all

his external aid.174

Tensions increase following setting up of the 'Interim Government' in Namibia

& the 'Cabinda raid' 

Hopes were briefly raised a month later when on 15 April — in an apparent gesture of

good will — Pretoria announced that it would unilaterally withdraw all its remaining

forces from Angola within one week. But the true meaning of this gesture became

clear the day after the last South African troops crossed into Namibia (17 April) when

Pretoria announced the setting up of an 'Interim Government' in Namibia, which

would be based on the Multi-Party Conference the South Africans had themselves

created. This move was in direct contravention of Resolution 435 (which entrusted

any political changes in Namibia to the UN) and predictably provoked immediate

condemnation from SWAPO and its allies who complained—with some justification

— that South Africa had violated the spirit of the negotiations. 175 One month later,

however, their complaints turned to outrage when two SADP Reconnaissance

commandos were captured carrying out a sabotage attack on the Gulf Oil installations

at Malongo (Cabinda). 176 The nine-man unit had been intercepted while attempting to

lay sixteen contact mines on various oil storage tanks and pipelines in the complex,

and during a fiercely-fought withdrawal one commando was killed and two captured,

the remaining five escaping in dinghies to a waiting South African submarine.177

News of the attack caused an international scandal which immediately intensified

when the head of the team — Captain Wynand du Toit — admitted in a press conference

Possibly in a less-than-subtle riposte to the American proposal UNITA planted a bomb outside the
Almirante Hotel in Huambo three days later, allegedly killing 75 soldiers, among them 11 Cubans,
several high-ranking FAPLA officers and several Bulgarians (Fermoselle, op. cit., p.421). Cuban
sources — which make so much of the first Huambo bomb in April 1984 — make no reference to this
incident, however.
175 South Africa nevertheless went ahead with its plans, and on 17 June 1985 officially set up the
'Interim Government', this act later being cited by the Angolan government as one of the principal
reasons for its withdrawal from the negotiating process.
176 My account of the South African commando raid on Cabinda is taken from Soule, Dixon &
Richards, The Wynand du Toit story, Hans Strydom Publishers, Johannesburg, October 1987, Kitchen
(op. cit., p.48), Hooper (op. cit., p.45), Campbell (op. cit., p.19) & Muatxianvua (op. cit.).
'

I The two captured South Africans were Captain Wynand du Toit & Corporal Roland `Lieb'
Liebenberg, and the one fatality was Sgt Louis van Breda who was shot as he tried to escape.
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that the attack on MaLongo had been the fourth sabotage mission carried out in Angola

by his unit since 1980. 178 More controversially, however, the South African team had

been carrying bags of UNITA leaflets which they intended to leave behind (so as to

give the impression UNITA carried out the attack), sparking speculation that many of

the attacks claimed by UNITA over the previous five years might actually have been

carried out by the South Africans. The possibility that the SADF had been conducting

a clandestine campaign to destabilise the Angolan government throughout the

negotiating process caused outrage in Luanda, and perhaps not a little embarrassment

that the FAPLA had taken a full five years to uncover it.'

' The raid also highlighted, however, the American government's paradoxical

relationship with the MPLA government, and demonstrated just how tangled and

absurd the various alliances in the Angolan War had become by 1985. For while the

American government had spent the decade since Angola gained independence

attempting to isolate the Luanda regime — steadfastly refusing to grant the PRA the

diplomatic recognition it craved — the American-run Malongo installations (which

produced roughly 65% of Angola's petroleum output) had simultaneously been

providing the MPLA with the economic life-line it needed to survive, generating

nearly half of Angola's annual hard currency revenue and making Angola the USA's

de facto largest trading partner in sub-Saharan Africa. The absurdity of this situation

was compounded by the fact that Luanda — which recognised the importance of

Cabinda oil to its own future survival — posted an elite force of around 5,000 Cuban

troops in Cabinda to protect the installations from guerrilla attacks, with the result that

the very Cuban military forces Washington was decrying as instruments of Soviet

imperialism in Africa were actually responsible for protecting the assets of one of the

178 Captain du Toit also admitted to having taken part in three previous raids, destroying the Giraul
bridge (Namibe, 1980), damaging Luanda's oil refinery (1982) and sinking two ships in Luanda
harbour (1984). His unit was also responsible for an attack on the ANC's offices in Maputo in 1983
(Muatxidnvua, op. cit.). Captain du Toit was imprisoned in Angola for more than two years until his
eventual release — as part of a prisoner exchange — on 7 September 1987.
179 South African Special Forces operated deep within Angolan territory for most of the war and very
few were ever detected by the FAPLA-Cubans. In Johannesburg I met one SADF veteran who had
spent two whole years in the mid-1980s as part of a clandestine observation team on the outskirts of
Luanda, reporting back to the SADF on troop movements and the arrival of military equipment.
Throughout the war his unit was never once detected.
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largest American companies there. 18° Once it became clear that South African units

had carried out the attack on Malongo, Crocker's strategy of 'Constructive

Engagement' thus lost all justification, and with the sanctions debate now reaching its

climax in the US Congress, the Cabinda raid could only strengthen the argument in

favour of breaking off ties with Pretoria. When SADF commandos then launched

another raid on 14 June — this time against ANC offices in Gaborone (Botswana's

capital) — the American administration had little choice but to withdraw its

Ambassador from Pretoria, effectively rupturing its alliance with South Africa.181

Negotiations collapse with the repeal of the Clark Amendment, 10 July 1985

The final blow to the peace process would not come from the South Africans,

however, but from the Reagan administration which after four years of lobbying

finally succeeded in getting the Clark Amendment repealed on 10 July 1985. The

amendment had been a thorn in the side of American policy in Angola for nearly a

decade, and Chester Crocker had energetically advocated its repeal since his very first

days in office, believing that until the American administration was free to intervene

militarily in Angola (on however small a scale) he would lack the leverage he needed

to force the Angolan government into making serious concessions, 182 But Crocker

does not seem to have appreciated that Luanda could not possibly interpret the

amendment's repeal as anything less than an outright provocation — indeed almost a

declaration of war — and now that the principal mediator in the dispute was on the

verge of providing military aid to the MPLA's nemesis, the Angolans quite

understandably felt that the negotiation process had lost all legitimacy — and that it

18° In a further irony, much of the $200 million Angola is alleged to have paid for the Cuban civilian
internationalist mission between 1976 and 1984 probably came from royalties paid by Gulf Oil to the
Angolan government, making Gulf Oil (and by extension the American economy) one of Operation
Carlota's principal sponsors.
181 Crocker (op. cit., p.231) notes that following the Cabinda and Gaborone raids American relations
with South Africa "had sunk to their lowest level in the modern era. Pundits pronounced constructive
engagement dead. On the left and right, American ideologues rubbed their hands in delight".
182 Crocker (in 'Peacemaking in Southern Africa') also notes that American military support for
UNITA would "bolster its morale and its independence from South Africa and... signal Luanda that the
US administration was tiring of its dilatory tactics. The move was also a means of informing Moscow
and Havana that the United States had the means to raise the price of its escalating arms relationship to
Angola".
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was time to withdraw. 183 Three days later, on 13 July 1985, the Angolan government

announced it was suspend ing its participation in the negotiations, ironically citing the

repeal of the Clark Amendment as proof of complicity between the American and

South African governments to overthrow the Luanda regime, when in reality relations

between Washington and Pretoria were at their lowest ebb in years. 184 With both

warring parties now set on military confrontation to settle the dispute — and Crocker's

own 'linkage' strategy under departmental review in Washington — the peace process

which had promised so much at Lusaka was now effectively dead in the water, and it

would take three more years of violent and bloody confrontations on the ground in

Angola before both parties could be coaxed into serious negotiations again.

Scarcely a fortnight after Luanda withdrew from the 'linkage' negotiations, the

FAPLA kicked off the military confrontation with the launch of `Operacdo Congresso

II' ('Operation Second Congress'), a massive Soviet-style offensive aimed at

capturing UNITA's strongholds in Moxico and Cuando Cubango, and delivering the

definitive blow to the guerrilla organisation in time for the MPLA's Second Party

Congress in December. Employing over 20,000 troops and sophisticated Soviet

military technology, the offensive would plunge LTNITA into its deepest crisis for

almost a decade, straining Savimbi's forces to their very limit and leading to desperate

calls for external assistance. American aid (which was no longer restrained by the

Clark Amendment) could not be expected until the end of the fiscal year at the very

earliest (October 1985), 185 however, and in the meantime Savimbi had little choice but

to turn to his long-term regional ally — South Africa — to prevent UNITA's complete

collapse. Having been forced to declare a partial State of Emergency a little over a

week after the collapse of the peace process (21 July), Pretoria now found itself

fighting for its own survival against growing internal unrest and international

183 The MPLA's views on the repeal of the Clark Amendment were confirmed when in October— in an
address to the UN General Assembly — President Reagan denounced the Cuban intervention in Angola
and Ethiopia, promising American support for all "struggling democratic resistance forces" (which
clearly included UNITA).
184 The day after the Clark Amendment was repealed the US Senate voted 80-12 to impose economic
sanctions on South Africa, shattering Washington's alliance with Pretoria and further straining relations
between the two governments.
185 It is likely that American military aid to UNITA started some time between October 1985 and
February 1986, the details probably being ironed out during Savimbi's visit to Washington DC in
December 1985.
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sanctions, and it could not afford to let its Angolan ally be crushed by a resurgent

FAPLA, making a fresh SADF intervention in Angola almost inevitable. Both sides

were thus set on a direct collision course, drawing the battle lines for the largest

military confrontation in southern African history.
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Chapter 9

The big offensives

1985-1987

With the collapse of the American-brokered negotiations and the launch of 'Operation

Congresso II' in July 1985, the Angolan War entered its final and most violent phase

with Soviet military influence at its very peak. Bolstered by over $4 billion worth of

Soviet arms and military equipment accumulated over the previous decade, 1 the

FAPLA embarked on what was intended to be the 'final offensive' against UNITA's

remote bases in Moxico and Cuando Cubango, determined to deliver the definitive

blow to the guerrilla movement which by 1985 posed a serious threat to the MPLA's

grip on power. But — as so often occurred in the Angolan War — outright military

victory would continue to elude the FAPLA, spawning a succession of further 'final

offensives' in 1986 and 1987 which again failed to deliver the crushing victory so

confidently predicted by the Soviet commanders. As casualties started to mount not

only for the FAPLA but also for its Cuban, SWAPO and MK allies, relations within

the Joint High Command would become severely strained, sparking fierce

disagreements over the proposed military strategy which further fuelled the discontent

which had been brewing in the Cuban armed forces in Angola for over a decade.

Matters would eventually come to a head in late 1987 when the SADF — in an attempt

to prevent UNITA's collapse in the face of the FAPLA-Cuban onslaught — embarked

on what would be its largest (and final) intervention in Angola, providing Castro with

the opportunity he needed to seize back control of the Angolan operation, and bring

the war to a dramatic (if short-lived) conclusion.

Throughout this period Crocker's team stubbornly refused to abandon the 'linkage'

negotiations, and constant attempts were made to advance the peace process during

periodic lulls in the fighting. But with the Soviet commanders in Angola convinced

Olga Nazario ('La operaciOn de Cuba en Angola', Revista Occidental, 1989, p.69) notes that between
1976 and 1986 the FAPLA acquired $4 billion worth of Soviet armaments, whereas Crocker (op. cit.,
p.52) puts the figure slightly higher at $4.5 billion. By 1985 the Angolan government was spending
around two thirds of its annual budget on the FAPLA, the majority of the money coming from Cabinda
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that a military victory was now within their grasp — and with Pretoria fighting for its

very survival in the worst internal disturbances in apartheid's history — neither side

was in the mood for political compromise. What few breakthroughs were achieved

during this period were therefore on the whole illusory, and it would take a full three

years of heavy fighting — and the costly stalemate which developed at Cuito

Cuanavale and in southwest Angola — to bring both sides to their senses, and initiate

the final rounds of negotiations which started in May 1988 (see Chapters 10-11).

Background to Operation Congresso II

Following the heavy clashes around Cuvelai during Operation Askari (January 1984),

the Soviet commanders in Angola had launched a large conventional offensive against

UNITA's core areas of strength in Moxico, with the aim of diverting UNITA's

resources away from operations elsewhere in Angola and pushing the guerrillas back

to the remote periphery of Angola. The offensive was a disappointment, however, the

15,000-man force failing to capture either of its two objectives — Cazombo and

Lumbala-N'Guimbo — and within a few months it was forced to withdraw to Luena,

leaving UNITA's principal strongholds intact. Although the FAPLA did succeed in

diverting sixteen UNITA battalions from operations elsewhere in Angola and briefly

halted UNITA's expansion westwards, the guerrilla movement's centre of operations

was unaffected, and in early 1985 the Soviet planners therefore drew up plans for a far

more ambitious two-pronged offensive against UNITA's forward bases at Cazombo

(Moxico) and Mavinga (Cuando Cubango). Conceived on a scale which dwarfed all

previous operations against UNITA to date, the Soviet-inspired offensive was

intended to force UNITA out of Moxico and back into the remote southeast of

Angola, leading to a final push on its HQ at Jamba once Mavinga had fallen into

FAPLA-Cuban hands. Convinced that nearly a decade of Soviet-Cuban training and

investment in the FAPLA had created a competent military force capable of carrying

out such an operation, the Soviets confidently predicted that Cazombo and Mavinga

oil (William A DePalo Jr, 'Cuban Internationalism: the Angola Experience, 1975-1988', Parameters,
Autumn 1993, p.64).
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would be in FAPLA hands by the time Dos Santos opened the Second Party Congress

in December (hence the offensive's code-name).2

The ambitious Soviet plan met with instant objections from the FAPLA and Cuban

commanders in Angola, however, and led to bitter wrangling over the proposed

military strategy against UNITA. 3 The FAPLA commanders strongly opposed

splitting their forces between two fronts, arguing that a single assault on Mavinga

would be sufficient to defeat UNITA, although it is also probable that many of them

secretly feared that the FAPLA was incapable of carrying out an offensive of such

size and complexity. More ominously, the Cubans raised the question of whether

South Africa might launch an intervention to prevent UNITA's collapse, warning that

the FAPLA offensive could degenerate into a disorderly rout unless proper

precautions were taken to prevent such a move by Pretoria.4 The Soviets overruled

these objections, however, insisting that only a full-scale conventional operation

would bring about UNITA's defeat, and they were clearly confident that the vast

amount of military hardware the FAPLA would employ during the offensive would be

sufficient to overcome any resistance UNITA could muster. The very conventional

nature of the offensive was to be its undoing, however, for although many of the

Soviet commanders were highly experienced in planning military operations for the

2 My account of the Congresso II offensive is taken from Steenkamp (op. cit., p.133-136), Heitman (op.
cit., pp.13-15), Rey (op. cit., pp.133-134), Hooper (op. cit., pp.45-46), Kahn (op. cit., p.75), Jaster (op.
cit., p.15), James (op. cit., pp.164-165), Crocker (op. cit., p.293-294), Hamill (op. cit., pp.17-19),
Campbell (op. cit., pp.19-20) & authors interviews with Angolan veterans of the offensive (Menongue
& Cuito Cuanavale, March 1998).
3 The Cuban Chief of MMCA at the time was Div.-Gen. Rogelio Acevedo Gonzalez, previously
MMCA's Chief of Staff during Operation Carlota (Baez, op. cit., p319).
4 Speaking three years later to a crowd in Havana's Plaza de la RevoluciOn, Fidel Castro claimed that
he and his Cuban commanders "had our own views about those operations, and one of our viewpoints
was that these types of offensives could not be undertaken without making allowances for South
African intervention. We had very clear, very precise, and very categorical views on the issue". Castro
went on: "Our view was that if the aim was to undertake offensives along these lines inside Angola —
which is an undeniable right of the Angolan government — the appropriate conditions had to be brought
about to prevent South Africa from intervening... We told those who advised such operations that they
could not be carried out as long as the conditions were not brought about for preventing South African
intervention" (speech printed in Deutchmann, op. cit., p.107). While Castro's insistence that Cuba
opposed the Soviet plan in 1985 (and later in 1987) could be interpreted as an attempt to distance
himself from the embarrassing debacle which followed, it does seem plausible that the Cubans would
have raised the issue of a possible SADF intervention with the Soviets, after Havana had been forced to
postpone numerous withdrawal plans as a direct result of South African invasions of Angola. Castro's
version of events is repeated in various other sources (e.g. Luis, op. cit., p.4 & Jaster, op. cit., p.15),
including Rafael del Pino (op. cit., p.25) who — despite being one of Castro's most bitter opponents —
put the FAPLA offensives' failure down to 'poor guidance by the Soviet advisers'.
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Red Army, none of them appear to have appreciated the enormous logistical

difficulties the FAPLA would face when advancing through southeast Angola's

difficult terrain, or just how effective UNITA would be at cutting off the FAPLA's

logistical tail. 5 But as senior partner in the Soviet-Cuban-FAPLA partnership, the

Soviets were in a position to override their allies' reservations, and they went ahead

with the two-pronged offensive, assembling the largest military force yet seen in the

Angolan War.

The combined FAPLA force would end up totalling as many as twenty full infantry

brigades (at least 20,000 men)6 — with one semi-conventional SWAPO brigade and

five battalions of MK guerrillas in support — and would be supported by upgraded

MiG-23s, Su-22 fighter-bombers, Mi-24/25 helicopter gun-ships (which would see

their first properly-coordinated use in combat in Angola) and T-62 tanlcs. 7 Soviet

personnel would be involved in the fighting on the ground for the first time — an

average of a dozen Soviet officers accompanying each FAPLA battalion during the

offensive — and direct logistical support would be offered from the three main Soviet

bases in Angola at Lobito, Luanda (naval base) and Lubango. Despite consistent

denials from the Cuban government, it is also likely that Cuban officers accompanied

the FAPLA brigades throughout the offensive, helping to operate the sophisticated

artillery and air defence systems while Cuban aircraft flew regular reconnaissance

missions and provided air support for the FAPLA ground force. 8 The Soviet plan

envisioned both forces setting off from their bases simultaneously, the smaller force

5 In 1985, shortly before the offensive was launched, Dr David Albright (Professor of National Security
Affairs at the US Air Force Air War College) described the FAPLA as "very Soviet-orientated, very
conventional, with a large logistic tail" and added that "the Soviets have had very little experience in
this kind of warfare. Part of the Angolan confidence in this respect probably reflects part of the myopia
of the Soviets. The Soviets have apparently been telling the Angolans that they are doing better, and
the Angolans are believing this" (quoted in Steenkamp, op. cit., p.129).
6 Figures for the number of FAPLA brigades deployed during Operation Congress II vary wildly, from
as few as nine (Mallin, op. cit., p.8) to as many as twenty (Heitman, op. cit., p.13), but all sources agree
that the FAPLA force was the largest yet assembled, and posed a serious threat to UNITA.
7 Between late 1983 and mid-1985, the FAPLA was reported to have received a total of 30 MiG-23s,
10 Su-22s, 50 MiG-21s, 35 Mi-25s, 68 Mi-8 & Mi-17 helicopter transports/gun-ships from the Soviet
Union (Kahn, op. cit., p.90 & Hooper, op. cit., p.45). By the time Operation Congresso II was
launched the FAPLA had a total of 30 T-62s, 250 T-54/55s, 160 T-34/85s & 50 PT-76 amphibious
tanks, although not all of these were used in the 1985 offensive.
s Proof of the involvement of Cuban aircraft in the offensive was offered by Rafael del Pino (op. cit.,
p.18) whose son was one of the pilots of a Cuban An-26 which was forced to land in Zaire on I
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moving eastwards along the Benguela railway line from Luena towards Cazombo,

while the larger force headed south towards Mavinga from the FAPLA's

southernmost outpost in Cuando Cubango, Cuito Cuanavale. Confidence was high in

the Soviet High Command, and it has been suggested that they expected the

offensive's first objective — Cazombo — to be in FAPLA hands by the time the NAM

Ministerial Conference opened in Luanda in September.9

Operation Congresso II, July-October 1985

In late July 1985 the two main FAPLA forces began moving out of their bases at

Luena and Cuito Cuanavale, and within days UNITA's operations in Angola had been

thrown into chaos. For although UNITA had as many as 30,000 men under arms in

Angola at the time, the vast majority of them were lightly-armed guerrillas trained

only in unconventional warfare, and it quickly became clear that UNITA had

insufficient conventional forces — in particular armour and artillery — to defend both

Cazombo and Mavinga from the FAPLA assault. UNITA guerrillas did their best to

slow down the advancing columns with ambushes, mine-laying and night raids, but by

early September the situation had become critical as the FAPLA reached both towns'

outer defences. 1 ° Facing the almost impossible task of fighting on two fronts over

300 miles apart, UNITA turned to its South African allies for assistance, and in mid-

September the SADF agreed to provide limited support, sending various artillery

advisers and medical personnel to the Cazombo front, and providing SAAF air

transports to fly up hundreds of UNITA guerrillas from Mavinga to bolster

Cazombo's defences." The situation on both fronts nevertheless continued to

deteriorate, and — accepting that his forces could no longer defend both outposts — on

19 September Savimbi ordered Cazombo to be abandoned and the troops withdrawn

December 1985 while flying a support mission for the FAPLA around Cazombo. See 'The defection
of Brig.-Gen. Rafael del Pino' below for full examination of this incident.
9 Steenkamp, op. cit., p.133. UNITA had made bold threats to disrupt the NAM conference, but by the
time it opened in Luanda the guerrilla movement was fighting for its very survival in southeast Angola,
and the conference went ahead without incident.
10 Mavinga's outer defences (c.20 miles north of the town) fell to the FAPLA on 7 September 1985.
11 The operation was codenamed 'Magneto'. SAAF transports also flew military supplies from their
base at Grootfontein (Namibia) to Mavinga throughout the offensive, aircraft often landing during
artillery and aerial bombardments. The only officially-acknowledged South African fatality during
Operation Congresso II occurred on the Cazombo front (see below).
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for a last-ditch defence of Mavinga, allowing the FAPLA to occupy Cazombo the

same day. 12 Now facing potential military annihilation, Savimbi urged the South

Africans to increase their assistance, and in late September the SADF launched the

bizarrely-named Operation Wallpaper, providing UNITA with the crucial support it

needed to prevent Mavinga falling to the FAPLA onslaught.13

By now the situation in southeast Angola had become critical, with FAPLA forces

(which had crossed the last remaining obstacle in their path, the Lomba river) now

less than 20 miles from Mavinga, and FAPLA-Cuban MiG's regularly pounding the

tiny runway on which UNITA depended for supplies and reinforcements. 14 If

Mavinga were allowed to fall, UNITA might have to abandon its HQ at Jamba

(Savimbi hinted as much in a press conference on 21 September), threatening the

security of Namibia's Caprivi Strip and inevitably leading to a revitalised SWAPO

campaign in the region. The top priority was therefore to get UNITA's forces to

Mavinga as quickly as possible — a formidable task given its remote location over 200

miles north of Jamba and UNITA's lack of transport aircraft — and SAAF air

transports were immediately provided to fly thousands of UNITA guerrillas from

Cazombo back down to the Mavinga front. UMTA also lacked sufficient firepower

to respond to the FAPLA's BM-21s and heavy guns, and to counter this threat the

SADF dispatched a troop of MRLs (multiple rocket-launchers) to Mavinga, providing

air cover from SAAF Mirage and Impala fighter-bombers. 15 The SADF MRLs took

up position south of the Lomba river on 27 September, and over the following week

the combined effect of UNITA ground attacks, SADF artillery and half a dozen SAAF

air strikes broke the back of the offensive, inflicting punishing casualties on the

FAPLA whose limited AA defences were no match for the South African aircraft. In

an effort to rescue 'Congress° II' from disaster, ten senior Soviet officers were sent to

12 The capture of Cazombo was a short-lived success for the FAPLA, however, as UNITA soon
reopened its supply lines from Zaire using alternative routes.
13 On 21 September 1985 the South African Minister of Defence, Magnus Malan, made the unusual
move of publicly admitting South African support for UNITA, declaring that "[n]ow it is on record that
South Africa supports UNITA, we will do so again if it is necessary and if it is in our interests" (quoted
in Hamill, op. cit., p.32).
14 SAAF aircraft (flying from Grootfontein) flew supplies into Mavinga every night throughout the
FAPLA offensive, often landing during FAPLA artillery and aerial bombardments.
15 The SADF's 32 'Buffalo' Battalion was also deployed to support UNITA during the defence of
Mavinga, but does not appear to have taken part in any fighting (Heitman, op. cit., p.15).
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Cuito Cuanavale to begin planning a resumption in the offensive, but when their

aircraft was shot down by an SAAF Mirage as it came in to land (killing all on board),

the FAPLA High Command decided to cut its losses, and in early October it began

withdrawing its forces from Mavinga, fearing they might get stranded hundreds of

miles from their nearest base if the offensive were allowed to drag on into the rainy

season (November).

Although sporadic clashes would continue to occur between UNITA and the

retreating FAPLA forces up until the end of the year, 16 Operation Congyesso II

effectively ended at the Lomba river, and although both sides publicly declared

victory, in reality the carnage of the confrontation had proved a sobering experience

for them both, demonstrating just how costly and horrific the Angolan War had

become by 1985. The FAPLA had sustained nearly 2,500 casualties during the

offensive, losing more than a dozen aircraft, thirty-two armoured vehicles (including

six tanks) and over one hundred trucks, many of those who died succumbing to thirst

and starvation in the gruelling retreat back to Cuito Cuanavale. 17 The FAPLA losses

included considerable casualties among its allies, the Soviets losing ten men killed

and nine wounded while the Cubans — who have still not officially admitted their

personnel even took part in the offensive — allegedly suffered 56 fatalities with 60

wounded, their heaviest casualties since the `Cassinga raid' seven years before.18

UNITA for its part had lost over 500 killed and 1,500 wounded — severely weakening

the guerrilla movement's military strength — and had only just managed to hold onto

16 In early December UNITA claim to have attacked a FAPLA-Cuban convoy of 230 vehicles en route
to Cuito Cuanavale, shooting down two Mi-24s which came to its aid. The last major clash of the
offensive occurred on 13/14 December 1985, UNITA claiming to have killed 127 FAPLA and 12
Cuban soldiers in various ambushes between Mavinga and Cuito Cuanavale (Heitman, op. cit., p.15).
17 Heitman (op. cit., p.15) puts the total number of FAPLA losses at 1,043 killed, c.1,300 wounded,
with 8 MiG fighters, 6 Mi-24/25s (plus several other helicopters), two transport aircraft, 6 tanks, 26
other armoured vehicles & 100 trucks destroyed or captured. Of the above losses, the SADF rocket
team was responsible for killing 249 FAPLA soldiers, wounding 245, and destroying 24 URAL trucks.
Venter (op. cit., p.122) claims that eight Mi-25s were shot down by three SAAF Impalas in a single
encounter over the Lomba river. FAPLA accounts of the 1985 offensive appear to concur with these
figures, one senior FAPLA commander (Major Mateus TimOteo in interview with author, Cuito
Cuanavale, 29 March 1998) admitting that FAPLA losses were heavy and that "the bulk of the force
never returned" ("uma boa parte ficou id"). A vast amount of military equipment was left behind too,
but much of this was destroyed by FAPLA-Cuban aviation before it fell into UNITA hands.
18 Figure from Heitman (op. cit., p.15). Kahn (op. cit., p.75) notes only that there were 'many Cuban
casualties' during the operation to capture Cazombo, while Cuban accounts make no mention of any
Cuban casualties during the offensive.
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Soviet preparations for the 1986 offensive

In December 1985 General Konstantin Shaganovitch flew in to Luanda to take

command of the upcoming FAPLA offensive, heading a team of the most senior

Soviet officers ever posted beyond the periphery of the Soviet Union, many of them

experienced veterans of the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan.21 Over the following

months the Soviet takeover of the military operation in Angola would be completed

with the arrival of over one thousand Soviet instructors who took charge of the

training of the FAPLA and were placed in overall command of the operation on the

ground, determined to make amends for the shortcomings of the previous offensive.

' During the first six months of 1986 over $1 billion worth of Soviet military equipment

was supplied to the FAPLA to replace that lost the previous year, and as a result of a

visit by Dos Santos to Moscow in May 1986 this included more advanced high-

altitude AA missiles, and even aircraft which were part of the Soviet Union's official

strategic European reserve. 22 Once again, however, serious disagreement broke out in

the Joint High Command over the proposed offensive strategy, the FAPLA

commanders opposing Soviet plans to concentrate all their forces for a move against

Mavinga, favouring instead an all-out effort to destroy UNITA's presence in central

and northern Angola before attacking it in the southeast?3 The Cuban commanders

appear to have backed the Soviet strategy at the time, however, agreeing to provide

the FAPLA with the same sort of technical and air support that they had given during

missiles and TOW anti-tank missiles, putting them to increasingly effective use against the FAPLA
over the following two years (Steenkamp, op. cit., p.143).
21 General Shaganovitch (also spelt Chalutovitch) headed the team and was assisted by General Mikhail
(or Yuri) Petrov, a specialist in counterinsurgency operations (Kahn, op. cit., p.76 & Heitman, op. cit.,
p.15). Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.190) names the Soviet commanding officer as General Konstantin
Kurochkin, but it is unclear if this was another of Shaganovitch's names or actually a different member
of the same team.
22 Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.190, Steenkamp, op. cit., pp.142-143 & James, op. cit., p.214. By late
January there were over a dozen flights per day ferrying military supplies from Luanda and Lobito to
the FAPLA's forward bases in Luena, Menongue and Cuito Cuanavale.
23 The Soviets countered by insisting that by attacking LTN1TA's core base of support the guerrilla
movement's ability to mount operations in other parts of Angola would be seriously undercut, and the
FAPLA commanders' reservations were overruled (Heitman, op. cit., p.17 & Steenkamp, op. cit.,
p.143).
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the 1985 offensive, and preparations immediately went ahead for an even more

ambitious offensive to be launched later in the year.24

The growing dispute between Castro & Gorbachev

Castro's close alliance with the Soviet military in Angola masked a deeper dispute

brewing between the Cuban leader and the new Soviet General Secretary Mikhail

Gorbachev, however, which came to a head at the 27 th CPSU Party Congress held in

Moscow in late February 1986. Since becoming Soviet leader in March 1985,

Gorbachev had struggled to push ahead with radical reforms to the Soviet economic

and political system — his so-called 'New Thinking' — proposing a major restructuring

of the Soviet economy ('perestroika'), increased democracy and political openness

('glasnost').25 While the Cuban leadership was prepared to acknowledge the gross

inefficiency of the Communist economic system (and would launch its own reaction

to 'perestroika' — the 'Rectification of Errors & Negative Tendencies' campaign —

following Castro's return to Cuba),26 Castro was fiercely opposed to any calls for

political reform as these would inevitably undermine his grip on power and (he

feared) might lead to the collapse of the Communist system itself. By the time of the

27 th CPSU Party Congress Gorbachev's reforms had also begun to arouse strong

opposition within the Soviet reformist camp itself— in particular from the two men

whose support had been crucial in his bid for power the previous year, Igor Ligachev

and Andrei Gromyko22 — and during the Congress there were serious (and public)

24 Three years later Fidel Castro publicly insisted that his commanders had opposed Soviet plans for an
offensive and that as a result of this there were "no such offensives in 1986" (quoted in Deutchmann,
op. cit., p.107), a claim later repeated by other authors (e.g. Crocker, op. cit., p.339 & Jaster, op. cit.,
p.17). However, Castro's assertion is contradicted by dozens of other sources which demonstrate quite
clearly that not only did the FAPLA attempt to launch an offensive in 1986, but that the Cubans gave
them considerable assistance. Castro's denial of any Cuban involvement was therefore probably an
attempt to distance Cuban forces from the military disasters which followed. See below for details of
1986 offensive.
25 Gorbachev had first proposed these reforms in a passionate speech to the CPSU back in December
1984.
26 Dos Santos later launched his own version of 'perestroika' — the `Saneamento EconOmico e
Financeiro' (SEF, or 'Economic & Financial Clean-up') — in August 1987.
27 For their support of Gorbachev's candidacy Ligachev & Gromyko subsequently became Second
Secretary of the Politburo & Soviet President respectively.
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disagreements between the delegates over the pace and scope of reform.28 Castro

used the opportunity of speaking at the Congress to declare that Cuban troops would

remain in Angola for thirty more years if necessary, implicitly linking their

withdrawal to the end of apartheid, but this belligerent statement contrasted sharply

with Gorbachev's more conciliatory approach to the Western powers, calling for a

collective effort with the West to end conflicts across the globe.29

When the two leaders did finally meet for formal discussions on 2 March 1986, the

divisions between them on the future of political reform and the Angolan War were

blatantly obvious, even if officially the talks were declared to have been cordial and

productive. For Castro, it was essential that massive Soviet military support for the

Cuban operation in Angola continued until there was either a clear-cut FAPLA

victory on the battlefield (a remote possibility) or an honourable negotiated

withdrawal, but this clashed with Gorbachev's desire to rein in the Soviet military's

expansionist policies as quickly as possible in order to use the massive resources

being poured into the Angolan War (totalling over $4 billion by 1986) to improve the

dismal economic situation of the average Soviet citizen.3° Although Gorbachev was

prepared to declare publicly his continuing support for the MPLA during Dos

Santos's visit to Moscow two months later, he and his supporters now openly

favoured a rapid negotiated settlement to the dispute, and Castro knew that his future

survival as Cuban leader was unlikely to be an overriding objective of the new

Gorbachev approach. It is thus no coincidence that only four days after the Cuban

and Soviet leaders' first meeting, Castro held talks with two of Gorbachev's most

outspoken opponents at the Party Congress — Nikolai Rizkhov and Igor Ligachev —

signalling his opposition to 'New Thinking' and the reforms Gorbachev was

proposing. The battle-lines were being drawn for the increasingly acrimonious

struggle which was to develop between Castro and Gorbachev over the next three

28 In particular Boris Yeltsin's speech to the Congress — denouncing the special shops which existed for
the Party elite — shocked delegates, and drew an angry response from Ligachev and Crromyko who
quickly came to the defence of the Party elite's interests. The speech eventually led to Yeltsin's
political demise in 1987, but few could have predicted his dramatic comeback in the People's Congress
elections in March 1989, or the successful bid for power he would make following the August 1991
coup attempt (see Chapter 12).
29 Crocker, op. cit., p.335 & Jaster, op. cit., p.28.
30 Figure is for 1976-1986 (Nazario, op. cit., p.69).
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March 1986 to withdraw from Angola within six months — were sunk by assertive

action from the Angolans, the Front-Line States and Castro himself.33

The 1986 offensive, May-August 1986

Throughout the first half of 1986 preparations had been underway for a second full-

scale offensive against UNITA in Moxico and Cuando Cubango, and by May over

20,000 FAPLA troops had been concentrated at Luena and Cuito Cuanavale —

supported once more by 7,000 SWAPO and 900 MK guerrillas — in readiness for what

the Soviets hoped would be the final push against UNITA. 34 This time however,

UNITA was ready for the FAPLA and — determined to avoid a repeat of the near

military disaster of the previous year — Savimbi's commanders had kept in close

contact with the SADF, preparing operations to hinder the build-up of FAPLA forces,

to disrupt the operation's enormous logistical tail and ultimately to defeat the

offensive before it even got off the ground. 35 By mid-1986 UNITA had started to

receive its first American military aid which, though tiny when compared to the

billions of dollars worth of Soviet aid the FAPLA was receiving every year, included

UNITA's first surface-to-air Stinger missiles and TOW anti-tank missiles, greatly

boosting the guerrillas' defensive capability and undermining the FAPLA-Cubans'

hitherto total air superiority. 36 In late May the FAPLA offensive began, two large

33 Pretoria dramatically upped the stakes in the negotiations on 4 March by offering to withdraw all
South African forces from Angola by 1 August 1986 if an agreement on Cuban withdrawal had been
reached by that time. This was almost immediately rejected by the Angolan president, however, who
wrote an open letter to the UN two weeks later, rejecting the American proposals and demanding the
immediate implementation of Resolution 435. One month later this action was reinforced by a Front-
Line States communiqué supporting Dos Santos's rejection of the American strategy, and calling on the
UN to take over the negotiating process. The issuing of the communiqué may have been the result of a
secret message from Castro handed by Jorge Risquet to Dos Santos on 3 April (five days before the
Front-Line States met), although its exact contents can only be guessed at. Six weeks later, Pretoria
managed to sink the only other peace initiative in the region headed by the Commonwealth 'Eminent
Persons Group' (EPG) when on 19 May the SADF attacked alleged ANC targets in Zambia, Zimbabwe
and Swaziland, leading to the collapse of EPG mission on 12 June with a call for economic sanctions
against South Africa.
34 My account of the 1986 offensive is taken from Heitman, op. cit., pp.15-18, Steenkamp, op. cit.,
pp.142-144 & author's interview with FAPLA Major Mateus TimOteo (Cuito Cuanavale, 29 March
1998).
35 In May 1986 Savimbi visited Cape Town and extracted a firm commitment from the South African
government to continue supporting UNITA, leading directly to the SADF operation against Cuito
Cuanavale in August (Steenkamp, op. cit., p.143).
36 Following a week-long visit to the USA in early February 1986, Savimbi had arranged for the
delivery of the first $15 million worth of military aid to UNITA, a figure which remained more or less
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armoured columns moving out from Luena towards Munhango (on the Benguela

railway line) and Lumbala-N'Guimbo, while a third at Cuito Cuanavale was forced to

wait for supplies — in particular petrol — before it could start moving on Mavinga. 37 In

early June the offensive had its first success with the capture of Cangumbe after three

days of fighting, but this was almost immediately overshadowed by a surprise raid on

Namibe harbour which threw the operation's logistics into chaos.38

Namibe was a natural target for UNITA and the SADF as it was not only the principal

port in southern Angola supplying the Cuban-manned ATS Defence Line, but it was

also the main logistical depot for the offensive against Mavinga, `caravanas' ferrying

supplies along the disused railway line to Menongue and then southeast to Cuito

Cuanavale. Although Pretoria subsequently denied all involvement in the raid which

took place on the night of 5/6 June 1986, it is highly likely that it was carried out by

South African Navy Special Forces who infiltrated the harbour in rapid strike crafts

and fired Skerpioen missiles at the main oil depot, destroying two storage tanks

(which were full of fuel) and damaging one other. South African frogmen were also

allegedly responsible for planting mines on three foreign ships in the harbour, the

explosions sinking the Cuban freighter Habano and severely damaging the Russian

Kapitan Visblokov & Kapitan Chirkov. 39 The loss of so much fuel (which was

destined for the advance on Mavinga), coupled with concerted UMTA attacks on the

dozens of `caravanas' plying the route from Namibe to Cuito Cuanavale, 4° delayed

the move-out from Cuito Cuanavale until the end of the month, by which time the

other two FAPLA columns in Moxico had become bogged down in their advance on

constant for the remainder of the war (Pierre Beaudet, Daniel dos Santos & Brian Wood, 'Angola and
Southern Africa: Uncertain Futures', Centre for Southern African Studies, University of the Western
Cape, Cape Town, RSA, February 1991, p.7, Kahn, op. cit., p.155 & Falk, op. cit., p.1091). Steenkamp
(op. cit., p.139) puts the figure higher at $30 million.
37 According to Heitman (op. cit., p.17) the twin force which left Luena was made up of eleven FAPLA
infantry brigades, while the Cuito Cuanavale force totalled eight infantry brigades. One UNITA
commander involved in the fighting (`Matamata' in interview) claimed that five Cuban infantry
brigades were also involved in the offensive, but this has not been corroborated by any other source.
38 My account of the raid on Namibe is taken from Heitman, op. cit., p.18 & Steenkamp, op. cit., p.143.
39 The Habano was carrying 6,000 tons of food at the time, and several of the Cuban crew were
wounded in the explosion. Three days later, on 9 June 1986, the entire crew were awarded the Medalla
del Obrero Internacionalista (Internationalist Worker Medal') in recognition of their bravery.
4° One such `caravana' — comprising nearly 40 petrol tankers — was ambushed by UNITA on the road
between Longa and Cuito Cuanavale just east of Masseca, and the wrecks of 36 petrol tankers are still
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Lumbala-N'Guimbo and Munhango.41 Eager to rescue the 1986 offensive from its

predecessor's fate, in late July the Soviet and FAPLA commanders began moving

their forces across the Cuito river in preparation for the advance on Mavinga, 42 but

they were almost immediately stopped in their tracks by a surprise raid on Cuito

Cuanavale on 9 August which destroyed the only bridge over the river, effectively

bringing the offensive to a complete standsti11.43

The raid, carried out by up to 4,000 UNITA guerrillas (with c.200 SADF troops in

support operating the long-range artillery), was aimed at causing maximum disruption

to the FAPLA offensive, and over two nights of fierce bombardment severe damage

was inflicted on Cuito Cuanavale's main radar and AA installations, temporarily

closing the runway and destroying several large ammunition dumps which had been

stockpiled in preparation for the assault on Mavinga. 44 During the night of 9/10

August a four-man SADF team also laid explosive charges on the only bridge across

the river, partially destroying it and threatening to cut off the considerable FAPLA

forces now gathered on the river's eastern bank. 45 Frantic efforts were made to

clearly visible to this day. Exactly when the ambush occurred is not entirely clear, but it is likely that it
took place either during the 1986 or the 1987 offensives.
41 The FAPLA column heading for Lumbala-N'Guimbo got stuck at Lucusse (55 miles south of Luena)
while the Munhango column made little progress after capturing Cangumbe in June.
42 According to TimOteo (in interview), the FAPLA started moving tanks and AA defence units across
the Cuito river on 6 July 1986, the main infantry units crossing in late July. Having then restocked
with petrol and supplies, the advance was due to restart on 15 August (Heitman, op. cit., p.18).
43 My account of the raid on Cuito Cuanavale on 9/10 August 1986— described by Lieut.-Gen. Antonio
Franca `Ndalu' (then FAPLA Chief of Staff) as "the most serious moment in the whole offensive" — is
taken from Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.190, Heitman, op. cit., p.18, Steenkamp, op. cit., pp.144-145 &
article entitled 'Angola in Struggle — a 32-page survey' in Africasia, Paris, February 1987, pp.46-47.
44 The FAPLA for its part claims to have killed at least 40 UNITA guerrillas and taken five prisoners
during the fighting, capturing six radio sets, seven 60mm mortars, 21 106mm cannon shells, 41 81mm
mortar shells and several South African manufactured vehicles, including one SAMIL and one AML-
90 armoured car. South African sources make no reference to any losses — either human or material —
sustained during the operation. Only two FAPLA fatalities were admitted for the raid (with 35
wounded), but FAPLA losses were probably considerably higher, as is suggested by the civilian
casualty rate of 23 killed and 13 wounded (Africasia, p.47 & Steenlcamp, op. cit., p.145). The FAPLA
later alleged that 32 Bn took part in the raid, but if they were involved it is more likely they were
carrying out operations south of Cuito Cuanavale in support of the attack (Heitman, op. cit., p.18 &
Steenkamp, op. cit., p.144), while SAAF fighters are thought to have carried out bombing raids during
the offensive. According to Heitman (in interview), there was a rumour in the SADF that UNITA
never actually turned up for the operation which was carried out entirely by 32 Bn, but this requires
substantiation.
45 According to TimOteo (in interview), the SADF team had been dropped off by SADF helicopters two
miles east of the Cuito river which they crossed in a dinghy at night to lay the charges, detonating them
the following morning at 6am. The team then fled downstream in their dinghy which they abandoned
shortly before being picked up by SADF helicopters and flown back to Namibia. The FAPLA found
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reopen the bridge to heavy vehicles, but these were frustrated by another sabotage raid

on the bridge on 14 August — this time by a UNITA team — setting the pattern for the

war around Cuito Cuanavale over the next two years, with continual UNITA and

SADF raids on the bridge being followed by improvised attempts by the FAPLA and

Cuban engineers to repair it, gradually reducing the crossing to a cannibalised

collection of steel girders and timber logs.46 Recognising the precarious position the

FAPLA's military forces around Cuito Cuanavale now faced, the Soviet commanders

begrudgingly decided to call off the offensive, and dozens of MiG's and helicopter

gun-ships were sent to Menongue to cover the troops' withdrawal, while FAPLA and

Cuban sappers laid extensive minefields to the south and east of Cuito Cuanavale to

prevent UNITA launching a counter-attack: 47 The two FAPLA forces in Moxico —

whose advance had also got bogged down — were also withdrawn to Lucusse and

Munhango, and by late August the offensive was effectively over almost before it had

even started.

The failure of the 1986 offensive was a further embarrassment to the Soviet

commanders who had been posted to Angola specifically to oversee the operation and

ensure its overall success, and once more they had been left frustrated by the

experience as their much heralded offensive failed even to get off the ground. Eager

for a further round against their UNITA and South African opponents — and now in

total control of the military operation in Angola — it was inevitable that the Soviet

commanders would sanction a further escalation in military aid to the FAPLA, and

following a short offensive in December by two FAPLA brigades which succeeded in

briefly capturing Lupire (Cuando Cubango)," planning started for what would turn

evidence of SADF involvement in the dinghy itself, discovering South African cigarettes, documents in
Afrikaans and a t-shirt with an Afrikaans slogan. The bridge, which was damaged on many separate
occasions, took on average one week to repair.
46 According to the FAPLA (quoted in 'Angola in Struggle — a 32-page survey', Africasia, op. cit.,
p.47), UNITA failed to destroy the bridge in the raid of 14 August 1986, leaving 30kg of explosives
behind, but nevertheless went on to report the bridge's destruction two days later. Following the
Cuban withdrawal, the bridge was fully repaired but it was destroyed again in 1994 during the civil
war, and little more than a third of its eastern section was still standing when I visited Cuito Cuanavale
in March 1998.
47 According to Heitman (op. cit., p.18), 23 MiG's and 8 Mi-25 helicopter gun-ships were deployed
around Menongue to provide air support against UNITA attacks during the military withdrawal.
48 During the brief offensive the two FAPLA brigades succeeded in cutting through five UNITA
battalions in the area, but shortly after capturing Lupire they were forced to withdraw due to precarious
lines of supply with Cuito Cuanavale (Heitman, op. cit., p.18).
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out to be the deciding confrontation of the Angolan War: Operation `Saludando

Octubre' (see below). Flushed by their success in crippling the FAPLA offensive,

UNITA's commanders appear to have miscalculated their next move, however,

believing that sufficient damage had been inflicted on the FAPLA to prevent it

launching any further offensives until 1988 at the earliest, and following the FAPLA

withdrawal they complacently allowed their contacts with the SADF to lapse,

exposing their forces to considerable danger when the unexpected offensive did

eventually come in July of the following year. For the Cuban commanders in Angola,

the failure of a second consecutive Soviet-led offensive was deeply demoralising, the

inevitable Cuban casualties and wasted opportunity adding fuel to the discontent

which was already brewing in the FAR, and leading several senior officers to

conclude that the war in Angola was a lost cause (see below).

Fidel Castro's speech to the NAM Summit in Harare, 2 September 1986

Determined to dispel the defeatism which was creeping into the Soviet-Cuban camp,

Fidel Castro gave a robust public response to the failed FAPLA offensive in a speech

to the 8th NAM Summit in Harare on 2 September 1986, boldly declaring that Cuban

forces would remain in Angola until the end of apartheid if necessary. Intending to

send a strong message to his various adversaries — Gorbachev, Crocker and PW Botha

principal among them — that Cuba's commitment to the Angolan War was as strong as

ever, Castro's declaration turned out to be a major faux pas, alarming his African

allies who had no desire to see Cuba's military occupation of Angola extended

indefinitely. For no matter how the Cuban leader attempted to disguise the true nature

of his Angolan operation with rhetoric, there was no escaping the fact that by 1986

Cuban troops had been occupying Angola for over a decade, and that the prospect of

this occupation continuing for perhaps another ten years could only presage further

instability in the region, and exacerbate the continuing conflict in Angola.49 Castro's

declaration was his second major gaffe of the year (the first had come in February

when he declared to the 3 rd PCC Party Congress that only now would they begin

constructing socialism in Cuba, leaving many baffled as to what they had been doing
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for the previous twenty-five years), 50 and led to furious back-pedalling by his advisors

who argued (rather unconvincingly) that his comments had been misinterpreted.51

Any doubts as to his determination to see the war through to the bitter end were

dispelled, however, by his subsequent visit to Angola from 7-9 September — only his

second since the Cuban intervention began in 1975 — during which he declared to a

crowd of Cuban internationalists that their mission would continue in Angola for "one

hundred times eleven years" if necessary until South Africa withdrew from

Namibia. 52 The contrast with Castro's previous visit nearly a decade before — during

which he had hinted strongly that it was time to wind up the Cuban operation — was

striking, and revealed just how directly his political future had become linked to the

successful conclusion of the Cuban operation in Angola. As Castro saw it, if an

honourable negotiated settlement could not be reached on the withdrawal of Cuban

forces, then nothing short of an outright military victory on the battlefield would now

suffice if his regime were to maintain public support in the difficult times ahead.

Cuban personnel were therefore authorised to become involved in the 1987 offensive,

providing air support and specialist officers to operate the heavy artillery (in particular

the BM-21 and SAM-8 missile-launchers) and possibly even tanks on the front-

lines. 53 On 13 February 1987 Fidel Castro met at length with the MPLA's Defence

Minister N'Dalu in Havana to discuss the role Cuban forces would play in the

upcoming offensive, and following further annual tripartite talks with Angola and the

Soviet Union in Moscow one month later, Rail Castro made a secret visit to Luanda

49 Crocker (op. cit., p.338) also notes that the "Cuban leader rubbed African participants the wrong way
with rhetoric that portrayed him as the arbiter of Southern African events".
50 Fidel Castro first declared the 'socialist nature of the Cuban Revolution' on 16 April 1961 in
response to the American bombardment of Cuban airfields in preparation for the Bay of Pigs invasion,
and over the following fifteen years he carried out dozens of socialist experiments and modifications in
Cuba, culminating in the PCC's First Party Congress in December 1975 which officially turned Cuba
into a recognisably Communist State. Castro's comment to the 3"d PCC Party Congress in February
1986— "iikhora si vamos a construir socialismo en Cuba!" — thus caused great confusion among the
party faithful as to what exactly the 'Institutionalisation' process had been about, and led to disruptive
debate over the following months during the 'Rectification of Errors' process (author's interview with
former member of the PCC Central Committee and M-26-7, Havana, September 1999).
51 Brig.-Gen. del Pino who defected in May 1987 to the USA was clearly of the view that Castro
intended Cuban troops to remain in Angola until the collapse of apartheid (Del Pino, op. cit., p.12).
52 Quoted in Ratliff, op. cit., p.142.
53 The issue of whether or not Cuban personnel played a major role in 'Operation Saludando Octubre'
is discussed in full below.
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in May to finalise the details of the now-imminent offensive, and oversee massive

arms deliveries to the FAPLA.54

Planning for 'Operation Saludando Octubre', February-May 1987

The new offensive — codenamed 'Operacdo Saludando Octubre' ('Operation Saluting

October', in reference to the 70 th Anniversary of the October Revolution) 55 — was

conceived on an even grander scale than its two predecessors, and was to be the

Soviet commanders' last throw in the Angolan War. Employing at least 10,000

FAPLA troops and an additional $1.5 billion worth of new Soviet military equipment

which had been arriving in Angola throughout the first six months of 1987 — including

150 T-55 and T-62 tanks, sophisticated Mi-35 'Hind' helicopter gun-ships (upgraded

Mi-24s) and powerful M-46 & D-30 guns 56 — Operation `Saludando Octubre' would

the last of its kind: a massive Soviet-style offensive against UNITA's elusive forward

base at Mavinga which was intended to deliver the crushing blow to the guerrilla

movement. 57 Once again, however, the Soviets failed to make contingency plans for a

possible South African intervention in support of UNITA, despite being warned in

May 1987 by Ronnie Kasrils — one of MK's most senior commanders in Angola —

that an SADF invasion from Namibia was known to be imminent. 58 Given the

Soviets' painful experience over the previous two years with the SADF — whose

unexpected interventions in Angola had contributed in no small part to the failure of

the 1985 and 1986 offensives — it does seem incredible that they dismissed the

54 Del Pino, op. cit., p.65.
55 The 1987 FAPLA offensive is also referred to as 'Operagâo Saludamos Octubre' ('We salute
October') by many FAPLA veterans (interviews with author).
56 During the first six months of 1987, up to a dozen Soviet An-24 cargo aircraft landed in Angola
every day with deliveries of Soviet arms and equipment, being transferred immediately to four Soviet
11-76 aircraft which ferried the supplies to the front-lines (Kahn, op. cit., p.76). By mid-1987 the
FAPLA's total tank force had risen to nearly 500, while its air combat fleet could boast 80 fighters and
123 helicopters (Heitman, op. cit., p.22).
57 The original Soviet plan envisaged Mavinga being in FAPLA hands by the end of September,
allowing the FAPLA enough time to sort out its lines of communication before the rainy season started.
Then sometime between July 1988 and January 1989 the final attack on Jamba would be launched
(Heitman, op. cit., p.79).
58 Kasrils had been liaising with a colonel from the FAPLA's Military Intelligence at the Futungo de
Betas presidential palace for two years, and appears to have got his information from ANC
sympathisers within the SADF which had begun planning future joint operations with UNITA in April
(op. cit., pp.268 & 278). The FAPLA colonel thanked Kasrils for the "timely warning", but no further
action appears to have been taken by the FAPLA as a result of this information.
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possibility of a further SADF invasion in 1987, overruling any Cuban or Angolan

objections to their plans. 59 But it appears that they were confident that the colossal

military force concentrating around Cuito Cuanavale would be sufficient to see off

any opposition, and convinced that victory was finally within their grasp the Soviets

ordered the offensive to go ahead, unleashing what would turn into the FAPLA's

greatest military disaster of the Angolan War.

The SADF escalates its support for UNITA as FAPLA build-up starts around

Cuito Cuanavale, April-June 1987 

As early as March 1987 the SADF had warned UNITA that the FAPLA was preparing

for another major offensive in Cuando Cubango, but following their success in halting

the offensive the previous year UNITA's commanders dismissed the South African

warnings, and it was not until the FAPLA launched a diversionary attack from

Lucusse in April that they were goaded into reviving their contacts with the SADF.6°

Following a meeting between the SADF & UNITA High Commands on 1 May,

`Operacdo Chuva' ('Operation Rain') was launched, UNITA opting for the same

tactics it had employed so successfully in 1986 with a series of attacks on the

FAPLA's supply lines and communications in an effort to disrupt the military build-

5 9 According to Heitman (op. cit., p.21), the FAPLA High Command opposed the Soviet plan, warning
of a possible South African intervention. However, an interview given by Ndalu to Africasia in
February 1987 contradicts this view, the FAPLA Chief of Staff declaring that he didn't believe "large-
scale operations in the area [Cunene] are being prepared [by the SADF], for they would lead to very
violent confrontations. Our defensive capability, together with the presence of our Cuban allies, makes
this region a very ambitious target for the South Africans". Crocker (op. cit., p.356) notes that the
Cubans "argued against the 1987 Soviet-Angolan battle plan, and played only a minimal role in it", a
view contradicted by Heitman (op. cit., p.21) who claims the Cubans supported the Soviet plan, fearing
that if UNITA were given another year to build up its forces it would require a massive commitment of
Cuban soldiers (and inevitably casualties) to defeat the guerrilla movement. Following the disaster at
the Lomba river (see below), Fidel Castro sought to distance himself from 'Operation Saludando
Octubre', claiming in December 1988 that Cuban warnings of a South African intervention "were not
heeded sufficiently in 1987 and [that] events unfolded just as we expected". Jorge Risquet went further
the following March declaring that "[a]s a military operation, this may not have been well planned",
implicitly putting the entire blame on the Soviet commanders (both in Deutchmann, op. cit., pp.30 &
107), as does Rey (op. cit., pp.219-220). While both Castro's and Risquet's criticisms of the Soviets
seem plausible, their claims that no Cuban personnel took part in the offensive are contradicted by a
wealth of evidence (see below).
60 Some UNITA veterans still deny any South African involvement in the fighting in Cuando Cubango
in late 1987, a former UNITA commander (`Matamata' in interview) claiming that no SADF tanks,
artillery or air power were used at any stage around the Lomba river, despite dozens of books (many
written by South African veterans themselves) detailing heavy SADF involvement in the fighting from
mid-August onwards.
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up around Cuito Cuanavale. 61 With national elections only weeks away, however,

Pretoria was not prepared to launch another intervention in Angola, and initially the

SADF was allowed to send no more than two small liaison teams to advise UNITA

during Operacäo Chuva (the first of which was deployed east of Mavinga on 14

May).62 Nevertheless, as evidence of the massive FAPLA build-up in Cuando

Cubango continued to mount it became clear that UNITA would need more

significant assistance, and on 15 June Pretoria finally authorised a limited programme

of covert support for UNITA, including anti-tank and rocket teams, and aircraft to

transport guerrillas to the front-lines. 63 At this stage Pretoria envisioned the kind of

short-term intervention the SADF had carried out in 1985 and 1986, intending to keep

it small and (if possible) clandestine, but as in 1975 the fighting in Angola would

escalate beyond everyone's expectations, and once again a small-scale operation by

handful of SADF troops would evolve into a full-scale South African intervention in

Angola — Operation Moduler (see below).

The defection of Brig.-Gen. Rafael del Pino, 28 May 1987

With less than a couple of months to go before the launch of Operation Saludando

Octubre, the Cuban High Command was suddenly plunged into crisis by the surprise

defection of the Deputy Commander of the Cuban Air Force (DAAFAR), Brig.-Gen.

Rafael del Pino, 64 who flew to a US naval base in Florida on 28 May 1987,

denouncing the Castro regime and its continuing involvement in the Angolan War.

Although Del Pino's defection may partly have resulted from his own personal and

61 According to Venter (op. cit., p.123) UNITA's attacks on FAPLA-Cuban `caravanas' were so
successful that less than 30% of the supplies they carried ended up reaching the FAPLA around Cuito
Cuanavale.
62 According to The Guardian (27 January 1988, cited in Campbell, op. cit., p.22), during the first six
months of 1987 there were 75 airspace violations & 33 ground attacks by the South Africans in an
attempt to test out the FAPLA's new radar defences. Although there may be some truth to these
allegations, it is appears that the first actual SADF-FAPLA clash of 1987 did not occur until 6
September at the Lomba river, and the first SAAF air strike until ten days later (Heitman, op. cit., pp.48
& 50).
63 Heitman, op. cit., p.31.
64 Rafael del Pino joined the Revolutionary Air Force prior to 1961 and flew missions during the Bay
of Pigs invasion (April 1961), shooting down two enemy aircraft. Following training in the USSR as a
MiG pilot, he served two years on an internationalist mission in Angola, finally returning to Cuba in
mid-1976, and was Deputy Commander of the Cuban Air Force (DAAFAR) at the time of his
defection.
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political disputes with the FAR High Command, 65 his detailed criticism of the Cuban

operation in Angola in an interview with Radio Marti one week later revealed a

deeper malaise brewing in the Cuban armed forces at the conduct of the war in

Angola and the unnecessary waste of Cuban lives. 66 In particular Del Pino criticised

MMCA's command of military operations in Angola — citing various examples of its

incompetence over the previous decade which resulted in heavy Cuban casualties —

and even more controversially he accused the Cuban commanders of covering up each

other's military blunders, misleading the relatives of those killed into thinking that

their sons and husbands had died heroically in combat. 67 Bleakly concluding that

Cuban internationalist forces in Angola were now "a mercenary army" and that the

Angolan War had become "Cuba's Vietnam", Del Pino claimed that many senior

officers in the FAR High Command were now openly declaring that the war in

65 The true reasons for Del Pino's defection in May 1987 may never be known, but it is clear that the
general clashed with the FAR High Command on several previous occasions, most notably during
Operation Carlota. According to Del Pino (op. cit., pp.4-5), on 4 February 1976 a platoon of 13
Cubans and 2 FAPLA soldiers on patrol 40 miles behind enemy lines were surprised by UNITA, but
their desperate calls for assistance were overruled by the FAR High Command (and implicitly by Fidel
Castro himself) who concluded that at as a scouting group they should have taken precautions and that
"it was their funeral". Disobeying orders, Del Pino sent a MiG-21 to provide covering fire while
helicopters lifted the men to safety, and following this incident on 2 May 1976 he was relieved of
overall command of MMCA's fledgling air force. Cuban accounts of Del Pino's demotion paint a
significantly different picture, however, the only reference to Del Pino in the DAAFAR's official
history of the Angolan War alleging that he had committed "irregularities and inadmissibly negligent
acts which undermined the discipline and prestige of our troops in Angola" (author's translation of
Enrique Carreras Rolas, Por el dominio del aire: Memorias de un piloto de combate (1943-1988),
Editora Politica, Havana, 1995, p.216), but whether they are referring to his attempts to save the Cuban
platoon or to other breaches of discipline remains unclear. Del Pino was known to be a supporter of
Gorbachev's 'New Thinking', and he may have been fearing a purge when he took the decision to
defect to the USA.
66 The full text of the radio interview is published by the Cuban-American National Foundation
(CANF) in a pamphlet entitled General del Pino speaks: An Insight into Elite Corruption and Military
Dissension in Castro's Cuba (Washington DC, 1987).
67 During the interview Del Pino singled out for criticism MMCA's Commander in 1984, Col. Tomis
Benitez Martinez, blaming him for the "loss of innumerable helicopters and planes" and claiming that
under his command three MiG-23s had been lost in a single day in September 1984. Del Pino also
accused the Cuban commander in Luena, Gen. Valle-Lazo, of sending thirteen Cuban conscripts on a
mission to mop up a nearby UNITA village in 1984/85, despite the fact that they had only been in
Angola for five days and had no combat experience whatsoever. All thirteen were killed in the
operation, but their parents were told that "their sons fell in the line of duty, dying heroically, when in
actuality they were sending them to their deaths". Del Pino's criticisms may also have been motivated
by personal factors, however, as his own son was one of the pilots of a Cuban An-26 which was forced
to land in Zaire on 1 December 1985 during an operation in support of the FAPLA around Cazombo.
Although the Cuban crew were eventually released, Del Pino claims that not only was the aircraft's
navigational system faulty, but that the aircraft's service records were forged by high-ranking Cuban
officers to cover up this fact (Del Pino, op. cit., pp.6, 13, 15 & 18).
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Angola was lost — a disturbing revelation in the run-up to what was intended to be the

FAPLA's most ambitious offensive to date.68

News of the defection must have alarmed Fidel Castro, for although Del Pino could

be publicly dismissed as a lone and disaffected traitor, his accusations of generalised

discontent in the FAR High Command had a ring of truth to them which Castro could

not easily ignore. Already painfully aware that time was running out for his Angolan

adventure — with Gorbachev seeking to pull the plug on the Soviet military operation

in Angola at the earliest opportunity and support from Cuba's African allies on the

wane — the prospect that his own military had lost their stomach for the war was

disastrous for Castro, presaging a break-down in discipline and even a humiliating

withdrawal. Furthermore, Del Pino's close association with the 'New Thinkers' in the

Soviet Union was clear evidence that there were senior elements within the FAR who

supported Gorbachev's proposed reforms — and who could therefore mount a potential

challenge to Castro's power in Cuba— and this only added to the intense pressure on

Castro to bring the war to a successful conclusion as quickly as possible. 69 The

Cuban government reacted swiftly to the defection, responding to accusations made

during Del Pino's interview by arresting Luis Orlando Dominguez (Secretary General

of the UJC) on 18 June on charges of corruption and abuse of power. 7° Having

identified a scapegoat within Cuba, Fidel Castro then went on national television on

24 June denouncing Del Pino and Dominguez, and the following day tribunals were

68 Del Pino, op. cit., pp.15-16: "I believe that — unless the Royal Academy of the Spanish Language
has changed the meaning — armies that serve a government or foreign power elite for pay are nothing
but mercenaries. And the talk already has it inside our military circles that we are a mercenary army...
Angola is a dead-end street. Angola — many of us military men have discussed this — is Cuba's
Vietnam... Among the high command of the military.., it is said that this war is lost and that we have
become, as I said, a mercenary army". Similar phrases would be used by Ochoa during his stormy
meeting with Rail' Castro in June 1989 shortly before he was arrested for corruption and drug-
trafficking (see Chapter 12).

During his interview (op. cit., pp.2-3) Del Pino revealed that he had been heavily influenced by 'New
Thinking' while serving in the Soviet Union and had become convinced that Castro's 'rectification of
errors' was merely delaying the inevitable for a system which was by then totally corrupt. He noted
that many Cuban students studying in the Soviet Union at the time were confused by the reforms they
saw being carried out there while the complete opposite was occurring back home in Cuba. He
concluded ironically: "The fear of the Cuban students in the Soviet Union is that ... we are going to be
involved in this process of rectification ten, fifteen, twenty years, and at the end of that time, when we
are all old folk, we are going to rectify the rectification".
70 Del Pino (op. cit., p.21) alleged that Luis Orlando Dominguez had used 'Micro-Brigade' (MICON)
gangs to build his luxury mansion in Guanabo (Habana del Este), a clear abuse of his power.
Dominguez was subsequently put on trial and sentenced to several years in prison.

456



set up across the country in which ordinary Cubans were expected to add to Castro's

already lengthy vilification of both men. 71 Having seen off the domestic threat,

Castro then turned his attention back to Angola, and in an effort to seize back the

initiative in late July he sent a message to Crocker proposing that Cuba join the

American-Angolan talks as a negotiating party.

Castro makes a bid to loin Crocker's negotiations, 27 July 1987

By the time Crocker received Fidel Castro's request to join the American negotiations

on 27 July 1987, they had been deadlocked for over a year. The Americans' first

meeting with the Angolans in nearly fourteen months on 5 April 1987 had brought

little progress, and any hopes of a future breakthrough had been dashed shortly

afterwards when Kito was removed from the Angolan delegation and replaced with

Mbinda, a man Crocker did not believe was serious about the negotiations.72

Meetings in July with senior Soviet officials — including Vasev and Soviet Deputy

Foreign Minister Adamishin — confirmed only that they believed the American

negotiations to be irremediably deadlocked, and following Crocker's first talks with

Mbinda a fortnight later (which he described as "basically a waste of time"), on 22

July he publicly declared that any hopes of a breakthrough had now evaporated.73

Thus the message he received from Castro five days later — suggesting that Cuba now

join the negotiating process — must have come as a complete surprise, and was all the

more perplexing in its demand for a reply within 48 hours, a bizarre request when

Cuba had spent the previous six years rejecting all association with the 'linkage'

71 Castro's singling out of Luis Orlando Dominguez for corruption was an ironic choice as only two
months earlier, on 10 April 1987, Reinaldo Ruiz had launched his first cocaine-smuggling operation
through Varadero (Cuba) with the approval of MININT's Tony de la Guardia, initiating a lengthy drug-
smuggling operation which would last until Gen. Ochoa and the de la Guardia brothers' arrest in July
1989 (see Chapter 12).
72 Crocker's dislike for Mbinda is clear from his account of the negotiations (op. cit., pp.345-346 &
350) in which he notes dryly that the "decision to replace Kito with Mbinda seemed almost to confirm
Dos Santos's preference for treading water", accusing Mbinda of being "so badly briefed that he
apparently did not realise that the [American] administration had just helped to defeat sanctions
legislation against his government in the Senate". Following Kito's last appearance in the Brazzaville
talks, Crocker noted ruefully that "it would take another fifteen months (to July 1988) for the MPLA to
field anyone comparable to head up the Angolan negotiating team".
73 Crocker, op. cit., pp.348-351 & Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.205.
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process. 74 Typically Castro's message contained a subtle threat — warning that if the

negotiations did not succeed then Cuba would fight on another ten years if necessary

— but the Cuban leader's willingness to engage in negotiations with his bitterest

enemy as mediator was nevertheless significant, and demonstrated powerfully his

regime's eagerness to curtail the operation in Angola.

Castro's motivations for making the request are still not entirely clear, but it seems

likely that it was his idea — hence his haste in demanding a rapid reply in time for the

arrival of Dos Santos for an official visit to Cuba on 30 July — and represented a bold

attempt to take back control of the Cuban operation in Angola which was now almost

entirely in the hands of the Soviet commanders and MPLA politicians. No longer

confident in his ability to influence the negotiations from his distant base in Havana,

Castro felt that he needed direct involvement in the talks as they would very shortly

begin deciding the precise character and shape of the Cuban withdrawal, and there

was a real danger that his unreliable Angolan ally might let slip politically disastrous

concessions in the complex horse-trading which would inevitably ensue. Having

spent the last five years hinting strongly that Cuba wanted a seat at the negotiating

table (starting with the 'Joint Statement' in February 1982) — and now under pressure

from Gorbachev, Cuba's African allies and even a despondent Cuban army to wind up

the Angolan operation forthwith — Castro clearly felt the time was right to join the

'linkage' negotiations, aware that they were far more likely to deliver the kind of

Cuban withdrawal he needed than the elusive victory the Soviets were seeking on the

battlefield. With Operation Saludando Octubre already underway (the first forces

started moving out of Cuito Cuanavale on 12 July 1987), Castro was thus playing a

double strategy with the 'linkage' negotiations — on the one hand going along (albeit

grudgingly) with the Soviet offensive, whilst on the other entering into the American-

74 It is probably not coincidental that Castro made the request the day after his annual `Moncada
Speech' (always given on 26 July, the anniversary of the failed attempt to storm the Moncada barracks
in Santiago de Cuba in 1953), as major policy decisions were usually made in the run-up to the speech
every year.
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brokered talks and using the renewed military pressure to extract maximum

concessions from the South Africans.75

Castro's demand for a reply within 48 hours was unrealistic, however, as the issue of

direct Cuban involvement in the negotiations was still politically sensitive for the

American administration. Fearing that he might use the opportunity to introduce

extraneous issues into an already torturously complex negotiating agenda, Crocker

therefore dodged Castro's request, replying diplomatically that it was up to the MPLA

to decide if they wanted the Cubans as their negotiating partners. 76 There was an

intense irony in Castro asking to join the American negotiations, for the Cuban leader

was in fact seeking the kind of honourable military withdrawal which the Americans

had tried and failed to secure in January 1973 when negotiating the end of their own

over-extended intervention in Vietnarn, 77 and Crocker was not yet prepared to grant

Castro's regime the international legitimacy and prestige which would result from

Cuba's inclusion in the negotiations. Dos Santos appears to have responded well to

the Cuban suggestion, however, and over the next six months both Cuban and

Angolan officials would press the Americans to include a Cuban delegation in the

negotiations, eventually being forced to make concessions on the crucial issue of

whether to include the ATN in the discussions. Judging by the speed with which the

negotiations raced forward following Cuba's inclusion, Crocker could be criticised for

not reacting faster to the opportunity presented to him in July 1987, but by his own

admission over the next six months "there was almost too much going on at once",78

and it would not be until 29 January 1988 — when the 'Siege of Cuito Cuanavale' was

75 Crocker (in 'Peacemaking in Southern Africa') also notes that "Cuban motives may have included
not only the hope of extricating themselves with honour from a failed enterprise, but also gaining some
respectability in American eyes as a serious and responsible party with whom business could be done".
76 Crocker (op. cit., p.357) recognised at the time that the Angolans would need to be consulted first, as
the prospect of sitting at a negotiating table with the Cubans might have been a humiliating experience
for the MPLA, underlining how over a decade after 'independence' they were still utterly dependent on
Cuba for their survival.
n Following the signing of the New York Accords, in March 1989 Castro admitted to Crocker that
"He respected your diplomacy and we were prepared to contribute to a settlement, but not just any
settlement: it must be an honourable one and it must provide security for our people as they departed
and for Angola as well", an almost identical set of conditions as those being sought by the Americans
from the North Vietnamese in 1973 (Crocker, op. cit., p.355).
78 Crocker, op. cit., p.358.
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at its peak — that a Cuban representative would officially join the negotiations (see

next chapter).

Operation Saludando Octubre, July-October 1987

Since late April 1987 the FAPLA had been building up military forces around Cuito

Cuanavale, and by 21 May UNITA had identified five separate infantry brigades

which it believed would spearhead the upcoming offensive. 79 This time the Soviet

military commanders in Angola were determined to dispel any sense of defeatism,

and their personnel were heavily committed on the ground throughout the offensive,

Gen. Shagnovitch regularly flying from Luanda to Menongue to oversee operations in

the war zone. The issue of Cuba's involvement in Operation Saludando Octubre

remains more controversial, however, and despite ample evidence that Cubans were

involved in the fighting, official Cuban accounts continue to avoid the issue,

concentrating instead on the subsequent successful operation to save Cuito Cuanavale

from capture (see next chapter). 8° Possibly the Cuban leadership was embarrassed

that its own personnel ended up playing such an active role in the offensive when

MMCA's commanders had opposed the Soviet military plan in the first place, but

their attempts to cover this up have been undermined by FAPLA, UNITA and South

African accounts of the fighting which point convincingly to a sizeable Cuban

commitment to the operation. There is clear evidence that Cuban pilots flew sorties

alongside their Angolan allies throughout the offensive (two were actually shot down

in October 1987, captured and then paraded before the world's press), 81 that at least a

dozen Cuban military advisers accompanied each FAPLA infantry brigade, 82 and

79 Of the five FAPLA brigades identified by UNITA, only three —21, 25 & 59 — ended up spearheading
the offensive while the other two — 8 & 13 — carried out rearguard activities.
80 Speaking on 5 December 1988, Fidel Castro insisted that the 1987 offensive had failed "because our
military views were not taken into account" and made no mention of any Cuban involvement (from
excerpts of speech in Deutchmann, op. cit., p.108).
at Heitman (op. cit., p.68) notes that Cuban M1G-23s flew an air-strike against a South African G-5
position in September 1987, at the height of the Lomba river battle (see below).
'2 Johann Lehman (in interview with author, Pretoria, 27 October 1998), a veteran of Operation
Moduler who later went on to capture intact an entire SAM-8 missile-launcher system, recalled finding
dozens of documents and letters in Spanish inside the command vehicle, confirming his suspicions that
Cubans had been operating the SAM system. He also found 47 Brigade's Command vehicles 500
yards from the river which also contained dozens of Spanish documents, suggesting Cuban advisers
had been operational at the brigade's highest levels.
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even that a Cuban tank company fought alongside the FAPLA's 16 Brigade. 83 To this

day, however, official Cuban accounts conveniently avoid all reference to Cuban

participation in the military debacle which followed, admitting Cuban involvement

only once the FAPLA retreat began in early October."

The Soviet military strategy for 'Operation Saludando Octubre' 

By early July 1987 the FAPLA had gathered a total of eight infantry brigades at Cuito

Cuanavale, four of which — 16, 21, 47 & 59 (supported by two Tactical Groups based

on tank battalions) — would spearhead the assault on Mavinga while the remaining

four — 8, 13, 25 & 66 — provided logistical support and protected their rear from

UNITA or SADF infiltration. 85 The Soviet strategy envisioned splitting the attacking

force in two, 16 & 21 Brigades heading directly east to the source of the Cunzumbia

river (40 miles east of Cuito Cuanavale) and then turning south towards the Lomba

river (only 20 miles north of Mavinga), while 47 & 59 Brigades headed directly south

and on reaching the source of the Lomba veered east to link up with the other two

brigades, before one final push on Mavinga itself (see map). The decision to split the

FAPLA force in two was to prove a fatal error by the Soviets, however, for by

it3 Although several FAPLA veterans (in interview with author, Cuito Cuanavale, 25 March 1998)
insisted that Operation Saludando Octubre was an entirely Angolan-run operation with no Cuban
participation, another veteran (also in interview) who served in the FAPLA's 21 Brigade claimed that
200 Cuban advisers accompanied his brigade throughout the offensive. Savimbi (quoted Larteguy, op.
cit., p.25) later claimed that at least 1,000 Cubans had been involved in the FAPLA offensive, and
while he might have exaggerated this figure, Heitman (in interview), Crocker (op. cit., p356) &Kahn
(op. cit., p.76) all note that Cuban advisors fought alongside the FAPLA throughout the offensive,
although in what numbers remains unclear. Throughout the battle of the Lomba river the South
Africans intercepted dozens of signals to and from the FAPLA in Spanish, and following heavy clashes
with FAPLA's 16 Brigade on 9 November 1987— during which the FAPLA tanks were
uncharacteristically aggressive and competently-handled — large amounts of Spanish documents were
recovered from several captured tanks, fuelling suspicion that they had been operated by Cubans
(Heitman, op. cit., p.128).
84 In the official account of the war — La Guerra de Angola — `Pombo' admits that "support and advice
from Cuban troops" helped prevent the FAPLA withdrawal degenerate into a complete rout (author's
translation from Rey, op. cit., p.147), the first reference to any Cuban involvement in Operation
Saludando Octubre. Fidel Castro later claimed that when the crisis struck in mid-November 1987
"there wasn't a single Cuban fighter in Cuito Cuanavale" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.384), but it would
appear that by that stage there were dozens of Cuban military personnel accompanying the FAPLA,
many of them probably in Cuito Cuanavale itself.
85 Th	 8th •e FAPLA's 8 Brigade was primarily in charge of protecting the `caravanas' from Menongue,
while 13 Brigade defended Cuito Cuanavale itself, 25 Brigade protected the Tumpo logistic base (three
miles east of Cuito Cuanavale) and helped ferry supplies from there to the front-lines, & 66 Brigade
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dividing their forces as they advanced through the exceptionally-difficult terrain

between Cuito Cuanavale and Mavinga, they presented UNITA and its growing South

African contingent with plenty of opportunities to isolate each of the brigades, and

wear them down before they linked up with the others. At best a cumbersome and

sluggish military force, the FAPLA was to prove unequal to the ambitious Soviet

plan, and within days of the offensive's launch on 12 July 1987 the leading FAPLA

brigades had got bogged down in heavy fighting with UNITA around the source of

the Chambinga river (20 miles east of Cuito Cuanavale). 86 Determined to avoid a

repeat of the pfevious year's stillborn offensive, the Soviets briefly halted the advance

— ordering the FAPLA to retrench its positions while further supplies, equipment and

- troops poured into Cuito Cuanavale — and fresh plans were immediately drawn up to

resume the offensive in August, prompting the now inevitable South African

response.

The SADF launch Operation Moduler, 4 August 1987

Recognising that UNITA would be incapable of containing the renewed FAPLA

threat on its own, on 4 August 1987 the SADF launched what was to prove South

Africa's last, largest and most controversial intervention of the Angolan War:

Operation Moduler. 87 By now it was clear to the SADF commanders that a major

offensive was underway against UNITA's forward base in Mavinga, and as the fall of

this town would put pressure on the Caprivi Strip and could only lead to a further

deterioration in the Namibian insurgency, it was decided to send a mixed South

African force into Angola to assist UNITA directly in the defence of this vital outpost.

The 700-man force — designated '20 Brigade' — was assembled from the SADF's 32

'Buffalo' Battalion (which had been formed from the remnants of Zulu F orce's

Battle-Group Bravo in the aftermath of Operation Savannah), and comprised five

guarded the bridges over the Chambinga river once the four offensive brigades had moved off
(Heitman, op. cit., p.34).
86 During the first two days fighting of Operation Saludando Octubre, UNITA claim to have killed 63
FAPLA, wounded 212 & captured 4, while destroying 5 tanks/armoured cars & 20 trucks (Heitman,
op. cit., p.35), bringing the advance to an abrupt halt.

Due to unexpected extensions in the mission's length, Operation Moduler became Operation Hooper
on 13 December 1987, Operation Packer on 12 March 1988, and Operation Displace (to the cover the
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motorised infantry companies (with one extra in support), three reconnaissance teams,

one battery each of 127mm MRLs and 120mm mortars, and two troops of AA

artillery, all under the command of 32 Battalion's Commanding Officer Colonel Jock

Harris.88 In late August 1987 20 Brigade would be reinforced by 61 Mechanised

Battalion Group ('61 Mech'), two infantry companies of 101 Battalion in Casspirs,

and one battery each of G-5 155m howitzers and 120mm mortars, but even with this

reinforcement the entire South African force in Angola would never exceed 3,000

men for the entire 1987/88 campaign.89

The small size of this initial force — fewer than 1,000 men against at least 6,000

FAPLA troops advancing on Mavinga — is illustrative of the massive constraints

Pretoria was placing on the SADF at the time in a forlorn attempt to keep Operation

Moduler clandestine, a ridiculous assumption when every one of Pretoria's

interventions in Angola over the previous twelve years had been uncovered within

weeks to international outcry. Choosing to ignore the painful lessons of Operation

Savannah — when a small, clandestine military intervention had against all

expectations precipitated South Africa's most humiliating defeat of the Cold War —

Pretoria once more opted for a short-term strategy in Angola, intending to escalate

South Africa's military commitment in reaction to events on the ground. Crucially,

however, Pretoria left undecided the vital question of whether South African forces

should continue fighting after the offensive had been defeated (or even advance

northwards to capture Cuito Cuanavale) — setting Operation Moduler no more

objective than preventing the fall of Mavinga — and this ultimately encouraged the

same kind of dangerous 'mission creep' which had occurred twelve years previously,

leaving the decision of whether to escalate the fighting further to the FAPLA, Soviet

and Cuban High Commands. Once again failing to appreciate the weakness of its

withdrawal) on 30 April 1988, finally ending with the withdrawal of the last forces from Angola on
29/30 August 1988.
as Overall command of Operation Moduler rested with a joint command under the Army Chief Lieut.-
Gen. 'Kat' Liebenberg and included representatives from the Air Force, SWATF, Special Forces &
Intelligence (Heitman, op. cit., pp.32-33). During Operation Moduler (and then Hooper) command of
20 Brigade passed first to Col. Dean Ferreira and then to Gen. Willie Meyer (Geldenhuys, op. cit.,
p.212).

Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.212.
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Angolan allies,90 the difficulties of the Angolan terrain or the greater competence and

strength of the FAPLA army they were now facing, the South African leadership thus

unwittingly launched their tiny intervention force on an operation which would

quickly escalate into the SADF's hardest fought campaign of the Angolan War.

The FAPLA fights its way to the Lomba river, August-September 1987

Operation Moduler began on 4 August 1987 when the first elements of 32 Battalion

crossed from Namibia into Cuando Cubango and raced northwards towards Mavinga,

South African 120mm mortar batteries firing the first shots of the campaign nine days

later against the FAPLA's 47 & 59 Brigades as they advanced on the Lomba river. At

this stage the SADF was under orders to minimise its involvement in the fighting, and

at a meeting on 14 August it was agreed that 32 Battalion's Ratel-90s (armoured cars)

and anti-tank squadron would only be deployed if Mavinga were in serious danger of

falling to the FAPLA.91 This decision was shown to have been woefully optimistic,

however, when the very same day all four FAPLA brigades began moving out of

Cuito Cuanavale, forcing the SADF and UNITA to move their joint command post six

miles to the south. From this point onwards the SADF's involvement in the fighting

escalated rapidly, and the South African commanders were forced to make do with the

limited forces at their disposal, their first reinforcements not arriving until a full three

weeks after the crucial battle at the Lomba river had been decided. On 19 August 32

Battalion's MRLs were deployed to slow down 47 & 59 Brigades' advance on the

Lomba river — hitting them continually over the next eight days — and in an effort to

cut off the advancing brigades from further reinforcements and supplies, on 25

9° During the campaign Heitman (op. cit., pp.67, 154 & 197) notes numerous occasions on which the
SADF were let down by UNITA incompetence. On 17 November 1987 erroneous reports by UNITA
that FAPLA-Cuban aviation were about to launch air-strikes led Combat Group Alpha to call off its
attack on 21 Brigade (which was attempting to cross the Chambinga river), leading to great resentment
among the South African troops who were looking to repeat their devastating attack of 3 October on 47
Brigade. In mid-September UNITA then failed to prevent 25 Brigade re-supplying 16, 21 & 59
Brigades, greatly angering the South African commanders who were seeking to wear down the
brigades in the lead-up to the Lomba river battles, and they were equally unimpressed when UNITA
launched an "at best... half-hearted effort" against FAPLA positions east of the Cuito river on 2
January 1988, forcing South African units to engage more directly in the fighting.
9 1 At this meeting it was decided to strengthen the SADF force's artillery component, and a battery of
G-5 122mm guns were flown up by Hercules, entering into combat on 2 September 1987 against 47 &
21 Brigades (Heitman, op. cit., p.39).
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August a six-man Special Forces team carried out a sabotage raid on the Cuito river

bridge. 92 The raid was not as successful as the previous year's, however, and

although it did cause severe damage to the bridge and briefly closed it to vehicles,

FAPLA and Cuban engineers were able to repair it quickly, leading to sporadic South

African attempts over the next four months to destroy the bridge (a feat which the

SAAF only belatedly achieved on 3 January 1988).93

Despite the disruption caused to the FAPLA's logistics by the raid, all four FAPLA

brigades continued their advance towards the Lomba, and by 28 August 47 & 59

Brigades had reached a position only two miles north of the river, the last significant

obstacle between them and Mavinga itself. At this point the Soviet commanders split

the western FAPLA force in two, 49 Brigade (plus Tactical Group 1) moving directly

west with the intent of looping around the source of the Lomba and securing a

bridgehead on the south bank of the river, while 59 Brigade headed directly east to

link up with 21 Brigade (see map). The idea was that once 47 Brigade had provided

cover for both 59 & 21 Brigades to cross the Lomba, all three brigades would then

link up with 16 Brigade advancing on Mavinga from the north, making the town's

capture almost inevitable. 94 The decision to split the attacking force once more was to

prove the Soviet commanders' fmal blunder, however, exposing each brigade to

separate attacks by UNITA and its SADF contingent, and enabling them to pick off

separate units before they managed to link up with other FAPLA forces in the area.

On 2 September South African MRLs and brand-new G-5 155mm guns 95 — the

92 The raid — codenamed Operation Coolidge — was carried out by men from 4 Reconnaissance
Regiment who were inserted by Puma helicopter 25 miles northeast of Cuito Cuanavale. After laying
charges on the bridge the team withdrew to a rendezvous point south of the town, but en route two
South Africans were attacked by crocodiles as they swam across the Cuito river. Before they reached
the other side one was dragged underwater by the crocodile (eventually killing the animal with his
knife), before all were airlifted out by helicopter (Heitman, op. cit., p.42 & Uys, op. cit., p.173).
93 Two attempts to drop a 'smart bomb' on the bridge on 12 & 13 December 1987 failed when the
bomb malfunctioned, and it was only once the bridge had been reopened to heavy vehicles on 27
December that the SAAF made a concerted effort to destroy the bridge, succeeding with a successful
'smart bomb' attack on 3 January 1988.
94 Heitman, op. cit., p.44.
95 Following Operation Savannah, the SADF set about developing weapons which could respond to the
FAPLA's devastating BM-21s, and by the early 1980s had produced the 127mm multiple rocket
launcher (MRL) and G-5 gun. The MRL can fire 24 rockets at a rate of one per second between 5 and
14 miles, while the G-5 can fire up to three rounds per minute to a maximum range of 25 miles. Both
weapons would see plenty of action during Operations Moduler & Hooper, as did the modified G-6 (a
self-propelled version of the G-5) which first joined 32 Battalion in Mavinga on 30 October 1987.
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SADF's answer to the Soviet BM-21 — opened up against 47 & 21 Brigades as they

moved along the northern banks of the Lomba, and four days later South African

troops had their first clash with the FAPLA, initiating a month-long series of

confrontations along the Lomba river which would determine the outcome of the

offensive.

The battle of the Lomba river, 9 September-7 October 1987

The 'battle of the Lomba river' — as the bloody South African-FAPLA clashes

throughout September 1987 became known — was to be the turning-point of Operation

Saludando Octubre, the South Africans managing through bitter fighting to isolate and

wear down the attacking FAPLA brigades with surprise attacks and fierce artillery

bombardments, and eventually forcing the FAPLA to abandon the offensive

altogether.96 With the FAPLA brigades now split into many smaller components and

cut off from each other by the complex network of rivers and marshes in the area, the

SADF would skilfully exploit the terrain and the FAPLA's general disorder to inflict

on the Angolans their heaviest single defeat of the Angolan War, causing thousands of

casualties and annihilating one entire brigade completely. However — as the first

clash between FAPLA and South African ground troops on 6 September had shown97

— the FAPLA was a far more formidable military force than the ramshackle army

which had faced Zulu Force in 1975/76, and the South Africans were to have a bitter

fight on their hands when on several occasions FAPLA units — in particular the new

T-55 & T-62 tanks — put up sterner resistance than expected, fuelling suspicions that

Cuban personnel were heavily involved in the fighting on the ground. In early

September 1987 the South Africans' principal aim was to prevent 47 & 59 Brigades

linking up once more, as this would provide the bridgehead 21 Brigade needed to

96 It is debatable when exactly the battle of the Lomba river started and ended, as South African forces
were in almost daily contact with the FAPLA from 13 August and the Lomba river battle overlapped
into the retreat towards Cuito Cuanavale. The dates I have chosen correspond to the first attempt to
cross the river by 21 Brigade (9 September) and the start of the FAPLA withdrawal towards Cuito
Cuanavale (7 October). My account of the fighting is based on Heitman (op. cit., pp.40-79), Allport
(op. cit.), Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.213-216), Hooper (op. cit., pp.47-48), I slOthling (op. cit.) & author's
interview with Major TimOteo.
97 The clash occurred when a platoon of 40 SADF troops ran into two battalions of 47 Brigade south of
the Lomba, and after heavy exchanges both sides withdrew, the South Africans having lost one killed
& 7 wounded, the FAPLA an unknown (though large) number of casualties (Heitman, op. cit., p.50).
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cross the Lomba and begin its final advance on Mavinga, and therefore throughout

September it was these three brigades which were to bear the brunt of the UNITA-

SADF onslaught (see map).

The confrontation began on 9 September 1987 when two battalions of 21 Brigade—

which were attempting to cross the Lomba river using a Soviet GAZ mobile bridge —

were attacked by 32 Battalion's Combat Group Bravo. 98 By the time the mixed South

African force launched its attack — with one infantry company (in 14 Casspirs) and

one anti-tank troop (in four Ratel-90s) — several hundred FAPLA troops had already

reached the southern bank, and the leading Ratel-90 immediately shot out a FAPLA

BTR-60 crossing the GAZ bridge, blocking all further attempts to cross the river. A

massive artillery then duel broke out between the FAPLA's 82mm mortars, D-30

guns & BM-21s and the South Africans' 20mm cannon and 12.7mm & 7.62mm guns,

but following the arrival of two further South African anti-tank troops the FAPLA

were forced to abandon their crossing, leaving over one hundred dead and six

destroyed T-55 tanks on the banks of the Lomba." Having seen off the threat from

21 Brigade, Bravo then raced westwards towards 47 Brigade which had reached the

southern bank of the Lomba (opposite the Cunzumbia-Lomba confluence) and was

preparing to set up a bridgehead there to cover the crossings of 59 & 21 Brigades. On

13 September Bravo launched its attack, and after considerable difficulty

manoeuvring through the difficult terrain it caught a large group of FAPLA infantry

up against a large shona (dry river) running along the edge of the Lomba, raking the

area with cannon and machine-gun fire and killing over two hundred troops as they

attempted to flee.1°°

98 According to Allport (op. cit.), the South African observers who were watching the crossing "were
amazed at the over-confident behaviour of the enemy, with infantrymen standing around casually,
hands in pockets, watching the crossing".
99 Heitman, op. cit., pp.53-55 & Allport, op. cit.. Bravo sustained only two wounded in the fighting.
According to Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.214), during the fighting FAPLA-Cuban MiG's allegedly used
chemical weapons against UNITA & the South Africans — many UNITA troops later being treated for
respiratory illnesses — but these allegations are steadfastly denied by the Cubans & FAPLA.
m° According to Allport (op. cit.), the combined South African fire "cut a swathe of destruction through
the massed enemy infantry. From the Casspirs infantrymen poured machine-gun and rifle fire into the
exposed enemy. The Angolans started to retreat, but were exposed on open ground, with a stretch of
marshland hampering their path back to the river. Within a short space of time over 200 FAPLA
soldiers lay dead".
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At this point, however, all four South African Ratel-90s got stuck as they attempted to

move through the complex FAPLA trench system, and this left them perilously

exposed when a company of FAPLA tanks launched a sudden counter-attack. A

desperate fire-fight then ensued, and one Ratel-90, two Casspirs and several FAPLA

tanks were shot out before the South African commander ordered his forces to

withdraw, a feat they achieved under heavy mortar fire. That night there was further

fighting when Combat Group Charlie was sent back to recover two damaged Ratel-

90s and stumbled into an ambush laid by eight FAPLA tanks, withdrawing in disorder

(but remarkably suffering only two wounded). The fighting on 13/14 September had

been the costliest encounter for the South Africans so far — Bravo losing eight men

killed, four wounded and three armoured cars — but it had succeeded in forcing 47

Brigade to give up its attempt to link up with 59 Brigade (several TMM bridging

vehicles had been abandoned at the battle-field by the FAPLA). Furthermore, the

South Africans had killed nearly 400 FAPLA troops and destroyed five tanks in the

process, leaving the brigade stranded on the southern banks of the Lomba and short of

fuel, ammunition and supplies. 101 A further attempt by 21 Brigade to cross the Lomba

on 17 September was beaten off by a devastating G-5 bombardment with air-burst

shells, the heavy casualties these inflicted forcing the FAPLA commander to call off

his attempts the next day, 102 and this allowed the South African ground troops to

concentrate their efforts on 47 Brigade which was still attempting to link up with the

other FAPLA brigades in the area.

On 16 September the SAAF was called in to carry out the first air strikes of the

campaign, Mirages, Buccaneers & Canberras carrying out a preliminary

bombardment of 47 Brigade's positions in preparation for an attack which was

launched immediately afterwards by Combat Group Alpha. The ground attack did not

go as planned, however, and not for the last time in the campaign the South Africans

101 Heitman, op. cit., p.60. NOthling (op. cit.) puts the exact figure of FAPLA losses at 382 for the
battles on 13 & 14 September 1987. TimOteo (in interview) noted that the offensive broke down
through a lack of fuel, and that while the FAPLA were waiting for this to be brought up they were hit
by the South Africans.
102  During the bombardment the South Africans intercepted a signal from the FAPLA commander at
the river declaring that "our infantry are dying like ducks", and by the end of the attempt the FAPLA
had lost one BM-21, two vehicles and probably suffered several hundred casualties (Heitman, op. cit.,
p.66).
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got bogged down in the difficult terrain and were forced to withdraw under heavy

mortar and machine-gun fire, losing one killed and three wounded. Despite this

minor set-back, they nevertheless continued to harass 47 Brigade over the next

fortnight with daily air strikes and G-5 bombardments — hindering Angolan attempts

to find an alternative crossing of the Lomba l °3 — while the Soviet commanders in

Luanda (who were at a loss how to extricate the stricken brigade from its growing

predicament) issued a series of contradictory orders, eventually instructing the brigade

to continue to the Cunzumbia-Lomba confluence and use the one TMM bridge still in

its possession to link up with 21 Brigade. But before 47 Brigade had even reached the

proposed crossing point, the Soviet military advisers accompanying 21 Brigade quite

unexpectedly decided that the offensive had failed, and having endured more than

three weeks of South African air-strikes, surprise attacks and almost continual

shelling by G-5s, on 27 September they were flown out of the combat zone in Soviet

Mi-25s, leaving the FAPLA brigades along the Lomba bereft of any senior command

element. 1G4 The bold Soviet offensive had once again collapsed in total failure, and

now almost incredibly the Soviets on the front-line were abandoning ship, leaving 47

Brigade stranded on the southern banks of the Lomba, cut off from all supplies and at

the mercy of the South African forces converging on it.'

South Africa extends Operation Moduler's objectives, 29 September 1987

It was at this stage that the South African political and military leadoship , TAStiS

extend Operation Moduler's objectives, and at a meeting attended by PW Botha and

the SADF High Command on 28/29 September, it was decided to adopt a more

offensive posture against the FAPLA. I °6 Determined to prevent the FAPLA

103 Finding the TMM bridge unsuitable for the muddy terrain along the banks of the Lomba, engineers
from 47 Brigade attempted to construct a log roadway to enable the tanks and heavy vehicles to cross
the river, but as a result of heavy SADF shelling they were eventually forced to give up their efforts.
104 The South Africans intercepted the signal ordering three Mi-25s to be sent to extract the Soviet
personnel and seven FAPLA wounded, and destroyed one of the helicopters with 120mm mortars as it
was loading up passengers. The Soviets are thought to have escaped unharmed, however (Heitman, op.
cit., pp.70-71).
105 The Soviets did offer 47 Brigade some assistance, calling in Cuban MiG-23s to help cover the
general withdrawal, and on 27 September one severely damaged a South African Mirage with an air-to-
air missile, the Mirage crash-landing in Namibia and later being repaired (although the pilot was left
paralysed).
'36 SADF personnel included Generals Geldenhuys, Liebenberg (Chief of Staff Intelligence) & Meyer.
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regrouping and then re-launching the offensive later in the year, Botha ordered the

SADF to destroy all FAPLA forces east of the Cuito river before the start of the rainy

season, turning what had been a covert spoiling operation into a massive counter-

offensive against the FAPLA — and ensuring that South African support for UNITA

would remain clandestine no longer. Given its isolation on the southern banks of the

Lomba, it was inevitable that 47 Brigade would become the principal target of the

new South African strategy, and preparations immediately began for what would turn

into the SADF's single most crushing defeat of the FAPLA in the Angolan War.

Ironically, 47 Brigade's Angolan commander had refused Soviet orders to withdraw,

and — doubtless furious that the Soviets had led his force into such a precarious

position and then abandoned it — he had continued his attempts to cross the Lomba

under constant bombardment by South African G-5s, suffering debilitating casualties

as his forces constructed a log pathway on both sides of the river to allow the tanks

and heavy vehicles to cross. 1 °7 Eventually on 1 October — under threat of court

martial — he gave in to the Soviet order, but was immediately prevented from

withdrawing northwards by heavy South African shelling (which destroyed a SAM-9

vehicle as it attempted to cross the one remaining TIVIM bridge the next day), leaving

47 Brigade perilously exposed on the southern banks of the Lomba when the South

African attack finally came on 3 October.108

The destruction of 47 Brigade, 3 October 1987

The attacking South African force was made up of C Squadron (Ratel-90s) and three

mechanised infantry companies (c.400 men), and was supported by mortars, AA

batteries, G-5s and MRLs which kept up a steady bombardment of the FAPLA

throughout the day. South African observers had identified a large concentration of

FAPLA troops and vehicles in a shona south of the Lomba preparing to drive onto the

log pathway leading up to the crossing point, and the arrival of the Ratel-90s scattered

1 °7 On 30 September the SAAF and South African G-5s bombarded 47 Brigade heavily, the 250kg pre-
fragmented bombs causing heavy casualties among the FAPLA troops and destroying dozens of
vehicles (Heitman, op. cit., p.73).
108 —ym account of the destruction of 47 Brigade is taken from Heitman (op. cit., pp.74-78), Allport (op.
cit.), NOthling (op. cit.) & author's interviews with Johan Lehman (Pretoria, 27 October 1998) &
surviving FAPLA veterans of 47 Brigade (Cuito Cuanavale, 25 March 1998).
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the FAPLA troops who fled on foot to the crossing point, many of them abandoning

their vehicles. With the TM3.4 bridge no longer operational, the FAPLA drove several

PT-76s into the river in an attempt to improvise a bridge, but in the rush to escape a

T-55 and GAZ collided as they drove onto the first PT-76 at the same time, blocking

the crossing to all further traffic. I °9 The Ratel-90s then pressed home their attack,

shooting out five FAPLA tanks and inflicting heavy casualties on the FAPLA troops,

before a concerted counter-attack by (possibly Cuban-operated) T-55s and accurate

shelling from 23mm guns forced them to withdraw and replenish. The South Africans

nevertheless returned for a second attack at 2pm, the leading Ratel-90s shooting up an

entire battalion of FAPLA infantry fleeing on foot towards the shona, but once again

they ran into heavy resistance from FAPLA tanks (the commander of one Ratel-90

being killed by a shell ricochet) and were forced to withdraw, A Company (which

covered their withdrawal) inflicting more casualties on the FAPLA infantry as they

scrambled through the shona. C Squadron was sent back to recover the damaged

Ratel-90, shooting out two T-55s in the process, and at 4pm the South African

commander gathered his remaining forces together for a third and final assault on the

remnants of 47 Brigade.110

By now discipline had completely broken down in 47 Brigade — their commander

apparently having fled or been killed r II — and FAPLA troops were fleeing en masse to

the crossing point which was now a chaotic mess of shattered trees and burning

vehicles, all under constant bombardment by the South African G-5s and MRLs. The

remnants of the brigade were caught huddling in the wide shona south of the Lomba —

with no cover and unable to manoeuvre through the muddy terrain — and in an orgy of

violence South African Ratels shot out dozens of tanks, armoured cars & trucks while

the South African MRLs caused "catastrophic casualties among the infantry and other

troops caught in the shona"." 2 By 5pm 47 Brigade had effectively been destroyed,

109 Only three SA-13 vehicles managed to cross before the improvised crossing was blocked.
II ° The final attack was carried out by A Company and all the Ratel-90s from C Squadron which were
still operational.
1/1 By 4pm the South Africans noticed that the FAPLA commander's call sign ('Comandante Silva')
was no longer being heard on the air, suggesting he had either fled or been killed.
112 Heitman, op. cit., p.77. Allport's description of the carnage is even more graphic: "[The FAPLA
troops] streamed across the open grassland towards the river in an undisciplined mob and the South
Africans brought down MRL fire and high-explosive mortar shells on them. A second battalion also
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the FAPLA leaving behind over 600 dead on the southern banks of the Lomba and

having lost a total of 127 tanks, armoured cars and other vehicles (many of which

would later be used against them by UNITA). 113 The South Africans had lost only

one killed and five wounded in the fighting (as well as several Ratel-90s damaged) — a

striking statistic which underlined just how one-sided most of the battle had been —

and in addition to seizing millions of dollars worth of Soviet military equipment

(much of it brand new), "4 they had also managed to capture intact the only fully-

working SAM-8 missile-launcher system ever to fall into Western hands, eventually

flying it in secret to South Africa after an ugly dispute with UNITA (which had

promised the system to the Americans). 115 To add to their humiliation, the FAPLA

broke and ran for the river, with the Ratels chasing them. Approximately 100 vehicles were now
jostling to try and reach the bridge by way of the wooden road. Recces directed artillery fire from the
G-5s onto them, causing havoc. The area was now a wasteland of shattered trees and burnt grass from
the shells and shrapnel from both sides... When the firing finally stopped at the end of the day over
600 FAPLA soldiers lay dead on that stretch of open ground and 127 FAPLA vehicles stood destroyed
or abandoned near the river". Johan Lehman (in interview) who visited the battle-field the next day
reckoned that 2/3 of the FAPLA personnel in 47 Brigade — i.e. roughly 900 men — had been killed in
the fighting, and recounted having to step over piles of FAPLA bodies by the river which had been
mown down by the South African artillery. Senior FAPLA officials attempted to cover up the true size
of the casualties — admitting only that 200 FAPLA had been killed and 500 wounded during the Lomba
river battles (Jaster, op. cit., p.17) — and this view is echoed by senior veterans of the fighting (for
example, Major Mateus TimOteo in interview) who insist that the vast bulk of FAPLA personnel
(perhaps 85%) made it back to Cuito Cuanavale, abandoning most of their equipment en route.
Nevertheless, it would appear that on balance the South African estimates are closer to the truth, and
that 1,000-2,000 FAPLA troops were killed during the Lomba river battles.
113 FAPLA losses that day included 18 T-54/55s, 26 armoured vehicles, 4 SAM-8 launcher vehicles, 4
BM-21s, 85 trucks, and dozens of other smaller vehicles. Of that number, 12 tanks, 12 armoured cars,
one SAM-8, 2 BM-21s and 45 trucks were captured intact, the vast majority being handed over to
UNITA. Crocker (op. cit., p.360) later noted ironically that as a result of the Lomba river battle "the
Soviet Union had become the largest external source of arms to UNITA and South Africa". The
commander of what was left of 47 Brigade later signalled to his commanders that the brigade had no
equipment or vehicles and was travelling entirely on foot (Heitman, op. cit., p.88).
114 Among the military equipment captured the South Africans noted that the Brazilian Engesa trucks
still had the plastic covers on the seats, and that one brand-new T-55 only had the distance from Lobito
to the Lomba on its clock (Heitman, op. cit., p.77).
115 Two SADF officers — Johan Lehman & Piet van Ziel — were entrusted with recovering the SAM-8
vehicle, and they returned to the Lomba battlefield at first light on 4 October 1987, making for two of
the three SAM-8s which had been abandoned by the FAPLA. Both were stuck in thick mud, so Van
Ziel started up an abandoned T-55 tank nearby and coupled the SAM-8 launchers to it, taking the best
part of half a day to tow both vehicles to safety. By the time they returned for the supply vehicle the
whole area was under intense FAPLA artillery fire and aerial bombardment, but they nevertheless
returned four or five times to salvage what they could. The SAM-8 was hidden inside a trailer (which
was itself camouflaged) for two days, and then driven to the SADF's Brigade Administration half an
hour south of Mavinga where it remained for two weeks while the UNITA and South African High
Commands wrangled bitterly over its fate, The Americans were particularly keen to get hold of the
SAM-8 as the others captured from 47 Brigade had been severely damaged and were of little use, but
the South African view appears to have won out eventually and the SAM-8 was flown to South Africa,
its subsequent fate remaining unknown (author's interview with Johan Lehman, Pretoria, 27 October
1998). The Soviets were reportedly furious at the loss of such a sophisticated piece of military
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commanders were forced to call in Cuban MiG-23's to bomb the battlefield area over

the next three days in an attempt to destroy the abandoned equipment before it fell

into enemy hands, but this was little more than damage limitation, and on 5 October

they finally ordered a full withdrawal towards Cuito Cuanavale.

The failure of Operation Saludando Octubre — the Soviets' third consecutive military

defeat in a row — was the final embarrassment for Gen. Shagnovitch, and shortly after

FAPLA forces began retreating from the Lomba he was recalled to Moscow in

disgrace, 116 marking the end of Soviet dominance in the Angolan War. By the time

the surviving FAPLA forces limped back to the Cuito river they had suffered over

4,000 casualties — some brigades losing all of their weaponry, tanks and armoured

cars — and in addition UNITA claimed to have killed 20 Cuban and four Soviet

military advisers (wounding over 100 others), greatly raising the stakes for the

intervention forces!" But the fighting in Cuando Cubango was far from over, for the

FAPLA commanders — effectively left in the lurch by their Soviet patrons — now

faced the unenviable task of attempting to withdraw several thousand demoralised

troops through nearly 100 miles of hostile and difficult terrain, all the time under

threat of renewed South African attacks which could turn the unsteady withdrawal

into a disorderly rout at any moment. With Cuito Cuanavale and possibly the whole

of Cuando Cubango now under threat of collapse, the Angolans turned to their Cuban

allies to help extricate them from the terrible military disaster which was looming, and

over the next six weeks Cuban forces gradually increased their involvement in the

fighting east of the Cuito river, Cuban MiG-23s providing air cover for the retreating

troops while various Cuban-manned detachments reinforced key positions in Cuando

Cubango. 18 Nothing short of a massive intervention with troops, anno y; and artillery

could prevent the capture of Cuito Cuanavale, however, and by mid-November — for

the first time in over a decade — Cuba would be ready to recommit its troops to the

technology, and 59 Brigade was ordered to go back and recover the SAM-8, suffering further casualties
and eventually giving up once it was clear a large South African force was still in the area (Heitman,
op. cit., p.82).
116 Hooper, op. cit., p.52.
117 Crocker, op. cit., p.360 & Kahn, op. cit., p.76. The South Africans for their part claimed to have
killed 120 Soviets and Cubans in the fighting in 1987.
118 For example, on 13 October 1987 a BMD-1 armoured car detachment was formed using Cuban
personnel and sent to reinforce Cuito Cuanavale (Benitez Suarez, op. cit., p.31).
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ground war in Angola, launching what would prove to be Cuba's final and largest

military intervention in Angola (see below).

The South Africans' extends O peration Moduler once more

Flushed with their crushing victory over 47 Brigade and convinced that the FAPLA

offensive had now been broken, on 6 October the SADF High Command issued

orders to destroy all FAPLA forces east of the Cuito river, seeking to press home the

advantage and prevent the FAPLA launching another offensive later in the year

(which would in turn necessitate a further South African intervention). 119 The 4th

South African Infantry Battalion Group (4 SAT) — including more Ratels, the first

Olifant tanks and G-6 guns — was sent to bolster 20 Brigade (arriving in Mavinga on

30 October), but the crucial question of whether it was intended to capture Cuito

Cuanavale was left undecided, the South African commanders putting off a final

decision until the difficult task of driving the FAPLA back towards the Cuito river

had been completed. This would prove a fatal misjudgement, however, for by the

time South African forces were finally in a position to launch an attack on Cuito

Cuanavale's outer defences in January 1988, they would find themselves facing a far

more formidable military garrison — fully-supplied and reinforced with hundreds of

Cuban soldiers and weapons specialists — than the shattered remnants of the FAY1,A

army they were now chasing northwards. Incredibly, despite their previous

entanglements with the Cubans during Operation Savannah and throughout the 1980s,

the South Africans do not appear to have considered the possibility that Cuba would

intervene massively in the war, 12° and thus — encouraged by the Cuban army's official

policy of non-involvement in Angola's internal war— they once more escalated their

119 The South African escalation also had the additional objective of giving UNITA the breathing space
it needed to rebuild its guerrilla network after the debilitating losses it had suffered over the previous
two years fighting in Cuando Cubango. Serious planning for this next phase in Operation Moduler
began on 13 October, the possibility of capturing Cuito Cuanavale being examined as one of the
options (Heitman, op. cit., p.90).
120 Danie Crowther (in interview with author, Pretoria, 27 October 1998), who served with the SADF in
Angola during Operation Moduler and was later part of the South African negotiating team, admitted
that the SADF had not counted on the massive Cuban reinforcement which occurred to prevent the fall
of Cuito Cuanavale, adding that although South African Special Forces were monitoring the Cuban
build-up in Angola they were unsure of the Cuban strategy.
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military intervention in Angola without defining its ultimate objectives, setting the

tiny South African force on a direct collision course with the Cuban army.

The 'Siege of Cuito Cuanavale' begins, prompting fresh Cuban intervention,

October-November 1987 

Following the order to retreat on 5 October 1987, the remaining FAPLA forces

withdrew rapidly towards the last major obstacle between them and Cuito Cuanavale

— the river Chambinga (roughly 15 miles east of the Cuito river) — with UNITA and

South African forces in hot pursuit. The difficult terrain between the Lomba and

Cuito Cuanavale made the going tough for both sides, and the South African ground

forces — which were forced to call off several attacks due to navigational problems

and poor visibility I21 relied heavily on their Mirages and G-5s to maintain the

pressure on the FAPLA, dozens of air strikes and bombardments throughout October

and November inflicting further casualties on the retreating brigades. The forward

base for Operation Saludando Octubre — Cuito Cuanavale — almost immediately came

under siege, South African G-5s initiating over seven months of bombardment on 14

October by shelling the FAPLA's Forward Command post (killing 25 soldiers), and

within a fortnight they had closed the airstrip to jets and heavy air transports,

weakening the town's air defences and putting further strain on the FAPLA's supply

lines.'22 With pilots now forced to fly their missions from Menongue (giving them

less time over the target area) 123 - and with UNITA's increasingly effective use of

Stinger missiles forcing them to fly at ever higher altitudes 124 — FAPLA-Cuban air

121 For example, on 17 October 1987 Combat Groups Alpha & Bravo attempted an attack on 59
Brigade as it moved towards the upper Mianei river, but on reaching the outer FAPLA positions they
were forced to withdraw due to poor visibility and manoeuvrability, and had to call in SAAF Mirages
& Buccaneers to finish the job (Heitman, op. cit., pp.93-95).
122 By early December 1987 South African artillery was firing 100-120 shells of different calibre at
Cuito Cuanavale every day (Rey, op. cit., p.149).
123 Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.294) nevertheless notes that South African aircraft had on average only three
minutes over the target area if they flew from Grootfontein (300 miles to the south), and 17-20 minutes
if they flew from Rundu (200 miles to the south). In comparison, the FAPLA-Cuban MiG's had only
an eleven-minute flight from Menongue, giving them up to 45 minutes over the target area, which
suggests that UNITA's Stinger teams were the principal cause for their loss of air superiority in late
1987.
124 On 24 October 1987 a LTNITA Stinger team shot down a Cuban MiG-21, capturing its two pilots
Captain Ramos Cacadas & Lieut.-Col. Manuel Rocas Garcias who had ejected, and exhibiting them at
a press conference four days later.
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power quickly lost its effectiveness, allowing the SAAF to fly dozens of sorties

against 16 & 59 Brigades unmolested. 125 When on 30 October the South Africans

then received ground reinforcements — including the first Olifant tanks (a modified

version of the British Centurion) and new G-6 guns (a self-propelled, armoured

version of the G-5) — they were in a position to make a move on Cuito Cuanavale

itself, pushing the situation in southern Angola to crisis point.126

Fidel Castro urges the Angolans & Soviets to escalate the war against the South

Africans, 6 November 1987

By early November the FAPLA's predicament had become a source of major concern

for the Cuban leadership whose own personnel were now heavily involved in the

fighting, and on 3 November — before leaving for an official visit to Moscow — Castro

appointed Arnaldo Ochoa Sanchez as the new Chief of MMCA, a move possibly

calculated to pre-empt the massive military intervention he was already planning to

launch. During his stay in Moscow — ostensibly to participate in the 70 th Anniversary

celebrations of the October Revolution 127 — Castro held crisis talks with the Angolans

and Soviets, urging them to face the South African threat head-on with a massive

reinforcement of Cuito Cuanavale, and even proposing extending the war into

southwest Angola to put pressure on the Namibian border. 128 But the Soviets — still

chafing from their humiliation at the Lomba river — were in no mood to escalate the

conflict any further, and they pressed for a political solution instead, leaving the issue

unresolved when the Cuban leader returned to Havana two days later. 129 The situation

in Angola nevertheless continued to deteriorate over the following week, with South

African attacks killing a further 500 FAPLA troops (and probably some Cuban tank

125 On 29 & 30 October 1987 the SAAF flew a total of six air-strikes against 16 & 59 Brigades,
destroying a radar system, two SAM-8 launchers and various armoured vehicles, but due to the closure
of Cuito Cuanavale's airstrip FAPLA-Cuban MiG's were unable to intervene (Heitman, op. cit., p.110).
126 After the New York Accords were signed Fidel Castro told Crocker that he believed UNITA & the
SADF had made a strategic mistake by following up on the Lomba river victory, concluding they had
"created a crisis and forced me to act" (Crocker, op. cit., p.364), a revealing analysis which underlines
Castro's genius for exploiting — as opposed to engineering — crises for political gain.
127 Owing to Imperial Russia's use of the Julian calendar, the 'October Revolution' of 24-25 October
1917 actually took place on 6-7 November 1917, hence Castro's presence in Moscow in early
November 1987.
128 The talks took place on either 6 or 7 November 1987.
129 Kahn, op. cit., p.78 & Crocker, op. cit., p.346.
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operators too), and destroying or capturing 33 tanks and over 100 logistics vehicles. 130

Finally on 15 November Dos Santos (who had supported Castro's belligerent posture

at the Moscow meeting) wrote a desperate letter to Castro, requesting urgent Cuban

military assistance to prevent the FAPLA's total collapse in Cuando Cubango.I31

Faced with the opportunity of seizing back full control of the Angolan military

operation Castro needed no further prompting, and that very evening he authorised the

first 3,000 troops of what would eventually amount to a further 15,000-man

reinforcement of the Cuban contingent in Angola.132

Cuba launches `Maniobra XXXI Anniversario', 15 November 1987

The decision to re-engage in the fighting in Angola marked the final stage in Cuba's

long and difficult intervention, initiating seven months of bitter conflict with its old

nemesis — South Africa — which culminated in the decisive confrontations east of

Cuito Cuanavale and in southwest Angola (see Chapters 10-11). Just as in November

1975, the stakes were high for Fidel Castro whose political future had become

inextricably linked to the fortunes of the Cuban operation in Angola, and now

depended more than ever on him bringing it to a successful conclusion. But with the

support of his Soviet patrons, African allies and possibly even the Cuban army itself

130 Between 9 & 16 November the South Africans claim to have killed 525 FAPLA soldiers and to have
destroyed or captured 33 tanks, 3 SA-13 launcher vehicles, 15 armoured cars & 111 logistics vehicles
(Heitman, 'Operations Moduler and Hooper (1987-1988), South African Defence Force Review, 1989,
on the intemet). On 9 November South African tanks entered into combat action for the first time since
World War II, destroying ten T-55 tanks and capturing three, one of which had dozens of Spanish
documents, signals and letters aboard, seeming to confirm that Cuban tank operators had taken part in
the fighting, and possibly even been killed (at least 75 FAPLA soldiers were killed that day). On 13
November UNITA claimed in a press conference that a total of 1,984 FAPLA soldiers had been killed
& 300 captured since the start of the offensive, also claiming that 27 Soviets and 21 Cubans had been
killed (Heitman, op. cit., pp.143-144), a not unreasonable estimate given the severity and duration of
the fighting between July and November 1987.
131 Benitez Sudrez, op. cit., p.11.
132 Speaking to a crowd in Havana over a year later, Fidel Castro explained his decision to launch a
fresh intervention of Angola thus: "Once that situation [i.e. in Cuando Cubango] had been created — a
situation that in truth developed because our military views were not taken into account, a difficult
situation that could prove to be decisive — then everybody asked us to act and try to avoid disaster
there. Everybody asked us to act and expected Cuba to solve the problem. But actually, as we saw it,
the Cuban forces and equipment in Angola were not sufficient to solve the problem. We didn't have
enough men and equipment to defend a line more than 700Icm long and, what's more, to advance
200Icm eastward through the jungle to deal with the problem. We ran the risk of becoming strong there
and weak elsewhere, the risk of falling into a giant trap... [It was therefore] indispensable to reinforce
the troops and apply an appropriate military conception" (in Deutchmann, op. cit., p.108)
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weakening by the day, the prospect that Cuito Cuanavale — and conceivably even

Menongue — might fall to a lightning South African intervention of the sort which had

swept all before it in 1975 would be catastrophic for Castro, putting massive pressure

on the Cuban-manned ATS Defence Line and inevitably pushing Cuba into

negotiations with the South Africans on unfavourable terms. 133 Thus on 15

November 1987 Castro found himself in a very similar situation to that which had

faced him almost exactly twelve years previously on the eve of Operation Carlota, and

once more he was presented with the opportunity of taking full control of the

FAPLA's war while the Soviets watched from the side-lines, 134 only this time with far

fewer of the technical and logistical restraints which had plagued Operation Carlota's

launch. After more than a decade of involvement in the Angola — which by 1987 had

cost several thousand Cuban live5 135 — the Cuban intervention had come full circle,

and Castro would ensure that once he regained the military initiative he would not let

overall control slip from his grasp again (as it had in the early 1980s).

The decision to launch a fresh intervention in Angola was taken at a meeting of the

most senior members of the Politburo, FAR and MININT, who after examining

various coded dispatches and cables on the growing crisis in Cuito Cuanavale,

unanimously voted to launch `Maniobra XXXI Aniversario' (`31 Anniversary

Manoeuvre', referring to the traditional foundation date of the FAR in December

1956), with an initial reinforcement of 3,000 Cuban troops to help bolster Cuito

Cuanavale's defences. The mixed force would be made up of one armoured brigade

under the command of experienced Cuban officers, several self-propelled AA missile

units (including SAM-8s), one rapid response unit and a contingent of Cuba's elite

133 Although at this point the South Africans had not yet examined the possibility of capturing
Menongue, given their proclivity for extending their objectives in the face of weak resistance, it is quite
possible that they would have gone on to capture Menongue had the FAPLA collapse in Cuando
Cubango continued.
134 As an example of their disillusion with the Angolan War, the very day Fidel Castro authorised the
launch of the new Cuban intervention, American & Soviet delegations met for talks in Geneva, Crocker
noting that the Soviets were "humiliated, trapped, and at odds with themselves" after their humiliation
at the Lomba river (Crocker, op. cit., p.361).
135 Speaking in May 1987 Brig.-Gen Rafael del Pino (op. cit., p.15) estimated the number of Cuban
casualties sustained in Angola since 1975 (including killed, wounded & MIA) at "about 10,000",
implying a figure of at least several thousand Cuban dead. See Chapter 12 for a full discussion of
Cuban casualties sustained during the Angolan occupation.
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MIN1NT Special Forces which it is said Fidel Castro offered personally. I36 The focus

of all Cuban efforts would now be exclusively on the defence of the besieged garrison

at Cuito Cuanavale, and Cuba's best MiG pilots were immediately flown over to

bolster the Cuban air force in Angola, the first ones arriving in Angola five days

later. 137 The choice of Cuito Cuanavale for a final stand against the South Africans

was as much pre-emptive — to prevent the subsequent fall of Menongue — as it was

symbolic, the town's location over 100 miles from the relative safety of the ATS

Defence Line giving it little strategic value other than as a staging post for future

offensives into southern Cuando Cubango. 138 For Fidel Castro, however, the 'Siege

of Cuito Cuanavale' would perform another essential function, providing his forces

with the crucial set-piece battle they needed to enable them to withdraw from Angola

as a visibly victorious army, and over the next two months he would override

consistent requests from the Cuban and Soviet commanders in Angola to withdraw

from Cuito Cuanavale, determined to have his final showdown with the South

Africans.

Like its predecessor Operation Carlota, `Maniobra XXXI Aniversario' would also

have long-term objectives beyond the simple defence of Cuito Cuanavale, and as

Cuban reinforcements raced to Cuando Cubango Castro secretly ordered MMCA to

start building up a large Cuban force in Lubango in preparation for a dramatic move

into southwest Angola. The FAR's elite 50 th Division — which guarded the American

base at Guantanamo Bay (Cuba) and was considered Castro's personal division — was

tasked with spearheading the manoeuvre and was immediately dispatched to Angola,

the first 3,500 Cuban troops of this unit starting their move into Cunene in early

136 Benitez Suarez, op. cit., pp.11-12. The force would be fully-equipped before leaving for Angola,
taking its own weapons, supplies and over 700 combat and transport vehicles with it, and had the ideal
cover in annual military manoeuvres celebrating Armed Forces Day. Castro optimistically described
the Cuban reinforcement as the `pufietazo de Stevenson' (`Stevenson right-hook'), referring to Cuba's
foremost boxer at the time (Benitez Suarez, op. cit., p.11).
137 The pilots were seen off from Havana by the chiefs of the Air Force and Artillery (Benitez Suarez,
op. cit., p.12).
1" Throughout the 1970s Cuito Cuanavale had been a relatively unimportant backwater, with only 16
Brigade defending the town & 36 Brigade in support at Longa (70 miles north-west). Following the
rise in UNITA activity in 1982/83, however, the town's defences were bolstered, and a contingent of
three Cuban and four Soviet military advisors were posted to Cuito Cuanavale to oversee operations in
the region. Cuba's 70th Brigade guarded the airbase at Menongue, but did not get involved directly in
the fighting until the launch of 'Operation Saludando Octubre' in 1987 (TimOteo in interview).
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January 1988. Portrayed by the Cuban regime as a daring surprise move which

threatened to outflank the South African forces besieging Cuito Cuanavale and cut off

their retreat, 139 the Cuban advance into southwest Angola was subsequently written

off by Cuba's opponents as an elaborate exercise in sabre-rattling, 140 the South

Africans accusing the Cubans of deliberately choosing an area known to be devoid of

South African forces. 141 South African dismissal of the Cuban military threat is in

part justified as the move into Cunene was an integral part of Castro's double-strategy

in the negotiations, the increased pressure it put on the South Africans intended to

extract major concessions from them in the final rounds of the Crocker negotiations.

But the move was nevertheless a major provocation to the SADF which had been

operating free of Cuban interference in the area for nearly eight years, and would

inevitably react militarily. The escalation of the war into southwest Angola thus

provided both sides with an alternative theatre of operations after the inconclusive

stand-off at Cuito Cuanavale, leading almost inevitably to the final bloody clashes at

Tchipa and Calueque which were to bring the ground war to a sudden conclusion (see

Chapter 11).

139 For example Benitez Sudrez, op. cit., p.13, Rey, op. cit., p.221 & Campbell, op. cit., p.26.
140 Crocker (op. cit., p.369) later described the march into southwest Angola as "a political
demonstration in keeping with Castro's 'strutting cock' school of grand strategy", while Heitman (op.
cit., p.298) suggests that with negotiations reaching a critical point in April 1988 "the South Africans
were quite content to let Castro posture a little to save face" and therefore did nothing to stop the
deployment of Cuban forces into Cunene.
141 By late 1987 the only permanent South African force in Cunene was the small garrison (50-60 men)
guarding the hydroelectric installations at Calueque.
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Chapter 10

The 'Battle of Cuito Cuanavale' 

November 1987 — March 1988 

The series of battles which occurred east of Cuito Cuanavale from November 1987 to

March 1988 were the culmination of more than a dozen years of sporadic and

inconclusive clashes between the Cubans and South Africans in Angola, and by the

end of five months bitter fighting had evolved into the second largest military

confrontation in African history (after El-Alamein in 1942). 1 With Cuban and South

African troops now fully re-engaged in the Angolan War, their commanders would

have the long-awaited rematch they had been yearning for since the bloody clashes at

Catengue, Ebo and 'Bridge 14' during the 'Second Liberation War', and as the

ferocity of the fighting intensified around the FAPLA's tiny outpost in Cuando

Cubango, so too did the military and political stakes. As during Operation Savannah,

the SADF would operate under crippling restraints imposed by Pretoria which

attempted to pursue simultaneous yet incompatible goals, on the one hand trying to

keep South African casualties to a minimum, whilst on the other vetoing any increase

in the size of the South African force fighting in southern Angola. This was to prove

a counter-productive strategy, however, for — exactly as in November 1975 — the

South African intervention had once more provided the catalyst for Cuba to launch

another mammoth military intervention in Angola, this time dwarfing even Operation

Carlota and by mid-1988 raising the total Cuban contingent in Angola to over 65,000

troops. Thus Pretoria's objectives in late 1987 were highly unrealistic, and its

bungled strategy would fundamentally undermine the efforts of Operation Moduler's

commanders to complete their mission — leaving the crucial question of the capture of

Cuito Cuanavale unresolved — and pit their 3,000-man force against the combined

might of the FAPLA and Cuban armies.2

The two battles of El-Alamein were fought between the British 8 th Army (the 'Desert Rats') under
General Montgomery and the German Panzer divisions under General Rommel from June to July and
from 23 October to 6 November 1942, the end result being the complete destruction of the German
Panzer force and the German withdrawal from North Africa.
2 By early 1988 (when the 'Battle of Cuito Cuanavale' began), there were over 65,000 Cuban and at
least 50,000 FAPLA troops in Angola, a large proportion of whom were assigned to the defensive
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The significance of the 'Battle of Cuito Cuanavale' would go far beyond the

negligible strategic and tactical gains made by each side on the ground, however,

providing the crucial turning-point in Angola's interminable conflict, and locking

both sides into a costly stalemate which would force them to recommit themselves to

Crocker's moribund 'linkage' negotiations. Throughout the fighting around Cuito

Cuanavale, therefore, the American negotiating strategy would slowly reassert itself

in the background, advancing at a remarkable pace (compared to the previous seven

years of stop-start negotiations) following the inclusion of Cuba as a negotiating party

in January 1988. Indeed by August it would have completely eclipsed the fighting on

the ground, becoming the central point of confrontation (and ultimately consensus)

between the warring parties. Perhaps most significantly of all, however, the much-

heralded 'Battle of Cuito Cuanavale' would provide the Cuban leadership with the

decisive military victory that had eluded MINICA for over a dozen years, enabling

Cuba to enter into withdrawal negotiations with its armed forces visibly victorious in

the world's eyes. The reality of what actually occurred at Cuito Cuanavale was of

course quite different, and the various efforts by the Cuban regime to mythicise the

'Siege of Cuito Cuanavale' — including a bungled attempt to rewrite whole sections of

the fighting to fit the Cuban leadership's political agenda — will be discussed later in

this chapter.

The road to Cuito Cuanavale, November 1987-January 1988

By the time Cuban commanders stepped in to take over the defence of Cuito

Cuanavale, the remaining FAPLA forces east of the Cuito river were in danger of

total collapse, having endured daily attacks by the South African aviation, artillery

and ground forces as they attempted to withdraw towards the Chambinga river

bridge. 3 Keen to repeat their crushing victory over 47 Brigade at the Lomba, the

operation in Cuando Cubango, dwarfing the South African force which never numbered more than
3,000 troops at any point in 1987/88 (Heitman in interview & Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.212).
3 According to the SADF, by 18 November 1987 the FAPLA had lost 1,059 killed & 2,118 wounded
since the start of Operation Saludando Octubre, as well as 61 tanks, 83 armoured vehicles, 20 BM-21s
& hundreds of trucks. The FAPLA later gave a total casualty figure for the fighting in 1987/88 of
4,000 (Heitman, op. cit., p.155).
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South Africans had inflicted heavy casualties on 16, 25 & 59 Brigades as they

attempted to cross the Chambinga, but their final attack against the last remaining

brigade (21) on 17 November had had to be called off (allegedly due to erroneous

UNITA reports that Cuban MiG's were overhead), allowing the FAPLA to complete

its withdrawal by nightfal1.4 This wasted opportunity was to cost the South Africans

dear, for the terrain north of the river was ideally suited to defensive operations, and

once the FAPLA had dug in there they were able to beat off two days of concerted

SADF-UNITA attacks (on 25/26 November), the South African armour quickly

getting bogged down in the tricky terrain and minefields. 5 The delay this caused to

the South African advance was to prove crucial for the defenders of Cuito Cuanavale,

for it would give the FAPLA-Cuban commanders the vital time they needed to

reinforce the garrison and reorganise the remaining FAPLA brigades east of the Cuito

river before the imminent South African attack finally came (see below). As if to

compound their turn of fortune, the same day South African forces were rebuffed in

the Chambinga high ground (25 November) the UN Security Council passed

Resolution 502, unanimously condemning South Africa's 'illegal entry' into Angola

and demanding its full withdrawal by 10 December.

The resounding condemnation of the UN Security Council threatened to increase the

political stakes greatly for South Africa, but Pretoria was in no mood to let the

FAPLA off the hook, and in an effort to appease international opinion on 5 December

1987 Gen. Geldenhuys issued a public statement declaring that South African forces

had begun a "tactical withdrawal under operational conditions". 6 This statement was

4 That morning G-5s (firing 155mm air-bust shells) hit 16 Brigade as it attempted to cross the
Chambinga bridge, blocking it to traffic & killing at least 60 FAPLA soldiers, but Combat Group
Alpha was unable to capitalise on the confusion, calling off its attack shortly after it had been launched
(Heitman, op. cit., pp.153-154).
5 By attacking FAPLA units west of the Chambinga the South African force was actually violating the
restrictions imposed on Operation Moduler — the Chambinga river having previously been their
western operational limit — revealing how South African objectives in Angola were gradually being
extended as the FAPLA continued to disintegrate during the retreat towards Cuito Cuanavale. During
the attack Combat Group Bravo had such difficulty moving through the rough terrain that it advanced
only 800 yards in nearly four hours of fighting (Heitman, op. cit., p.166).
6 Geldenhuys later repeated that South African forces were withdrawing 'under operational conditions'
on 20 February 1988, and following the war he insisted that he had not misled the public, having
emphasised that clashes could still take place during what he expected to be a fighting withdrawal
(Geldenhuys, op. cit., pp.221 & 233). Geldenhuys's assertion is nevertheless illogical, for the South
African forces east of the Cuito river were not only reinforced in late December but also went on to
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Serious disagreements between Ochoa & Fidel Castro in run-up to the 'Battle of

Cuito Cuanavale' 

Following the decision to launch `Maniobra XXXI Aniversario' the entire Cuban

leadership had been put on a war footing, Fidel Castro once more taking personal

command of Cuban military operations in Angola, dedicating himself so obsessively

to the task over the next year that he "practically didn't do government work in

1988". 10 Almost immediately, however, problems arose with the recently-appointed

Chief of MMCA, Gen. Arnaldo Ochoa Sanchez." Following the war, Castro would

claim to have had little faith in Ochoa's abilities, insisting that he had only appointed

him to the role because the situation in Cuito Cuanavale was not at the time critical,

adding that he was subsequently unable to replace Ochoa with his preferred candidate

— Gen. Leopoldo Cintra Frias (better known simply as Polo') 12 - because of the

humiliation this would have caused Ochoa. 13 Castro's attempts to discredit Ochoa

10 Speaking of his involvement in the Cuban operation, Castro declared that "[f]rom mid-November
1987 to late 1988, we didn't do government work; we devoted all our time, all of it, to that struggle, to
that war. It couldn't have been otherwise. We had to assume responsibility for what happened there.
Even the Revolution was at stake there, because if this was a decisive battle for apartheid and meant a
large-scale defeat, the Revolution was also at stake and a different outcome would have meant a major
defeat for the Revolution, regardless of how noble, how just and altruistic the cause... The Central
Group was working and I spent 80 per cent of my time on this battle" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.393).
11 Gen. Amaldo Ochoa Sanchez was one of the most experienced (and decorated) officers in the Cuban
army, having joined Castro's guerrillas at the age of 18 and gradually risen through the ranks, fighting
in the Revolutionary War, the Bay of Pigs and the LCB. He then served on internationalist missions in
Venezuela (1965), Congo-Brazzaville (1967), Sierra Leone (1972), Syria (1973), Angola (1975-76),
Ethiopia (1977-78) & Nicaragua (1983-86), and was awarded the 'Maximo GOrnez award' (Hero of the
Cuban Republic) on 1 January 1984, the FAR's highest decoration. Ochoa was a member of the PCC's
Central Committee and held several senior FAR positions in Cuba, including Deputy Defence Minister
(Oppenheimer, op. cit., pp.71-77). In May 1987 Brig.-Gen. del Pino (op. cit., p.55) described Ochoa as
one of the two most respected officers in the Cuban military (the other was Polo). Ochoa's
appointment as Vice-Minister in charge of Overseas missions in March 1986 brought him into contact
with money-laundering and drug-smuggling operations in Panama, and in Angola he would expand his
clandestine commercial activities, leading to his arrest and trial in June 1989 (see Chapter 12).
12 Polo was a veteran of Angola, having served as Chief of the Southern Front (later ATS) during
Operation Carlota and having represented the FAPLA-Cubans at the cease-fire signed with the South
Africans on 27 March 1976. He later served as a tank commander in Ethiopia in 1978, and was on a
posting in Cuba when called to Angola in late 1987 as Chief of the ATS. See Baez (op. cit., pp.481-
492) for full interview.
13 Castro claimed that replacing Ochoa with Polo "would have been perhaps humiliating for the former,
perhaps it would have seemed as if we were underestimating his qualities or his abilities and so what
we decided to do was to send Polo as commander of the Southern Front where the bulk of our forces
was to be deployed, where the fighting was going on and where the main operations would be
conducted". According to Castro, the Cuban High Command in Havana had separate radio contact
with Polo during the fighting — bypassing Ochoa altogether — and it was his handling of the campaign
alone that "ensure[d] the complete success of our troops' operations in Angola" (Case 1/1989, op. cit.,
pp.15, 381-382).
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seem rather retrospective, however, for it is clear that when he appointed Ochoa Chief

of MMCA (the day before Castro left for Moscow) he was already planning a major

escalation in Cuba's involvement in the fighting in Angola, and he clearly intended

Ochoa to oversee the expansion in the Cuban operation which duly followed.I4

Ochoa himself appears to have been very pessimistic about his new posting — later

declaring to Rat11 Castro that he believed he had been sent to command a lost war so

that he could be blamed for the inevitable defeat' s — and his various clashes over the

next three months with the Cuban High Command would turn him into the ideal

scapegoat for the Cuban operation's shortcomings, rather like Arguelles had been

over a decade earlier. I6 By 1987 an experienced and popular figure in the FAR,

Ochoa's informal and independent style of leadership would grate on the Cuban

commander-in-chief, and lead to serious disagreements over the proposed military

strategy in Angola.

Cuba starts to reinforce Cuito Cuanavale, November 1987-January 1988

The initial priority for `Maniobra =CI Aniversario' was to prevent Cuito Cuanavale

falling to the South Africans' tightening stranglehold," and to bolster the FAPLA-

Cuban air force a contingent of Cuba's finest MiG pilots was immediately flown over

to Angola, over the following months flying dozens of missions to protect the vital

supply convoys en route to Cuito Cuanavale, and later playing a prominent role in

beating off UNITA's first attack on 21 Brigade on 2 January 1988 (see below). I8 On

14 Ochoa's extensive battle-field experience — for example as overall commander of Cuban forces
during the successful intervention in Ethiopia in 1978 — must also have been a factor in Castro's
appointment.

Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.290.
16 Fidel Castro later complained that Ochoa "was lazy in writing reports, and on each of his missions
there were complaints that he was not very much inclined to sit down and dictate appropriate reports".
Castro also detailed four separate strategic proposals Ochoa made between December 1987 and
January 1988 which were rejected by Havana as they would have jeopardised the defence of Cuito
Cuanavale, Huambo & Menongue (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.383). Ochoa was never given a chance to
respond to any of Castro's accusations of incompetence, however, as they were made during the final
closed session of senior military officers, and he was then shot four days later, leaving open the
question of whether he was indeed a scapegoat for many different Cuban commanders' shortcomings in
Angola (Fidel Castro among them).
17 My account of the reinforcement of Cuito Cuanavale is taken from GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., pp.108-
116, Luis, op. cit., p.6 & Rey, op. cit., pp.148-149.
18 By December 1987 the combined FAPLA-Cuban air force in Menongue had a total of 18 MiG-23s &
13 MiG-21s which flew daily missions over the Cuito Cuanavale area (Rey, op. cit., p.181). In
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23 November 1987 the first of nine ships and twenty aircraft bearing Cuban

reinforcements left Havana for Angola — Raid Castro personally seeing the troops off

at Baraguai — and the following day Jorge Risquet delivered a message from Fidel

Castro to Dos Santos in Luanda, detailing the makeup of the new Cuban intervention

force and requesting permission for Cuban troops to operate in southwest Angola

right down to the Namibian border (a request Dos Santos granted a fortnight later).

The first ships would not start arriving in Angola until 10 December, however, and in

the meantime an advance 'Operative Group' under MMCA's Chief of Operations —

Lieut.-Col. Alvaro Lopez Mien.° — was dispatched to Cuito Cuanavale on 4

December to reorganise the town's artillery and defences in preparation for the arrival

of major Cuban reinforcements later in the month. 2° This 40-man unit — including

four other senior Cuban officers, five artillery specialists and a platoon of Special

Forces troops21 — was initially charged with assessing the situation on the ground and

reporting back to Luanda within 72 hours, 22 and they immediately met with the local

FAPLA commander, Lieut.-Col. Batista, who filled them in on the known disposition

of South Africans forces in the area and pinpointed which FAPLA units were hardest

pressed (singling out 21 & 25 Brigades).

By December 1987 there were a total of five remaining FAPLA brigades east of the

Cuito river, organised in a two-tiered defence between the Chambinga and Cuatir

rivers (see map). The first tier consisted of the three FAPLA brigades which had seen

recognition of their efforts, on 3 February 1988 Fidel Castro sent a personal message to the Cuban
pilots flying in Angola, congratulating them on having flown more than 1,000 missions by this date
(GOrnez ChacOn, op. cit., pp.40-41).
19 Described by GOmez ChacOn (op. cit., pp.108-109) as "one our most experienced colonels", Lieut.-
Col. Miera served in Angola during Operation Carlota and was Chief of the BM-21 regiment in
Ethiopia in 1978. He was sent to Angola again in late November 1987, and was about to leave for
Cahama at the head of a Cuban armoured unit when ordered to take the 'Operative Group' to Cuito
Cuanavale.
20 Several reinforcement detachments for Cuito Cuanavale were also formed within Angola itself. For
example, in late October 1987 a FAPLA-Cuban 'Special Column' set out from Luanda under the
command of Lieut.-Col. Almira Quevedo, arriving in Cuito Cuanavale several days late due to the
cautious approach taken by the commander who was on his first caravana (Benitez Suarez, op. cit.,

' I The four senior officers accompanying Lieut.-Col. Miera were Lieut.-Cols. Viamonte (second in
command), Robira (Chief of Operations) & Ochoa (Chief of Rearguard), and Major Noa (Information
Chief), in addition to two officers from the FAPLA's 8 th Brigade, a photographer and a medic. The
unit travelled to Cuito Cuanavale in two helicopters with an escort of two MiG-23s, taking with them
provisions, two oxygen tanks (for the hospital) and desperately-needed supplies for the garrison
(GOrnez ChacOn, op. cit., p.110).
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the most action during Operation Saludando Octubre —25 Brigade in the south

guarding the Chambinga river bridge, 59 Brigade just above it protecting its left flank,

and 21 Brigade two miles further to the north, positioned just south of the Cuatir river.

In the second tier — protecting the so-called `Tumpo Triangle' (the territory between

the Cuito, Tumpo and Dala rivers) — were 16 & 66 Brigades, the latter guarding the

Cuito river bridge, while on the other side of the river 13 Brigade, the small Cuban

Operative Group and the majority of the artillery and AA defences protected the

western approaches to Cuito Cuanavale. The total force numbered nearly 4,000

troops — with a total of 45 tanks, 65 armoured cars and 10 BM-21s between them 23 —

but despite its formidable size the Cubans were deeply concerned about the morale of

the FAPLA troops, fearing that nearly six months of South African attacks and

bombardment had worn down their will to fight. In an effort to prevent them

collapsing at the first South African assault, therefore, several hundred of the Cuban

reinforcements were allocated to the weakest FAPLA units, 25 Brigade receiving a

total of 80 Cubans by the end of the fighting. 24 Each brigade's outer defences were

strengthened — with complex bunker and trench systems, and minefields laid east of

their positions — and the FAPLA's artillery was completely reorganised, Lieut.-Col.

Miera requesting more sophisticated artillery pieces (in particular BM-21s) after the

FAPLA's existing artillery had been easily located and destroyed by the South

Africans.

On 8 December a group of senior Cuban officers from Luanda arrived in Cuito

Cuanavale to take detailed graphic images of the front for Fidel Castro, and two days

later the first Cuban ship bearing reinforcements docked in Lobito, a total of nearly

300 artillery and weapons specialists arriving in Cuito Cuanavale by the end of the

22 Lieut.-Col. Miera in Baez, op. cit., p.43.
23 Figures as at 18 November 1987 from Heitman, op. cit., p.159.
24 GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., pp.75 & 94. The first 34 Cubans joined 25 Brigade 20 miles east of the
Cuito river on 3 January 1988, calling themselves `compaiieros cubanos' ('Cuban comrades') instead
of `asesores' ('advisers') as a sign of solidarity with their Angolan allies, and on the first day they
worked seven hours straight to strengthen the brigade's defences. "There was much pessimism, much
uncertainty, because the South Africans had arrived in great force", and the Cubans worked hard to
raise the morale & fighting ability of the troops in the lead-up to the first SADF-UNITA attack on 13
January 1988. Heitman (op. cit., p.202) notes that Tactical Group 2 (which contained many of the
FAPLA tanks) had a very high proportion of Cuban personnel because all of its communications were
via the Cuban radio network.
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month. 25 Further attempts were made by Cuban and Angolan engineers to repair the

bridge over the Cuito river — briefly reopening it to heavy traffic on 27 December —

but these were once more cut short by a South African 'smart bomb' attack on 3

January 1988 which destroyed 20 yards of the bridge and closed it to all traffic for

over a month. 26 While the 300-man Cuban contingent attempted to bolster Cuito

Cuanavale's defences, nearly 400 miles away a much larger Cuban force was starting

to assemble in southwest Angola, and following official authorisation by Dos Santos

for Cuban forces to operate south of the ATS Defence Line, on 14 December the first

elements of Cuba's 50 th Division started moving south from Lubango into northern

Cunene. This move was crucial to Castro's military strategy in Angola, the gradual

build-up of Cuban forces north of the border with western Namibia intended to put

intense pressure on the South Africans while their forces were tied down east of Cuito

Cuanavale, and by the end of January 1988 over 3,500 Cuban troops would have

moved into northern Cunene, some setting up bases north of the Namibian border.27

Ochoa does not appear to have been in step with Castro's strategy, however, for on 19

December he requested that various units be withdrawn from Cuito Cuanavale and

Menongue to strengthen central Angola (which was under fresh attack from UNITA),

soliciting an angry response from Castro who immediately vetoed the move, adding

that the Cuban High Command in Havana was "very annoyed by the unexpected ideas

25 The precise number of Cuban military personnel in Cuito Cuanavale by the end of 1987 is unclear,
GOmez ChacOn (op. cit., p.180), Heitman (op. cit., p.159) & Crocker (op. cit., p.366) putting it at 300,
Luis (op. cit., p.6) at 200, while TimOteo (in interview) claims that there were only a couple of platoons
of Cuban artillery operators (c.60 men) in Cuito Cuanavale when the first attack came (13 January
1988), and never more than 100 throughout the battle of Cuito Cuanavale. The figure of 300 seems
more accurate, however, and was repeated in Granma on 1 June 1988. Rey (op. cit., p.148) notes that
many Cuban military specialists joined the FAPLA in Cuito Cuanavale before the end of the year,
among them one company of Special Forces (c.100 men).
26 The attack on the bridge caused great confusion when a message arrived immediately afterwards
ordering the withdrawal of all Cuban forces from Cuito Cuanavale, forcing Lieut.-Col. Ciro GOmez
Betancourt — who would later make his name in the desperate tank battle of 14 February 1988 —to
swim across the river to check with the units on the eastern side, losing his boots and shirt in the
process and leaving him with an "aspect° del card". To his relief he quickly found out the message had
been erroneous (Gdmez Chacdn, op. cit., pp.113-114). Ironically, the day before the attack 1st Lieut.
Engineer Ernesto Chapeaux Diaz had arrived in Cuito Cuanavale to inspect the bridge for damage, and
he returned to Luanda two days later to report its destruction. He went back to Cuito Cuanavale on 9
January, but was unable to repair the bridge fully, rigging up a walkway with rope and wooden planks
for soldiers to cross (Luis, op. cit. p.48).
27 Heitman, op. cit., p.296.
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which are inexplicable and run counter to our views about the struggle in the south

against South Africa".28

For Castro, there was no doubt whatsoever that the South Africans were intent on

capturing Cuito Cuanavale, and over the following weeks he would continue to reject

all suggestion of withdrawing from the town, urging his commanders to strengthen

their defences in preparation for the imminent attack. But Ochoa does not appear to

have shared Castro's view, believing that the FAPLA's defences east of the Cuito

river were strong enough after 21 Brigade (supported by Cuban MiG's) easily beat off

a half-hearted attack by UNITA on 2 January 1988, 29 the absence of South African

personnel or armour during this battle (the result of restrictions imposed by the South

African High Command) apparently convincing him that the SADF had now

withdrawn from the fighting. Thus on 12 January — despite the continuing

bombardment by South African artillery and violent clashes between patrols from

both sides — Ochoa optimistically reported to Havana that the South Africans had

begun withdrawing from Cuito Cuanavale, and that now the crisis had passed he

intended to start moving certain units out of the area to reinforce central Angola — a

suggestion Castro rejected out of hand. 3° Ultimately Castro's instincts would prove to

have been correct, for the very next day the South Africans launched their first full-

scale assault on FAPLA positions east of Cuito Cuanavale, throwing the FAPLA's

defences into chaos and initiating the three-month 'Battle of Cuito Cuanavale'.

Castro's strained relationship with Ochoa would prove critical to the defenders'

chances of holding out against the South Africans, however, and further

disagreements and misunderstandings between the two men would end up costing

dozens of Cuban lives, bringing the South Africans to within an inch of capturing the

town (see 'The attack of 14 February 1988' below).

28 From Castro's speech in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.383.
29 The UNITA assault was preceded by the heaviest artillery duel of the campaign, South African G-5s
and Mirages fighting it out with FAPLA-Cuban BM-21s & D-30s, but when UNITA finally did attack
it failed to dislodge the FAPLA from their positions, suffering heavy casualties in the process. During
the fighting FAPLA-Cuban MiG's flew 35 combat missions against UNITA, greatly contributing to the
failure of the attack (Heitman, op. cit., p.195-197).
39 Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.383. According to Heitman (op. cit., p.206), Castro telexed Ochoa that night
refusing permission to re-deploy his forces until South African intentions were clearer.
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The Battle of Cuito Cuanavale, 13 January —23 March 1988

Following UNITA's failed attack against 21 Brigade on 2 January 1988, the South

African High Command was forced to recognise that UNITA was incapable of

dislodging the FAPLA from its strong positions unaided, and one week later they

authorised South African personnel to spearhead a full-scale assault on 21 Brigade's

positions, initiating the final phase in their plan to destroy all remaining FAPLA

forces east of the Cuito river. Over the next three months the combined South

African-UNITA forces would launch a total of five major assaults on Cuito Cuanavale

(in addition to dozens of air-strikes, artillery bombardments and minor clashes on

patrol), gradually driving the remaining FAPLA brigades off the Chatnbinga high

ground and back towards the Cuito river, and eventually reducing the Angolans'

foothold east of the river to the tiny `Tumpo triangle'. 31 But as the South Africans

edged closer to the Cuito river, they would find the FAPLA defences steadily

strengthening against them, and the combination of Cuban personnel in the front-lines

and carefully-constructed defence systems (including trenches, bunkers and

minefields) would eventually bring the UNITA-SADF advance to a halt, leading to a

tense stand-off with only the FAPLA's 25 Brigade remaining east of the river. The

fighting around Cuito Cuanavale would prove to be some of the bitterest of the

Angolan War — greatly raising the stakes for the SADF which committed some of its

most precious military assets (including irreplaceable tanks and aircraft) 32 to the

fighting against the FAPLA — and despite failing to result in a clear-cut military

victory for either side, the battle would nevertheless provide the necessary military

31 G6mez Chac6n (op. cit., p.85) described 59 Brigade's final position in the Tumpo triangle as "the
definitive one, because it [was] only two miles from the Cuito river and from that position there's
nowhere to retreat to" (author's translation).
32 Due to an international arms embargo imposed by the UN in 1978, South Africa was unable to buy
military aircraft, armour and sophisticated weaponry from the West, and had to rely instead on the arms
black market (often via Israel) and its own domestic arms industry to equip its armed forces. This
embargo led to the development of the G-5 and MRL — specifically to counter the Cuban BM-21s
which had caused so much destruction during Operation Savannah — and the upgrading of existing
armour, for example the outdated British Centurions (which became Olifants). The Mirages and
Olifants lost in Angola were thus quite literally irreplaceable.
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stalemate on the ground to force both sides to look seriously for a negotiated

settlement, giving fresh impetus to Crocker's 'linkage' negotiations (see below).33

The first major South African assault, 13/14 January 1988

The first full-scale South African attack on the FAPLA's defensive positions east of

the Cuito river began on 13 January 1988 with a fierce artillery bombardment by G-

5s, MRLs and 120mm mortars on 21 Brigade's forward positions (see map),

eventually setting off a fierce bush-fire which engulfed the FAPLA positions. 34 The

main assault was then launched by 4 SAT with 61 Mech and UNITA's 3 rd Regular

Battalion in support, the attacking force eventually coming under heavy mortar and

BM-21 fire when it reached the minefields surrounding the FAPLA's forward bunker

positions, one Ratel immediately losing a wheel to a mine. The FAPLA put up far

stiffer resistance than expected — one bunker firing repeatedly at the advancing

Olifants before being destroyed by a single HESH round, killing all 20 occupants —

and only after an hour's heavy fighting did the FAPLA start to withdraw, leaving

behind at least 60 dead. By now the FAPLA-Cuban commanders in Cuito Cuanavale

had responded to the attack, sending five tanks from nearby 16 Brigade to reinforce

21 Brigade and calling in FAPLA-Cuban MiG-23s from Menongue to launch the first

of dozens of air-strikes against the South Africans that day, 35 and the South Africans

continued their advance towards 21 Brigade's HQ with some difficulty, abandoning

one Ratel and three Olifants which became immobilised on the difficult slopes leading

up to the position. There was a brief moment when it looked as if the tank

reinforcement from 16 Brigade might outflank the South African force, but this ended

up veering north into 21 Brigade's main positions, allowing 4 SAI to launch its final

assault on 21 Brigade's HQ in the failing light, placing 61 Mech on the high ground

33 My account of the attack of 13 January 1988 is taken from Rey, op. cit., p.150, Heitman, op. cit.,
pp.206-210 & author's interviews with surviving FAPLA veterans of 21 Brigade (Menongue, March
1998).
34 The bombardment was preceded by fierce clashes between UNITA patrols and forward FAPLA
elements. During the bombardment SADF G-5s & MRLs fired a total of 280 rounds into 21 Brigade's
main positions (Heitman, op. cit., p.206)..
35 According to Heitman (op. cit., pp.208-210), multiple MiG-23 strikes on 13 January 1988 did no
more than damage the gun-sight on one South African Olifant, and on several occasions missed SADF-
UNITA forces by several miles. The inaccuracy of their bombardment might have resulted from the
high altitude they were forced to fly at in order to avoid UNITA's Stinger SAMs.
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north of the Dala source to catch any FAPLA forces which attempted to retreat

towards the Cuito river.

21 Brigade's HQ was heavily defended by a well-designed bunker complex, with a

staged series of trenches and anti-personnel minefields making any approach

extremely difficult, and two squadrons of South African tanks were chosen to

spearhead the assault. These took heavy fire from the FAPLA's 23mm guns as they

advanced — one Ratel being severely damaged — before shooting out two T-55s which

appeared on the scene, and then driving off four others. South African Olifants and

Ratels then attempted to clear a path for the infantry through the minefields, but they

were briefly halted by the appearance of a lone BM-21 which fired an entire salvo at

one Olifant at only 150 yards range (missing the tank and causing only light damage)

before being destroyed by another Olifant, which itself then became immobilised in a

ditch. The remaining Olifants nevertheless continued the attack under heavy FAPLA

bombardment— destroying dozens of bunkers and inflicting heavy casualties on the

FAPLA troops — until after about an hour's fighting FAPLA resistance started to

crumble, the retreating FAPLA forces running straight into 61 Mech which was

blocking their retreat towards to the Dala river. In the confusion some FAPLA

vehicles managed to drive straight through the middle of the South African force and

escape southwards, but the remainder (including four more FAPLA tanks) were either

shot out by the South African missile teams or were abandoned by their crews who

then fled on foot. 36 By the time bad light brought the South African attack to a halt at

around 7:30pm, 21 Brigade had been driven out of its positions, its scattered remnants

withdrawing to the protection of 66 Brigade and then regrouping by the Tumpo, and

this allowed UNITA to occupy 21 Brigade's positions for the night while 4 SAL

withdrew under heavy BM-21 fire.37

36 Heitman (op. cit., p.210) recounts that around this point one South African saw 30 naked FAPLA
troops emerge from bush (having apparently read a UNITA leaflet telling them to take off their
uniforms to surrender), before scuttling back again as the fighting got closer.
37 During the fighting the South Africans captured one SA-7 system and one 30nun grenade-launcher,
as well as one T-55 which then exploded, nearly killing several South Africans who only just managed
to get away in time (Heitman, op. cit., p.210). According to the official Cuban account of the war
(Rey, op. cit., p.150) 21 Brigade withdrew "to more advantageous positions in the rearguard of the
defences", allowing UNITA to occupy their positions which the FAPLA then retook later in the day. If
this indeed was the case, then the FAPLA were again driven from the positions they had reoccupied the
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The next morning the South Africans pressed home their advantage against the

scattered FAPLA forces attempting to regroup north of the Dala, shooting out four

more tanks, two BM-21s and two trucks by the end of the day, and triggering several

inaccurate raids by Cuban MiG-23s (one of which was shot down by UNITA). Thus

by the end of two days fighting, the South Africans had killed more than 250 FAPLA

troops and destroyed four tanks (capturing five others), two armoured cars, nine

artillery pieces and eight trucks, suffering only one casualty and two damaged Ratels

in the process. 38 Despite their success in sweeping 21 Brigade back towards the Cuito

river, however, the South Africans were unable to continue with their attacks —

needing to withdraw and replenish their limited forces which were too small to

continue the assault on the FAPLA's 66 or 59 Brigades (the next logical targets) — and

that evening they pulled back to positions in the Chambinga high ground, leaving

UNITA to fight it out with the FAPLA over 21 Brigade's abandoned positions. The

South African decision to withdraw effectively let the FAPLA off the hook, and as a

result of delays caused by a serious outbreak of hepatitis in 20 Brigade it would be a

full month before the next full-scale South African assault was launched, giving the

FAPLA-Cuban commanders the vital breathing space they needed to regroup their

forces, reinforce the front-lines and reoccupy many of the positions abandoned by 21

Brigade.

Castro attempts to reorganise Cuito Cuanavale's defences while Cuba officially

joins 'linkage' negotiations

The near military disaster of 13 January caused great consternation (and not a little

anger) in Havana which had spent the previous month repeatedly warning MMCA's

commanders that a South African attack was imminent, and as an immediate measure

a Cuban Tactical Group — comprising a battalion of tanks, artillery and mechanised

infantry — was sent from Menongue to reinforce Cuito Cuanavale, fmally arriving on

following morning by 61 Mech which destroyed three GAZ trucks in its sweep through 21 Brigade's
abandoned positions.
38 Heitman (op. cit,. p.212) puts UNITA losses at 4 killed & 18 wounded, whereas Rey (op. cit., p.150)
puts them slightly higher at 36 casualties.
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21 January after twice being attacked en route by UNITA. 39 Overall command of the

defence of Cuito Cuanavale was now officially handed over to the Cubans, 4° and on

17 January — in an effort to prevent a repeat of the first South African attack — Fidel

Castro ordered all FAPLA forces east of Cuito Cuanavale to withdraw towards

positions closer to the river, thus reducing their defensive perimeter and making a

further South African breakthrough much more difficult:" The Cuban reinforcement

column (which was later joined by the FAPLA's 10 th Brigade) was ordered to remain

in Cuito Cuanavale to be deployed only in the event of a FAPLA collapse, while the

bulk of the FAPLA-Cuban artillery was moved to the high ground west of the Cuito

river where it was not only out of range of the South African G-5s and MRLs but also

had an excellent view of the battle area.42 Castro's plan did not go down well with the

Cuban, Soviet and FAPLA commanders in Angola, however — who feared that if they

ordered a general withdrawal towards the Cuito river it might quickly degenerate into

a panicked rush, leading to the total collapse of Cuito Cuanavale's defences — and

they failed to carry out Castro's orders, whilst advancing their own contingency plans

for a full-scale withdrawal towards Menongue — something Castro categorically

opposed.43

39 The column, under the command of Col. Venancio Avila Guerrero, left Menongue on 17 January and
arrived in Cuito Cuanavale four days later (GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., p.126, Luis, op. cit., p.6 & Rey, op.
cit., p.151).
4° Castro later gave details of the handover (in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.385): "I should make it clear
that when we sent the tactical group, we asked the Angolans — this was supposed to be done via the
Angolan General Staff— for permission to take charge of the defence of Cuito [Cuanavale]. Our
planes were already playing a key role, we had already sent the tactical group by land and our forces
were engaged in the battle, so we asked for the responsibility. The mission was given instructions and
it reported back that we were already responsible for the defence of Cuito [Cuanavale]".
41 Attempts were also made to repair the vital bridge over the Cuito river, a team of Cuban engineers
under Lieut.-Col. Victor Manuel Garcia Ferrer arriving in Cuito Cuanavale on 21 January. With
FAPLA help this team managed to repair the bridge using an MTU-20 mobile bridge — briefly
reopening it to heavy traffic on 25 January — but subsequent South African shelling once more
destroyed the bridge on 20 February, after which PTS and GSP rafts were the only way across the
Cuito river (Luis, op. cit., pp.29-30).
42 On 17 January Castro wrote a dispatch to Ochoa, explaining that "rw]ith the reinforcement of the TG
[Tactical Group] and the 10th Brigade we are not planning to cross the Cuito River to the east. The
defence perimeter east of the river should be reduced by pulling back the 59th and 25th Brigades
towards positions that are well fortified and closer to the river. These two brigades should cover the
east so that the 8th Brigade can resume its mission of supplying food... The current positions of the
59th and 25th Brigades are very risky since they are exposed to the possibility of a breakthrough in the
area where the 21st Brigade is located. We can't continue running those risks" (Case 1/1989, op. cit.,
p.385).
43 On 23 January the Angolan Minister of Defence ordered preparations to begin for the withdrawal of
all FAPLA forces from Cuito Cuanavale, including the construction of special bunkers in Menongue
for the retreating brigades (Heitman, op. cit., p.217), despite Cash-o's order a week earlier that the
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Clearly the FAPLA, Cuban and Soviet commanders in Angola were out of step with

Havana's strategy, and the timing could not have been worse for the Cuban leadership

as Cuba's official representative was about to join the American negotiating process

for the first time. Cuba had been angling for a seat at the negotiating table since

Castro's direct request to Crocker the previous July, but the Americans had held back

until they had cast-iron assurances that the Cubans would not introduce extraneous

issues into the negotiating agenda (such as Cuban-American bilateral relations) and

that any discussions on Cuban withdrawal would involve all the Cuban troops in

Angola.44 Finally on 29 January 1988 — following talks the previous day between

Crocker and Mbinda in which the Angolans agreed to both American conditions —

Jorge Risquet joined the 'linkage' negotiations as a member of the Angolan team,

giving Cuba the direct involvement in the talks it had been craving since the early

1980s.45 For Castro's double-strategy in Angola to work, however, it was essential

that Cuito Cuanavale remained in FAPLA-Cuban hands, and the following day Ochoa

was summoned to Havana and ordered in no uncertain terms to implement the

readjustment to the FAPLA's defences which Castro had ordered a fortnight earlier,

overruling any opposition to these changes which might arise from the FAPLA or

Soviet commanders. 46 Despite the grilling from Castro, following his return to

FAPLA-Cubans should hold Cuito Cuanavale at all costs. Castro's frustration clearly showed three
days later in a dispatch he sent to Ochoa, the Cuban leader complaining: "I don't understand what's
going on in Cuito [Cuanavale]. Who's in charge in Cuito [Cuanavale]? Very often you don't even
take the trouble of explaining the reasons for what is being done, even though we are not inflexible in
our views and we're always willing to listen to what you have to say", and adding that he still hadn't
received any reply to the instructions he sent on 17 January (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.385).
44 Following Dos Santos's visit to Cuba from 30 July-2 August 1987, Mbinda had presented what was
in effect Angola's 'second bid' to the Americans, agreeing to reduce the withdrawal timetable from
three to two years, but once more refusing to include Cuban troops in the 'Northern Troop Grouping'
(Am). In September Dos Santos met Crocker in Luanda, promising that Cuba would not introduce
extraneous issues if it were offered a seat the negotiating table, and this point was reinforced in
November by Cuban Vice Foreign Minister Ricardo AlarcOn who informed an American diplomat in
Havana that Cuba's priority was to terminate its heavy commitment in Angola quickly, yet honourably.
Finally on 7 January 1988— following the military disaster at the Lomba river —Mbinda wrote to
Crocker proposing a meeting at the end of the month, leading to their meeting on 28 January (Crocker,
op. cit., pp.354, 359 & 362).
4' The talks did little more than establish that total Cuban withdrawal was now on the agenda, however,
for Crocker cut the meeting short against Cuban and Angolan wishes when he felt they were attempting
to link progress on the Cuban withdrawal to a cessation of American aid to UNITA, a concession
Crocker was determined to hold back until a later date (Crocker, op. cit., pp.374-375).
46 According to Castro, "[Nis task was to overcome any resistance, if there should be any from our
Angolan allies or the Soviet advisers, to a readjustment of the defence lines. He arrived on the 5th and
days passed and the lines were not being readjusted" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., pp.385-386).
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Angola on 5 February Ochoa nevertheless failed to implement the reorganisation east

of the Cuito river as ordered — withdrawing only 66 Brigade to the west of the Cuito

river and continuing to insist to Havana that the South Africans had started to

withdraw — and the result of this was to leave the exposed FAPLA brigades open to a

second devastating SADF-UNITA attack on 14 February, causing the almost total

collapse of the FAPLA east of the Cuito river.

The second major South African assault, 14 February 1988

Following the success of their attacks against 21 Brigade on 13/14 January 1988, the

South Africans had withdrawn to replenish their forces, entrusting the next attack to

UNITA, but when on 19 January the guerrillas once more produced a lacklustre

performance against 25 Brigade, the SADF was forced to step in once more and on 25

January it began planning for an attack on 59 Brigade. The South Africans were

under intense pressure from their High Command to complete their mission as quickly

as possible,'" but due to a serious outbreak of hepatitis — which led to both South

African ground commanders being flown out of Angola for medical treatment — and

the subsequent changeover in personnel, it was not until 11 February that the SADF

and UNITA began finalising plans for a second major assault, by which time the

FAPLA positions east of the Cuito river had strengthened significantly. The principal

objective of this second attack would be 59 Brigade which was viewed by the South

African commanders as "the key to the FAPLA defensive system on the Chambinga

high ground", 48 for once this crucial brigade had been driven back to the Cuito river

the remaining 21 & 25 Brigades would have little choice but to withdraw also or face

being surrounded. The South Africans were also keen to have another crack at 21

Brigade which had managed to reoccupy many of its old positions, but given the

limited military forces at their disposal they entrusted this attack to UNITA, the plan

being for both forces to penetrate the gap between 21 & 59 Brigades, after which

UNITA would veer north to attack 21 Brigade while 4 SAI (and a small UNITA

47 On 28 January Gen. Geldenhuys .SL various other senior SADF generals flew into the Tactical HQ to
warn 20 Brigade's commanders that they could not remain in Angola for much longer and should press
ahead with an attack at the earliest opportunity, having until the end of February to drive the FAPLA
west of the Cuito river (Heitman, op. cit., p.220).
48 Heitman, op. cit., p.227.
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contingent) veered south to attack 59 Brigade, 61 Mech holding back from the main

attack as a mobile reserve (see map).49

The assault on 14 February 1988 was preceded by a fierce bombardment of 21 & 59

Brigades' positions by G-5s and MRLs, allowing the joint SADF-UNITA force to

manoeuvre into a position exactly between the two brigades and then launch attacks

on both of them almost simultaneously. 5° The immediate effect of the South African

strategy was to make both brigades' commanders believe that their positions were the

principal objectives of the SADF-UNITA attack, and throughout the day their

repeated demands for reinforcements were to cause great confusion in the FAPLA-

Cuban High Command which first ordered 59 Brigade to send reinforcements to 21

Brigade, and then shortly after these had set off ordered 21 Brigade to send them right

back. By 2pm 4 SAI was in position to begin its main attack on 59 Brigade — a

squadron of Olifants leading the assault — and FAPLA resistance crumbled before the

South African onslaught, 51 only finally strengthening once the South Africans began

to advance directly into the bunker complex protecting the Brigade's HQ, the UNITA

troops taking some casualties from heavy BM-21, 23trun gun and mortar fire. As the

fighting intensified, the Ratel-20 force was integrated with the Olifants — the Ratels

(which had greater manoeuvrability and visibility) pinpointing the FAPLA gun

positions for the Olifants to move in and destroy — and after several 23mm gun

positions were shot out the FAPLA troops started to abandon their positions and flee

towards Tumpo,52 a brief counter-attack by the brigade's tank force (which had been

49 My account of the attack on 14 February 1988 is taken from Heitman (op. cit., pp.227-235), Rey (op.
cit., pp.150-151), 05mez ChacOn (op. cit., pp.83 & 100-102), Luis (op. cit., pp.33-37) & Case 1/1989
(op. cit., p.386).

In a supporting operation Combat Group Bravo (which had been operating against the FAPLA-
Cuban convoys west of the Cuito river since late December 1987) launched an attack on Menongue's
airfield on the night of 13/14 February, causing some damage to aircraft & air defence systems, and
killing 7 Cubans & 37 FAPLA (Heitman, op. cit., p.240).
51 One reason that 59 Brigade's outer defences collapsed so rapidly may have been as a result of the
South African artillery firing two 81mm illumination rounds into the sky immediately before launching
the attack, as the previous night South African `groundshoe teams had warned the FAPLA that their
destruction would be preceded by two illumination rounds. 59 Brigade's commander later reported to
his superiors that his men's morale was 'below zero' and that they would be unlikely to offer any
resistance when attacked (Heitman, op. cit., pp.230-231).
52 Cuban personnel — under the political commissar for 59 Brigade, Lieut. Benito Tena Macias — were
heavily involved in the defence of the FAPLA's Forward Command Post, fighting off UNITA from
their trenches for over an hour before being overwhelmed by mortars. With only four Cuban officers
still unscathed (and many wounded, among them Captain Izquierdo), the Cubans withdrew to a second
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dug in at the bunker complex) descending into chaos when a South African radio team

jammed its communications, enabling the Olifants to shoot out at least four T-55s

before they withdrew.53

Cuban tanks launch a costly counter-attack

Faced with the total collapse of his forces, 59 Brigade's commander urgently

requested reinforcements from the FAPLA-Cuban High Command, and 3 Tank

Battalion was immediately ordered to launch a counter-attack against the South

Africans, seven tanks from the Cuban Tactical Group (under Lieut.-Col. 'Ciro'

,	 GOmez Betancourt) spearheading the tank force as it moved east from Tumpo towards

59 Brigade's positions.54 The FAPLA's signal had been intercepted by the South

Africans, however, and they immediately sent 61 Mech to intercept the tanks before

they reached 59 Brigade, clashing head-on with them in the first Cuban-South African

tank battle of the Angolan War. Visibility in the thick Angolan bush was poor and the

Cuban-FAPLA tank force — which according to the South Africans arrived 'in a mob'

— managed to hold its own in several hours of heavy fighting, the South Africans later

remarking on how aggressively the tanks attacked and how accurate the artillery

bombardment brought down on them. At some points the range between opposing

line of trenches only to see four UNITA soldiers advancing on them, with a further 20 to their right.
Captain Sanchez immediately threw a grenade at their feet which killed all four, forcing the other group
of 20 to change direction thinking they had stumbled into a minefield, and this allowed the Cubans to
continue their withdrawal, crawling all night through the trench system (and at one point right
underneath a group of SADF soldiers) and picking up FAPLA wounded on the way. Eventually at
7:30am the next morning they reached the FAPLA's new front-lines, getting their first drink of water
for nearly 24 hours (interview with Lieut. Benito Tena Macias in GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., pp.95-99).
53 By 4pm 4 SAI had destroyed a total of 5 T-55s, 1 BTR-60, 2 BRDM-2s, seven 23mm guns, 1 SA-13
system (shot out when intact under camouflage netting), 3 BM-21s & 8 trucks (Heitman, op. cit.,
p.231). In subsequent fighting later in the day, however, a FAPLA 23mm gun hit one of 4 SAI's
Ratels, killing 4 and wounding 3, the South Africans' only fatalities that day.
54 There is some confusion over exactly how many Cuban tanks took part in this battle. GOmez ChacOn
(op. cit., p.100) says 8 tanks with mixed FAPLA-Cuban crews carried out the counter-attack, whereas
another journalist who also interviewed Lieut.-Col. 'Ciro' (Luis, op. cit., p.33) states that seven tanks
set off for the counter-attack, one breaking down en route and being left behind. The official version
(in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.386) is also different, Fidel Castro claiming that "virtually all seven tanks
were lost, only one was saved", the surviving tank probably belonging to Lieut.-Col. 'Ciro' who filially
made it back to the FAPLA's positions the following day. Even more confusingly, 4 SAT reported
seeing five tanks emerging across the open terrain between the Dala source and 59 Brigade's positions
and joining up with the reinforcement column from 25 Brigade (Heitman, op. cit,. p.232), suggesting
there may have been as few as five Cuban tanks in the counter-attacking force.
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tanks was down to only 100 yards 55 — one Cuban tank driving straight into 61 Mech's

combat formation in search of the command vehicle and managing to hit a Ratel

before being shot out by another56 — and the Cuban commander was forced to keep his

tank constantly on the move to avoid destruction, by the end of the day remaining as

the only operational Cuban tank after all his companions had been shot out. 57 By now

dusk had fallen, and with both sides having lost all communication between their

vehicles, the South Africans began their withdrawa1, 58 allowing the Cuban

commander (who had deliberately rammed a tree to camouflage his tank under the

foliage) to collect nine Cuban survivors scattered across the battlefield — six of them

badly wounded — and withdraw towards 16 Brigade's positions in the night, arriving

shortly before dawn.59

The attack of 14 February was another overwhelming success for the South Africans,

fmally succeeding in driving the FAPLA off the Chambinga high ground, and

following a half-hearted attempt the next day by three FAPLA battalions to reoccupy

59 Brigade's positions (which UNITA and the South Africans easily drove off), the

FAPLA was forced to withdraw towards the only remaining foothold east of the Cuito

river, the Tumpo triangle. The FAPLA's losses had again been heavy, their forces

losing over 500 soldiers and a total of 17 tanks, 9 armoured cars, 7 guns & 9 trucks in

the fighting, and in addition as many as 32 Cubans had also been killed, 14 of them

55 "We were almost on top of each other" Ciro later mused (author's translation from GOmez ChacOn,
op. cit., p.101).
56 According to Heitman (op. cit., p.233), the commander of the damaged Ratel was unable to return
fire as its 90rnm gun was defective, and so he jumped out of the Ratel and attempted an attack on the T-
55 with hand grenades, eventually getting pinned down by machine-gun and small arms fire. Ile
eventually shot the T-55 commander with his R-5 rifle, shortly before another Ratel-90 shot out the
tank itself.
57 Ciro's tank was hit three times during the battle, but remained operational throughout (GOmez
ChacOn, op. cit., p.101).
58 At the time of their withdrawal the South African commanders were considering a follow-up attack
on Tumpo the next morning, but during the night it was decided that the South African force needed to
replenish (having had a very hard fight with the FAPLA-Cubans), and the attack was called off
(Heitman, op. cit., p.234).
59 When gathering together the wounded survivors, Ciro recounted being asked by one of his friends
for a knife "to cut off something which was in the way: his left arm which was still hanging by a piece
of skin from his shoulder". When all the wounded had been loaded onto his tank, it then set off in the
wrong direction, eventually doubling back on itself under fire from the South Africans and having to
brave a FAPLA minefield to get back to 16 Brigade's positions, finally arriving back around 3am
(author's translation from Luis, op. cit., pp.35-37 & GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., p.102).
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during the tank counter-attack. 6° The South Africans admitted to having lost only 4

killed and 7 wounded — all of the fatalities occurring during the attack on 59 Brigade's

positions when a Ratel was hit by a FAPLA 23mm gun — and while the Cubans later

claimed to have destroyed over a dozen South African armoured cars and inflicted

heavy casualties on the UNITA ground troops, 61 it seems clear that despite the

severity of the fighting South African casualties were indeed remarkably light. The

last-minute intervention by the Cuban tank company had prevented the flight of 21 &

59 Brigades turning into a complete rout, but the heavy casualties inflicted on the

Cubans demonstrated just how costly their re-engagement in the Angolan War was

becoming, and led to drastic moves by Havana to take full control of Cuito

Cuanavale's defences. With the second phase of their strategy to destroy all

remaining forces east of the Cuito river now complete, the South African commanders

immediately began planning an attack on the remaining brigades regrouping at the

Tumpo triangle, intending to wind up the campaign by the end of February.

Cuban reaction to the attack of 14 February

News of the narrowly-averted military collapse east of the Cuito river was greeted

with a mixture of disbelief and frustration in Havana, Castro angrily signalling to

Ochoa that the FAR High Command felt "bitter over what happened because it was

repeatedly anticipated and warned about". 62 For not on)y had Ochoa faiied

implement Castro's defensive plan as ordered — despite explicit instructions from the

Cuban leader during Ochoa's summons to Havana a fortnight earlier — but his failure

to do so had potentially jeopardised the entire defence of Cuito Cuanavale, allowing

the South Africans to attack the same weak positions they had broken through the

previous month and penetrate the gap between 21 & 59 Brigades. Had it not been for

the desperate counter-attack by Cuban tanks — during which an entire squadron of

60 Cuba has officially admitted that only 14 Cubans were killed in the tank counter-attack (e.g. Case
1/1989, p.386), but as interviews in GOmez ChacOn (op. cit., pp.95-99) show, Cuban personnel were
heavily involved in the fighting on 21 & 59 Brigade's front-lines, and thus Heitman's figure of 32
killed is not implausible (op. cit., p.235).
61 Heitman, op. cit., p.235 vs GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., p.101.
62 Excerpt from Castro's message to Ochoa on 15 February 1988 reads: "After the mistake made and
the time that was lost in adjusting the defence of Cuito [Cuanavale], it is necessary to keep a cool head.
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T-55s was destroyed — the South Africans might have advanced unchecked as far as

the Cuito river bridge, cutting off the three remaining FAPLA brigades east of the

river and bringing the South Africans to within an inch of capturing Cuito Cuanavale

itself.63 In Castro's mind there was no doubt that Ochoa was to blame for this

avoidable set-back, and he immediately dispatched his most trusted subordinate

'Polo' to Cuito Cuanavale to take personal charge of the defences, with orders to

ensure that Castro's withdrawal plans — leaving only one brigade east of the river

protecting the bridge — were implemented quickly and in full. The situation east of

the Cuito river was now critical, with further South African attacks on the disparate

FAPLA forces regrouping in the Tumpo triangle likely at any moment, and Polo

would need to keep a cool head to prevent the demoralised Angolan troops — who had

suffered two severe drubbings at the hands of the SADF and UNITA in the previous

month — from abandoning their positions in a headlong scramble for the Cuito river

(see below).

Cuban attempts to cover up the disaster of 14 February

The near-disaster of 14 February and the heavy Cuban casualties suffered that day

were a major embarrassment for the Cuban military leadership (which had been

warning against such an eventuality since the previous December), and following the

signing of the Peace Accords in December 1988 and Ochoa's return to Cuba they

would attempt to cover up all trace of this battle in the official account of the war, La

Guerra de Angola, which appeared in January 1989 as the first Cuban internationalists

started to arrive back in Havana. 64 Thus in the chapter on the 'Battle of Cuito

Cuanavale' (which is ghost-written by Gen. Harry Villegas Tamayo 'Pomba' who

was not actually present at the battle), the date of the second South African attack is

changed to exactly one month earlier — 14 January 1988 — so as to give the

You have always underestimated possible enemy action. We must be more alert and aware in order to
avoid surprises and mistakes" (in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.386).
63 From Castro's speech in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.386.
64 The Cuban military's official account of the war — La Guerra de Angola, Marina Rey Cabrera (ed.),
Editora Politica, Havana, 1989 — is easily obtainable in any of the book markets in Havana, for example
in the Plaza de Armas.
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impression that one attack followed on immediately from the other. 65 This less-than-

subtle alteration in the chronology is highly significant, for not only does it exonerate

the FAPLA-Cuban commanders from their failure to re-organise the defences east of

the Cuito river in the month between both attacks, but it also obviates any need to

mention the costly tank counter-attack or the heavy Cuban casualties sustained. The

decision to alter the official account was probably taken to protect the military

reputations of Ochoa, Polo and possibly even the Cuban High Command itself in the

aftermath of their loudly-trumpeted military victory at Cuito Cuanavale, but the re-

write was clearly done at short notice, for not only do other chapters in the same book

refer to the heavy fighting on that day — Chapter 14 describing the "violent and

agonising attacks" of 14/15 February66 — but on the map for the second attack on

Cuito Cuanavale the date '14.2' is clearly marked no less than eight times.°

Subsequent to the book's publication, however, the priorities of the Cuban leadership

would change dramatically, and following Ochoa's fall from grace in July 1989 —

when charges of corruption, black market dealing and even drug-trafficking were

levelled against him (see last chapter) — Fidel Castro would reintroduce the full

version of events of 14 February, hoping to discredit Ochoa and undermine the

formidable military reputation he had accumulated over the previous decade. Using

the opportunity of his closing speech to the Council of State on 9 July 1989, Castro

openly criticised Ochoa for his alleged moral laxity, sloppiness in writing reports and

tactical ineptitude, detailing the various occasions he had failed to carry out Havana's

instructions regarding the defence of Cuito Cuanavaie, and in the process reintroduced

into the official Cuban account of the 'Battle of Cuito Cuanavale' the chaotic fighting

of 14 February, laying the blame for the loss of five tanks and fourteen Cuban lives in

65 The date '14 de enero' (14 January) is not a misprint for it appears twice in the text, once in the
outline of the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale (p.149) and again over the description of the fighting (p.150).
66 Rey, op. cit., p.168.
67 The official account given by Col. Fermin Sosa Borrero — the Principal Cuban Adviser to 25 Brigade
who took part in the fighting on 14 February — also paints a deceptively organised picture of the
brigade's retreat towards the Tumpo triangle on 14 February, declaring that "we had time to move the
brigade to another place, something which was already in our plans, because one of the characteristics
of that first stage in the defence of Cuito [Cuanavale] was precisely that of moving our defences
backwards in stages, each time getting closer to the river. We didn't fight with the enemy where he
wanted to, but where our commanders wanted to, wherever we wanted to. They played along with it
without realising our tactics" (author's translation from GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., p.83).
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the costly tank counter-attack at Ochoa's door. 68 Having found a suitable scapegoat

for the various military set-backs prior to 14 February, Castro could then elevate Polo

to the status of 'saviour of Cuando Cubango', his dispatch to reorganise Cuito

Cuanavale's defences securing the town against the three remaining (and

unsuccessful) South African attacks.69 The re-writing of the battle of 14 February is

by no means the only example of the Cuban regime's tendency to alter or re-edit

sections of its history to fit the current political agenda, but it is perhaps one of the

most striking, and powerfully illustrates how quickly leading figures in the Cuban

political and military elite can fall from grace.7°

68 Following Castro's face-to-face meeting with Ochoa in late January 1988, Castro claims that "[f]rom
this point we were almost able to guess what was going to happen. On January 12 we were saying that
the danger hadn't passed and on February 14 came the big South African attack, while our mission was
still saying that the South Africans had pulled back" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.386).
69 According to Castro (in speech in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.388): "Actually Polo was sent [to Cuito
Cuanavale] and he solved the problem. He adjusted the lines [of defence] and from then on all South
African attacks were shattered by that position east of the river". Alhough Castro produced a vast
amount of evidence during the trial detailing Ochoa's alleged incompetence as a military commander,
none of this has ever appeared in document form (he merely read out sections of mtary
communications which supported his case) and its validity is at least in part open to question.
Significantly, Ochoa never got a chance to respond to any of the allegations made against him, for they
came at the end of the trial in closed session, and Ochoa was then shot four days later. It is highly
likely that the full story of what really went on between Castro, Ochoa and Polo in the lead-up to the
attack of 14 February has yet to come out, perhaps exonerating Ochoa from some of the accusations of
incompetence made against him.
7° One recent example of this was the surprise dismissal of Foreign Minister Roberto Robaina in April
1999 and his replacement by Felipe Perez Roque. Cuba's Foreign Ministers have usually reflected the
political climate in Havana, and thus throughout the 1960s the left-wing liberal Raal Roa (a leading
intellectual from the 1933 Generation) carried out the role, only to be replaced in the early 1970s by
Isidoro Malmierca (who was strongly pro-Soviet) at the start of the 'Institutionalisation' process.
Following the collapse of the Soviet bloc, however, Malmierca was then replaced with Roberto
Robaina who became `Canciller de la TransiciOn' (Transition Chancellor) as Cuba entered its 'Special
Period'. Robaina's dismissal in early 1999 probably resulted from his failure to respond adequately to
the Geneva Commission's decision to put Cuba back on the list of Human Rights Violators (March
1999) and the subsequent decision by the King and Queen of Spain to postpone their visit to Cuba,
although it is also widely rumoured that Robaina's wife was involved in a prostitute scandal at the
military-run Rumbo Tours. With the moderate economic recuperation achieved in Cuba over the past
decade, and with changing relations with the USA & Russia (as evidenced by the Elian Gonzalez case
and President Putin's recent visit to Cuba), Felipe Perez Roque was considered the ideal new Foreign
Minister, being widely considered as the most faithful interpreter of Fidel Castro's ideology (author's
conversations with Victor Veras, Havana, December 2000).
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FAPLA defences reorganised according to Castro's plan following 14 February

disaster

Following the narrowly-averted disaster of 14 February, the FAPLA-Cuban

commanders finally started to withdraw their remaining forces towards the Tumpo

triangle in accordance with Castro's orders, but once again progress was frustratingly

slow and in late February Castro sent Polo to Cuito Cuanavale to oversee the

operation personally. 71 Castro's strategy envisioned withdrawing all remaining

FAPLA brigades to the other side of the Cuito river with the exception of one —25

Brigade (supported by 3 Tank Battalion) — which would dig in at the Tumpo triangle,

protecting the bridge and maintaining the FAPLA's last remaining foothold east of the

Cuito river. In expectation of the inevitable South African attack against this

bridgehead, 25 Brigade's defensive positions were significantly strengthened with

bunkers, tank obstructions and complex trench systems, whilst simultaneously Cuban

sappers began constructing a network of minefields east of the Tumpo positions,

covering every conceivable approach route for an attack. 72 The minefields would

serve a double purpose, for they would not only slow down any South African

advance while the SADF's engineers attempted to clear a path for the tanks and

armoured cars, but more importantly they would announce the attacking force's

approach — usually when a South African armoured car set off an anti-tank mine —

enabling the FAPLA-Cuban artillery to bring down a heavy barrage on the South

Africans before they had a chance to regroup. The key to the Tumpo triangle's

defences thus lay in the vast array of artillery now assembled in Cuito Cuanavale —

including dozens of BM-21s, M-46 & D-30 guns — the majority of which was

positioned on the high ground overlooking the western banks of the Cuito river from

71 Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.388.
72 During the construction of minefields east of the Tumpo triangle Cuban engineers used bulldozers to
clear fields of fire in front of the FAPLA-Cuban positions, forcing the South Africans to come out into
the open along routes already plotted by the FAPLA-Cuban artillery. Minefields were also specifically
constructed in the thick bush-line, affording the attackers no view of the FAPLA positions when they
would be under the heaviest fire and attempting to extricate themselves from the minefields. Cuban
sappers frequently re-mined areas even as the South Africans were withdrawing from them, ensuring
the mine-belt east of the FAPLA positions remained intact. So effective did it prove against the South
African armour that by the fourth attack (1 March 1988) the South African Olifant force was down to
only 10 serviceable tanks out of a total force of 28 (Heitman, op. cit., pp.244 & 257, GOmez Chacen,
op. cit., p.92 & Rey, op. cit., p.152).
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where it not only had an excellent view of the battlefield, but from where it could also

bring its combined firepower to bear simultaneously on any attacking force.73

With the fighting now concentrated into a small area ideally suited to defensive

operations — and the FAPLA-Cuban air force becoming increasingly bold in its

attacks against South African targets east of Cuito Cuanavale — the military advantage

would swing back in the FAPLA-Cubans' favour, presenting the South Africans with

the most formidable defences they had encountered so far in their campaign. By this

stage, the small South African force was starting to feel the strain of nearly six months

of intense combat and manoeuvres — with over half the armoured cars experiencing

severe technical problems and many of the ground troops succumbing to malaria and

hepatitis — and its commanders were under acute pressure from Pretoria to wind up

the campaign before the end of the month when the vast bulk of the ground forces

were due to be demobilised on completion of their national service. Before the SADF

High Command would consider initiating a withdrawal, however, it was determined

to remove the FAPLA's last tenuous foothold on the eastern banks of the Cuito river,

as this could easily be reinforced later in the year and the offensive against Mavinga

then re-launched. In an effort to bluff the FAPLA into withdrawing 25 Brigade,

therefore, on 17/18 February a small South African force was sent south of the

Chambinga to simulate a crossing of the Cuito river. 74 The FAPLA failed to take the

bait, however, and the South African commanders reluctantly began preparations for a

full-scale attack on the Tumpo positions before the remaining brigades had time to

regroup, once more relying on UNITA to provide the bulk of the ground forces. The

South Africans would get a foretaste of the more robust defences facing them,

however, when in a preliminary move on 19 February they sent 4 SAI against a

battalion of 59 Brigade north of the Dala river which was threatening to outflank a

battalion of UNITA dug in at 21 Brigade's old positions.75

73 The FAPLA-Cuban artillery was also carefully split into separate sections which were carefully
coordinated, making counter-bombardment by the South Africans extremely difficult (Heitman, op.
cit., p.244).
74 Had the South Africans successfully crossed a large military force to the western bank of the Cuito,
25 Brigade would have had little choice but to withdraw to Cuito Cuanavale or risk being completely
surrounded and annihilated.
75 My account of the attack on 19 February 1988 is taken from Heitman (op. cit., pp.242-243) & Rey
(op. cit., pp. 151-152).
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The South Africans start to get bogged down in the FAPLA defences

The assault — led by South African Ratels & Olifants — was preceded by the usual

bombardment by G-5s & MRLs, but the attacking force almost immediately got

bogged down in the minefields south of the FAPLA's positions, losing a Ratel and an

Olifant to anti-tank mines, 76 and after enduring a total of 32 MiG air-strikes it was

forced to withdraw without even having reached the FAPLA's forward positions. The

failure of this attack — the South Africans' first serious set-back for nearly three

months77 — was a demoralising development for the South African commanders,

raising the prospect of far heavier casualties as they struggled to complete their

mission before the end of the month. Ironically, however, the attack had actually

come quite close to success, forcing 59 Brigade to withdraw from its positions as dusk

fell — only to be forcibly sent back in the night by the FAPLA-Cuban High Command

with orders to resist at all costs. The near collapse of this brigade prompted another

impatient cable from Castro on 21 February demanding that the withdrawal of 21 &

59 Brigades be accelerated quickly, 78 and at night on 24 February 59 Brigade was

ordered to withdraw to the other side of the Cuito river, leaving only 25 Brigade

protecting a bridgehead less than one square mile in area. Coincidentally, the South

Africans were planning to launch their next full-scale attack against 59 Brigade that

very same evening, and in the chaotic battle which ensued Castro's ambitious

defensive plan would undergo its first serious test, as the FAPLA struggled to

maintain an orderly withdrawal under intense South African bombardment and attack.

76 Both were repaired during the attack and withdrew with the other forces.
77 The South African forces had not been forced to call off an attack they were spearheading since the
fighting on 25/26 November 1987 against 25 & 59 Brigades in the Chambinga high ground, although
several UNITA attacks against the FAPLA were aborted during this period.
78 In the cable Castro complained that "[w]e really fail to understand the slow pace of action in Cuito
Cuanavale. A whole week has passed since the events of February 14 and so far only two battalions of
the 21st Brigade have crossed to the west of the river. According to our estimates, there are still about
3,500 Angolan soldiers, and a lot of equipment that should have been taken west. Worst of all, the
news received today is that the bridge is totally useless with several different sections destroyed and it
is almost totally impossible to get across... A great many days have been lost. We don't understand
how our instructions or even our views are transmitted to our people in Cuito [Cuanavale]. We don't
know who is in charge of receiving them and carrying them out. We don't even know if those
instructions or views actually get there. Something is wrong in the transmission of orders... On the
other hand, we feel there is a lack of foresight, that those in charge there don't realise the terrible
effects on the military and political situation and on morale a disaster with the forces east of the river
would have, and we don't even have a few boats to do what the British did with theirs in Dunkirk..."
(Castro's speech in Case 1/1989, op. cit., pp.387-388).
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The confused and inconclusive fighting that night would come to characterise the

final battles east of Cuito Cuanavale, and the stalemate which eventually ensued

would bring the fighting to a standstill, providing Crocker's negotiating team with the

window of opportunity it had been seeking for seven years (see below).

The third major South African assault, 25 February 1988

The third major assault planned by the South African commanders — their first against

the Tumpo triangle — was intended to remove the FAPLA's presence east of the Cuito

once and for all, making any resumption in offensive operations during 1988

impossible.79 In the days leading up to the attack, however, South African casualties

started to mount again as FAPLA-Cuban MiG's stepped up their attacks, shooting

down their first SAAF Mirage on 19 February and then two days later bombing a

UN1TA-South African column east of the FAPLA positions, killing three South

Africans and wounding one other. 8° Painfully aware that increased South African

casualties in Angola were politically unacceptable to Pretoria, the SADF Army Chief

Gen. Liebenberg once again imposed restrictions on the use of South African forces in

the upcoming attack —just as he had done the previous month — ordering the over-

stretched Olifants to support the attacking force and insisting that the destruction of

the FAPLA's lethal 23mm guns (which caused the heaviest casualties to the South

African ground forces) be the attackers' first objective. 8I On 22 February the SADF

High Command approved the plan of attack, choosing 61 Mech to spearhead the

assault with both tank squadrons and UNITA infantry in support, while 4 SAT and a

79 My account of the attack on 25 February 1988 is taken from Rey (op. cit., pp.152-153), GOmez
ChacOn (op. cit., pp.84-89) & Heitman (op. cit., pp.245-253).
so Heitman (op. cit., p.243) dates the shooting down of the Mirage on the same day as 4 SAP s failed
attack against 59 Brigade, whereas Rey (op. cit., p.168) puts it a day later, naming the pilot as Major
Edward Every. According to Heitman a South African Special Forces patrol was sent out to locate the
pilot, but on arriving at the crash site they discovered a large group of senior Cuban and FAPLA
officers examining the body and the wreckage, and so called in a G-5 strike which allegedly killed 143
Cubans & Angolans, two trucks being needed to remove the bodies. According to South African
accounts (e.g. Heitman, op. cit., p.244), the air-strike against the UNITA-South African column two
days later missed its target completely, hitting the nearby laager (camp) instead where it killed three
South Africans. The Cuban account (Rey, op. cit., p.152) mentions only that 'heavy losses' were
inflicted on the South Africans.
81 Heitman (op. cit., p.245) notes that while the changes suggested by Liebenberg "reflected his
concern for the troops, they did also reflect the South Africans' apparent tendency to sometimes
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small flanking force would be held back in reserve. The main assault would be

preceded by various dummy attacks by 32 Battalion & UNITA designed to confuse

the defenders,82 and once 59 Brigade's positions had been captured all forces would

advance directly on 21 Brigade — and possibly even the bridge itself— if the

opportunity presented itself (see map). The FAPLA troops were now known to be

deeply demoralised by the fighting east of the Cuito river, and it was hoped that a

concerted attack on their final positions would finally break their will to fight on.83

Even as the South African forces were moving into position late on 24 February,

however, 59 Brigade was receiving orders to withdraw across the Cuito river, leading

to a frantic meeting between the brigade's Angolan and Cuban commanders who were

by now aware that a fresh South African attack was imminent." Fearing that this

attack could turn the FAPLA withdrawal into a disorderly rout, they ordered one

battalion of 59 Brigade to remain behind to cover the withdrawal of the rest of the

brigade, and shortly after the South African G-5s opened up their preliminary

bombardment the first troops started pulling back to the Cuito river, 25 Brigade

following behind them at 4am the following morning. Two hours later the South

'micro-command'. The very political nature of this campaign aggravated the problem, as is illustrated
by the need for the Chief of the Army to present a brigade-level plan to the Minister of Defence".
82 The South Africans even resorted to building huge piles of old tyres soaked in fuel and fitted with
detonators south of the South African positions, igniting them when any FAPLA shells fell in the area
in an effort to seduce the FAPLA artillery into wasting huge amounts of ammunition on the area
(Heitman, op. cit., p.245).
83 FAPLA morale was further shaken four days before the attack by the South African psychological
operations team which intercepted and recorded a conversation between the FAPLA paymaster and the
Forward Command post — during which the paymaster declared that he would pay the troops later as a
South African attack was expected at any moment and following this there would be far fewer Angolan
troops to pay — and then played it back to 59 Brigade over loud speakers at night. Subsequent
intercepts revealed that military police had to be called in to settle the uproar this caused among the
ground troops. On 23 February the South Africans also claim to have intercepted a pu77ling signal
from the Angolan Ministry of Defence, instructing the Commander of the 6th Military Region to
withdraw "all forces and structures" from Cuito Cuanavale and to prepare bunkers in Menongue. This
order ran counter to Castro's defensive strategy and may indeed have been sent out deliberately to
deceive the South Africans, but if true then it reveals that at this late stage FAPLA and Cuban military
strategies were still seriously out of step. Heitman himself concludes that "[i]t seems more likely that
the Angolans' nerve had failed them and that his instruction was genuine but was then overruled by
Castro, much as had happened in December" (Heitman, op. cit., pp.246 & 247, & in interview).
m The meeting was held between Col. Viet Nam (from the FAPLA High Command), Lieut.-Col.
Batista `Ngueto' (FAPLA Chief of the 6th Military Region, including Cuando Cubango) & Col. Ermio
Hernandez Rodriguez (Chief Cuban military adviser). This was immediately followed by another with
Captain Antonio Valeriano (Chief of 59 Brigade) who despite his reservations was persuaded to
comply when one of the Cubans passed his hand over his jaw (the universal symbol in Cuba for Fidel
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Africans launched their attack, but almost immediately 61 Mech got bogged down in

the minefields east of 59 Brigade's positions when the commander's tank detonated

an anti-tank mine, and a further two tanks were lost to mines as the South Africans

attempted to manoeuvre out of the minefield. 85 With the South African position now

announced to the defenders, FAPLA-Cuban M-46s & BM-21s opened up a fierce

bombardment — destroying a Withings recovery vehicle — while Cuban MiG's carried

out the first of 59 air-strikes that day, killing a South African AA-missile operator

who attempted to engage them. Despite the increasingly heavy artillery fire and the

large numbers of anti-personnel mines (which greatly hindered the repair and

recovery of damaged vehicles), the South African commander nevertheless

determined to press on with the attack, and after several attempts a lane was cleared

through the minefield, 86 both tank squadrons passing through it to link up with 32

Battalion & UNITA for the main attack on 59 Brigade.

By the time UNITA troops started to clear the FAPLA's forward trenches, however,

they had already been abandoned by 59 Brigade," and the South Africans were forced

to continue their advance into the depth of the FAPLA positions through a second

large minefield, all the time under fierce artillery fire and further air-strikes which

destroyed another Olifant and a Ratel, and caused several casualties. 88 Cuban tanks

from 3 Tank Battalion began preparing a counter-attack, but with the TAPIA' s fonts

now in great disorder the situation was c.onsesed too chaotic, fat it to succeed., 89 and

Castro, referring to his beard) and declared "Look, this was ordered by 'him" (G5mez ChacOn, op. cit.,
pp.84-85).

Rey (op. cit., p.153) notes that throughout the day the noise of South African armoured cars setting
off mines could be heard by the FAPLA-Cuban defenders.
s6 Throughout the campaign the South African engineers had enormous technical difficulties with their
`Plofadder' mine-clearance equipment. Designed to clear a lane through a minefield wide enough for
tanks to pass, the Plofadders failed to detonate on nearly all the occasions they were deployed, forcing
the engineers to detonate them manually, a dangerous operation given heavy artillery fire and the
liberal scattering of anti-personnel mines in the area.
87 UNITA's attack on 59 Brigade's abandoned forward positions prompted the comment from Lieut.-
Col. Fermin Sosa Borrero (principal military advisor to 25 Brigade): "Well, I don't know who they're
going to fight there, because the 59th is already on the other side of the river" (author's translation from
GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., p.86).
88 The Ratel-90 was immobilised when a 130mm shell tore its door off, severing its commander's legs
and wounding two others. Shortly afterwards, the driver of an Olifant tank was killed by a 122mm
rocket which hit his tank while it was being repaired, the rest of the crew taking cover outside. 32
Battalion and UNITA also took several casualties during this bombardment (Heitman, op. cit., p.250).

• 89 According to South African signals intercepts, the Cubans had urged the FAPLA commander to
ensure their troops did not flee from their positions during the counter-attack, but when they were
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the FAPLA-Cuban commanders decided to rely instead on their formidable artillery

which kept up an almost continuous bombardment on the South Africans throughout

the day.9° By the time 61 Mech finally reached 59 Brigade's main positions, the sun

was beginning to set behind Cuito Cuanavale — shining directly into the eyes of the

South African gunners — and with casualties mounting from the combined effect of

the minefields, shelling and air-strikes the South African commander requested

permission to withdraw. Determined not to give up the day's hard-fought gains, Col.

McLoughlin ordered 61 Mech to withdraw only a short distance and then hold its

positions for a night attack, but with no let-up in the FAPLA-Cuban bombardment —

which destroyed a further three South African vehicles — it was finally decided to

withdraw completely, and by dark the last South African troops had returned to their

positions east of Tumpo. 91 Boosted by their success in repelling the South African

attack, 59 Brigade was able to complete its withdrawal across the Cuito river by the

following morning, 92 by which time 25 Brigade had dug into its new positions east of

the bridge, the continuing South African G-5 barrage helping to illuminate the

FAPLA withdrawal.93

informed by the FAPLA Forward Command Post that only 20-30 FAPLA troops were available to
support the Cuban counter-attack (the majority already having withdrawn), it was considered too risky
to launch it and was called off (Heitman, op. cit., p.251).
9° Lieut.-Col. Sosa Barrera recounts that one Cuban artillery officer was put in charge of two howitzers
and a BM-21 to cover the withdrawal of two battalions of 59 Brigade, and then lost all radio contact
with his commanders. Having received no orders to withdraw his unit, he then ended up firing
practically all his unit's ammunition at the South Africans, Sosa Barrera later remarking: "You had to
see the fire-ball unleashed by the BM-21 which fell directly on the columns of enemy troops! And all
we heard from the two howitzers was boom, boom, boom, without stopping for a moment. I saw them
after the battle and they were black with soot from everything they had fired (author's translation from
GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., p.88).
9 1 During the withdrawal the South Africans were angered to discover that UNITA had also abandoned
the FAPLA positions it had captured earlier in the morning, fearing that without South African support
the guerrillas would be overwhelmed by a FAPLA-Cuban counter-attack. Given the enormous
confusion at the FAPLA bridgehead that night, the South African commanders intended to launch a
night attack to force 3 Tank Battalion out of its positions, but this had to be postponed due to severe
technical problems with the South African armour. Heitman (op. cit., p.252) notes that "Mlle decision
to severely restrict the force level for the operations in support of UNITA thus once again had its
effect".
92 South African observers near the Cuito river bridge counted a total of 779 FAPLA troops crossing
over to the west side of the river during 25 February (Heitman, op. cit., p.252), the majority probably
from 59 Brigade.
93 Lieut.-Col. Sosa Barrera recalls that each time a 0-5 shell was fired the FAPLA !mops would
advance using the light it cast over the battlefield, and that when there were three or more shells in the
sky at a time it was sufficient to light the way for the whole brigade. "The infantry battalions, the AA
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The failure of the South African attack on 25 February was to prove the turning point

of the battle of Cuito Cuanavale, boosting the FAPLA's flagging morale and bringing

the South Africans' seemingly relentless advance on Cuito Cuanavale to a standstill.

Although the FAPLA had again suffered some heavy losses — with 172 FAPLA and

10 Cubans killed, and at least seven tanks destroyed 94 — they had not only succeeded

in completing their withdrawal to the Tumpo triangle in accordance with Castro's

defence plan, but they had simultaneously managed to beat off a concerted South

African assault, the FAPLA's first notable success after nearly five months of

continuous retreat. Two days after the attack Castro sent a congratulatory message to

the men of 59 & 25 Brigades — praising them for the orderly manner in which they

had carried out their withdrawal under fire (whilst also pointing out that it had been

his idea all along)95 — and with the military situation east of Cuito Cuanavale now

beginning to stabilise he appointed Brig.-Gen. Gustavo Fleita to take personal charge

of the defences, 96 freeing up Polo who was needed to oversee the Cuban army's next

dramatic move into southwest Angola (see below). The FAPLA-Cuban defences had

now reached their final positions — with a total of four FAPLA infantry brigades (plus

the Cuban regiment) protecting the town on the western banks of the river, and 25

Brigade (supported by 3 Tank Battalion) defending the Tumpo bridgehead — and

following the artillery's impressive performance on 25 February Castro was confident

that Cuito Cuanavale could resist any further attacks. 97 Whether (as Castro would

later boast) the South Africans had indeed fallen victim to his elaborate trap devised

in Havana is still disputed, however, and will be discussed in full below.

defences, the command post, everybody moved very quickly, thanks to the magnanimity of the South
Africans who lit the way for us" (author's translation from GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., pp.88-89).
94 •Figures from Heitman (op. cit., p.252). Cuban accounts make no mention of casualties suffered on
that day, Castro later claiming that "[d]uring that period [i.e. 25 February — 1 March 1988] the
Angolan-Cuban forces had virtually no losses, a minimum" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.388).
95 The text of the cable from the Chief of Staff is revealing of how impressed Castro expected the
Cuban troops to be by his personal message to them: "Here is a stimulating note for you. Alejandro
[Fidel Castro's nom de guerre] is happy with the operation carried out on the 25 th to occupy new
positions in an organised manner which was carried out under enemy attack. He ordered it to be
known that everyone is happy with the operation — which was his idea — and the organised manner in
which it was completed. This should be made known to the whole brigade as a further stimulus to
what they have achieved" (author's translation from GOmez ChacOn, op. cit., p.91).
96 Benitez Sudrez, op. cit., p.13.	 •
91 The FAPLA brigades defending Cuito Cuanavale itself were 8 (logistics), 13, 21 & 59 Brigades, with
one battalion from 59 Brigade deployed west of the bridge to protect it and also to round up scattered
FAPLA troops and send them back to their units. On the eastern bank a single battalion of 66 Brigade
also defended the bridge area.
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The South Africans rush to launch a fourth attack before the end of the month

For the South Africans, the aborted attack of 25 February was not seen as a total

failure, as all remaining FAPLA forces east of the Cuito river bar 25 Brigade had

withdrawn to the west bank shortly afterwards. However, the significant casualties

sustained during nearly twelve hours of bitter fighting — two men killed, dozens

wounded, four tanks and one Ratel severely damaged, and four other vehicles

destroyed — concerned the SADF High Command, and led to several tactical changes

for the next attack. More engineers would be brought in to deal with the extensive

minefields east of the Tumpo positions, although the unreliability of their Plofadder

mine-clearance equipment (which failed to detonate properly on nearly all the

occasions it was deployed) would greatly undermine their efforts, as would the South

African habit of marking approach routes before the attack, enabling the FAPLA

sappers to identify the exact direction of the attacking force and lay fresh minefields

in its path. 98 The problem for the South African commanders was that they were now

under acute time pressure to complete their mission — with less than a week to go

before their two main ground forces, 61 Mech & 4 SAI, were due to be demobilised —

and they therefore pushed for another attack against the FAPLA bridgehead at the

earliest opportunity, despite the diminishing ground forces available to them. The

South African armour in particular had begun to experience severe technical

difficulties, with only 17 tanks left operational out of a total force of 28, and this

would drop to only 10 by the time the attack was launched, fatally undermining its

chances of success. But with the imminent demobilisation of 20 Brigade and the

change-over in personnel bound to take at least a fortnight, the South African

commanders had little choice but to seize what might be their last remaining window

of opportunity to complete their mission by its deadline, and they immediately started

planning another major assault on the Tumpo positions.

98 In recognition of this error, for the attack on 29 February 1988 the approach routes were not marked
until only a few hours before the attack was launched.
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The fourth major South African assault, 1 March 1988

On 28 February the South African commanders finalised their plan of attack, bringing

together all the available forces at their disposa1. 99 Reconnaissance in the Tumpo area

had revealed a total of only 800 FAPLA troops remaining east of the Cuito river —

supported by 7 tanks and 3 BM-21s — and once more 61 Mech was selected to

spearhead the South African attack, with one reinforced tank squadron, 32 Battalion

and UNITA in support. The plan was for this force to attack from the north and

occupy 25 Brigade's forward positions, after which it would move into the bridgehead

area while a UNITA demolition team destroyed the bridge, completing the South

African mission (see map). 100 Recognising the significant difficulties facing the

attacking force, a section of 4 SAI was tasked with launching a decoy attack along the

same route used on 25 February (to trick the FAPLA into believing that the South

Africans were attacking in the same place), and part of 61 Mech was held in reserve

in case the attacking force got into trouble in the minefields east of 25 Brigade's

positions. At 5:30pm on 29 February 61 Mech began assembling for the attack, the

South African tanks and mine-rollers having great difficulty manoeuvring through the

tricky terrain, and by the time the combined force moved off just after midnight its

accompanying armour had been reduced to only 10 tanks and 17 Ratel-90s. 1 ° 1 The

advance towards 25 Brigade's positions was frustratingly slow due to heavy rain and

faulty night periscopes on five of the Olifants — the mine-rollers (which had

overheated earlier) lagging far behind the main South African force — and the South

African commander was eventually forced to postpone the main attack until first light

while the decoy force launched its diversionary raid, successfully drawing heavy fire

from the FAPLA-Cubans.

99 My account of the fourth South African attack on 1 March 1988 is taken from Heitman (op. cit.,
pp.253-262), GOmez ChacOn (op. cit., pp.92-94) & Rey (op. cit., p.153).

Conscious that UNITA's previous attempts to destroy the Cuito river bridge had all failed, a South
African demolitions team was tasked to destroy the bridge in the event that UNITA failed to do so,
although strict conditions were imposed on the use of South African personnel in this dangerous
mission, the SADF commanders insisting that their be no moon, no threat to the South African team
from FAPLA ground forces and that there be heavy ground support nearby in case the operation got
into trouble (Heitman, op. cit., p.256). In the event the SADF-UNITA force never reached the
bridgehead area.
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Aware that a new South African attack was now underway, Lieut.-Col. Sosa Barrera

(principal Cuban adviser to 25 Brigade) ordered the Cuban chief of the FAPLA's

sapper platoon — Major Ruenes — to re-mine the area over which the South African

tanks were expected to attack, and immediately a truck bearing the sappers, one

engineer platoon and seven Cubans set off east of the front-lines, each man carrying

two to three mines. 102 Almost at once they ran into a South African forward patrol

(possibly elements of the decoy force) — which according to the Cubans turned tail

and fled — and they quickly laid over one hundred and fifty extra anti-tank and anti-

personnel mines before withdrawing, adding to the 15,000 explosive obstacles already

laid east of the Tumpo bridgehead. 103 Having lost its way slightly, at 9am 61 Mech

finally reached 25 Brigade's forward positions only to find them once more deserted —

UNITA coming under heavy mortar fire shortly after occupying one of the abandoned

outposts l °4 — and the advance continued slowly under ineffective BM-21 fire and

several air-strikes, one Cuban MiG being hit and subsequently crashing near

Longa. 105 Advancing under fire from over a dozen 23mm guns, the South African

force finally reached an open area which the FAPLA had previously cleared of

undergrowth and then mined heavily, and when it was only two miles from the bridge

the leading mine-roller detonated several anti-personnel mines, unleashing a

devastating barrage from the FAPLA-Cuban 23mm guns, mortars, D-30s & BM-21s.

The South Africans returned fire as best they could, but when one of their tanks hit an

anti-tank mine the advance came to a standstill, and a further three tanks hit mines in

quick succession as FAPLA B-10s, AGS-17s and even Sagger anti-tank missiles on

the west bank joined in the deafening barrage.

101 This figure includes an extra squadron of Ratel-90s which Col. McLoughlin sent at the last minute
to reinforce 61 Mech a few hours before it moved off.
102 Major Ruenes — aka `Ambarajâ' (referring to his skill at cards) — was at the time in command of a
platoon of FAPLA sappers in Lubango, and had only recently been sent to Cuito Cuanavale (GOmez
ChacOn, op. cit., p.92).

G6mez Chac6n (op. cit., pp.93-94) notes that — aside from the extensive minefields — a total of
15,319 explosive obstacles (including 432 explosive traps) were laid along the FAPLA's front-lines.
104 One FAPLA mortar officer was particularly distinguished during this battle, firing all 200 shells in
his mortar group at UNITA and the South Africans, and by the end of the day burning his forehead,
beard, an ear, one side of his face, his arms and part of his thigh (G6mez ChacOn, op. cit., p.94).
105 The FAPLA-Cuban MiG's had a disastrous morning, first accidentally bombing several FAPLA
23mm gun positions, and then losing a MiG either to UNITA Stingers or possibly even to 13 Brigade's
SAMs. During my visit to Cuando Cubango I discovered the decaying tomb of a Cuban MiG pilot in
Longa, which according to the local military commander had been left undisturbed by the Cuban
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Perilously exposed in the middle of a minefield overlooked by the FAPLA positions —

and under intense bombardment from the artillery positioned on the higher western

bank of the Cuito river — the South Africans were drawn into a fierce artillery and

missile duel, their tanks, Ratels & UNITA allies lobbing over 500 bombs into the

FAPLA 23mm gun and mortar positions over the next hour. Inevitably they took

more casualties, several Ratels being damaged by 23mm rounds while an Olifant had

the machine-gun blown off its roof, killing or wounding the UNITA infantry

crouching on its back. As the bombardment reached its climax, a total of eighteen

FAPLA gun positions were targeted onto the small South African force which replied

as best it could with Ratel and mortar fire, 106 and eventually the South African

commander was forced to pull his force back a little over a mile, hoping to regroup

out of range of the artillery and then re-launch his attack. By now reports were

coming in that the Cuban tank battalion (based at Nova Samaria) was preparing to

launch a counter-attack, and with the South African armour now experiencing severe

mechanical problems (only five tanks were still operational) it was decided to pull

back 61 Mech even further in an attempt to get out of range of the FAPLA's 23mm

guns which continued to lay down heavy fire on the South Africans (damaging

another Ratel). The expected counter-attack by Cuban tanks never materialised,

however, and with the Ratel force now also starting to experience technical

difficulties the South African commander rejected Col. McLoughlin's proposal for a

night attack and began withdrawing his force to the South African positions east of

the Tumpo bridgehead, darkly concluding that "the enemy is strong and clever".107

The FAPLA's second consecutive defeat of a South African assault on the Tumpo

positions was a major morale boost for the beleaguered defenders of Cuito Cuanavale,

and conclusively proved the effectiveness of Castro's defence plan. Once again the

FAPLA had sustained heavy casualties — in particular among the 23mm gun and

120mm mortar positions, dozens of which the South Africans claim to have destroyed

during the fighting — but the bridgehead defences had nevertheless held firm and the

commission sent to exhume all Cuban bodies for return to Cuba because there was almost nothing left
of the pilot. It is therefore quite possible that this pilot was shot down during the fighting on 1 March.
106 Heitman (op. cit., p.260) notes that the Ratel-90s fired 20-30 rounds each while the Ratel-20s
averaged 200 rounds of 20mm shells during this phase of the battle.
107 Cmdt Muller in Heitman (op. cit., p.261).
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South Africans and UNITA had once more been forced into a humiliating withdrawal,

scarcely having cleared the FAPLA's forward positions. 1 °8 The failed attack on 1

March was effectively the end of the line for 20 Brigade, as only two days later it

started to demobilise with the withdrawal of the Quebec G-5 Battery (which had been

in action almost constantly since the previous August).' Just like its predecessor

Zulu Force in November 1975, the small South African contingent which had

previously swept all opposition before it had suddenly found itself up against an

insurmountable obstacle, and with insufficient forces to launch a further attack (only

five tanks were still fully operational), the South African commanders had little

choice but to go ahead with the demobilisation and hand over the task to the

commanders of 82 Brigade (their official relie0. 110 The official hand-over would take

nearly a fortnight to complete, however, as the arrival of the majority of the ground

forces had been delayed by some of the worst rains and flooding in South Africa's

history, and it would not be until 23 March that the fifth and final attack was

launched, giving the FAPLA-Cuban defenders a vital three week breathing-space in

which to strengthen their already formidable defences even further.

Castro escalates war into southwest Angola, 6 March 1988

The sudden reversal of fortune on the battlefield east of Cuito Cuanavale could not

have come at a more propitious moment for the Cuban government, as its

representatives were due to meet with the Americans on 9 March to begin the first full

round of 'linkage' negotiations. With Cuito Cuanavale's defences now secure against

the previously-unstoppable South African onslaught, Castro's double-strategy of 'war

and talks' — which looked as if it had backfired disastrously when Risquet first joined

the negotiations in late January — now appeared to be paying off at last, with Cuban

108 No figures are available for FAPLA-Cubans losses on 1 March 1988, although it is likely they were
heavy as South African accounts (e.g. Heitman, op. cit., pp.259-261 & 266) note dozens of FAPLA-
Cuban artillery and mortar positions being destroyed during the fighting.
IC19 4 SAT's F Squadron of Olifants had also seen a huge amount of action, covering nearly 2,000 miles
with nearly 600 operating hours since crossing into Angola in late October 1987 (Heitman, op. cit.,
p.265).
11 ° The withdrawal of 20 Brigade also included Combat Group Bravo — a small mixed force from 32
and 101 Battalions — which had secretly been sent west of the Cuito river to disrupt the FAPLA-Cuban
logistics, attacking the FAPLA's stranded 36 Brigade at Baixa Longa on several occasions. See
Heitman (op. cit., pp.236-240 & 263) for a detailed description of their campaign in Angola.
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forces effectively holding the military balance in southeast Angola just as the first

serious talks commenced. It is thus no coincidence that on 6 March — only three days

before the talks were due to start — Castro ordered the massive Cuban contingent

which had been building up in Lubango over the previous three months to begin

moving into Cunene, dramatically turning up the military pressure on the South

Africans on the eve of their first high-level talks with the Americans in two years."

Polo — the ATS's long-time commander and Castro's most trusted general — was

appointed to oversee the operation which by late May would end up boosting the

Cuban contingent in southwest Angola from around 3,500 troops to over 12,000,

while the defence of Cuito Cuanavale was entrusted to Div.-Gen. Miguel Lorente

Leon who was promised further reinforcements, including a regiment of Cuban

infantry and a fresh company of tanks. 112 Castro clearly hoped that this unexpected

move into southwest Angola would alarm the South Africans and force them into

making concessions over the Cuban withdrawal schedule, but it was a strategy fraught

with danger, and would set in motion the last military escalation of the war,

culminating in the final Cuban-South African clashes at Tchipa and Calueque (see

next chapter).

Crocker's team hold first serious talks with Cubans, Angolans and South

Africans, March 1988

Since Cuba officially joined the negotiations in late January 1988, Crocker's team had

been attempting to reengage the South Africans after nearly two years of low-level

and inconclusive contacts."' Pretoria's relationship with the American government

had been soured by the imposition of economic sanctions against South Africa in

III Crocker's last meeting with a senior South African figure — Pik Botha — had occurred on 21 April
1986.
112 Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.291) erroneously states that Gen. Lorente LeOn accompanied Polo during the
move south towards the Namibian border, but this is contradicted by Castro (in Case 1/1989, op. cit.,
p.388) who states quite clearly that the general was appointed to oversee Cuito Cuanavale's defences
while Polo oversaw the operation in southwest Angola. GOmez ChacOn who visited Cuito Cuanavale
after the siege identifies Gen. Lorente Leon as the Chief of the Cuban troop grouping there on two
occasions (op. cit., pp. 129 & 172).
113 My account of the American-brokered talks in March 1988 is taken from Crocker (op. cit., pp.377-
385) & Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.226-227).
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September 1986 (both Crocker and Reagan had argued energetically against them) 114

and the South African leadership was understandably uneasy now that its most

intractable enemy (Cuba) had been given a prominent role in the peace process.'

Pik Botha nevertheless agreed to meet with Crocker on 14 March, and in an effort to

tie down a basic Cuban-Angolan proposal in time for this meeting, Crocker sent a

two-man delegation to Luanda on 9 March for three days of talks with the Cubans and

Angolans. 116 During the talks the Americans attempted to press for an overall

agreement while leaving the specific details — such as the exact length of the Cuban

withdrawal — for a later date, but they were prevented by the Angolans who demanded

a commitment from them to stop giving aid to UNITA, a major concession Crocker's

team was not willing to make at this stage. 117 Eventually the head of the Angolan

delegation presented a four-year withdrawal proposal, under which all Cuban forces

would re-deploy north of the 13 th parallel in the first year, 20,000 would be withdrawn

in the second and the remainder between months 30 and 48. 118 Though the

Americans knew that four years was far too long for the South Africans to accept, the

Cuban-Angolan proposal was nevertheless a significant breakthrough — presenting the

Americans with Havana and Luanda's first officially-sanctioned withdrawal timetable

114 The sanctions debate in the US Congress had come to a head in July 1986, but an important speech
given by Reagan on 22 July failed to dissuade both houses which went on to pass economic sanctions
bills against South Africa (the US Senate on 15 August, the US House of Representatives on 12
September), even overturning the presidential veto when Reagan attempted to block the legislation in
late September (Crocker, op. cit., p.318-329).
115 On 11 February 1988 Pik Botha had stated publicly that he was not very optimistic about the
Cubans joining the peace process, but nevertheless welcomed any progress made by Crocker to break
the deadlock (Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.226).
116 The American delegation comprised Larry Napper & Mike McKinley, the Angolan delegation was
headed by Justice Minister Franca Van Dtinem, and the Cuban delegation included Jorge Risquet, Dr
Rudolfo Puente-Ferro (Havana's foremost Angola specialist) & Jose Arbesu Fraga (Chief of North
American policy dept in the FCC).
117 Napper replied that the USA was not a party to the negotiations (it was only a mediator) and that it
would deal with the issue of UNITA support after Cuban troops had started their withdrawal from
Angola. He also accused the Cuban-Angolan delegation of 'selling the same horse twice', offering
Cuban troop withdrawal in return for both Pretoria's implementation of Resolution 435 and an end to
American aid to UNITA (Crocker, op. cit., pp.377-378).
118 The issue of exact Cuban troop numbers would remain a tricky one — Crocker (op. cit., p378) called
it a 'shell-game' — as Cuba had been heavily reinforcing since late November 1987 and would continue
to send more troops and equipment into Angola throughout the negotiation process. It is thus
unsurprising that negotiation over the exact length and makeup of the Cuban withdrawal was to prove
the most torturous, only finally being resolved a little over a month before the New York Peace
Accords were signed.
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— and demonstrated that an agreement was at least feasible, even if there were still

yawning differences between the warring parties."9

But when Crocker flew to Geneva on 14 March to meet with Pik Botha, he found the

South Africans very unwilling to commit to the revived peace process, Botha

rejecting the proposed four-year timetable out of hand. By this stage Pretoria's

military strategy in Angola had started to unravel — with its forces bogged down east

of Cuito Cuanavale, unable to dislodge the FAPLA from its last foothold, and public

criticism of the campaign (which had cost up to 50 South African lives by this stage)

growing daily — and Pretoria was in no mood for making concessions now that Cuba

appeared to be further escalating the war into southwest Angola. Crocker urged

Botha to seize on the historic opportunity to make a deal with the Cubans and

Angolans, but until the timetable could be reduced significantly Pretoria refused to re-

join the negotiations, and so two days later Napper was sent back Luanda to attempt

to extract a lower bid from the Cubans and Angolans. The Cuban-Angolan delegation

unsurprisingly rebuffed the American move, quite logically demanding that South

Africa make an official response to their first proposal before they made any further

concessions, 120 and with the military situation on the ground in Angola effectively

deadlocked Crocker could do little but step up his efforts to coax in the South

Africans, pushing for another meeting at the earliest opportunity. 121 Sensing that the

time was now right to go public with its latest military intervention in Angola, on the

last day of the talks (18 March) the Cuban government published a communiqué in

Granma, revealing that Cuban troops had been fighting in Cuito Cuanavale since early

119 The behaviour of the Cuban delegation during the talks caught the Americans' attention, Crocker
(op. cit., p.379) noting that the "Cuban officials displayed an intensity and a sense of mission which
made very clear that someone important was watching every move back home. At this stage, we still
viewed Gorbachev rather than Castro as the potential ripening agent. But it gradually became clear that
Castro was driving the Communist train in Angola. Castro wanted to get to the table fast. He could
not fool around for months while the MPLA engaged the Americans in a futile quest to force us to
abandon UNITA. He had to be sure that the South Africans would be visibly negotiating by the time
that his carefully scripted military moves reached their mediagenic climax in May-June".
1" The Americans noted during the talks the Cubans' insistence that the withdrawal be organised and
orderly and "not the flight of a defeated rabble", the Cuban delegates on several occasions emphasising
the enormous difficulties of carrying out a withdrawal in a country such as Angola (Crocker, op. cit.,
p_.3 84).

121 In Crocker's view (op. cit., p.384) the reality was that South Africa could sustain the war for the
time-being and so needed a further incentive to be brought back to the negotiating table, but the Cubans
and Angolans did not see it this way.
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December, and confidently declaring that their stand against the forces of racism and

apartheid had become an international symbol for the peoples of Africa and the

world.122

The decision to acknowledge publicly that Cuban troops were fighting in Cuito

Cuanavale was an unusual departure for the Cuban government, for it had never

previously released details of military confrontations involving its personnel while

they were still going on, preferring to wait until the fighting was over before

presenting the official version to the Cuban populace. The existence of Cuban

military interventions in Algeria (1963), Congo (1965), Bolivia (1967), Syria (1973),

Ethiopia (1978) and even Operation Carlota itself had not been revealed to the public

until several weeks — or in some cases years — after their completion, 123 and with the

fighting in Cuito Cuanavale far from over (and potentially capable of swinging back

in the South Africans' favour) the move was quite a gamble. Probably the Cuban

leadership felt it could no longer keep Cuba's increased involvement in the Angolan

War and the 'linkage' negotiations secret for much longer, and reasoned that with the

military situation in Angola tilting in Cuba's favour now was as good a time as any to

reveal the existence of `Maniobra XXXI Aniversario'. 124 But it is also likely that the

announcement was intended as the first step in a strategy to mythicise the battle of

Cuito Cuanavale, converting the military stalemate east of the Cuito river into a

crushing victory over the South Africans which — according to the Cubans — then

forced Pretoria to the negotiating table against its will. The Cuban defences of Cuito

Cuanavale would be tested by the South Africans one last time, however, before

Castro would get his elusive 'victory', for in the week following the Cuban

122 The communiqué — dated 17 March 1988, 9pm — concludes: "The South African racists have
received an unforgettable lesson. By stopping the forces of racism and apartheid dead in their tracks,
the heroic Angolan and Cuban defenders of Cuito Cuanavale have already become an extraordinary
symbol of the dignity of the peoples of Africa and of the world" (author's translation from Granma, 18
March 1988).
123 The interventions in Algeria, Congo and Venezuela (1967) were not revealed to the public until the
late 1970s, while the intervention in Ethiopia — during which Cuban troops fought many fierce
confrontations with the Somalis — was not announced to the Cuban public until 14 March 1978, ten
days after Cuban forces had fought their final clashes. Similarly, Castro chose not to announce Cuban
troops were fighting in Angola until 22 December 1975, nearly seven weeks after the first
reinforcements were sent (and over four months since the first military specialists arrived in Angola).
124 The communiqué notes that "for the last 16 days there has been no fresh attempt by the South
Africans to occupy Cuito Cuanavale" (author's translation from Granma, 18 March 1988), suggesting
that the Cubans believed the South Africans had given up in their efforts to capture the town.
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communique 82 Brigade completed preparations for a third and final attack against

the FAPLA's Tumpo positions, the outcome of which would bring the 'Battle of

Cuito Cuanavale' to an end.

Build-up to the final South African assault, March 1988

Following the failure of the second attack on the Tumpo triangle, the South African

commanders had been completely absorbed by the handover to 82 SA Brigade, and it

was not until 12 March that the new brigade's Tactical HQ formally took control of

the newly-designated Operation Packer, the last troops arriving three days later.125

The new brigade bore a strong resemblance to the force it was replacing — with two

mechanised infantry battalions, two squadrons of Olifant tanks, one armoured car

squadron (Ratels), one battery each of G-5s, G-2s, mortars and MRLs, and various

AA, engineer and reconnaissance platoons in support — and was for the most part

made up of Citizen Force troops completing their national service. 126 Worried by the

delay in launching the next attack — which could only benefit the defenders and put

the South Africans under even more time pressure — on 9 March Gen. Meyer sent a

worried signal to 82 Brigade's commander Col. Fouche, urging him to proceed with

an attack at the earliest opportunity. But with the ground forces not due to complete

their arrival until 15 March, Col. Fouche begged for more time to overcome the

enormous logistical difficulties caused by the heavy rains and flooding, and they

eventually settled on the compromise date of 23 March for the next attack. 127 The

main assault would once more be directed against 25 Brigade's positions in the

Tumpo bridgehead, and would be preceded by a decoy attack by 32 Battalion from

the south after which the main force — consisting of the mechanised infantry company,

all the armour and UNITA's 5 th Regular Battalion — would attack from the north (see

125 Although Col. McCloughlin's formally handed over command to Col. Fouche on 8 March, it was
not until 12 March that 82 SA Brigade's Tactical HQ became operational, officially ending Operation
Hooper and starting Operation Packer (Heitman, op. cit., pp.264-265).
126 The troops had undergone refresher training at Bloemfontein from 10-26 February 1988, but their
move up to the operational area had been delayed by heavy rains & flooding, and they did not start
arriving until 5 March. There were some problems mobilising the new tank force, but these were
overcome by 11 March when the newly-formed tank regiment moved up to an area 20 miles east of the
Chambinga source for more training (Heitman, op. cit., pp.266 & 274).
127 Heitman, op. cit., p.272.
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map) . 128 Once 25 Brigade had been driven from its positions, UNITA would occupy

the main bridgehead and destroy the bridge if there was time, thus completing the

South African mission and enabling 82 Brigade to start its withdrawal.

Cubans heavily reinforce Cuito Cuanavale in the build-up to the final attack

By late March, however, the defences facing the South Africans had become almost

impregnable, and the FAPLA-Cuban defenders — boosted by their recent successes —

were more confident and aggressive than ever. Four days after the failed attack of 1

March the first of several FAPLA-Cuban patrols were sent deep into no-man's-land to

locate the South African forces — clashing repeatedly with UNITA over the following

fortnight — and then on 9 March Cuban MiG's carried out their first attack on the

South African supply lines, bombing a convoy near the Lomba river. Although the

attack caused no casualties, it was a clear demonstration of the Cubans' determination

to bring the war right to the South Africans, and threatened far greater South African

casualties over the following weeks. I29 East of the Cuito river the Cubans continued

to strengthen the cordon of minefields — which now stretched all the way from the

Cuanavale to the Tumpo river, covering every conceivable approach route for an

attack — and interspersed them with deliberate gaps upon which five 23mm guns and

ten B-1 0s were trained, with a further nine D-30 guns deployed behind the main

positions and dozens of others on the opposite western bank. 13° Fifteen tanks — ten of

which were dug into their positions — guarded 25 Brigade's central position, while at

least 14 tanks from 3 Tank Battalion were held back in the bridge area as a mobile

reserve, one battalion of 66 Brigade protecting the bridge itself. 131 And finally west

128 The South African plan of attack was heavily influenced by the extensive minefields and
obstructions constructed east of the Tumpo positions, an assault from the north being the only feasible
approach route for an armoured force. The FAPLA-Cubans were of course expecting this, hence the
decoy attack on 25 Brigade's southern positions to draw their attention away from the main attack.
129 The attack was followed the next day by an air-strike on the Mooi Rivier Regiment east of the
Chambinga high ground, again inflicting no casualties but adding to South African concerns.
130 The FAPLA-Cuban artillery on the western bank of the Cuito included more D-30s, M-46s, BM-21s
& 140mm BM-14s. There were also 5 GRAD-1P's which moved about the main FAPLA positions.
My description of the FAPLA-Cuban defences by late March 1988 is taken from Heitman (op. cit.,
pp.267-270).
131 Cuban engineers had managed to partly repair the crossing, installing a suspension foot-bridge over
which the majority of troops crossed. Heavy supplies and vehicles (including tanks and trucks) were
brought across by PTS ferry, two of which were destroyed on 18 March by South African G-5s.
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of the river 13 Brigade and the small Cuban regiment guarded Cuito Cuanavale, while

dozens of smaller FAPLA-Cuban units (mostly from 59 Brigade) lined the 110-mile

supply route to Menongue, ensuring the caravanas got through. 132 With the FAPLA's

morale greatly boosted by the defeat of two successive South African attacks, 82

Brigade thus faced the most formidable defences to date as it launched its first — and

the South Africans' last — attack on the Tumpo positions.

The fifth and final South African assault, 23 March 1988

In the days preceding the final attack the South Africans launched several deceptive

'operations to confuse the FAPLA — simulating a crossing of the Cuito river north of

the Mianei on 19 March (and drawing heavy artillery fire in the process) — while

SAAF Mirages softened up 25 Brigade's defences with two days of air-strikes. 133 The

FAPLA had deployed a battalion of 36 Brigade just north of the Cuito-Cuanavale

confluence to prevent the South Africans placing an artillery observer in this area, but

one was nonetheless successfully infiltrated on the night of 20 March, and over the

next two days UNITA launched repeated attacks on the FAPLA battalion in an effort

to distract it from his presence, suffering several casualties in the process. /34 A last-

minute signals intercept on 22 March revealed that the FAPLA was preparing to

retake control of the Chambinga high ground, but with 82 Brigade already starting to

form up for the attack it was decided to go ahead anyway, and that evening Col.

Fouchd moved his headquarters up to that very area to oversee the operation. I35 At

4am on 23 March South African G-5s opened up the bombardment on 25 Brigade,

destroying one D-30 gun and catching a platoon of Cuban officers (who had only

132 South African intelligence had also revealed that another large FAPLA-Cuban convoy was on its
way from Menongue to Cuito Cuanavale, transporting extensive bridging equipment which suggested
the FAPLA might have been considering re-launching the offensive later in the year. The Cubans also
deployed a regiment of troops (supported by a tank battalion which was gradually being reinforced
from Menongue) east of Nancova, protecting the FAPLA's Forward Command Post (Heitman, op. cit.,
p.270).
133 My account of the final South African assault on 23 March 1988 is taken from Heitman (in
interview & op. cit., pp.267-280), Luis (op. cit., pp.136-141), GOmez ChacOn (op. cit., pp.67-70),
Benitez Sudrez (op. cit., pp.47-48), Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.222) & Rey (op. cit., pp.154).
134 Cuban sources (Luis, op. cit., p.16) claim thaf18 UNITA were killed in the first attack, 36 Brigade

reoccupying the positions the following day in a counter-attack. Heitman (op. cit., p.271) puts the
number of dead at 7 UNITA & 28 FAPLA soldiers.
135 Col. Fouche was accompanied by Gens. Liebenberg & Meyer, and Cols. Ferreira & Nel.
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arrived in Cuito Cuanavale the previous day) in the middle of last-minute work to

strengthen the forward trenches and foxholes, forcing them to complete their work

under heavy fire. 136 As on so many previous occasions, however, the South African

force had great difficulty advancing through the rough terrain towards its objective —

abandoning a Kwevoel truck en route which burnt out its clutch — and it was not until

8:15am that the main attack was finally launched, the leading elements immediately

having to readjust their positions after drifting too far to the west.

Within minutes of crossing the start-line, however, the leading Olifant hit an anti-tank

mine — disabling the tank (which was withdrawn by recovery vehicle) and drawing an

immediate reaction from the FAPLA-Cuban artillery. For the next three hours the

South African engineers then struggled to clear a lane through the minefield under

heavy bombardment, but their efforts were greatly hampered by the failure of both

Plofadder mine-clearers to detonate properly. 137 In reaction to the new South African

attack the FAPLA-Cuban commanders moved up eight tanks and a BM-21 from

positions southeast of Cuito Cuanavale to support 25 Brigade, and these were soon

engaging the Olifants from the western bank of the Cuito river, one T-55 being

destroyed by a direct G-5 hit. North of the Cuito-Cuanavale confluence UNITA

simultaneously launched a fresh attack against the lone battalion of 36 Brigade,

initiating a fierce battle which lasted for several hours, but eventually the UNITA

guerrillas were driven off (having suffered heavy casualties), the South African

artillery observer also being forced to abandon his position by the advancing FAPLA

troops. I38 With a thick mist now descending on the battlefield, the South African

artillery thus lost all direct observation of the battlefield, I39 and the remainder of the

battle would be a confused and increasingly desperate affair as the South African

force attempted to maintain its momentum through the difficult terrain, minefields and

136 G6mez ChacOn, op. cit., p.68.
137 The engineers' work was made all the more dangerous by the vast amount of anti-personnel mines
scattered between the anti-tank mines, one of which was detonated by a Ratel (bearing the engineers)
as it manoeuvred through the minefield.
138 UNITA also launched an attack on the FAPLA's 13 Brigade positioned southwest of Cuito
Cuanavale, again suffering heavy casualties. 	 .
139 Heitman (op. cit., p.278) also notes that throughout the battle G-5s had kept the FAPLA's Forward
Command Post under constant bombardment — forcing its occupants to take shelter and thus paralysing
the FAPLA's command — but once the mist descended the South African observers could no longer
direct the artillery onto the target, enabling the Forward Command Post to start operating again.
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continuing FAPLA-Cuban barrage. Shortly before midday the South African

engineers finally succeeded in clearing a path through the first minefield, and the

assault on 25 Brigade was then able to restart with the two squadrons of Olifants

leading the advance in combat formation.

Almost immediately, however, the attacking force came under heavy fire from the

western banks of the Cuito — in particular from 23mm guns and Sagger anti-tank

missiles — and the South African commander Cmdt Gerhard Louw was forced to pull

his force back into dead ground, the accompanying UNITA troops taking heavy

casualties in the bombardment. 14° Two attempts were made to resume the advance,

but both times they drew crippling fire from the massed FAPLA-Cuban artillery,

forcing the South Africans to pull back and take cover. Shortly after FAPLA-Cuban

MiG's carried out their first air-strikes of the day (cloudy weather had prevented both

sides from using their air power up to that point), the South Africans made a final

attempt to restart the advance, but they then ran into another minefield, losing two

tanks in quick succession to anti-tank mines. Several of the mines had been boosted

with 122mm missile rounds, and the South African commander was "treated to the

sight of a complete Olifant suspension unit sailing through the air when one tank

detonated a mine", 141 a mine-roller also losing its rear suspension unit to another anti-

tank mine a few minutes later. With the remaining Olifants now running low on fuel

(having spent the entire day manoeuvring back and forth between the minefields) and

the battlefield almost completely obscured by dust and smoke, Cmdt Louw was

forced to accept that the FAPLA-Cuban defences were simply too formidable to

breach, and he requested permission to start withdrawing his forces. Permission was

duly given by Col. Fouche, but during the withdrawal three of the damaged tanks had

to be abandoned after becoming buried in the sand while being towed to safety, the

remainder of the South African-UNITA force limping back to its positions under

heavy 23mm and BM-21 fire which lasted until 10pm. 142

140 Commandant Louw was an officer in the SADF's Army Battle School team and was a tank man
himself, thus his appointment to command both tank squadrons of 82 Brigade.
141	 •He itman, op. cit., p.279.
142 The South Africans did manage to successfully tow one damaged tank to safety, but an attempt to
tow the tank which had lost its rear suspension unit — using both a recovery vehicle and Cmdt Louw's
own tank — simply buried it deeper in the sand. Three Olifants were used to drag the second damaged
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Aftermath of the final South African assault

The failure of the South Africans' final attack on 23 March brought the main fighting

of the 'Battle of Cuito Cuanavale' to an end, finally convincing the SADF High

Command that the FAPLA could not be dislodged from its Tumpo positions without

unacceptably high South African casualties. As on 25 February and 1 March, the

South Africans had again got bogged down in the tricky terrain and minefields east of

the Tumpo bridgehead, and had been forced to withdraw under a punishing artillery

barrage, this time leaving behind three immobilised tanks. The scale of the artillery

duel on 23 March demonstrated just how far the fighting had escalated in the eight

months since South Africa launched Operation Moduler, the FAPLA-Cuban artillery

firing a total of 627 122mm shells, 677 BM-21 rockets and nearly 500 130mm shells

at the South Africans during the attack, to which 82 Brigade had replied with over

2,000 shells and mortars of its own. 143 The large number of UNITA casualties —

perhaps several hundred in tota1 144 — prompted accusations from the Cubans that the

South Africans had used their black allies as cannon fodder, forcing them at gun-point

to lead the attack through the dense minefields in an effort to clear a path for the

South African armour, and then simply abandoning them when the attack ran into

difficulties, the retreating South African armour allegedly driving over the dead and

wounded guerrillas in its haste to escape. 145 While some Cuban accounts of the battle

tank, but could manage a speed of no more than 500 yards per hour, the tank digging a deep furrow in
the ground behind it, and this too was abandoned under heavy artillery fire. Cmdt Louw requested
permission to destroy the tanks rather than leave them, but he was overruled by Gen. Liebenberg who
ordered them to be left behind and then recovered later, a poor judgement as it would later turn out.
The third Olifant was immobilised and abandoned at 4:30pm while manoeuvring through the first
minefield they had encountered that morning, losing its track which had been damaged earlier on in the
fighting (Heitman, op. cit., pp.279-280).
143 Figures from Rey (op. cit., p.154) & Luis (op. cit., p.139).
144 Heitman (op. cit., p.280) puts the total number of UNITA casualties on 23 March at 13 killed &
several wounded, but this seems a gross underestimate given the severity of the fighting and artillery
bombardment which lasted for most of the day.
145 Rey (op. cit., p.196) claims that UNITA troops led the attack "as a means of determining the
location of the minefields, which demonstrates the disdain which the South Africans felt for them".
GOmez ChacOn (op. cit., p.68) recounts that Cubans in the front-line heard "gun-shots from the
enemy's side. Only one logical conclusion could be drawn: some... had tried to retreat and were
forced back at gun-point". Benitez Suarez (op. cit., p.48), however, gives the most graphic description
of alleged South African abuse of UNITA, declaring that "[a]fter the battle, the view of the battlefield
was awesome, there on the ground the enemy forces had left huge material losses, armoured cars and
many casualties, the vast majority of them belonging to UNITA which almost always headed the
attacks. Many of the bodies were mangled, having been crushed by the tracks of the South African
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have clearly been exaggerated, it is nevertheless true that UNITA sappers were sent

ahead of the main attacking force to clear the minefields — and that UNITA bore the

brunt of the casualties that day (there were no official South African casualties) — and

doubts still remain over the South Africans' treatment of its Angolan ally during this

final stage of the operation.146

With the Tumpo defences and artillery now clearly too strong to be overwhelmed

from the east — and with operations west of the Cuito river (including a possible attack

on Cuito Cuanavale from the south) having been ruled out by Pretoria — the South

African commanders thus had little choice but to give up in their attempt to dislodge

the FAPLA from its last remaining foothold on the eastern banks of the Cuito, and

within a few days they started to demobilise 82 Brigade and wind up Operation

Packer. 147 South African forces would not withdraw from the area entirely, however,

for there was still a danger that the FAPLA might attempt to re-launch its offensive

against Mavinga later in the year, 148 and in an effort to contain the FAPLA within the

Tumpo bridgehead the South Africans decided to construct an enormous minefield

cordon of their own. A small holding force — designated Combat Group 20— was

tanks which in their flight had not shown the least remorse in running over their bodies, and possibly
the wounded" (all author's translation).
146 Although the Cubans and Angolans claimed that the South Africans suffered heavy casualties that
day — for example Luis (op. cit., p.18), Rey (op. cit., p.154) & ThnOteo (in interview) — it appears that
82 Brigade's only losses were the three Olifants abandoned on the battlefield (Geldenhuys, op. cit.,
p.222), and several armoured cars and other tanks damaged (and later repaired). The lack of South
African casualties is in part explained by the fact that all 82 Brigade forces involved in the main attack
were armoured (i.e. in Olifants, Ratels or Casspirs, and thus protected from the majority of the
explosions and shrapnel), and in part by luck, Heitman noting several occasions on which South
African sappers miraculously managed to avoid setting off anti-personnel mines when working in
heavily-mined areas. 82 Brigade — like 20 Brigade before it — was under strict orders from Pretoria to
keep casualties to an absolute minimum, and by January 1988 it had effectively become a back-up
force for UNITA, the guerrillas providing the main bulk of the ground troops while the South Africans
provided the armour and artillery. Their relationship with UNITA thus strongly resembled the Cubans
own relationship with the FAPLA, with its own inherent frictions and mistrust.
147 On 27 March the SADF High Command decided to demobilise the 1' Battalion of Regiment De La
Rey & B tank squadron one month ahead of schedule, and two days later 32 Battalion started
preparations for its withdrawal, Col. Fouche formally handing over command to Combat Group 20 on
30 April (Heitman, op. cit., pp.282 & 284).
148 Following the 23 March attack, the Cubans continued to reinforce Cuito Cuanavale with a further
Tactical Group (including tanks and AA guns) on 6 April and several others by the end of the month,
prompting fears they might re-launch their offensive against Mavinga later in the year. By late April
the Tumpo bridgehead had been reinforced with at least 49 more tanks and several advanced SAM AA
systems, and mixed FAPLA-Cuban patrols (made up of a platoon of FAPLA and 10 Cubans) were sent
deep behind enemy lines for periods of up to a week to determine the strength of the remaining South
African forces (G6mez ChacOn, op. cit., p.145, Heitman, op. cit., p.281 & TimOteo in interview).
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formed to support the mine-laying operation, with orders to keep up the pressure on

the FAPLA with G-5 bombardments, raids and aggressive patrolling, and to carry out

regular deceptive operations to give the impression that there were still considerable

South African forces in the area. I49 Over the following months South African sappers

would lay a chain of minefields stretching from the Dala to the Tumpo rivers,

blocking all potential crossing sites along the Cuito and Cuanavale rivers, hemming

the FAPLA forces into their Tumpo positions, and by late 1988 turning the area east

of Cuito river into one of the most heavily mined areas in the world. 15° The fighting

between the Cubans and South Africans was not yet over, however, for a fresh

confrontation was already brewing in southwest Angola, and over the next three

months the focus of the Angolan War would gradually shift to this area, culminating

in the final clashes of the war at Tchipa and Calueque (see next chapter).

Cuba starts constructing the myth of the victory at Cuito Cuanavale

Following the FAPLA-Cubans' successful defeat of the final South African attack on

Cuito Cuanavale, the Cuban propaganda machine went into overdrive, eager to

capitalise on what had effectively been the SADF's first serious military reverse since

Operation Savannah twelve years earlier. On the day of the final attack Granma

announced the institution of the 'Medal of Merit for the Defence of Cuito Cuanavale'

— by personal order of Fidel Castro himself— and scarcely a week later the first 82

newly-minted medals were presented to Cuban and Angolan troops in Luanda by

Martin Mora (Cuban Ambassador to Angola) and Brig.-Gen. Lorente Le6n. The very

same day — ironically April Fool's Day — a large group of Cuban journalists were

flown in to Cuito Cuanavale for a large publicity splurge, crossing the Cuito river to

25 Brigade's positions where they were shown the FAPLA's first captured Olifant

149 The new mission was code-named Operation Displace, and Combat Group 20 (named after Sector
20 in which it was operating) was made up of one anti-tank squadron, C Company of SWATF
(motorised infantry), Quebec Battery (G-5s), two engineer troops & (after 26 May) one NLRL battery
(Heitman, op. cit., p.286). According to Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.222) the entire SADF force in Angola
was thus reduced to around 1,500 men.
15° South African sappers started constructing the mine-belt around the Tumpo bridgehead in early
April, but with thousands of FAPLA-Cuban mines already laid in the area it was a dangerous operation
and they were to lose one killed and five wounded before they completed their work (including the
commander of the engineers, Major Piet Kock, who lost his foot to a mine on 24 May). One minefield
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tank, retrieved with great difficulty from the minefields east of the Tumpo

positions. 151 The perceived 'victory' at Cuito Cuanavale was an essential part of

Castro's Angolan strategy — granting the beleaguered FAPLA-Cuban forces their first

tangible success against the South Africans after more than a decade of inconclusive

clashes — and over the coming months the Cuban leader would repeatedly return to the

battle in his speeches, gradually elevating its importance from a successful operation

to halt the South African advance to nothing short of a turning-point in African

history. Eventually on 31 May Castro would declare to a ministerial meeting of the

NAM in Havana that "from now on, the history of Africa will have to be written

before and after Cuito Cuanavale", I52 the implication being that Cuba's steadfast

- defence had changed African history, breaking the SADF's hitherto invincible

military might and forcing Pretoria to the negotiating table.I53

In reality it was not quite as clear-cut as the Cubans made believe, however, and after

the war both the South Africans and Americans would dismiss Castro's version of

events as an elaborate piece of propaganda, insisting that the fighting east of Cuito

Cuanavale had not ended in an outright victory for either side but had instead

developed into a costly stand-off, both sides effectively having fought each other to a

standstill.' The reason they said nothing about this at the time is that in the months

immediately following the 23 March attack, Pretoria was keen to let the Cuban leader

save face and have his 'victory', as the negotiations were entering their most critical

ended up being 17 miles long, the SADF's longest since the Second World War (Uys, op. cit., p.199).
See Heitman (op. cit., pp.281-294) for full details of Operation Displace.
151 The FAPLA-Cubans quickly located all three abandoned Olifant tanks, but two of them were buried
so deep in the sand that they could not be moved, and FAPLA units were dug in around them to
prevent their recovery by the South Africans. The third tank —No. 53 — was driven back to 25
Brigade's positions with great difficulty, two Cubans using a T-55 and two batteries from a Soviet
truck to start the Olifant's engine. Following the visit by the journalists, the tank was later brought
across the Cuito river and placed in the Cuban Command Post as a war trophy (GOmez ChacOn, op.
cit., pp.57-59). Photos of the Olifant — the only South African tank captured by the FAPLA-Cubans
during the Angolan War — appear in all Cuban accounts.
152 Author's translation from GOmez ChacOn (op. cit., p.5). This phrase — along with another Castro
sound-bite ('the South Africans broke their teeth on Cuito Cuanavale') — would be repeated obediently
in all subsequent Cuban and pro-Cuban accounts of the war.
153 The MPLA even went on to claim that the South Africans had intended to set up an independent
UNITA Bantustan which could then defend Pretoria's interests in Angola, and that this had only been
prevented by the defence of Cuito Cuanavale (Elaine Windrich, The Cold War Guerrilla: Jonas
Savimbi, the U.S. Media, and the Angolan War, Greenwood Press, Westport (CT), 1992, p.71).
154 See for example Crocker (op. cit., pp.367-371), Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.208 & 224-230) & Heitman
(op. cit., p.285).
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phase and the South Africans did not want to do anything that might derail them.155

The problem with this strategy, however, was that it played directly into Castro's

hands, allowing him to set the political and propagandistic agenda in the crucial

months leading up to the peace accords. Thus despite having proved more than a

match for the Cubans on the battlefield, in the upcoming 'battle of perceptions' the

South Africans would be utterly outclassed by the Cuban leader who would use his

decades of political savvy to devastating effece 56 Having failed to explain their

military strategy to the public — which at the very beginning envisioned nothing more

than halting the FAPLA offensive and which had never included the capture of Cuito

Cuanavale (unless this could be achieved with minimum South African casualties) —

the South Africans thus gave the Cubans carte blanche to twist and interpret events on

the ground in any way they saw fit, and Pretoria' silence on the issue only seemed to

confirm the truth of the Cuban claims. Ultimately, however, Castro's bravado would

ensure that South African forces remained engaged in Angola indefinitely, 157 and this

would further stir up the military tensions, egging both sides on towards the final

round of confrontations in southwest Angola.

155 As Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.231) later put it: "How do you get somebody with such a self-image out
of Angola if he is being humiliated in the process? We had to provide them with an honourable exit".
156 Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.135) rather revealingly declares that "SWAPO and the MPLA regarded
propaganda as a dimension of their struggle, and the propaganda organisation as just another weapon
system. We regarded propaganda as a distasteful word and concept which have no place in democratic
politics", although his implication that apartheid politics were 'democratic' strains credibility. Both
Danie Crowther (a member of the South African negotiating team) and Heitman (both in interview)
said they felt that the South Africans had been hopelessly outclassed by the Cubans in the propaganda
war.
157 Crocker, op. cit., p.370.
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Chapter 11 

The fighting in southwest Angola & the negotiating endgame

March — December 1988 

As far back as the tripartite crisis talks in Moscow in November 1987, Castro had

been planning a major move into southwest Angola. The 'Western Front' — as the

Cubans later termed it — formed an essential part of Castro's double-strategy in

Angola, the escalation of the war into what was effectively Namibia's backyard

intended to put further pressure on the South Africans as the 'linkage' negotiations

reached their climax. But with the defence of Cuito Cuanavale perilously in the

balance the move into Cunene had been delayed, and although forces from the FAR's

elite 50 th Division had been steadily building up in Lubango throughout December

1987 and January 1988, by February no more than 3,500 of them had actually moved

into Cunene. Following the failed South African attacks on 25 February and 1 March,

however — which seemed to prove that Cuito Cuanavale's defences were secure —

Castro ordered Polo to start moving his forces into southwest Angola, and on 10

March the first contingent left Lubango, the powerful 40 Tank Brigade under Brig.-

Gen. Enrique Acevedo reaching Tchibemba (75 miles to the south) the following

day.' The Cuban strategy was to gradually reinforce the major FAPLA and SWAPO

positions in Cunene — in particular at Cahama, Xangongo, Mupa and Cuvelai — before

moving forces right down to the border with Namibia (see map), and in many ways

resembled the closing stages of 'The Second Liberation War'. Almost immediately,

however, the increased Cuban presence led to the first clash with the South Africans —

a patrol from 201 Battalion being ambushed by FAPLA-Cuban forces near Naulila

(just north of Calueque) on 15 March2 — and this would set the tone for the conflict

over the next three months, the fighting gradually escalating as the Cubans extended

their influence further into southwest Angola.

40 Tank Brigade was made up of units from Palanca & Huila (both near Lubango) and Tchibemba
itself, and remained in Huila for the duration of the war (Luis, op. cit., p.13).
2 One South African was wounded in the clash before the patrol withdrew to Calueque (Uys, op. cit.,
p.180).
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Construction of new Cuban airbases at Cahama & Xangongo

For Castro's south-western strategy to function properly, however, it was essential

that FAPLA-Cuban air power — which had proved so effective in the fighting east of

the Cuito river — be extended right up to the Namibian border (and possibly even into

Namibia itself). Therefore on 22 March Castro ordered Ochoa to start extending the

airstrip at Cahama to take fighter aircraft, all of which at that time were forced to

operate from Lubango and Matala, 115 miles to the north. 3 Cahama was already a

major FAPLA-Cuban base — with two battalions of FAPLA infantry, a growing

Cuban presence and sophisticated radar and AA defences — and the extension of its

airstrip would turn it into the Cubans' most important airbase in Cunene, enabling the

FAPLA-Cubans' many MiG's and helicopters to provide direct air support for the

advance southwards. Very quickly, though, Castro realised that one extra airstrip

would be insufficient to meet the needs of the burgeoning operation in southwest

Angola, and therefore in early April he ordered Ochoa to extend the airstrip in

Xangongo too, admonishing him to complete the work as quickly as was humanly

possible.4 Crucially, however, the necessary funds to complete both air bases — which

Ochoa calculated at 80 million kwanzas (roughly half a million US dollars) — were not

made available in time by the FAR's Finance Department, and Ochoa was forced to

improvise in order to meet the Commander-in-Chiefs pressing deadline. Turning to

the most readily available source of lcwanzas — the candonga — Ochoa exchanged over

one hundred tons of Cuban sugar (which MMCA had stockpiled in Luanda) for

Angolan kwanzas, and then used the cash to buy the necessary materials for both

airports, little suspecting just how serious the consequences of this action would be

for him in the coming months (see `Ochoa Trial' in next chapter).5

3 Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.389.
4 Xangongo was reached by Cuban forces on 6 April (Benitez Suarez, op. cit., p.14), and therefore
Castro's order to extend the airstrip probably came shortly after this date.
5 Case 1/1989, op. cit., pp.92, 97 & 103. Ochoa later told the Cuban prosecutor that he had sent his
aide Col. Antonio Rodriguez Estupifian to Cuba to collect the money from the FAR's Finance
Department, but when he discovered that it hadn't been deposited as he had requested he decided:
"Look, I'm not going to go looking for something else, so sell some things and we will build the airport
anyway".
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Mixed Cuban and Angolan construction teams worked around the clock to ensure

both airbases were operational in time, and by early June the first asphalt runway at

Cahama (over a mile and a half long) had been completed, Xangongo's becoming

operational only three weeks later. 6 These new airbases would play a vital role in the

upcoming clashes in southwest Angola — most notably providing some of the aircraft

for the final MiG air-strike on Calueque in late June (see below) — and they would be

further strengthened in July with the construction of a second (slightly longer) runway

at Cahama, and the installation of 150 SAM-8 missile batteries which were linked into

a radar network covering the whole of southern Angola, thus effectively bringing the

SAAF's air superiority in the region to an end. 7 Ultimately the airbases at Cahama

and Xangongo would enable the FAPLA-Cubans to project their air power right into

Namibia itself, and shortly before launching the advance into southwest Angola

Castro ordered Ochoa to secretly prepare an air-strike against the SAAF's bases in

northern Namibia should Cuban forces fall victim to a surprise SADF attack.8

Castro's strategy in southwest Angola was thus a dangerous and highly provocative

one, and was bound to elicit a response from the South African forces which had been

operating freely across southern Angola for over seven years, and which continued to

protect South Africa's vital economic interests in the region (most notably the

6 Although Castro would later boast that Cahama's runway was constructed "in a matter of weeks"
(quoted in Campbell, op. cit., p.26 & Case 1/1989, p.389), Rey (op. cit., pp.199-200) notes that
Cahama's first runway required a full two months and ten days to complete, while the second — along
with the airbase's hangars, maintenance facilities and supply dumps —took a further 75 days. The new
air base at Xangongo was not officially inaugurated until 26 July, although it probably became
operational in late June. Interestingly in his trial Ochoa claimed that when he returned to Cuba in
January 1989 "I left the airports half built, or less than half. We really didn't have enough lcvvanzas for
the airports, to pay for all the things that must be bought locally... I left there a few million lcwanzas
for the airport" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.95).
7 Kahn, op. cit., p.84.
8 Crocker, op. cit., p.372. Castro later insisted that he had kept everyone informed of his plan to attack
into northern Namibia, declaring that IN* notified the Soviets.., we were warning everyone of the
danger of the possibility that we might have to launch a strong attack in northern Namibia" (quoted in
Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.291), but several writers (for example, Crocker, op. cit., p.368 & Heitman in
interview) doubt whether an invasion of Namibia by Cuban forces would actually have been possible.
Crocker (in 'Peacemaking in Southern Africa') concludes than a Cuban invasion of Namibia would
"never become feasible militarily or politically without open-ended Soviet backing; it would cost the
Angolans the 'high ground' they enjoyed as perceived victims of SADF aggression; it would expose
the communist allies to very high costs as the SADF acquired the advantages of defence-in-depth in
territory (Namibia) it had mastered; and it might be the one way of giving South Africa the Western
military support it sorely missed". Heitman (in interview) even alleged that there was an unwritten
'gentleman's agreement' between the Cubans and the South Africans not to bomb each other's airbases
which lasted throughout the war. This was only violated on one occasion when two Cuban MiG's
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Calueque-Ruacana hydroelectric installations). The SADF immediately noted the

increased Cuban military presence in Cunene, 9 and with its campaign against SWAPO

continuing in earnest throughout this period it was only a matter of time before the

Cubans were directly drawn into the fighting, initiating the final round of Cuban-

South African clashes in the Angolan War.1°

First Cuban-South African clashes in Cunene, April 1988

The first serious Cuban-South African clash occurred on 18 April when a SWATF

force in pursuit of SWAPO was ambushed by over 200 Cubans near Chipeque (20

miles southeast of Xangongo). 11 The encounter started when the leading Buffel

(armoured personnel carrier) took a direct hit from a Cuban RPG-7 — wounding most

of the occupants — and this was followed by a fierce fire-fight which lasted until the

early morning. 12 By the end of the clash one South African major had been killed and

11 other South Africans wounded, while the medic — Lce-Cpl du Toit, who went

missing at the start of the fighting — could not be found, his body only being

discovered six weeks later buried in a shallow grave. 13 The ambush on 18 April was a

striking demonstration of the Cubans' growing military presence in the region, and

overflew the SAAF's base at Rundu (northern Namibia), in retaliation for which two SAAF F-16's
overflew the Cuban airbase at Menongue the following day.
9 The commander of Delta Company 201 Battalion, Captain Dam Harmse, noted after the war that by
March 1988 "the Cuban presence was growing and we picked up a lot of their Spanish broadcasts in
the Donguena area, south of the Pembe River. The Cubans confiscated the cattle of those blacks who
had fled southwards; they in turn provided us with valuable information, such as the locations of the
Cuban forward posts... When Cpl Duvenhage and his team detonated the first TM-57 mine south of
Donguena, we knew that we weren't having to do with normal SWAPO operations" (in Uys, op. cit.,
p.181).
I ° Captain Harmse (in Uys, op. cit., pp.181-183) recalled a SAD mission in March 1988 when a small
South African patrol — perhaps half a dozen men — ran into a large Cuban group south of Tchipa, the
Cubans opening fire with small arms and mortars, severely wounding one South African. The South
African patrol pulled back, Lce-Cpl Andre shooting two Cubans in the process, and managed to escape
under heavy fire, the wounded man later recovering in hospital.
11 My account of the ambush on 18 April 1988 is taken from Uys (op. cit., pp.187-189), Geldenhuys
(op. cit., p.238), & Heitman (op. cit., p.298).
12 The Cubans tried unsuccessfully to restart the burning Buffel (repeatedly hitting the hooter instead of
the starter), but they were eventually driven off by South African grenades. The burnt-out Buffel was
then recovered and taken back to Calueque, but it was eventually deemed beyond repair and blown up,
causing great anger to the men who had recovered it at such personal risk.
13 According to Uys (op. cit., p.189) the South African unit sent to look for him "found Viljoen du
Toit's web belt and shirt. He had been hit in the lower back and there were drag marks near to where
he had lain. He was apparently force-marched to a kraal, where he was killed and buried. We never
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over the following weeks they would become increasingly bold in their patrolling and

mine-laying activities, steadily extending their control south of Xangongo towards the

small South African garrison at Calueque. I4 Eventually on 2 May — following an air-

strike by SAAF Mirages on FAPLA positions south of Tchipa — all FAPLA-Cuban

units in Cunene were ordered to send out patrols to locate enemy forces in the area,

and that evening the Cuban commander of 40 Tank Brigade (which had by then

reached Humbe) sent out a mixed FAPLA-Cuban company with orders to set up

another ambush. 15 The 81-man force was heavily armed — with two M-26 grenade

launchers, six heavy machine-guns, 18 RPG-7's and a SAM system — and carried with

it six anti-tank mines which were to be laid along the South Africans' expected

approach route. I6 Shortly after midnight on 4 May the force set up its ambush a little

over a mile south of Donguena, and split into three platoons, the first two digging

trenches and fox-holes on the west side of the road while the third set up positions

behind them with six of the RPG-7s.

The Cuban ambush south of Donguena, 4 May 1988

The FAPLA-Cubans remained in their positions for most of the day, and finally at

4pm they heard the noise of engines approaching from the southwest and got ready to

launch the ambush, the Cuban commander switching the two forward platoons at the

last minute from the west to the east side of the road to give them a better field of

fire. I7 The South African force — one company of 101 Battalion travelling in 20

Casspirs and two trucks — had been sent from Calueque to occupy Donguena, but its

new commander 'Snakes' Snyman (who was eager to see some action) had apparently

ignored warnings of Cuban ambushes in the area, and in his haste to reach Donguena

found his grave, but six weeks later Lieut. Parker and his Charlie Company found it". Cuban losses
that day are not recorded in any accounts.
14 On 30 April a South African Buffel set off the first TM-57 mine south of Donguena, alerting them to
the presence of Cuban sappers nearby. According to Captain Harrnse (in Uys, op. cit., p.181), after the
mine incident the South Africans "became more serious about lifting mines and within a week had
raised 18 which had been planted on the `kaplyn' south of Donque [sic]".
15 The Cubans had been alerted to the presence of a South African unit in the area by locals who had
heard one of the South African Buffels setting off an anti-tank mine on 30 April (Rey, op. cit., p.176).
16 The FAPLA-Cuban company was made up of 60 Cuban and 21 FAPLA soldiers (Rey, op. cit.,
p.177).
17 My account of the Cuban ambush south of Donguena on 4 May 1988 is taken from Rey (op. cit.,
pp.178-189 & 234), Uys (op. cit., pp.190-193) & Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.242).
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he unwittingly drove his force right into the middle of one of them. The Cuban RPG-

7s opened the firing, hitting and disabling the leading Casspir, and scattering the

South African troops who immediately took cover under a hail of bullets and

shrapnel. Two more Casspirs were then shot out in quick succession, and the South

Africans were forced to pull back and regroup, their commander (who had been

wounded by shrapnel) radioing Calueque for assistance. 18 Several attempts were

made to recover the abandoned Casspirs over the next hour, and in desperate close-

quarter fighting a fourth Casspir was disabled by an RPG-7 firing at almost point-

blank range, several Cubans getting crushed under the South African armour as it

manoeuvred through the shallow trench system. 19 Eventually at dusk the South

Africans began to withdraw southwards, setting up their own RPG-7 ambush position

to catch any pursuing forces (these never came in the end). 2° That night three

companies from 201 & 101 Battalions were sent back with orders to occupy

Donguena, but when they ran into suspected tank positions south of the town their

commander decided to call off the attack, allowing the Cubans to withdraw

unmolested in the night.21

The ambush on 4 May greatly increased the stakes in the southwest campaign, and

although the Cubans would later claim it as one of their greatest victories over the

South Africans, the reality was that both sides had suffered significant losses. Fifty-

four Cubans had been killed during the fighting — many of them crushed under the

South African Casspirs during savage close-quarter fighting — but in the process they

had managed to shoot out three Casspirs (which were later destroyed by the South

18 According to Uys (op. cit., p.190) South African aircraft bombed the FAPLA-Cuban positions
shortly after Snyman's request, firing flares as they departed to distract the FAPLA's heat-seeking
missiles.
19 Referring to the fighting on 4 May, Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.242) recalled that "[a]fier the war a
Cuban told Brig. Chris Serfontein that we were crazy to make war like that".
29 On hearing of the battle, the commanders of 40 Tank Brigade sent reinforcements — including two
reinforced platoons of Special Forces, one BMP (armoured car) platoon, one Shilka rocket team and
one 130mm gun platoon — but these were not needed as the South Africans had withdrawn by the time
they arrived (Rey, op. cit., p.179).
21 The South African commander was shown to have been wise when his troops finally entered
Donguena the following day: "While leading the main force into the town I counted 18 dug-in tank
sites on the way. Areas had been cleared of bush and a wall of sand stood in front of them. I counted
each one aloud over the radio for the Ops personnel at Ruacana to hear that I had been right the
previous night. If we had rushed in the previous night we would have been destroyed. Luckily, my
gut-feel had saved us from disaster" (Captain Harmse in Uys, op. cit., p.192).
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Africans), capturing a fourth one and killing seven men from 101 Battalion, seizing in

the process a large amount of South African weaponry and equipment. 22 More

importantly, they also captured their first South African prisoner since Operation

Savannah — Sgt-Major Papenfus, who was severely wounded in the confrontation —

and in a well-choreographed propaganda coup they flew him to Havana for specialist

medical treatment, allowing his family to visit him there five weeks later. 23 The fierce

encounter south of Donguena was a clear sign that the fighting in southern Cunene

was starting to escalate seriously, and it could not have come at a more critical

moment as the first round of negotiations involving all three warring parties — the

Angolans, Cubans and South Africans — had only just started in London. With some

of the most politically-sensitive issues about to undergo serious negotiation for the

first time, Castro's double-strategy of 'war and talks' was thus reaching its dangerous

climax, and over the next two months Crocker would struggle to keep all parties

engaged in the negotiations as the war in southwest Angola continued to escalate, the

likelihood of further even bloodier clashes on the ground threatening to sink the

negotiations at any moment.24

Round One of the tripartite negotiations in London, 3-4 May 1988

Since his inconclusive meeting with Pik Botha in mid-March 1988, Crocker had

continued in his attempts to get the South Africans to rejoin the 'linkage'

22 .Figures from Uys, op. cit., p.193. There is some discrepancy in the official Cuban account of the war
over South African losses, different sections of the book claiming that between four and six Casspirs
were destroyed or captured in the fighting (Rey, op. cit., pp.178, 191 & 234), but it appears that the
correct figure (as shown on the map in the back of the book) is three destroyed and one captured. No
FAPLA-Cuban losses are mentioned, but Captain Harmse (in Uys, op. cit., p.193) was later told by a
Cuban officer during the peace talks that 54 Cubans had been killed in the fighting, hence the
appearance of a Cuban Hind-17 helicopter the following day to fly out the Cuban casualties and bodies.
The captured equipment included nine R-4 rifles, two 30rnm calibre machine-guns, one MAO
machine-gun, two 40mm grenade-launchers, one 20mm gun, 13 RPG-7 rockets, 4,000 7.62mm rounds,
1,500 5.56mm rounds, 145 40mm anti-personnel grenades, three 20mm gun barrels, 11 smoke
grenades, 34 rifle chambers, three radio head-sets, 20 radio batteries, a box of detonators, medicines, a
box of spare parts, one Racal radio station, uniforms, capes and various important maps and documents
(Rey, op. cit., pp.178-179).
23 Sgt-Major Papenfus recovered from his injuries in a Havana hospital and was eventually exchanged
in Abidjan (Ivory Coast) on 26 August for two Cuban pilots who had been shot down the previous year
during the FAPLA withdrawal from the Lomba river.
24 Another patrol from 101 Battalion was attacked by the Cubans a few days after the Donguena
ambush, although there were no casualties on this occasion (Heitman, op. cit., p.298).
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negotiations,25 inviting a three-man delegation under Neil van Heerden to Washington

DC on 28 March for three days of talks. Having suffered a third and final defeat in

their attempt to dislodge the FAPLA from its Tumpo positions less than a week

before, the South Africans were still extremely defensive, and Crocker continued to

urge them to seize the opportunity for a peaceful settlement before other factors — in

particular the American presidential elections (due in November) and the growing war

in southwest Angola — derailed the process altogether. The Washington talks appear

to have done the trick, for a fortnight later the South Africans finally agreed to take

part in discussions including the Cubans, and after further discussions with all the

concerned parties the first round of tripartite negotiations was scheduled for 3 May in

London. The talks which began that day in the Durrants hotel (just north of Oxford

Street) marked the start of the final phase in the 'linkage' negotiations, initiating a

total of twelve rounds of tripartite talks over the next eight months which would —

after much horse-trading and wrangling — culminate in the New York Peace Accords

in December 1988. 26 But with the fighting in Cunene escalating sharply the

atmosphere was tense, and although Crocker deemed the talks a success little was

achieved beyond the opening statements, the discussion eventually developing into "a

mini-test of wills... on the question of where the next meeting should be held" (it was

eventually decided to hold it in Cairo on 24 June).27

More ominous, however, were the private conversations held between the Cuban and

South African military representatives which were revealing of the military tensions

brewing between the two sides in southwest Angola. One meeting in particular — held

25 Crocker had looked for support from the Soviets, holding a meeting with Adamishin on 21 March in
Washington DC, but the Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister had refused to be drawn on the issue of the
Cuban withdrawal timetable, insisting that it was an issue for the Cubans alone. Crocker nevertheless
confirmed that the Soviets were in favour of the American mediation effort and that they supported a
linked settlement, just not on the terms being offered by the Americans (Crocker, op. cit., pp.385-386).
26 The delegations at the talks were made up of the following people: Cuba —Jorge Risquet (chief),
Carlos Aldana Escalante (political representative) & Gen. Ulises Rosales del Toro (military
representative); South Africa — Neil van Heerden (Foreign Affairs), Dr Neil Barnard (National
Intelligence Agency), Gen. Jannie Geldenhuys (military representative) & Derek Auret (Foreign
Affairs); Angola — Afonso van thinem (Minister of Foreign Affairs) & N'dalu (Deputy Minister of
Defence). Crocker chaired the tripartite meetings, while the unofficial Soviet representative Adamishin
waited in the wings for the duration of the talks. The South Africans nick-named Risquet `Oom
Kaspaas' (a character in a South African comic strip) because of his bushy beard (Geldenhuys, op. cit.,

V.34).Crocker, op. cit., p.393.
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between Gen. Olises Rosales del Toro and Gen. Jannie Geldenhuys at Brown's Hotel

on the evening of 4 May (after the main talks had finished for the day) — developed

into a show of strength, Rosales del Toro issuing veiled threats that if the South

Africans did not accept the proposed Cuban withdrawal timetable then nothing would

stop the Cubans invading Namibia itself. 28 Rosales del Toro — who had requested the

meeting — was probably acting under direct instructions from Castro who wanted to

impress on the South Africans his determination to escalate the southwest campaign

right up to full-scale war if necessary.29 But if this message was intended to cow the

South Africans into submission then it had the opposite effect, Geldenhuys

responding robustly that "if [the Cubans] should now dare to set one foot across the

border to take us on, on our own turf— we, who for three years had braved the

mightiest power in the world — it would be the blackest day in Cuban military

history".3° Although the meeting ended cordially — Geldenhuys making light of the

mutual threats and urging them both to concentrate on the issue at hand (i.e. the

negotiations) — the gauntlet had been thrown down in southwest Angola, and it is no

coincidence that following the meetings in London both sides set about bolstering

their military forces in the region in preparation for what would clearly be the final

showdown.31

28 Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.3-4) recounts that "ih)e started our informal meeting \r the smallloungesoy
saying that he wasn't threatening me and that he merely wished to warn me. But for almost half an
hour, through the interpreter, he told me how they had been mustering a large force comprising their
best troops. They were concentrated in the southwest of Angola, just north of the South West
(Namibian) border. They were ready for us. Not even the Namibian border would stop them... In
effect he was saying: If you do not use this opportunity to make peace and if you do not fall into line,
you are in for a big war — a war that will destroy you". Geldenhuys did not believe the Cuban bravado,
however, feeling that "the Cubans were trying to bluff their way out of the defeats that their alliance
had suffered on the battlefield and at the same time bluff their way into a strong negotiating position
around the conference table".
29 Crocker later described Rosales del Tom as someone with "all the political subtlety of a career
soldier living in mortal fear of his micro-managing president", and reckoned that he had missed a
crucial opportunity with Geldenhuys in London. During their private meeting Geldenhuys hinted
strongly that if Cuba could offer a quid pro quo, the South Africans were prepared to withdraw
immediately from Angola, but it appears that Rosales lacked the authority to make such a deal without
Castro's personal consent (Crocker, op. cit., pp.399 & 430).
30 Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.5.
31 The South Africans made their official public reply to Rosales del Toro's threat on 18 May, Magnus
Malan (South African Defence Minister) declaring in an interview that if the Cubans continued their
move southwards towards the Namibian border "there will be a terrible battle" (Jaster, op. cit., p.21).
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Cuba starts to reinforce Tchipa in build-up to final confrontations, May 1988

Following the fighting around Donguena in early May, the FAPLA-Cuban High

Command had immediately started reinforcing its units in Cunene in expectation of

further clashes with the South Africans in the region. Throughout May the Cubans

would steadily build their forces in southwest Angola up to a total of two divisions of

troops — c.12,000 men, supported by 200 Cuban tanks and five different types of AA

missile defences — spreading out this formidable force along a new defensive line

running from Namibe through Lubango, Tchibemba, Cahama, Humbe, Xangongo,

Cuvelai and Cassinga (see Angola map). 32 Mixed SWAPO-Cuban battalions of 500

men each — code-named Lion, Tiger & Zebra — were also formed in the main airbases

at Cahama, Xangongo and Mupa respectively, enabling SWAPO to operate in areas of

Cunene which had been denied to the guerrillas since the early 1980s. Given the

dramatic increase in South African activity north of Calueque, it was further decided

to reinforce the small SWAPO training camp at Tchipa (50 miles south of Cahama),

as much to deter the South Africans from extending their operations northwards as to

create a concentration point for the final Cuban advance up to the Namibian border

itself.33 The camp at Tchipa — containing one battalion of 200-300 SWAPO special

forces — had already been reinforced earlier in the year by a mixed FAPLA-Cuban

company from Cahama and several AA units, and over the following six weeks it

would receive further reinforcements in Cuban armour, infantry and artillery —

including no less than three full Cuban Tactical Groups — eventually bolstering the

garrison to a force of over 1,000 troops, supported by at least 30 tanks and

sophisticated AA and missile defences.34

32 The total Cuban force in southwest Angola in late May totalled six rifle regiments of 1,500-2,000
men each, one tank regiment with T-62/55s, one artillery regiment with D-30s, BM-21s & BM-24s
(240mm) & one AA defence regiment, with SA-2, SA-3, SA-6, SA-8, SA-13 & ZSU-23-4 AA
systems, plus radars (Heitman, op. cit., p.297). In addition various mobile forces — such as 30 Tank
Brigade under Brig.-Gen. Alvaro Lopez Miera — operated south of the defence line, harassing the South
African forces (Miera in Baez, op. cit., p.43).
33 According to TimOteo (in interview), Ochoa had planned a three-pronged offensive into southwest
Angola: from Lubango to Cahama and then south, from Tchipa towards Calueque, and from
Menongue via Caiundo to N'Giva, large amounts of FAPLA troops being moved down from
Menongue to Caiundo for this purpose.
34 The first of these reinforcements — 82 Tactical Group from 80 Tank Brigade, plus several AA missile
systems — arrived in Tchipa on 8 May (Rey, op. cit., p.180).
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The South Africans react to Cuban build-up by reinforcing heavily

The military build-up in Tchipa did not go unnoticed by the South Africans, whose

small garrison at Calueque (no more than 50-60 men in total) 35 was only 30 miles

away, and on 12 May they decided to send two three-man reconnaissance teams from

32 Battalion to reconnoitre the area south of Tchipa to determine the exact size of

Cuban forces gathering there.36 The South African teams were infiltrated on 17 May,

and after operating for several days they were able to report back on complex trench

systems south of the Tchipa camp, intense patrolling by the Cubans in the area and the

first evidence of the Cubans' growing tank force — all of which suggested that the

Cubans were preparing a major move southwards towards the border, inevitably

including Calueque itself. The news was disconcerting for the SADF High Command

which was at the time scaling down its operations in southeast Angola and had no

desire to launch a fresh campaign in the southwest, but with no available South

African force strong enough to take on Tchipa (82 Brigade had by now completed its

withdrawal to South Africa) it was decided as an intermediate measure to send three

companies from 32 Battalion to act as a screening force north of Calueque, thus

delaying any Cuban advance southwards from Tchipa. This tiny reinforcement would

clearly be insufficient to contain the combined Cuban-SWAPO forces gathering at

Tchipa, however, and a few days later Task Force Zulu was formed — comprising one

battle group from 32 Battalion, three companies from 101 Battalion, 61 Mech, one

battery each of MRLs, G-5s & G-2s & one troop of 120mm mortars — the majority of

its forces arriving in southwest Angola by early June.37

The failed South African ambush south of Tchipa, 22 May 1988

In the meantime, however, all three companies from 32 Battalion continued to operate

south of Tchipa — clashing with SWAPO on several occasions — until on 21 May they

35 Figures from Steenkamp (op. cit., p.127) & Rey (op. cit., p.169).
36 Rey (op. cit., p.180) notes that on 14 May two SAAF Impalas overflew Tchipa, suggesting the South
Africans were also using air reconnaissance to determine the size of SWAPO-Cuban forces there.
37 Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.244. The force was placed under the command of Col. Mieg Delport.
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discovered two Cuban forward outposts ten miles south of Tchipa. 38 Keen to gauge

the strength and determination of the Cuban forces in Tchipa — but lacking sufficient

forces to launch a direct assault on the town itself— the South African commander

decided to carry out a bombardment of these forward outposts, hoping to draw out

reinforcements from Tchipa which could then be ambushed by waiting South African

forces (thus avenging the setback at Donguena on 4 May). 39 The planned ambush

would quickly turn into a fiasco, however, because 32 Battalion's patrols had failed to

discover a third Cuban outpost in between the other two, leading the South Africans

to inadvertently set up their ambush only a few hundred yards from a full company of

well-armed Cuban troops. The fighting started prematurely when the South African

force — which was waiting for the mortars to begin their bombardment — spotted five

Cuban engineers walking down the road towards them, and they immediately opened

fire, killing all the Cubans and several FAPLA infantry behind them. Four BRDM-2s

then appeared on the scene, withdrawing briefly when the commander of the leading

armoured car was shot, but when they returned they were accompanied by Cuban

tanks, forcing the hopelessly outgunned South Africans into a hasty retreat. South

African mortars were called in to slow down the Cuban advance, but in the confused

withdrawal one Unimog was hit and set on fire — and then another two collided with

each other — and the South Africans were forced to abandon all three vehicles as they

withdrew under heavy BM-21 fire.40

The bungled South African ambush on 22 May was another costly encounter for all

those involved — the Cubans losing at least six men, the South Africans three

Unimogs and a large amount of ammunition (although they appear to have suffered

38 The three companies from 32 Battalion operated in two areas, two companies deploying south of
Tchipa where they carried out armed reconnaissance patrol with the support of mortars, machine-guns
and Unimog trucks, while the third deployed south of the Henda-Rotunda area. False minefields were
laid across large sections of this area — and their presence made known to the local populations — in an
effort to restrict the Cubans' room for manoeuvre, and this deception was so effective that when the
South Africans removed the 'minefields' in record time at the end of the war the Cubans claimed they
had not completed their work properly (Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.244 & Heitman, op. cit., p.299).
39 My account of the South African ambush on 22 May is taken from Rey (op. cit., pp.180-181),
Heitman (op. cit., pp.300-301), Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.244-245) & Uys (op. cit., p.194).
40 Several South African troops went missing in the fighting, although there is some disagreement over
how many. Heitman (op. cit., p.301) states that twelve were left behind, five of them reaching Ruacand
the next morning and the remaining seven that afternoon, whereas Uys (op. cit., p.194) puts the figure
at 60 men, all of whom he claims reached the dam three days later.
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no casualties)41 — and its immediate effect was to convince the commanders of both

sides that their opponents were preparing to launch a massive attack on them. Just as

in 1975, the steady increase in small-scale clashes on the ground in southern Angola

was goading the Cubans and South Africans into escalating the conflict even further,

and over the next month both sides would build up their military forces in the region

even further, setting them on the path towards their final confrontation of the Angolan

War (see below). Fearing that the fighting could now spill over into Namibia — which

would inevitably lead to an increased SWAPO presence south of the border — on 8

June Gen. Geldenhuys announced the partial mobilisation of 140,000-man Citizen

Force for service in Namibia, his public announcement intended to send a strong

message to the Cuban military that the South Africans would respond in force to any

invasion of their territory.42 North of the border Task Force Zulu was also bolstered —

receiving a company of tanks from Combat Group 20 (which was still operating east

of the Cuito river) on 13 June — but a proposed pre-emptive attack against Tchipa

itself was ruled out by the SADF High Command which concluded that not only were

the forces facing the South Africans too formidable, but that the projected casualties

(up to 300 in total) would be politically unacceptable to Pretoria. 43 With offensive

action officially vetoed, the South African forces instead continued with their

deceptive operations and patrols north of Calueque, expecting a Cuban move

southwards from Tchipa at any moment.44

41 The Cubans claim to have captured one 8 (mm mortar, one (2.7mm macherte-gm, one MAG
machine-gun & infantry ammunition, as well as several crates of illumination grenades & hand-
grenades (Rey, op. cit., p.180).
42 Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.245) & Jaster (op. cit., pp.22 & 30). Although Citizen Force troops had
already taken part in the fighting — making up the bulk of 82 Brigade which carried out the final attack
on the Tumpo positions on 23 March — the announcement by Gen. Geldenhuys was unpopular, and led
to an 'End Conscription Campaign' and angry demonstrations in four South African cities on 3 August.

Danie Crowther was part of the team which drew up the plan to attack and destroy Cuba's 50th
Division at Tchipa, and insisted (in interview) that the figure of 300 casualties was intended to be an
overestimate, reflecting a 'worst case scenario' for the attack. In the end, however, the size of the
projected casualties ensured that the plan was never carried out.
" The SAAF also attempted to carry out a night air-strike against the Cuban outposts identified by 32
Battalion, but the strength of the Cuban air defences — in particular from the SA-6's which nearly shot
down an SAAF Bosbok on several occasions — forced them to call off the attacks (Heitman, op. cit.,
p.302).
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The Cubans prepare to advance on Calueque, June 1988

From their study of documents recovered from the captured South African Unimogs,45

the Cubans had concluded that the SADF was planning a major assault on Tchipa

itself (in fact Pretoria had ruled this out), and in an effort to pre-empt this attack

Tchipa was further reinforced in preparation for the long-awaited advance towards the

Namibian border. A second Tactical Group from the FAPLA's 2 Brigade was

dispatched to Tchipa with orders to launch armoured patrols as far south of the Cuban

positions as possible, while the Cuban 'Pechora regiment' in Matala (Huila) was

ordered to move south into Cunene, placing two companies in Humbe and a third in

Cahama.46 Reinforcements steadily trickled into Tchipa, and by 12 June a total of

four mixed SWAPO-FAPLA reconnaissance units (probably including some Cuban

personnel too) were operating in a 20-mile radius south of Tchipa. While these

patrols attempted to determine the location and intentions of the South African forces

in the area, Cuban engineers simultaneously constructed a series of minefields,

bunkers and tank obstructions around the main Tchipa camp itself, employing the

same tactics used so successfully against the South Africans east of the Cuito river.47

A two-pronged offensive towards the Namibian border was drawn up, with the first

force moving south from Xangongo to capture Cuamato (50 miles east of Calueque),

after which the three separate columns would sweep down from Tchipa towards

Calueque itself. Having heard rumours in early June that an air-strike on Tchipa was

imminent, Castro also ordered the FAPLA-Cuban aviation to prepare a massive

retaliatory air-strike against Ruacana (and even airfields in Namibia itself) in case of

such an eventuality, informing both Dos Santos and the Soviets of the likelihood of

serious clashes in southern Cunene over the following weeks."

45 According to the Cubans, the Unimogs were captured "intact and with all their gadgets and
armaments, as well as a series of important documents". The large quantity of photos and maps of the
Cuban positions south of Tchipa led the Cubans to believe that the South Africans were planning to
drive them out Tchipa with a major attack (author's translation from Rey, op. cit., pp.180-181).
46 Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.390.
47 Rey, op. cit., p.181.
48 Castro sent the order to Ochoa and Polo on 7 June, and the same day wrote the following letter to
Dos Santos: "Dear comrade Jos6 Eduardo: As you know, we have received intelligence reports saying
that the South Africans are planning a large-scale surprise air raid on the Angolan-Cuban troops
grouping in southern Angola. There is a certain logic to this report if we consider the desperate
position of the South Africans as a result of the defeats and failures they have suffered in the military
and diplomatic fields. They may be tempted to ITy a sudden blow to change the balance of forces using
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On 18 June two Cuban missile groups arrived in Namibe to reinforce Tchipa, and

these were joined the same day by a third Tactical Group (No. 85) and the General

Staff from 80 Tank Brigade which would oversee the imminent advance

southwards.49 FAPLA-Cubans patrols stepped up their activities south of Tchipa —

clashing on 22 June with C Company which shot three men from a forward patrol

before being driven off by Cuban armour, abandoning a burning Buffel which had

taken a direct hits° — and finally on 24 June the first prong of the offensive from

Xangongo towards Cuamato was launched. By now expecting such a move, the

South Africans had placed a screening force in this area — comprising one platoon

from 8 SAI, two troops of Ratel-90s and one 81mm mortar section — and this clashed

head-on with the vastly larger FAPLA-Cuban force, eventually being driven off with

the loss of two more Buffels. The South Africans' stand was sufficient to dissuade

the Cubans from advancing any further, however, and they withdrew towards

Xangongo, allowing a small force from 201 Battalion to occupy Cuamato the

following day to guard against further attacks. 5I With Cuamato now secure from

capture, the focus of the fighting would switch once more to Tchipa, and the timing

was critical as the very same day Round Two of the tripartite negotiations was due to

start in Cairo. The decision to launch the offensive to coincide with these talks was

clearly a deliberate ploy by the Cuban leadership — representing the climax of

Castro's double-strategy of 'war and talks' which he had been pursuing since the

previous July — and even as the Cuban and South African ddegations began their first

day of bitter exchanges in Cairo, Cuban and South African forces were completing

planes to incur the least possible number of white casualties. This morning we sent a message to
Ochoa and Polo warning them not to underestimate the report and to keep the troops at peak combat
readiness and adopt all security measures with planes ready to fly and stage a devastating counter-
attack. We have passed on the intelligence reports to the Soviets saying that there will be a swift and
immediate response to any large-scale enemy raid" (cited by Castro in Case 1/1989, op. cit., pp.390-
391).
49 Rey, op. cit., p.181.
5° The clash occurred 12 miles southeast of Tchipa, a five-man FAPLA reconnaissance patrol from 80
Tank Brigade running into C Company (32 Battalion), the South Africans shooting three of them and
capturing their radios. A detachment of tanks, AA artillery and infantry was sent to the patrol's aid,
driving off the South Africans and destroying one Buffel, although there were no South African
casualties (Uys, op. cit., pp.196-197 & Rey, op. cit., pp.181-182)
51 Uys (op. cit., p.197), Heitman (op. cit., p.303) & Rey (op. cit., p.182).
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preparations for what would be their final military confrontation of the Angolan
war.52

Round Two of the tripartite negotiations in Cairo, 24-25 June 1988

Following the First Round of tripartite discussion in early May, Crocker had struggled

to push the warring parties towards an early second round, fierce disagreement over

its proposed venue delaying a decision for several weeks. Secret talks between the

Angolans and South Africans in Brazzaville in mid-May — which Castro refused to

join citing South African 'threats and unacceptable demands' — had achieved no

progress either, 53 and at a meeting with Adamishin a few days later to review the

logjam Crocker ruefully remarked that "African diplomacy.., was like a resort hotel

with many rooms and no locks on the doors". 54 A summit held between Gorbachev

and Reagan in Moscow at the end of May provided the necessary fillip, however —

both leaders agreeing that a peace plan should be drawn up in time for the tenth

anniversary of the passing of Resolution 435 (29 September) 55 — and when Egypt then

offered to host the negotiations Crocker was able to get all parties to agree to two days

of talks in Cairo starting on 24 June. The first day was particularly tense, both

delegations "engaging in provocative verbal fireworks" which mirrored the real

fireworks occurring simultaneously three and a half thousand miles away in Cunene,56

but they held back from rupturing the talks altogether, and on the second day took a

more positive approach, privately convinced that the 'linkage' negotiations offered

52 According to Heitman (op. cit., pp.302-303), "Castro was badly in need of something that could be
represented as a victory and had been making some very aggressive noises", and he therefore launched
the offensive against Calueque.
53 According to Crocker (op. cit., p.426) the South Africans were under the impression that the
Angolans had a different game plan to the Cubans, and therefore invited the Angolans to Brazzaville in
an attempt to cut a separate deal with them.
54 Crocker, op. cit., p.393.
55 Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.242. While answering questions from Russian students at the University of
Moscow, Reagan could not remember the name of the country in question — 'Angola' — and had to be
prompted by Gorbachev, suggesting Reagan had little understanding of or input into Crocker's peace
process.
3° Crocker op. cit., p.394. The South Africans presented a counter-proposal to the Angolans which
went down very badly, Mbinda engaging in a shouting match with Pik Botha. Geldenhuys (op. cit.,
p.246) recalls that "[t]he first day of the [Cairo] conference came to close to being a failure. Its only
usefulness was the momentum it gave the negotiation process. Everyone let off steam, but got to know
each other better".
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the only real opportunity for a 4asting peace settlement in Angola.57 The military

confrontation in Cunene still needed to play itself out, however, and the bloody

clashes which occurred over the next two days south of Tchipa would convince both

sides to back off militarily and instead concentrate their efforts exclusively on the

negotiations, initiating the final (and rapid) rounds of talks from July to December

1988 (see below).

The final Cuban-South African clash south of Tchipa, 27 June 1988

Following the successful defence of Cuamato on 24 June, the commander of Task

Force Zulu was keen to test the strength and resolve of the Cuban forces gathered at

Tchipa, and he therefore drew up a plan to draw them out, unaware that they were due

to launch an attack on Calueque at any moment. 58 'Operation Excite' would bear a

strong resemblance to the ambush plans which had gone awry on 22 May, the South

African artillery launching a fierce bombardment of the Tchipa camp while a large

force from 61 Mech — totalling 24 Ratels — would deploy 20 miles to the south to

ambush any Cuban counter-attack against the South African guns.59 By 6pm on 26

June the ambush force was in position, and the South African artillery then sent up a

number of meteorological balloons as radar decoys, immediately drawing fire from

the Cuban defences which launched six SA-6 missiles at them — thus enabling the

South Africans to pinpoint the Cuban artillery's positions exactly. 6° South African G-

5s then opened up their bombardment on the Tchipa camp itself— the first salvo

destroying the Cuban artillery command post — and by the end of four hours nearly

57 According to Crocker (op. cit., pp.413 & 428), after the first confrontational day of talks, the Soviet
observers took the Cubans and Angolans aside and gave them a pep talk, while the Americans helped
the South Africans come up with a more acceptable counter-proposal, and the next day's talks were
much more positive, both sides complementing each other on their constructive ideas and applauding
the 'spirit of London'.
58 My account of the final clash south of Tchipa on 27 June 1988 is taken from Heitman (op. cit.,
pp.303-305 & in interview), Rey (op. cit., pp.182-183), Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.247-248), Benitez
Suarez (op. cit., pp.15-16), Uys (op. cit., p.198), Case 1/1989 (op. cit., p.391), Jaster (op. cit., p.22) &
Crocker (op. cit., p.372).
59 The South African force comprised four missile Ratels, eight Ratel-90s of 61 Mech's anti-tank
platoon & twelve Ratel-81s. While 'Operation Excite' was receiving approval from the SADF High
Command, earth ramps were built up at Calueque to allow 61 Mech to cross there and not at Ruacand
where a South African crossing was expected by the Cubans.
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200 shells had fallen on the FAPLA-Cubans, silencing the Cuban artillery.6/ The

expected counter-attack by Cuban armour did not occur, however, and Polo — who

had arrived in Tchipa only a few hours before the South African shelling began — did

nothing more than send out a lone armoured car to locate the South Africans, its

Cuban commander clashing briefly with a South African patrol east of Tchipa before

withdrawing.62 Satisfied with the damage inflicted on the Tchipa camp by the G-Ss —

although disappointed that they had failed to draw out the Cuban armour — the Ratel

force then withdrew towards Calueque, anxious not to be caught in daylight by the

Cuban MiG's.

Unknown to the South Africans, however, the bombardment of Tchipa had had its

desired effect — galvanising the Cuban commanders into action — and within hours

Castro had sent orders from Havana for a major air-strike to be launched against "the

South African camps, military installations and personnel in Calueque and the

surrounding area". 63 Simultaneously, three separate armoured forces — each

comprising 600 men with dozens of tanks in support — were ordered to begin

advancing southwards towards Calueque, their arrival at the South African camp

probably timed to coincide with the MiG air-strike, thus ensuring Calueque's

relatively easy capture.64 An advance 30-man reconnaissance group — made up of

60 The Cubans clearly believed they had shot down South African aircraft, Benitez Sudrez (op. cit.,
p.16) noting that "a tremendous nocturnal battle.., ensured that various enemy aircraft were shot down
during the evening and the night" (author's translation).
61 Cuban accounts give no figures for casualties sustained during this bombardment, but Geldenhuys
(op. cit., p.247) claims that they sustained "heavy losses".
62 The Cuban commander of the armoured car — Lieut. Mario Perdomo — later claimed to have
destroyed the leading South African armoured car (Benitez Suirez, op. cit., p.15), but South African
accounts make no mention of any losses in this brief engagement (e.g. Heitman, op. cit., p.304).
63 Castro's dispatch to Ochoa and Polo following the shelling of Tchipa read as follows: "We must
respond to today's artillery attack against Tchipa. We feel the first step must be a strong air attack
against South African camps, military installations and personnel in Calueque and the surrounding
area. Avoid as much as possible the loss of civilian life. If the enemy artillery can be located, strike a
strong blow at it. We must have at the ready other variants of attack if the circumstances require. As a
possible future step, we must decide if we strike at the military bases first and leave the Ruacand
hydroelectric complex for later, or the other way around. The troops must be on the alert for any attack
by land against Tchipa" (in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.391). According to Benitez Suarez (op. cit., p.16),
both the Kremlin and the White House were informed of Castro's plans to bomb Calueque the night
before.
64 There is some confusion over whether Cuban forces were advancing on Calueque that day, and when
the air-strike was actually ordered. Cuban accounts (e.g. Benitez Suarez, op. cit., p.16) claim that no
move on Calueque itself was planned, and that the air-strike was only launched in direct retaliation for
the clashes with the South Africans south of Tchipa that morning. However, this is contradicted by
Castro himself (in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.391) who states quite clearly that he ordered the air-strike the
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SWAPO and Cuban troops travelling in three BMP's — was sent ahead in the early

morning of 27 June to set up an ambush south of Tchipa, and it had scarcely prepared

its positions when South African armour was heard approaching over the hill. 65 The

South African force — spearheaded by a troop of Ratel-90s with mechanised infantry

(in a dozen Ratel-20s) and a squadron of Olifants following behind — was searching

for positions to set up its own ambush, and as the leading Ratel cleared the crest of the

hill it was hit by a Cuban RPG-7 round, setting off a series of internal explosions

which crippled the vehicle. South African G-5s and mortars were immediately called

in to bombard the Cubans, but in fierce exchanges at least four more Ratels were

damaged, one taking a direct hit which killed its commander Lieut. Meiring and

- wounded three other crew members. 66 Cuban reinforcements soon started to arrive,

and in close-quarter fighting the South African commander shot out a FAPLA tanlc,67

after which the remaining Ratel-90s piled into the FAPLA-Cubans, shooting out a

BTR-60 and several trucks, and driving off the dismounted infantry with heavy

casualties.

Seizing on the opportunity of a lull in the fighting, the South Africans withdrew

slightly — picking up the crews of the two abandoned Ratels on the way — and the

squadron of Olifants was then sent in to attack the gathering FAPLA-Cuban armour.

The two leading Olifants immediately shot out another FAPLA tank — killing its crew

and a platoon of infantry travelling on its back — and after another BTR-60 and

several more trucks had been shot out the Cubans were forced to withdraw once more.

The fighting had lasted a little over an hour, but with reports coming in that a large

Cuban tank force from 82 Tactical Group was now en route from Tchipa to join the

attack — and with 32 Battalion's forward patrols starting to withdraw under a fresh

previous evening, thus enabling the Cuban MiG's to bomb Calueque less than two hours after the
clashes south of Tchipa had concluded. On balance it would therefore appear that the Cubans were
planning a co-ordinated move on Calueque, although when exactly their ground forces were expected
to occupy the settlement itself remains open to question. FAPLA-Cuban forces did eventually occupy
the ruins of Calueque one week later.
65 There is some disagreement over where the main fighting on 27 June occurred. Rey (op. cit., p.182)
states that the small SWAPO-Cuban force set up its ambush 10 miles south of Tchipa, whereas
Heitman (op. cit., p.304) states that the South Africans were ambushed 22 miles south of Tchipa.
66 According to Heitman (op. cit., p.304), both damaged Ratels were blown up by the South Africans to
prevent their capture.
b7 During this engagement, Cmdt Nortmann received wounds in the neck and hand as he fought off the
FAPLA-Cuban infantry and RPG-7 teams with his Raters machine-gun.
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FAPLA-Cuban flanking attack — the South Africans decided to pull back their forces

before they were overwhelmed, and they immediately started withdrawing towards

Calueque under bombardment from Cuban MiG-23s. By late afternoon the South

African artillery and tanks had crossed the Cunene into Namibia, and with FAPLA-

Cuban forces now withdrawing towards Tchipa it appeared as if the advance on

Calueque had been abandoned. But the fighting that day was to have a nasty sting in

its tail, for a dozen Cuban MiG-23s were by then already en route to Calueque from

airbases in Lubango and Cahama,68 skimming the tops of trees at over 600 miles an

hour to avoid detection by the South African radars. 69 Shortly before lpm the first

four were spotted by a patrol from 102 Battalion on the hills above Ruacand, 7° but

given the speed of their attack the South African patrol was unable to warn Calueque

in time, enabling the Cuban MiG-23s to launch what would prove to be their single

most successful air-strike against the South Africans unmolested.71

The Cuban air-strike on Calueque, 27 June 1988

The first wave flew in over the dam itself, two MiG's providing cover for another pair

which dropped three parachute-retarded bombs each, severely damaging the bridge

and the nearby sluice-gates (wounding one South African).72 A second pair of MiG-

23s then bombed the power plant and engine rooms, while a seventh MiG veered off

from the main group and dropped eight bombs on the fresh-water pipeline to Ovambo,

blowing it to pieces and setting its adjacent electricity plant on fire. 73 Most

significantly of all, however, one bomb from the final MiG landed between a parked

68 In expectation of a South African counter-attack to the air-strike, at 12:30pm all Cuban AA defences
were put on full alert and all FAPLA-Cuban personnel south of the 15th parallel took refuge in bunkers

T
enitez Suarez, op. cit., p.16).
My account of the air-strike on Calueque is taken from Benitez Suarez (op. cit., pp.16-18), Heitman

(op. cit., pp.306-307 & in interview), Rey (op. cit., pp.184-186), Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.248-249), &
Crowther & TimOteo (both in interview).
70 The Cuban and South African forces were operating under different time zones, therefore Cuban
accounts place the air-strike at lpm while South African accounts place it exactly one hour later (to
account for the time difference between Angola and South Africa).
71 TimOteo (in interview) claimed that many of the South Africans were swimming in the reservoir
when the attack came, preventing them from operating their AA defences in time.
72 The five MiG-23s which dropped bombs on Calueque were piloted by Major Maurico Lopez,
Captain Orlando Carl* Lieut.-Col. Jorge Rodriguez Marquetti, Captain Gustavo Clavijo & Captain
Carlos Palacios (Benitez Suarez, op. cit., p.17).
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Buffel and Eland-90, killing eleven South African conscripts who had gathered there

to watch the attack from a safe distance. 74 With the hydroelectric installations

engulfed in flames and smoke, the Cuban MiG's then flew back over Calueque on

their way back to their bases — one pilot rolling his aircraft and flying inverted over

the dam — and in the process two were hit by 32 Battalion's 20mm guns, one

subsequently crashing before it reached Lubango. 75 The MiG air-strike on Calueque

was to bring the fighting on the ground in Angola to a dramatic conclusion, winding

up a day of bitter confrontations which — for the Cubans and South Africans — had

been among the most bloody of the Angolan War. The FAPLA-Cuban force south of

Tchipa had suffered heavy losses — including two tanks, two BTR-60s and eight

trucks — and in addition as many as 302 men had been killed, at least ten of them

Cubans.76 The South Africans had come off comparatively lightly in the first clash,

losing only two Ratels (with many others damaged) and one killed, but in less than

five minutes the Cuban MiG's had killed a further eleven and injured many others at

73 According to Benitez Suarez (op. cit., p.17), the last MiG-23 came so close to the ground as it flew
out of the valley that its turbines burnt the ground as it passed.
74 There is some dispute over the number of men killed at Calueque that day. The Cubans state only
that there were "heavy losses among personnel and equipment" (Rey, op. cit., p.183), while Heitman
(op. cit,. p.306) & Uys (op. cit., p.198) state that 10 men from 8 SAI were killed. Gelderthuys (op. cit.,
p.248), however, states that eight men from 8 SAI and three from 2 SSB were killed by the blast, which
is the figure I have adopted. Cmdt Nortxnann had his second lucky escape of the day at Calueque,
having only minutes before been sitting in a Rinkhals next to the Buffel, receiving treatment for the
injuries he had sustained earlier that day in the clash south of Tchipa.
75 Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.249) & Heitman (op. cit., p,306).
76 Cuban accounts make no mention of casualties sustained on 27 June, although Crocker (op. cit.,
p.372) notes that the Cuban goverment later admitted 10 Cubans had been killed. Heitman (op. cit.,
p.305) & Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.248) put total FAPLA-Cuban fatalities at 302, revised upwards from
an original South African estimate of 200 after several FAPLA signals detailing the losses that day
were intercepted. Jaster (op. cit., p.22) puts the figure slightly lower at 150. While it is clear that the
FAPLA-Cuban losses were extremely heavy in the fighting south of Tchipa that day, it is possible that
the vast bulk of the casualties were sustained by the FAPLA and that an unusually small proportion of
Cubans were among those killed. Despite the heavy Cuban losses, Castro nevertheless went on to
claim that Cuban forces had "engaged in big clashes with unfavourable results for the South Africans"
(Case 1, op. cit., p.391).



Calueque, 77 inflicting severe damage on the million-dollar hydroelectric installations

and destroying the vital bridge over the Cunene river.78

Aftermath of Cuban-South African clashes on 27 June 1988

The bloody clashes on 27 June would prove to be the turning-point of the southwest

campaign, persuading both sides to back off once and for all from further military

confrontations and instead concentrate their efforts on the peace process. For

Pretoria, the heavy loss of South African lives at Calueque was politically disastrous —

sparking outrage among conservative whites who began to question the morality of

South Africa's involvement in the Angolan War — and led to the immediate

retrenchment of South African positions in Angola. 79 From now on there could be no

more white casualties, and scarcely five days after the Calueque air-strike Combat

Group 20 (which was still operating east of the Cuito river) was ordered to scale back

its operations dramatically, with explicit instructions that no further South African

casualties be incurred, no more South Africans be taken prisoner, and that no

recognisably South African equipment fall into FAPLA hands. 8° Worried that the

77 The Cubans claim to have destroyed a total of four Ratels (and captured one other) during the
fighting south of Tchipa, killing twenty South Africans before they withdrew (Rey, op. cit., p.183).
Campbell (op. cit., p.26) claims that "more than twenty-six white conscripts died in this battle", adding
to the doubt over exactly how large South African losses were that day (see earlier footnote). The
Cubans also claim to have captured the following from the South Africans in the fighting: one Milan
anti-tank rocket-launcher, three R-4 rifles, eight boxes of 5.56mm ammo, one RPG-7 bazooka, and
various hand- and smoke grenades, maps & documents.
78 Accounts from Cubans who inspected the damage at Calueque one week later vividly describe the
carnage of the MiG-23 attack, one reporting that "pieces of flesh and bomb fragments were still
hanging from the tangled wreckage caused by the explosions; the enormous engines of the sluice-gates
had been thrown about like toys and there was blood, shreds of clothing, wrecked equipment and
supplies all over the place... A cemetery of Casspirs lay on the banks of the river" (author's translation
from Benitez Sudrez, op. cit., pp.17-18). One South African soldier had allegedly scribbled on the
wall: `MIK-23 ak van die hart 27/06/88' (`The MiG-23s broke our heart'), although this may have
been subsequent Cuban propaganda (a photo of this graffito appears in Rey, op. cit., p.175).
79 Danie Crowther (in interview) recalls that "the psychological impact of the Calueque attack was
phenomenal", dissuading the SADF commanders from any further offensive action, while Geldenhuys
(op. cit., p.248) recounts that the news that twelve South Africans had been killed "hit me very hard".
Jaster (op. cit., p.22) notes that two ultra-conservative newspapers — Die Vaderland and Die Kerkbode
(both Dutch Reformed Church) — openly questioned the morality of the war after news of the South
African losses at Calueque was announced.
80 Pretoria's orders forced Combat Group 20 to fall back from its forward positions (in order to
eliminate the possibility of casualties), and were accompanied by further contradictory orders, on the
one hand instructing the South African commander— Col. Net  — not to do anything which might
provoke the FAPLA (and hence damage the negotiations), whilst on the other ordering him to continue
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Cubans might still attempt an invasion of Namibia itself, on 13 July the SADF High

Command also set up '10 Division' — a massive defensive force eventually

comprising three mechanised battalion groups, one tank regiment, three armoured car

squadrons & an artillery brigade — deploying it along the Namibian border with

Angola for the remainder of the South African intervention. 81 Although there would

continue to be isolated clashes between the South Africans and SWAPO in Cunene —

for example in late July when SWAPO launched a raid on Oshikango 82 — the fighting

in southwest Angola was effectively over, and for the next two months the South

Africans would do little more than monitor the continuing build-up of Cuban forces in

the region, avoiding direct contact with them whenever possible.

For the Cubans, the air-strike on Calueque presented them with the unequivocal

'victory' over the South Africans they had been seeking since the collapse of

Operation Saludando Octubre, and the regime was quick to celebrate the attack as one

of the FAR's greatest successes in the Angolan War, grossly inflating its

importance. 83 Behind the rhetoric, however, the Cuban leadership must have been

shocked by the heavy FAPLA-Cuban casualties sustained that day in the clash south

of Tchipa — which threatened far greater Cuban casualties over the coming weeks —

and Cuban forces in southwest Angola were therefore kept on a maximum state of

alert over the following days, expecting a robust South African response at any

moment. Plans were drawn up for air-strikes against the Ruacand hydroelectric

complex, air-bases in Namibia itself and even (it is rumoured) a land invasion of

to draw the FAPLA's attention by simulating a larger and potentially threatening force in the area. As
Heitman (op. cit., p.293) puts it: "The contradictions did not escape [Col. Nell."
81 10 Division (with HQ in Oshakati) was put under the command of Brig. Chris Serfontein, and was
formed into three task forces, Zulu & X-Ray deploying on the border for counter-insurgency and
screening operations, while the third remained in the rear as the main conventional force (Heitman, op.
cit., p.308).
az On 26 July SWAPO launched an attack on Alpha Tower at Oshikango, and in retaliation 4 SA1
launched a night cross-border raid against SWAPO (Heitman, op. cit., p.308).
83 See for example Rey (op. cit., p.184) & Benitez Suarez (op. cit., p.18). Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.249)
later accused the Cubans of talking up what had been a mopping-up operation by the SADF into "a
pucka offensive per se which they had gloriously repelled". Although the air-strike on Calueque did
cause severe damage to the hydroelectric installations, its success was above all political, the chance
explosion of one of the MiG's bombs next to a group of conscripts causing all but one of the South
African fatalities suffered that day. Militarily the raid did little damage to the SADF's operational
capability in Angola, and had no effect whatsoever on the strength of its ground forces deployed there.
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Namibia itself," but as the days passed with no further aggressive action from the

South Africans the plans were shelved, and in the meantime the Cubans continued

building up their forces in Angola to over 65,000 men while avoiding all further

contact with South African forces operating in the southwest. The net effect of the

fighting on 27 June had thus been to dissuade both warring parties from seeking

further military confrontations — the threat of ever escalating casualties alarming

Havana just as much as it did Pretoria — and over the following weeks the Cubans and

South Africans would begin to dedicate their energies exclusively to finding a

negotiated settlement, leading to the first significant breakthrough (`The New York

Principles') a little over a fortnight later (see below).

The final phase of the 'linkage' negotiations, July — December 1988

Following the final clashes in Cunene on 27 June and the de facto cessation in

hostilities between the FAPLA-Cubans and the South Africans, the peace process was

able to enter its final phase, the remaining ten rounds of tripartite talks advancing

rapidly (when compared to the previous seven years of stop-start negotiations)

towards the definitive settlement signed in New York on 22 December. 85 Given the

many complex interlinking issues being negotiated simultaneously by three different

interested parties, Crocker chose to break the negotiations into separate stages — each

one providing the necessary breakthrough for the next stage to commence — thus

enabling him to identify the crucial sticking-points whilst picking off the minor

issues. 86 The final phase of the negotiations can be divided into four clearly-defined

periods, each with its own significant brealcthrough:87

84 Castro's dispatch to Ochoa and Polo on 27 June following the Tchipa clash and Calueque air-strike
read: "Maximum state of alert must be maintained in the next few hours and days, awaiting possible
enemy response. You must be ready to strike a strong blow at enemy bases in northern Namibia, the
response prepared for a large-scale enemy air raid. You must consider which variants would inflict the
largest casualty toll on the enemy. There must always be a point where the greatest number of
weapons are used. The Ruacand hydroelectric complex can't be moved from where it is, so it will have
its turn first or afterward, depending on the many situations that might develop, although logic would
indicate that if enemy action is serious, we should strike first at military targets. We have already given
the first response, so now they must either reconsider or continue the escalation" (Case 1/1989, op. cit.,

391 -392).	 •

My account of the final phase in the negotiations is taken from Crocker (op. cit., pp.392-446) &
Jaster (op. cit., pp.23-28).
86 Some of the most sensitive issues could not be dealt with until late in the negotiations, for example
the Cubans and Angolans could not agree to control SWAPO activity in Angola until the SADF had
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1) May — July 1988: Negotiating parties define & confirm the settlement

framework, and obtain reciprocal commitments in principle

- 13 July: 'New York Principles' signed

2) July — August 1988: Cross-border war ended, cessation of hostilities

between the SADF, SWAPO, FAPLA and Cubans agreed

- 5 August: 'Geneva Protocol' signed

3) August — November 1988: Compromise withdrawal timetable and an

associated trilateral agreement negotiated

- 15 November: Agreement on Cuban withdrawal timetable

4) November — December 1988: Package completed with understanding

on verification, Joint Monitoring Commission set up, dates for

signature and implementation agreed on

- 22 December: New York Peace Accords signed

During this final phase the negotiations would advance at a hectic pace,

touching on dozens of controversial issues which had defied consensus for

well over a decade, and as before the threat of hostilities re-igniting in Angola

would continue to hang over the peace process, adding to the talks' already

tense atmosphere (see Round Seven below). The driving force behind the

negotiations would be provided by the Cuban delegation — controlled

obsessively by Castro himself from his bunker in Havana 88 — and their

determination to close the deal at the earliest opportunity would end up

dragging along their Angolan allies who were initially quite happy to maintain

started withdrawing from Cunene and agreed to a target date for Resolution 435 (Crocker, op. cit.,
p.429).
7 Phases as defined by Crocker (op. cit., pp.425-426).

88 Castro insisted that all official negotiations were videoed and then watched by him in
Havana, and throughout the process his delegation were kept on a tight leash, the Cuban
leader keeping it constantly informed of the kind of settlement he was looking for (Crocker,
op. cit., p.402).
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the new status quo in Cuando Cubango and Cunene. 89 The South African

delegation itself would have enormous difficulties selling the compromise

deals it negotiated to the South African parliament — and most notably to PW

Botha himself— and several mini-crises would temporarily paralyse the South

African decision-making process, often at critical moments (see Round

Twelve below).90 Nevertheless, from mid-July onwards the 'linkage'

negotiations would start to gain a momentum which — despite the gulf of

differences between and within the negotiating parties — would ultimately

prove unstoppable, bringing Crocker's long and at times seemingly hopeless

peace process to a successful conclusion.

Round Three of the tripartite talks in New York, 10-13 July 1988

Following the clashes at Tchipa and Calueque, Crocker had urgently requested a new

round of talks before the fighting in Cunene escalated beyond both parties' contro1.91

His team therefore brokered six hours of secret talks between the Cuban and South

African military representatives, and after much discussion it was agreed to hold the

Third Round of tripartite negotiations in New York on 10 July.92 The three days of

intense meetings which followed laid the groundwork for the first significant

breakthrough of the peace process (`The New York Principles'), and perhaps

surprisingly — given the FAR's aggressive posture in Angola over the previous

months — the Cuban delegation was the first to offer the olive branch. Following the

Cairo talks in late June, the Americans had complained to the Soviet and Angolan

representatives about the head of the Cuban delegation — Jorge Risquet — whose

belligerent and uncompromising attitude was hindering progress, and in a surprise

move he was removed from the Cuban delegation and replaced by Carlos Aldana

89 So important did Crocker consider the Cuban involvement in this final round that he later
commented that "[w]e might still be at the table today were it not for the Cuban factor". He
nevertheless notes that Ndalu was the ideal man to head the Angolan delegation and keep it
together: he represented no political threat to Luanda, he had lived in Cuba for three years
(and married a Cuban woman), and aside from being Vice Defence Minister and FAPLA
Chief of Staff he had recently been appointed FAPLA Commander of the southwest military
region (Crocker, op. cit., pp.402-403 & 408).
9° South African indecision also added to the uneven nature of the American mediation efforts, as
Cuban-Angolan decision-making was much faster.
91 Benitez Suarez (op. cit., p.18).
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Escalante (PCC Secretary for Ideology) for the New York talks. 93 Aldana's more

conciliatory approach was recognised immediately by Crocker, who suggested Aldana

make a unilateral gesture towards the South Africans to defuse the tension and

mistrust between the two delegations. Aldana duly approached the South African

delegation and declared that they should search jointly for a settlement framework

which reflected "the legitimate interests of all" and which could be seen as "a peace

without losers". Promising that Cuba would now leave 'rhetoric' aside, he openly

acknowledged that linkage between the Namibian and Angolan conflicts did exist,

concluding that nothing could be more honourable than a Cuban withdrawal "of our

own free will and in the context of Resolution 435•94

Aldana's speech stunned the South African delegation — who could scarcely believe

that the Cubans were explicitly accepting 'linkage' after nearly seven years of

decrying the American peace process — and it was to prove a turning-point in the

negotiations, convincing the South Africans that a peace settlement acceptable to all

parties was within their grasp. 95 The Cuban gesture had broken the tension, and over

the next three days a basic set of negotiating principles was hammered out by all three

parties — the final details being wrapped up at an informal executive session on the

last day — leading to the signing on 13 July of "the first agreed and publicly visible

document of the negotiation": 'The New York Principles' (see Appendix 1 for full

text).96 The agreement was a triumph for Crocker's strategy, laying down the

92 The talks took place at the Coast Guard Officers' Club on Governor's Island, New York Harbour.
Aldana was at the time Chief of the DOR (Departamento de OrientaciOn de la RevoluciOn, the Cuban

government's official propaganda department).
Aldana also repeated that the agreement should emphasise the free and sovereign nature of each

side's contribution, ending emphatically by saying "linkage exists and its existence is accepted"
(Crocker, op. cit., p.400).
95 Crocker (op. cit., p.400) recalled that after Aldana made his comments to the South African
delegation: "The room fell silent and the air was electric as van Heerden [the Head of the South
African delegation] took the floor to thank the 'distinguished and honourable' leader of the Cuban team
for his observations". So taken were the South Africans with Aldana's statement that they
subsequently wanted to invite him to South Africa to persuade the intractable PW Botha, but the idea
was never taken up. Jaster (op. cit., p.24) also notes that the "South African participants later identified
that statement as the moment they 'became convinced the process could work'.
96 The 14 points of the New York Principles can be summarised as follows:

A. Implementation of Resolution 435
B. Angolan & South African cooperation towards Namibian independence
C. Cuban troop withdrawal under bilateral accord & UN supervision
D. Respect for sovereignty & territorial integrity of states
E. Non-interference in internal affairs of states (i.e. end UNITA aid)
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essential 'linkage' formula in its first three points — implementation of Resolution

435, Namibian independence, and Cuban troop withdrawal — whilst also implicitly

committing both sides to end their support for UNITA and SWAPO respectively.97

By publicly committing the warring parties to resolve their differences through

negotiation (the entire document was published one week later), 'The New York

Principles' effectively acknowledged the American peace process as the principal

means of resolving the conflict in Angola, and put further pressure on the Cubans and

South Africans to rein in their military forces there. The devil — as always — would be

in the detail of the agreement, and immediate moves were made to start discussions

between the military representatives on the first steps towards winding up the conflict

in Angola — namely the cease-fire and the withdrawal of South African forces.

Round Four of the tripartite talks in Cape Verde, 22-23 July 1988

The next round of talks — chaired by Jim Woods in Sal (Cape Verde) — were a "tense

and inconclusive exchange", 98 and were in part undermined by a lack of candour from

both warring parties. Discussions on the makeup and disposition of Cuban and South

African forces in Angola were always going to be strained — as no military

commander ever likes to reveal such sensitive information to his opponent (or to

anyone else for that matter) — and they were made all the more tense by the

unannounced arrival of Gen. Ochoa half way through the talks, dressed in military

fatigues with a pistol by his side. The negotiations were also not helped by the fact

that the FAPLA representative believed that at least 3,000 SADF troops were still in

F. Abstention from the threat of force
G. All states to stop their territory being used for acts of war (i.e. end SWAPO aid)
H. Reaffirmation of rights of the people of Southwest Africa to self-determination
I. Verification and monitoring of agreements to be established (implicitly by the new JMC)
J. Commitment to comply with agreements and negotiate differences
K. Recognition of Permanent Members of UN Security Council as guarantors
L. Right of each state to peace, development and social progress
M. African and international cooperation to settle regional problems
N. Recognition of USA's mediation role

97 While the issue of aid to UNITA and SWAPO was not dealt with explicitly in 'The New York
Principles', point 'E' called for "[n]on-interference in the internal affairs of states" — i.e. an end to
UNITA aid — while point 'G' called for "the acceptance of the responsibility states not to allow their
territory to be used for acts of war, aggression, or violence against other states" — i.e. an end to
SWAPO bases in Angola.
" Crocker, op. cit., p.394.

559



Angola (the actual figure was about half that number), and Geldenhuys did nothing to

disabuse him of this idea, not wishing to reveal how weak South African forces

actually were and perhaps hoping to extract concessions in return for withdrawing

troops which were no longer in Angola. 99 In the end no real progress was made — bar

a commitment for another delegation to meet at Ruacand to discuss the setting up of a

Joint Monitoring Commission (JMC) to oversee the South African and Cuban

withdrawals — and the talks broke up without an agreement on the cease-fire or the

South African withdrawal. 1 °° The Cuban leadership was nevertheless keen to press

for a settlement, and in his annual Moncada speech three days later Castro adopted an

unusually conciliatory tone, declaring that "Cuba only seeks a just solution, not a

humiliating, destructive defeat of South Africa", and promising that "[i]f the

agreement is completed and respected, Angola and Cuba will carry out a gradual and

total withdrawal of all the internationalist contingent in Angola". 1 ° 1 Castro's speech

was well received by the Americans, and there was much hope that the next round of

talks due to start in Geneva on 2 August would provide the elusive breakthrough.

Round Five of the tris artite talks in Geneva 2-5 Au • ust 1988

The three days of talks at Geneva from 2-5 August were to be (in Crocker's view)

"the crucial turning point" of the negotiations, 1 °2 producing the cease-fire and South

African withdrawal agreement which had eluded the parties in Cape Verde. Keen to

expand the Soviets' role in the negotiations, two days before they started Crocker met

with Vasev and encouraged his more active participation. Since the first round of

talks in May Vasev had been present in an unofficial capacity — advising the Cubans

" At one point Ochoa told Geldenhuys that he knew the South Africans had five regiments of G-5s
with a 30-mile range in Angola, when the true figure was one regiment with a 20-mile range (Jaster,
op. cit., p.23).
luu The Angolans made an opening bid for the withdrawal of 3,000 SADF troops, but the "scheme bore
no relationship to the new military balance on the ground near the border in the southwest", and a
compromise offered by the Cuban representative Brig.-Gen. Jesus Bermadez was also rejected by
Geldenhuys (Crocker, op. cit., p.431). Jaster (op. cit., pp.24-25) rather puzzlingly states that the Cape
Verde talks "laid the groundwork on rules of disengagement and turned out be a critical turning-point
in the search for a settlement", with Geldenhuys and Rosales coming to an understanding that their
forces should both back off in Angola, but this doesn't seem to be confirmed by Crocker whose
representative (Jim Woods) gave a rather negative report of the talks' progress.
10f Quoted in Jaster (op. cit., p.25).
102 Crocker, op. cit., p.434.
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and Angolans from the side-lines but taking no part in the official talks themselves —

but now that Soviet and American priorities were effectively the same (i.e. to end the

conflict in Angola) Crocker saw in Vasev a potentially useful source of pressure

which could be brought to bear on the Cubans and Angolans when needed. Vasev

readily accepted his increased role, and following the success of the Geneva talks

Adamishin would appoint him as the official Soviet 'observer' to the 'linkage'

negotiations, formalising Soviet involvement in the negotiating process. 1 °3 The talks

began — as usual — shakily, the South Africans catching their opponents off-guard with

their own ambitious peace proposal, which included specific dates for a cease-fire (10

August), the re-deployment of Cuban and South African forces in Angola (1

September), the implementation of Resolution 435 (1 November), and the complete

withdrawal of all South African and Cuban forces from Angola (1 June 1989). 1 °4 The

Cuban-Angolan delegation had been planning to present its own 42-month withdrawal

timetable, and its immediate reaction was to denounce the South African ploy — even

rejecting 'linkage' at one point. Once tempers had cooled, however, it was decided to

leave discussion of the Cuban withdrawal timetable till later and concentrate instead

on the solid dates offered by the South Africans for a cease-fire and SADF troop

withdrawal.

Over the next three days a basic military protocol was thrashed out — Vasev

interceding at Crocker's request to secure Cuban and Angolan compliance — and on 5

103 Crocker (in 'Peacemaking in Southern Africa') also notes that by inviting the Soviets to become
informal 'observers' he could "neutralise residual Soviet obstructionism and possibly elicit valuable
insights and even help", adding that "neither side wanted to define too precisely" the Soviet role. The
Americans and Soviets did not always see eye to eye on some issues, however, and when Crocker
suggested the Soviets promote the idea of reconciliation between the warring parties in Angola, they
immediately raised the issue of American aid to UNITA, leading to the issue being dropped altogether
(Crocker, op. cit., p.416). Ultimately, Crocker believed that the Soviets' three main contributions to the
'linkage' negotiations were not opposing it, associating themselves with it, and clearing up any
misunderstandings between the Americans and Angolans (Crocker, op. cit., p.423).
1 °4 The seven main points of the South African proposal (from Crocker, op. cit., p.432) can be
summarised as follows:

1) 1 November 1988 as start date for implementation of Resolution 435, with elections to be held
around 1 June 1989

2) All SADF units to be out of Namibia by this point
3) Cuban withdrawal to be completed in the same time frame
4) De facto cease-fire to start on 10 August, at which point SADF start to withdraw from Angola,

completing withdrawal on 1 September
5) At the same time Cuban and SWAPO forces would start re-deploying
6) JMC at Ruacand would go into effect immediately
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August all three parties signed the 'Geneva Protocol' (see Appendix 0,105 initiating a

de-escalation in the Angolan conflict which was to prove irreversible. The 'Geneva

Protocol' defined what Crocker described as a "procedural blueprint (a 'road-map')

for building the peace", 1 °6 and laid out an ambitious set of target dates and

commitments for both parties:

10 August:	 South African withdrawal to start

1 September: South African withdrawal to be completed

Bilateral Cuban-Angolan agreement on Cuban

troop withdrawal to be agreed

10 September: Tripartite peace settlement to be signed

1 November: Implementation of Resolution 435

A cease-fire would immediately come into effect, and as South African forces

withdrew to their bases Cuban and SWAPO forces would gradually move northwards,

the Cubans promising not to carry out any offensive operations unless provoked. Any

disagreements or violations of the cease-fire would be dealt with by the Joint

Monitoring Commission to be set up in Ruacand (with representative from all three

7) MPLA stops giving all assistance to ANC (i.e. MK)
105 The 10 points of the Geneva Protocol can be summarised as follows:

1) Resolution 435 to be implemented on 1 November 1988
2) Tripartite agreement between Angola, South Africa & Cuba to be signed by 10 September

1988
3) Bilateral agreement between Angola & Cuba covering re-deployment of Cuban troops to

northern Angola & eventual withdrawal to be concluded by 1 September 1988
4) Complete withdrawal of South African forces from Angola to start no later than 10 August

1988 and to be completed no later than 1 September 1988
5) Both sides agree to de facto cessation of hostilities, Angola & Cuba promise to restrain

SWAPO and move its bases north of 16 th parallel, representative of UN Secretary General to
oversee any disputes and JMC to review them

6) From 10 August 1988 no Cuban troops to be deployed south of Chitado-Ruacand-Calueque-
Naulila-Cuamato-N'Giva line & following South African withdrawal Cuban troops to take
part in no offensive operations east of meridian 17 and south of 15'30" parallel (unless
subject to harassment)

7) Following South African withdrawal, Angolan government guarantees provision of water and
power to Namibia

8) To prevent renewed hostilities, communication to be established between Cuban and South
African military HQ's no later than 20 August 1988

9) JMC to be set up to oversee particularly sensitive process, USA invited to join it
10) Both sides will act in accordance with 'New York Principles', in particular paragraph E (aid to

UNITA) and paragraph G (support for SWAPO)
106 Crocker, op. cit., p.394.
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interested parties), and points `E' and `G' from 'The New York Principles' (implicitly

forbidding support for UNITA and SWAPO by either government) were reaffirmed

by both sides. It was in many ways "a victory for both sides", locking the warring

parties into a clearly defined and rapid process of de-escalation and withdrawal,

whilst guaranteeing their basic inviolable conditions (i.e. Resolution 435 and

Cuban/South African withdrawal). 1 °7 From this point on, therefore, the focus of the

negotiations would switch almost exclusively to the issue which was to dog the peace

process until its very end — namely the Cuban troop withdrawal timetable.

The final sticking-point: the Cuban withdrawal timetable

During the Geneva talks Aldana had admitted to Crocker that not only were the

Cubans prepared to accept a full withdrawal of their forces from Angola, but that they

were willing (within reason) to consider reducing their proposed four-year timetable.

What was restraining them, however, was their alliance with the FAPLA, which

would require several years in which to retrain and re-deploy its forces across Angola

if the Cuban handover wasn't to degenerate into a humiliating collapse. The South

Africans, on the other hand, were determined to negotiate as short a withdrawal

timetable as possible, reasoning that once their forces had pulled out of Angola and

Namibia there would be little to stop the Cubans reoccupying southern Angola, and

even invading Namibia itself. Their principal aim was therefore to secure a

withdrawal settlement which was irreversible, hence their proposal which envisioned

the gradual removal of both sides' military forces from southern Angola in clearly-

defined stages. Ultimately, the argument boiled down to the question of whether the

Cuban withdrawal would be 'front-loaded' or tack-loaded' — i.e. whether the vast

majority of Cuban troops would leave Angola in the first half of the withdrawal

period, or in the second — and the confusion over the exact size of Cuban forces in

Angola (calculated at anywhere between 40,000 and 65,000) made the discussion

only more heated. The compromise suggested by the Americans — which envisioned

re-deploying all Cuban forces from southern Angola to positions in northern Angola

in a short timeframe, and then withdrawing these to Cuba under a longer timetable —

107 So sensitive were the conditions of the military withdrawal that — at Cuban-Angolan insistence — the
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would provide the key to unlock this final sticking-point. But with a forty-one month

difference between the Cuban-Angolan and South African proposals it was going to

be an enormous hurdle to clear, and few could have guessed that it would take another

three months before an agreement on this issue would be reached.1°8

The South African withdrawal from Angola, 10-29 August 1988

On 10 August 1988 — in accordance with the 'Geneva Protocol' — the South African

government announced that it was starting to withdraw its forces from Angola, and

that day units from Task Force Zulu and Combat Group 20 started moving towards

' the Namibian border. Six days later the Joint Monitoring Commission (JMC) — made

up of representatives from the SADF, FAR and FAPLA, with American military

observers — held its first meeting in Ruacand to oversee the withdrawal, and on 22

August Gen. Meyer and Gen. 'Polo' signed a formal agreement covering the

withdrawal of all remaining South African forces by the end of the month. For 'Polo'

there must have been a strong sense of déjà vu — having signed a similar accord with

the South Africans twelve and a half years earlier at the end of the 'Second Liberation

War' — and the irony cannot have escaped both the Cubans and South Africans that

after nearly thirteen years of sporadic and often bloody fighting they were

withdrawing from Angola with the essential underlying dispute more bitter and

intractable than it had been when they first intervened in 1975. Four days after the

signing of the Ruacana accord a long-overdue prisoner exchange was effected in

Abidjan (Ivory Coast) — UNITA exchanging the two Cuban pilots captured during

Operation Saludando Octubre for Sgt-Major Papenfus (captured on 4 May) — and

perhaps more significantly UNITA and the Cubans also made a secret agreement not

to attack each other during the withdrawal, tying up a potentially dangerous loophole

in the 'Geneva Protocol'. Finally on 30 August the JMC confirmed that South

African forces had completed their withdrawal into Namibia, 109 thus ending the much-

'Geneva Protocol' was kept secret and not published until much later (Crocker, op. cit., p.433).
108 Crocker (in 'Peacemaking in Southern Africa') later described the haggling over the Cuban
withdrawal timetable as a "mathematicaUpolitical equation which had become a metaphor for the entire
conflict".
109 There is some disagreement over when exactly South African forces completed their withdrawal.
Heitman (op. cit., p.294) states that the last South African forces — a squadron of Ratel-90s (which had
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extended Operation Moduler and bringing to a close nearly twenty-five years of direct

South African military involvement in Angola."°

Rounds Six to Nine of the tripartite negotiations, August — October 1988

The next five rounds of talks were almost exclusively dominated by the search for a

Cuban withdrawal formula which was acceptable to all three parties, and while South

African forces completed their withdrawal from Angola as planned, the negotiations

themselves quickly got bogged down in haggling over detail. Having arrived at what

was essentially the most important single issue in the negotiations, it was inevitable

that both sides in the Angolan conflict — neither of which believed they had lost the

confrontation in Angola — would bargain hard and seek to extract the maximum

concessions possible from their adversaries, and there was almost unlimited room for

them to disagree on the many complex and time-consuming details contained in the

proposed withdrawal schedule. 111 Both sides had adopted extreme positions over the

length of the withdrawal — Cuba proposing 48 months, South Africa only seven — and

both were only prepared to cede a few months at a time, stringing out the negotiating

process almost interminably. But as the weeks passed and the ambitious deadlines set

by the 'Geneva Protocol' came and went, tensions would start to increase between the

negotiating delegations who feared that the agreements reached in New York and

Geneva might go the way of the 1984 Lusaka Accord. Extraneous issues— in

particular the FAPLA's new offensive against UNITA (Seettember/Octoberl and the

American Presidential election (November) — would increasingly start to impinge on

the peace process itself, and it would take great determination and focus from

Crocker's team to weather the storm and push the warring parties towards a definitive

agreement.

reached the Lomba river two days short of a full year before) and the G-5s of Sierra Battery — left
Angola on 29 August, while Franklin (op. cit.) dates their withdrawal one day later, and Geldenhuys
(op. cit., p.235) on 31 August.
Ilu Direct South African military involvement in Angola had begun in November 1963 when its first
resident military representative arrived in Luanda to take up the post of South African Vice-Consul (see
Introduction).
111 Crocker (op. cit., p.434) lists, for example, the starting point, the duration of the withdrawal, the
degree of front- or back-loading, the pace of the withdrawals, which benchmarks would be used to link
it to the Namibia process, who and what exactly would be withdrawn, and what verification regime
would be adopted.
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A little over a week before Round Six was due to start, a two-man South African

delegation met with Crocker in Lake George (New York State) and openly expressed

its surprise at the Cubans' willingness and 'enthusiasm' to withdraw from Angola.112

The question of the 'irreversibility' of the settlement package still dominated the

South African agenda, however, and they were unwilling to make any further

concessions on the withdrawal timetable until doubts over the true size of the Cuban

military contingent in Angola (which according to SADF calculations had grown by

nearly two thirds since 1985) had been cleared up. On the opening day of Round Six

in Bra77aville (23 August), therefore, Van Heerden proposed that Cuba make a

'gesture' towards the South Africans before 1 November — i.e. a symbolic withdrawal

'of some of its forces from southern Angola — to compensate for the extra 15,000

troops which had arrived in the previous year," 3 and he further suggested that this

withdrawal should then continue uninterrupted until all Cuban forces had left Angola.

The Cubans countered with the 42-month withdrawal timetable they had originally

prepared for Geneva, and when this failed to impress the South Africans they

presented a slightly-modified 36-month timetable the next day, with 15,000 Cuban

troops leaving in the first year, and all Cuban forces to be deployed north of the 13th

parallel by the end of that period. Neither proposal was sufficient to snare the South

Africans, however, and on 26 August the talks again broke up without an agreement

having been reached.114

Hopes that some progress could be made in Round Seven (held once more in

Brazzaville a fortnight later) were dashed, however, by press reports that 5,000 more

Cuban troops had arrived in Angola to take part in the FAPLA's latest offensive

against UNITA (a direct violation of the 'Geneva Protocol'), and a great deal of time

112 The two men were Neils van Tonder & Derek Auret (Crocker, op. cit., p.434). Crocker replied to
their comments that Castro was the driving force behind the quest for a peace settlement, adding that
"Wile Cubans have all the cards; they have mounted an extraordinary military effort, but that effort
makes sense only as the prelude to a dignified and early departure. They, not the MPLA, are the ones
shaping the negotiation and driving it forward".
113 Jaster (op. cit., p.23) notes that by the end of August the Cubans had a full three armoured regiments
in southwest Angola, including 270 tanks, 3 artillery regiments and 50 MiG's within striking distance
of the SAAF's Namibian bases.
114 During the talks Crocker (op. cit., p.419) recounts calling on Vasev "to help us keep the parties from
behaving like Middle East rug-merchants over the Cuban withdrawal timetable". Cracker's own
proposal of 18 months received a cold reception from both parties.
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was taken up by American, Cuban and South African efforts to refute these claims,115

Attempts by the South Africans to edge closer to the Cuban timetable — including a

proposal for a 12-month staged withdrawal period, with 7,000 Cubans leaving Angola

each month — failed to satisfy the Cubans and Angolans, and Crocker's suggested

compromise — a two-year withdrawal timetable, with 3,500 Cubans leaving each

month and 75% of the entire contingent in the first year — was also unable to break the

deadlock. By Round Eight (26-29 September in Braz7aville) the deadlines laid down

by the 'Geneva Protocol' were starting to loom, and in an attempt to keep the peace

process on course Crocker persuaded the South Africans to propose his two-year

timetable — although with the proviso that the bulk of the troop withdrawals be front-

' loaded. Twenty-four months was still too short a timeframe for the Cubans and

Angolans, however, and they once more rejected the proposal, arriving at Round Nine

in New York one week later with what they insisted would be their last compromise —

a 30-month withdrawal period. 116 By this stage it was clear that any Cuban

withdrawal would have to last at least two years (given the difficult nature of the

Angolan terrain and the severe logistical difficulties this would cause to the

withdrawing military contingent), and with the gulf between the parties reduced from

forty-one to only six months — and South African compliance with the concept of

'front-loading' — it seemed as if a deal was within Crocker's grasp.

Tantalisingly, however, Round Nine again resulted in an impasse, the overwhelming

factor for its failure being the issue which Crocker had earlier warned the South

Africans might derail the peace process: the US Presidential election. With less than

a month to go before polling day, both sides were unwilling to take the final steps in a

negotiating process which might instantly be abandoned by an incoming Democratic

administration, and they effectively backed off from further concessions until the

outcome of the Bush-Dukakis contest was known. The temporary shutdown in the

115 Kahn (op. cit., p.85) notes that 5,000 more Cuban troops were reported to have arrived in Angola in
September 1988, and Crocker called in the US State Department to categorically declare there was no
evidence for this. Eventually Generals Geldenhuys and Rosales del Toro worked out a joint statement
for the press which rebutted the allegations.
116 Castro's cable to Ochoa and Polo the day after the New York talks broke up puzzlingly declares that
"[the n]egotiations have stagnated. South African demands are unacceptable. The maximum
concessions were made in Brazzaville, so in New York our positions were inflexible", when in fact the
Cubans proposed the 30-month withdrawal timetable at New York.
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negotiations could not have come at a more dangerous time, however, for the

FAPLA's new offensive against UNITA along the Benguela railway line was starting

to reach its climax — with the capture of Cuemba, Munhango and Cangonga — and the

potential collapse of UNITA could only presage one thing: a fresh South African

military intervention in Angola. 117 Indeed, so convinced did Castro become that the

South Africans were planning to re-escalate their operations in Angola that on 10

October (the day after the New York talks broke up) he sent an urgent message to

Ochoa and Polo, warning them of an imminent SAAF air-strike and ordering them to

blow up the Calueque and Ruacand dams if the Cubans' advance detachments were

attacked)" Ultimately, however, the South Africans refrained from anything more

than making guarded threats to the FAPLA — unwilling to torpedo the negotiations

when they were within a hair's breadth of success 119 — and when George Bush (Sr.)

was duly elected US President on 8 November, the future of the peace process seemed

secure. Only three days later Crocker convened Round Ten of the tripartite

negotiations in Geneva, and he was now more determined than ever to close a peace

deal before the end of the Reagan administration (20 January 1989).

117 The brief success of the FAPLA's offensive led Dos Santos to declare in October — rather
prematurely, it must be admitted — that "unless there is a massive intervention of South African
forces, UNITA cannot last very long... [F]rom a strategic point of view, UNITA is militarily defeated
and the weak don't dictate the political rules of the game" (quoted in Kahn, op. cit., p.159).
" 8 The text of Castro's cable to Ochoa and Polo on 10 October reads: "I don't think the South Africans
are eager to resume the hostilities, but we must be on the alert, especially against the risk of an air
attack. We must prepare for the rains. Just as we discussed with Ochoa and Polo, spearhead
contingents must stay in Calueque and Ruacand. The advance brigade should pull out of Donguena
and so should the brigade stationed between Tchipa and Ruacand. A joint Cuban-Angolan detachment
can stay in Tchipa. The bulk of the forces should pull back to the Cahama-Humbe-Xangongo line.
Don't waste time. The planes must be ready to support the advance detachments in Calueque, Ruacand
and Tchipa. Prepare to blow up the Calueque and Ruacand dams if the enemy attacks our advance
detachments" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.392).
119 Castro would later boast that "there were no big battles because our forces were very strong; the
measures we had taken were so powerful, they were so reliable with the construction of the airport, our
air and anti-aircraft support was so significant that the enemy backed down and I think that was the real
victory: to obtain the basic objectives without sacrificing thousands of lives" (Case 1, 1989, op. cit.,
p.393). However, it seems that the threat of derailing the peace process was the overriding deterrent to
a fresh South African intervention in Angola, and in November PW Both invited Savimbi to Pretoria to
inform him that the SADF would no longer be able to intervene in Angola on UNITA's behalf.
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Round Ten of the tripartite negotiations in Geneva, 11-15 November 1988

By the time Round Ten of the negotiations began in Geneva on 11 November 1988,

the negotiating climate had improved substantially, 120 and with the issue of the

Presidential election now resolved both sides were at last prepared to make the

necessary concessions to resolve the last outstanding issue. The fine detail of the

Cuban withdrawal timetable would at times prove quite mind-boggling, however —

Crocker later describing it as being 'like a Rubix Cube' with almost infinite

permutations — and for four days the American mediators shuttled back and forth

between the two delegations in Geneva's Inter-Continental Hotel, persuading and

cajoling them towards an agreement. 121 Ultimately the argument boiled down to the

issue of exactly how many Cuban troops would be withdrawn during the first twelve

months, the South Africans demanding five times as many as the Cuban-Angolan

delegation, and after much haggling and persuasion on the last day of the talks a

compromise was finally agreed. 122 The essential trade-off would be additional front-

loading during the first seven months (to please Pretoria) in return for a pre-

implementation withdrawal of only 3,000 troops and then heavy back-loading of the

residual (to please Havana and Luanda). With this compromise agreed, the two

delegations were prepared to split the difference between their proposals and agreed

on a 27-month withdrawal timetable, with a series of benchmarks defining the Cuban

redeployment northwards and withdrawal to Cuba:123

1213 Jaster (op. cit., p.27) notes that in October 1988 the National Party managed to win important
municipal elections in South Africa which it had been expecting to lose to the Conservative Party,
increasing Pretoria's room for compromise. Likewise, recent FAPLA victories against UNITA (which
the SADF had not stepped in to take away) boosted Angolan confidence, and made the Cuban-Angolan
delegation more willing to reduce the withdrawal timetable in order to get an agreement.
121 Crocker, op. cit., p.440.
122 Crocker (op. cit., p.441) notes that Jim Woods achieved the breakthrough by showing complex
charts and graphs to the delegations which showed that the differences between them were actually
arithmetical and not over principles.
123 The number of Cuban troops in Angola was calculated at 50,000, although all parties were aware
that this number might have been substantially higher. Ultimately, the redeployment of these forces
northwards and the specific completion date for the withdrawal enabled Crocker to sidestep this issue.
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- 4 months:	 All Cuban forces to be north of 15 th parallel

- 7 months:	 All Cuban forces to be north of 13 th parallel

50% of Cuban troops (25,000) to have been withdrawn

12 months:	 66% of Cuban troops (33,000) to have been withdrawn

18 months:	 76% of Cuban troops (38,000) to have been withdrawn

- 27 months: Last 12,000 Cuban troops to have been withdrawn

As Crocker later put it: "We had cracked the toughest nut", 124 and from this moment

onwards the negotiations would speed towards a rapid conclusion, the remaining

rounds concentrating on resolving outstanding issues and drawing up the various

' bilateral and tripartite agreements for signature by all the negotiating parties.125

Ironically the length of the withdrawal timetable agreed in Geneva —27 months — was

the exact midway point between the South Africans' and Cubans' initial proposals of

seven and 48 months, and suggested that the majority of Rounds Six to Ten of the

negotiations had been little more than a grudge match between the warring parties.

Following the Geneva talks, on 22 November a 'working group' made up of

representatives from all three negotiating parties met in New York to discuss the final

makeup of the peace accords, and they eventually agreed to split them into three

interlinking parts: a new 'Protocol' (reaffirming all previous agreements and setting a

date for the signature of the peace treaties), a tripartite agreement (covering the

implementation of Resolution 435 and the de-escalation of the conflict in Angola) and

a bilateral accord between Cuba and Angola (covering the Cuban troop withdrawal).

A further round of negotiations would be needed to finalise these various documents,

and Round Eleven was duly called for 1 December in Brazzaville, the Americans

pushing for a signing in New York before the year was out.

124 vp cit., p.394.
125 The controversial issue of South African aid to UNITA — and Angolan aid to the ANC — was also
dealt with in the lead-up to the New York Accords, although quite separately from the American
negotiating process. Recognising that South Africa, Angola, SWAPO, UNITA and the ANC would all
have to learn to co-operate with each other in the radically changed political climate in southern Africa,
Luanda and Pretoria opted for an informal 'gentlemen's agreement' under which both would refrain
from aiding UNITA and the ANC respectively, and promote reform and co-operation in the region.
Crocker (op. cit., p.442) later described the secret agreement as containing "potent symbolism" and
setting "new standards of regional conduct".
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Rounds Eleven and Twelve in Brazzaville, 1-3 & 11-13 December 1988

With the most intractable issues blocking a peace settlement now satisfactorily

resolved, the Americans could be forgiven for thinking that the Brazzaville talks

would be little more than a formality, but to everyone's surprise on the third day the

South African delegation suddenly withdrew from the talks, flying immediately to

Pretoria where a minor political crisis had blown up. 126 For two tense days the fate of

the 'linkage' negotiations once more hung in the balance — the South African

delegation reportedly having great difficulty persuading PW Botha to accept the

concessions they had made — but on 5 December Van Heerden was able to phone

Crocker to inform him that they were ready to sign, and on 11 December the South

Africans returned to Brazzaville for what would be the last round of tripartite talks.

After two further days ironing out the details, on 13 December all three parties signed

the 'Bra77aville Protocol' (see Appendix 1 for full text), 127 defining the dates for the

signing of the tripartite and bilateral accords in New York (22 December) and the

implementation of Resolution 435 (1 April 1989), confirming the deadline for the

UN-sponsored verification agreement, and creating the JMC to oversee the entire

process. Crucially, however, the Cubans and Angolans had still not drafted their

bilateral treaty covering the Cuban withdrawal, and when on 16 December Dos

Santos arrived in Havana for a four-day visit he doubtless discussed this issue with

Castro. Nevertheless no agreement was reached between the Cuban and Angolan

leader, and when all three delegations arrived in New York on 21 December the

Americans therefore had little choice but to engage in a 'mini-Round Thirteen' with

126 According to Jaster (op. cit., pp.27-28), the South African delegation had balked at the monitoring
arrangements proposed by the Americans, and were then forced to fly to Pretoria to convince PW
Botha that each of the concessions they had made was in fact a 'victory' for South Africa. Crocker (op.
cit., p.395) notes only that the South African rushed home to "put out a minor political fire".
127 Then 'Brazzaville Protocol' can be summarised as follows: All parties confirmed their commitment
to 'The New York Principles', the 'Geneva Protocol' and the Cuban withdrawal agreement (signed in
Geneva on 15 November), and agreed the following:

1. Resolution 435 to be implemented on 1 April 1989
2. Tripartite and bilateral treaties to be signed in New York on 22 December 1988, by which

time a verification agreement with UN to be agreed
3. Exchange of prisoners of war to occur once tripartite agreement signed
4. JMC to be set up
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the Cuban and Angola delegations, hammering Ott the final details of the bilateral

accord on top of the piano at the UN Plaza Hote1.128

The signing of the New York Accords, 22 December 1988

The signing ceremony held on 22 December 1988 in the chamber of the UN's

Economic and Social Council was to be a bizarre spectacle — all three parties using

the occasion to vilify each other in public — and demonstrated just how remarkable an

achievement it had been for Crocker to bring together such bitterly-divided foes.I29

Large delegations attended for Cuba, Angola and South Africa — the 55-man Cuban

delegation including no less than nine generals, all of whom were prominent veterans

from the Angolan War /3° — and they were accompanied by Javier Perez de Cuellar

and all the members of the UN Security Council. US Secretary of State George

Shultz opened the proceedings at 10am with a speech which deliberately avoided

reference to any controversial issues — in particular the sorry state of Cuban-American

bilateral relations — and he was followed by Afonso Van Dimem (for Angola) who

praised the Cuban internationalists for their contribution to Angola's freedom. When

the Cuban Foreign Minister Isidoro Malmierca got up to speak, however, he used the

opportunity to denounce Reagan's recent speech to the UN General Assembly, clearly

smarting from the American president's calls for an end to 'Cuban military

imperialism' in Africa. Not to be outdone by his Cuban counterpart, Pik Botha then

replied with a provocative speech of his own, declaring (rather undiplomatically) that

many African Heads of State had privately asked South Africa to keep its troops in

Namibia until Cuba's withdrawal from Angola was certain, and quite bLarrety

128 Crocker, op. cit., p.395.
129 My account of the signing ceremony is taken from Felix Pita Astudillo, 'Olive Green Thursday at
the UN' (originally printed in Granma, 26 December 1988, reprinted in Deutclunann, op. cit., pp.120-
124) & Crocker (op. cit., p.446).
13° The Cuban delegation included Carlos Aldana (Chief of DOR), Jorge Risquet (Chief of MINREX's
African Division), Isidoro Malmierca (Foreign Minister), Ricardo AlarcOn (Vice Foreign Minister),
Div.-Gen. Ulises Rosales del Toro & Div.-Gen. Abelardo Colome lbarra 'Furry' (First Vice Ministers
of the FAR), Div.-Gen. Pascual Martinez Gil (Vice Foreign Minister of MININT), Div.-Gen. RamOn
Espinosa Martin (Chief of the Eastern Army), Div.-Gen. Victor Schueg Colas, Brig.-Gen. Rafael
Moracen Limonta, Brig.-Gen. BermAdez Cutino & Brig.-Gen. Ruben Martinez Fuentes (Chief of
DAAFAR) (Kahn, op. cit., p.102). Gen. Ochoa was notably missing from the proceedings, having
already fallen from favour with the Cuban leadership.
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challenging Cuba to a debate on both their countries' human rights , 131 Determined to

prevent a shouting match developing, Shultz quickly ushered the speeches on, 132 and

at 10:15am the Tripartite Accords were finally signed, the Cuban and Angolan

delegations signing their own Bilateral Agr eement less than an hour later (see

Appendix 1 for full text of both agreements).133

Under the terms of both accords the implementation of Resolution 435 and the Cuban

withdrawal would now take place under the following timetable:

Prior to 1 April 1989: 3,000 Cuban troops withdrawn

1 April 1989:	 Implementation of Resolution 435

Start of 27-month withdrawal timetable

1 August 1989:	 All Cuban troops to be north of 15 th parallel

- 31 October 1989:	 All Cuban troops to be north of 13th parallel

1 November 1989: 50% of Cuban contingent withdrawn

Namibia to hold free elections

- 1 April 1990:	 66% of Cuban contingent withdrawn

- 1 October 1990:	 76% of Cuban contingent withdrawn

- 1 July 1991:	 Cuban withdrawal completed

131 Botha even offered to name the African Heads of State in question, but his challenge for a debate
with Cuba on the issue of human rights failed to faze the Cuban delegation, Malmierca later replying
that Cuba would be glad to have such a debate provided that Nelson Mandela (who was still in prison
at the time) be allowed to participate. The reality, however, was that both governments were guilty of
extreme human rights violations in their own countries (South Africa had in fact been expelled from the
UN fourteen years previously, and Cuba would fourteen months later be placed on the UN's official list
of human rights violators where it remains to this day), and one can only imagine how cynical and
hypocritical a debate would have emerged had it gone ahead.
132 Distancing himself from Pik Botha's comments, Shultz remarked: "We can almost say it was
miraculous that in spite of everything we have an agreement", and as he was leaving the hall later he
observed dryly to Crocker: "That's some bunch of characters you've been working with!" (Crocker,
op. cit., p.446).
133 The USA did not sign the New York Accords — hence their qualification as 'tripartite' — and acted
instead as a broker of the accords. "This stance offered many advantages", Crocker later noted,
allowing the Reagan administration to bypass the US Senate (which might have buried the treaty in
ratification debates) and protecting the negotiations from overt Soviet pressure (Crocker, op. cit.,
p.395).
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Ironically, the final withdrawal agreement bore a striking resemblance to the two-year

proposal the Americans had made to the Angolans back in April 1983, 134 and

underlined just how wasteful in human lives, time and money the last five years of

bitter fighting in Angola had been. Although the New York Peace Accords

sidestepped the underlying dispute which had led both South Africa and Cuba to

intervene in Angola in the first place (namely the continuing civil war between the

MPLA and UNITA), they nevertheless created the conditions for forcing both

Angolan adversaries to the negotiating table, and less than a month before Cuba

completed its withdrawal from Angola both sides would have signed a peace accord,

bringing to an end more than thirty years of continuous conflict in Angola (see next

chapter). 135 For all those involved, the success of the 'linkage' negotiations was

therefore a significant victory — offering each side a tangible 'gain' in return for de-

escalating their involvement in the conflict — and finally enabled the Cuban leadership

to initiate the military withdrawal from Angola which had eluded it for nearly a dozen

years. The Angolan drama had not yet played itself out, however, for within months

of the New York Accords a fresh crisis would blow up in Cuba involving one of the

most respected veterans of the war — Gen. Ochoa — bringing the Cuban intervention in

Angola to its dramatic conclusion.

134 Crocker, op. cit., pp.165 & 397.
135 Crocker deliberately left discussion of the MPLA-UNITA dispute out of the tripartite negotiations
because he believed that "a regional settlement would create the conditions for eventual reconciliation"
(Crocker, op. cit., p.414), and in the short-term he was proved right (although no one imagined that
Savimbi would lose the 1992 elections and go back to war).
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Chapter 12 

The sting in the tail: 

The Cuban withdrawal from Angola (1989-1991), the `Ochoa case' 

& the start of the 'Special Period' 

The period covering the Cuban withdrawal from Angola (January 1989 to May 1991)

would witness profound changes in the global political system, with the collapse of

the socialist bloc and (eventually) the Soviet Union itself, the official end of the Cold

War and — for Cuba — the return to the economic and political isolation of the early

1960s. Against a background of rapidly disappearing allies — whether in eastern

Europe, Africa or the Caribbean — Castro would attempt to complete the military

withdrawal from Angola, only too aware that the imminent cessation of Soviet aid to

Cuba could trigger an economic meltdown at any moment. Almost inevitably his

regime would start to focus its attention on internal dissent, and following the arrest

and trial of Gen. Ochoa and the De la Guardia brothers in July 1989 a thorough purge

of MININT would be launched, its entire apparatus being taken over by a new

generation of FAR officers who had served in Angola and who from now on would

play an influential role in the Cuban government.' Within months 'internationalism'

— and the half million Cubans who had served in its cause in Angola—would have

disappeared completely from the Cuban political agenda, to be replaced by a

relentless campaign of propaganda and popular mobilisation in the face of the most

serious challenge to the Revolution for three decades — the 'Special Period'. By the

end of the withdrawal from Angola Cuba would find itself in a desperate position,

with pundits confidently predicting the imminent collapse of Castro's regime to the

same kind of popular uprisings which had toppled Honecker, Jaruzelski & Ceausescu

in 1989. But not for the last time they had underestimated Castro's remarkable

determination and staying-power, and through a combination of political skill, luck

and naked opportunism he would weather the storm, emerging in the late 1990s with a

stronger grip than ever on the reins of power in Cuba.

The most prominent examples of Angolan veterans in the Cuban government are Furry (currently
Chief of MININT) and Rosales del Toro (currently Chief of the Sugar Ministry).
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Start of the Cuban withdrawal from Angola, January 1989

On 10 January 1989 — less than a month after the signing of the New York Accords —

the first 450 Cuban troops of the pre-agreement 3,000-man contingent landed at

Havana's Jose Marti airport, initiating the definitive military withdrawal which had

eluded the Cuban government for well over a decade. 2 Over the following twenty-

nine months Cuban forces would gradually be pulled back from bases across the

whole of Angola towards Luanda and Lobito for shipment to Cuba, leaving the vast

majority of their heavy equipment — especially their APC's, tanks and BM-21s — with

the FAPLA for its continuing war against UNITA (see below). 3 The long withdrawal

period would be necessary for several reasons: first, to allow an orderly hand-over of

military bases and weaponry to the FAPLA; second, to enable Cuban engineers to

clear the dozens of minefields laid by them over the previous fourteen years; and

third, to give the various liberation movements previously training in Angola — most

notably MK and SWAPO — the time they needed to move their bases to Uganda: 4 In

response to a widely-held grievance in Cuba which had been raised by Brig.-Gen del

Pino in May 1987, the Cuban withdrawal mission would also have the additional

objective of returning to Cuba the bodies of all internationalists killed in Angola, an

enormous task given the country's size and the dispersal of Cuban units across it. In

early 1989 a national commission was set up under Div.-Gen. Sixto Batista Santana to

oversee this operation, and in March a team of Cuban forensic experts arrived in

Angola to begin the process of locating, exhuming and embalming the bodies for

return to Cuba — one which would take them until the end of the year — while

pantheons were prepared in each of Cuba's many municipalities.s

2 The following day they attended a ceremony at the FAR's Cacahual Memorial marking the official
start of the Cuban withdrawal, Ra61 Castro recalling the FAR's various 'victories' against the South
Africans since the launch of Operation Carlota
3 Several Cuban & Angolan veterans (in interview) recalled seeing hundreds of vehicles of every
description pouring into the ports of Luanda and Lobito during 1989 and 1990, in addition to tens of
thousands of Cuban troops on their way home.
4 Andy Kasrils (in interview) notes that MK was not allowed to bear arms openly either in Tanzania or
Zambia, hence the ANC's decision to relocate its bases in Uganda. The situation of minefields in
Angola will be discussed in the conclusion.
5 In a further gesture to local communities which had lost sons, on 14 January 1989 Rafil Castro
ordered that all pantheons for internationalist dead should be different, reflecting the artistic tastes of
each Cuban province (Benitez Suarez, op. cit., p.26).
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In recognition of the Angolan mission's changing priorities, Gen. Ochoa — who had

clashed on several occasions with Castro during the tense battle of Cuito Cuanavale —

was recalled to Cuba and replaced by his subordinate Polo, a man in whose abilities

Castro had far greater faith. From an operational point of view, Ochoa's recall was

only logical as he had completed the mission for which he had been sent to Angola

(namely stopping the South African counter-offensive), but there was little escaping

the suspicion that he had fallen from favour in Havana and was being sidelined in

favour of a new generation of FAR officers who had made their military reputations

whilst serving on internationalist missions in Angola, and who Castro was keen to co-

opt into the Cuban political structure. Thus while Ochoa received no further

accolades for what had been his eighth internationalist mission abroad, four of his

contemporaries in Angola — Generals Polo, Rosales del Toro, Espinosa & Moracen —

were made 'Heroes of the Cuban Republic', the FAR's highest military honour. 6 On

his return to Cuba Ochoa was due to be appointed commander of the Western Army

in late June — one of the most senior positions in the FAR — but as suspicions grew

about his conduct in Angola and his commitment to the Cuban Revolution, this

appointment began to look more and more doubtful (see below). The preliminary

Cuban withdrawal nevertheless continued, and as during all phases of the Cuban

withdrawal it was completed ahead of schedule (on 3 February) in preparation for the

implementation of Resolution 435 on 1 April. What the Cubans do not appear to have

suspected, however, was that SWAPO was secretly planning one final guerrilla

infiltration into Namibia prior to implementation, sparking a crisis which would

threaten to destroy the New York Peace Accords.

The SWAPO incursion into Namibia, April 1989

Since the signing of the Geneva Protocol in August 1988 (see previous chapter),

South African forces had been carrying out a staged withdrawal of their forces from

6 Ochoa had already been made a Hero of the Cuban Republic on 1 January 1984 along with Furry, but
the absence of any further award on 1 January 1989 (despite his key role in the 1987/88 campaign)
suggests he was by then out of favour with Castro. On 30 December 1988 Castro also chose to
promote twelve FAR officers to the rank of general in recognition of their internationalist services to
Cuba.
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Angola and Namibia in preparation for Namibian independence in late 1989! Even

before the New York Accords were signed, however, Gen Geldenhuys had

complained to the press that SWAPO forces were not withdrawing northwards in

tandem with the South Africans, and by late March 1989 the SADF representatives on

the JMC were warning that SWAPO guerrilla forces had started to build up once more

in southern Angola. Finally on 30 March — only two days before Resolution 435 was

due to start implementation — the SADF reported that SWAPO forces were within 600

yards of the border (they should have been 90 miles to the north), and on 1 April a

force of between 1,200 and 1,800 SWAPO guerrillas crossed into Namibia,

SWAPO's single largest incursion in its twenty-three-year insurgency. 8 This

unexpected move by SWAPO was probably a last-ditch attempt to boost its military

presence in Namibia in the run-up to the elections in November, SWAPO's

commanders reasoning that with the SADF confined to its bases (in accordance with

the Geneva Protocol) their guerrillas could slip into Namibia unnoticed, and then

report to UNTAG claiming that they had been in Namibia prior to 1 April. But if

SWAPO's commanders were hoping to fool the international community then their

ploy backfired disastrously, eliciting an outraged response not only from South Africa

and the USA, but also from SWAPO's allies in Havana and Luanda who feared that

this reckless move could single-handedly sink the New York Accords and destroy

more than seven years of painstaking negotiations.

An emergency summit was immediately called at the Mount Ejo Safari Lodge (north

of Windhoek), and was chaired by Chester Crocker who only days before had been

preparing to hand in his resignation on the completion of his term in office. Castro —

who like Dos Santos was furious at the incursion (which they both appear to have

been unaware of) 9 — sent his most trusted negotiator (and former head of the Cuban

7 My account of the SWAPO incursion in April 1989 is taken from Jaster (op. cit., pp.36-39), Crocker
(op. cit., pp.421-422), Geldenhuys (op. cit., pp.266-269), Kahn (op. cit., p.34) & Heitman (in
interview).
8 Figures for the number of SWAPO guerrillas vary wildly: Kahn (op. cit., p.34) puts the total at 1,200,
Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.268) at 1,600, Jaster (op. cit., p.36) between 1,500 and 1,800 & Crocker (op.
cit., p.421) at 'some 2,000'.
9 Although both Cuba and the MPLA openly denounced the SWAPO incursion, Crocker (op. cit.,
p.421) notes that the American team was "mystified as to how the attempted infiltration of some 2,000
men could have happened under the noses of the Angolans and Cubans unless they wittingly chose to
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delegation) Carlos Aldana to ensure the settlement was saved, and the Soviets

likewise dispatched their Angolan trouble-shooter Adamishin to Luanda to berate Dos

Santos for his failure to restrain SWAPO in southern Angola. 1 ° The two days of talks

which followed on 8/9 April were to prove the value of the JMC in resolving

violations of the 'linkage' agreements, the five interested parties — South Africa,

Angola, Cuba, the USA & the Soviet Union — eventually signing the 'Mount Ejo

Declaration' which provided for the safe passage all SWAPO guerrillas in Namibia to

designated UNTAG points, from where they would be escorted to bases north of the

16th parallel in accordance with the Geneva Protocol. The revelation that SWAPO

had indeed violated its agreements did irreparable damage to SWAPO's international

reputation, and even forced the UN into the embarrassing decision to authorise the

SADF to leave its bases and assist SWAPOL (the South West African Police force) in

its efforts to remove SWAPO forces from the area, leading to the deaths of more than

250 guerrillas in the effective sweep-up which followed. 11 SWAPO was given until

15 April to remove all its forces from Namibia, and when it failed to meet that

deadline the JMC extended it to 15 May, the complete removal of guerrilla forces

from Namibia finally convincing the SADF to return to its bases on 13 May, allowing

Namibia's independence process to restart six days later.

The fifty-day crisis had come close to sinking the New York Peace Accords, but its

successful resolution demonstrated just how far all the interested parties had come in

the year since Cuba had joined the peace process. Where on previous occasions — for

example following the 'Cabinda raid' in May l985 — a serious violation of a peace

accord would have led to a rapid return to hostilities, by April 1989 all the signatory

parties were more determined than ever to see the New York Accords work, and

look the other way", and the suspicion remains that there might have been some complicity between
the FAR, FAPLA and SWAPO.
I ° Dos Santos responded by publicly rebuking SWAPO for failing to control its guerrillas, the
implication being that he had known nothing about it (Jaster, op. cit., p.37).
" 26 South Africans were also killed in the fighting and 145 wounded (Jaster, op. cit., p.36 &
Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.268). Margaret Thatcher's presence in Windhoek at the time of the crisis was to
prove critical too, the British Prime Minister persuading the South Africans to seek UN approval before
moving its forces out of their bases, and then giving strong support to Mardi Ahtisaari (Head of
UNTAG) to authorise the SADF to halt SWAPO's infiltration. Jaster (op. cit., pp.36-37) notes that had
the UN "rejected the SADF deployment, the most likely result would have been an all-out SADF
assault against SWAPO, and unilateral suspension of Resolution 435 by South Africa", an outcome
which would have effectively sunk the New York Peace Accords.
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thanks to the mediation mechanism set up by the Americans the Namibian peace

process was quickly put back on track. I2 Serious damage had been done to SWAPO,

however, which not only lost up to 300 of its finest guerrillas in the bungled incursion

but also severely tarnished its international reputation, convincing some that

"SWAPO was unwilling to play by the rules, and that its real goal was a one-party

state". I3 Nevertheless, in the long-run SWAPO's popularity across Namibia was not

seriously affected, and it would go on to win Namibia's first free elections in

November 1989 (although not by the two thirds majority required to form a

government). While the JMC and UNTAG proved highly effective at overseeing the

Namibian independence process, they would however be powerless to control the

underlying conflict in Angola which the New York Accords had specifically failed to

address — namely the civil war between the MPLA and UNITA which continued to

rage for most of 1989 and 1990. With the FAPLA more determined than ever to

crush UNITA now that it had lost its powerful South African allies, the fighting in

Angola would escalate once more in southern Angola, hindering the Cuban

withdrawal and — on more than one occasion — bringing it to a complete standstill

following UNITA attacks on Cuban personnel (see below).

Gorbachev's visit to Cuba, 2-5 April 1989

The timing of SWAPO's bungled incursion into Namibia could not have been worse

for Fidel Castro, as the very next day he was due to host Mikhail Gorbachev on his

first official visit to Cuba for crucial discussions on the future of the Cuban-Soviet

alliance. Since their first meeting at the CPSU Party Congress in February 1986 (see

Chapter 8), Castro's dispute with Gorbachev over the scope and nature of the reforms

he was proposing had deteriorated steadily, and although a keen advocate of

economic restructuring loosely based on Gorbachev's 'perestroika', Castro had

blocked all attempts to introduce 'glasnost' (political openness) into Cuba, fearing

12 Crocker — who resigned his post less than a fortnight later — later wrote (op. cit., p.422) that
resolution of the SWAPO incursion via the JMC "says something about the special importance of the
chemistry established between the signatory parties themselves during the endgame. The 1988
Southern African settlement was built by Angolans, Cubans, and South Africans. They built it using an
American conceptual design and American mediation. And they saved it in early April 1989 using the
mechanism we had proposed to underpin the agreements".
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that it would open the flood-gates and end up sweeping not only him but the entire

Communist system away. By the time Gorbachev arrived in Cuba on 2 April 1989,

therefore, the two men had become bitter political opponents, and this put Castro in a

hopelessly weak position to negotiate the future Soviet economic subsidies upon

which Cuba would depend for its survival." Determined to scale down Soviet

military adventurism abroad which had cost billions of dollars over the previous

decade, Gorbachev had already begun the process of withdrawing from the Soviets'

various satellite states — most notably from Afghanistan in mid-February 1989 — and

he was keen to rein in Cuba which continued to be the Soviet Union's most important

(and expensive) oversees satellite. I5 During his visit the Soviet premier therefore

publicly reaffirmed his opposition to the export of revolution — i.e. internationalism in

the Guevarist mould — and in private conversations with Castro he refused his request

for upgraded MiG-29s for the DAAFAR, I6 hinting that the bilateral trade talks

scheduled for a fortnight later would involve a significant cut in Soviet military and

economic aid.

The brewing clash in the Soviet Union between the reformists & the

conservatives 

The reforms Gorbachev was planning for the Soviet empire went far beyond simple

cuts in military and economic aid to the more important Soviet satellite states,

however, and envisioned the removal of the entire conservative leadership of the

socialist bloc and their replacement with like-minded reformers. Since the

13 Jaster, op. cit., pp.38-39.
14 By 1989 Cuba was receiving 90% of its oil, 100% of its wheat and 40% of its basic foodstuffs from
the Soviet Union. It is even alleged that Cuba was making up to $500 million per year by selling
excess Soviet oil on the world market (Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.227).
15 In return for free deliveries of military equipment and massive subsidies for its industry and exports,
Cuba provided the Soviet Union with sugar (significantly above the world market value), some nickel
and citrus fruits, extracting an effective subsidy which has been calculated as high as $4 million per day
(Walters, op. cit., p.65). Cuba's real value for the Soviets was in its strategic location, however, and in

r6
articular the listening station at Lourdes and the submarine base in Santiago.
Castro would ultimately sidestep Gorbachev on this issue, waiting until the conservative backlash in

the Soviet Union in early 1990 to arrange a separate deal with the Soviet military leadership, and by
August 1990 the first MiG-29s would appear in the Cuban air force (author's conversations with Victor
Veras, Havana, September 1997).
17 It is clear that Gorbachev was seeking only to reform the Soviet Union and the socialist bloc,
however, and he did not envision the complete break-up of both over the next two years.
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tempestuous 27' Party Congress in February 1986, Gorbachev had emerged as the

figurehead of the reformist wing of the CPSU — including figures such as Soviet

Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze and (from outside the party) Boris Yeltsin —

and he drew much of his support from the KGB which was in favour of a radical

overhaul of the Communist system. 18 Opposing Gorbachev were the conservative

wing of the CPSU and the enormous Soviet Military Industrial Complex (MIC), both

of which stood to lose influence if Gorbachev's radical reform programme were

allowed to continue unabated, and Castro naturally looked to them for support, having

built up a close relationship with the Soviet military during the thirteen-year operation

in Angola. The struggle between Gorbachev and the KGB on the one hand — and the

conservatives and the Soviet MIC on the other — inevitably fed through into the Cuban

political system, and it is no coincidence that a little over a week before Gorbachev

arrived in Havana the Chief of MININT (Cuba's KGB equivalent), Jose Abrantes

Fernandez, gave a speech to UNEAC supporting 'glasnost' and the political reforms

Gorbachev was proposing. 19 Abrantes' speech —just like Brig.-Gen. del Pino's

defection two years previously — pointed to serious ideological divisions within the

Cuban government, and the timing could not have been more critical as earlier that

month Gorbachev had secretly met with the Hungarian Prime Minister MiklOs

Nemeth and given his full backing to Hungarian plans to hold free elections in the

summer, an event which would precipitate the collapse of the Iron Curtain.

Radical changes would soon be sweeping through the socialist bloc, and it was clear

from Gorbachev's visit that the survival of the Havana regime — and more importantly

Castro's role as its figurehead — did not feature in the Soviet premier's plans. Fears

18 My analysis of the reformist-conservative dispute in the Soviet Union in taken from author's
conversations with Octavio Guerra Royo, Havana, December 2000.
19 Although never serving in the Sierra Maestra during the Revolutionary War, following the guerrillas'
seizure of power in 1959 Abrantes became Chief of Fidel Castro's personal escort, and he was quickly
incorporated into Castro's intimate circle. In December 1985 Abrantes replaced Ramiro Valdes as
Interior Minister (according to Del Pino because of a violent clash Valdes had with Raid Castro), and
he was one of Castro's most important sources of information when the Ochoa crisis blew up in May
1989 (Del Pino, op. cit., p.30, Dominguez, To Make a World Safe for Revolution, p.272 & author's
conversations with Victor Veras). In his speech to UNEAC — which reportedly infuriated Raid Castro
— Abrantes called for "free, authentic creativity" and declared that "[w]e don't want an official culture,
nor a tamed culture, nor a passive nor rigid culture, because that would be a dead culture, incapable of
offering solutions to problems. That could be the ideal of a bureaucrat, but never that of a
revolutionary" (quoted in Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.61).
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that the Soviets would pull the economic carpet from under Cuba's feet were then

confirmed a fortnight later when the Deputy Chairman of the Soviet Council of

Ministers — Leonid Abalkin — arrived in Cuba to open a week of economic

discussions. Although the year-long bilateral trade agreement signed at the end of his

visit was better than might have been expected, it nevertheless signalled the start of a

process of collapse in CMEA and Soviet trade which over the next two years would

plunge Cuba into an economic crisis from which it has still not fully recovered. For

Castro the prospect of an end to the annual $4-5 billion Soviet aid package was

disastrous — as the Soviets provided practically all of Cuba's petroleum and consumer

goods — and he would have little choice but to turn to his allies in the Soviet military

for help, forming a close alliance of interests which would prove crucial to his future

survival (see below).20 In the meantime, however, Gorbachev's visit to Cuba fuelled

Castro's suspicions of his own Ministry of Interior (MININT), whose close

association with the KGB and reformist figureheads like Abrantes threatened to create

a competing power structure in Havana which might prove more attractive to

Gorbachev than the current Havana leadership. 21 It was thus in an atmosphere of

intense mistrust of MININT that on 25 April — only five days after Abalkin's

departure — MININT's Chief Abrantes received a dossier confirming that drug-

trafficking was taking place in Cuba's waters, providing Castro with the pretext he

needed to launch the largest purge of the Cuban internal security apparatus in the

Revolution's history.

The arrest & trial of Gen. Ochoa & the De La Guardia brothers, June-July 1989

It is unlikely that the full story behind the trial and subsequent execution of Gen.

Arnaldo Ochoa Sanchez and Tony de la Guardia will ever be known, as the details

surrounding the case are inextricably tangled up in government cover-up and

20 Figure from Kahn, op. cit., p.107.
21 Del itguila (in Diaz-Briquets, op. cit., p.141) noted in 1988— prior to the arrest of Ochoa 86 the De la
Guardias — that another Cuban defector to the USA, Major Fiorentino Azpillaga (previously chief
counter-intelligence officer in Czechoslovakia), had warned that elements in the security and
intelligence agencies were conspiring against Castro: "Azpillaga asserts that there are anti-Castro
factions in the intelligence and security services and that... the Castro brothers are apparently
surrounded by influential enemies who may at some point force a showdown with the political
leadership".
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propaganda on the one hand, and unrestrained rumour and hearsay on the other.22

Throughout the lengthy build-up to the trial the Cuban government would embark on

one of the fiercest propaganda campaigns in its history in an effort to discredit the

accused, producing vast amounts of evidence implicating them in drug-trafficking

operations in Cuba, but in their haste to condemn both men before any evidence had

even been heard the Cubans inevitably prompted accusations that the entire exercise

was little more than a smoke-screen to disguise an internal coup. The subsequent

purge of MININT — whose entire leadership and operations were taken over by the

FAR within months of the trial — only seemed to confirm this view, as did rumours

that weapons caches were discovered in the Ejercito Rebelde dam (north of Havana),

presumably to be used in a coup attempt against Castro himself. The timing of the

Ochoa trial — only a matter of weeks before Hungary held its first free elections,

sparking the wave of revolutions which swept into Eastern Europe in late 1989— adds

further credence to this theory, and given the KGB's involvement in orchestrating

several of these revolutions (for example in Czechoslovakia) this raises the suspicion

that Cuba might have been one of their intended targets. 23 The most controversial

question raised by the entire crisis — namely whether Fidel Castro knew about Cuban

drug-trafficking operations prior to 1989 — has still not been satisfactorily answered,

however, and will be discussed below.

Background to MININT's smuggling operations through 'MC'

By the time the Ochoa and De la Guardia scandal blew up in June 1989, MIININT had

become a separate military elite within the Cuban government, running dozens of

clandestine operations across the world and providing an economic lifeline for Cuba

through its smuggling operations in Panama. Founded in June 1961 (following the

22 My account of the Ochoa & De la Guardia scandal is taken from various conflicting and
ideologically-opposed sources, principal among them the Miami-based Oppenheimer (Castro's Final 
Hour, op. cit., pp.18-128), the Cuban government's official publication of the trial (Case 1/1989, op.
cit.), Jose F Alfonso, 'The Ochoa Affair: A Majority Faction in the Revolutionary Armed Forces?',
Radio Marti Cuban Situation Reports, May-August 1989, No.2, Vol. 5, Cuban Armed Forces Review
Website (http://www.cubapolidata.com/cafr/cafr.html)  as well as author's conversations with Victor
Veras, Havana, December 2000.
23 KGB operatives working undercover in Prague are known to have faked the death of a student during
pro-democracy marches on 17 November 1989, sparking the 'Velvet Revolution' which overthrew the
Communist government a few weeks later.
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Bay of Pigs invasion), M1NINT's primary role had been domestic law enforcement

and the crushing of internal political dissent, but under the guise of Guevara's

internationalism it rapidly expanded its operations overseas, developing its own

covert Special Forces which went on to spearhead Operation Carlota in November

1975 (see Chapter 4). Following Reagan's election in November 1980 and the

tightening of the American embargo against Cuba, MININT's importance increased

dramatically with the expansion of 'MC' (`Moneda Convertible', or 'Hard

Currency'), a secret department within MININT authorised to carry out smuggling

operations to break the American blockade. 24 A front company — CIMEX (Compallia

de ImportaciOn y ExportaciOn, Import and Export Company) — was set up by MC in

Panama to handle the export of Cuban cigars, sugar and rum in return for desperately

needed hard currency, consumer goods and cutting-edge technology, and thanks to

Castro's warm relations with Panama's strong man Manuel Noriega CIMEX rapidly

expanded in the 1980s to become Cuba's principal trading entrepOt in the Americas.25

The clandestine nature of MININT's operations — and the international business

contacts its officers formed — led to the creation of a separate elite of officers within

MININT whose standard of living was the envy of every Cuban, and a cause of

growing resentment among the FAR's high-ranking officers.26

With authorisation to carry out secret smuggling operations in Cuban waters, it was

almost inevitable that MININT officers would become involved in drug-trafficking —

given Cuba's geographical location exactly between the main source of cocaine

24 MC was set up around 1970 to smuggle tobacco and rum to the USA in exchange for hard currency,
technology (in particular computer chips) and drugs which were prohibited by the American economic
embargo, but it was still a relatively small operation when CIMEX was set up in Panama (see below).
By the late 1980s, however, MC had become associated with the Medellin drug cartels to such an
extent that it acquired the nickname 'Marijuana y Cocaina' (see below).
25	 •Nonega, s background remains murky, and it is widely rumoured that George Bush Sr. ran Noriega
as one of his own agents during his tenure as Director of the CIA (1976-77). In 1983 Noriega
appointed himself Chief of the Panamanian Defense Forces, and in February 1988 became effective
president after overthrowing the incumbent Delvalle. Following Bush's election to the presidency in
November 1988, however, Noriega rapidly fell from favour with Washington, culminating in the
invasion of Panama and his capture in late December 1989 (see below).
26 By 1989 MININT had only 83,000 personnel — versus the FAR's 300,000 (rising to 1.7 million
including the militias) — but although its budget was a paltry $70,000/year, it generated millions of
dollars for Cuba in hard currency deals in Panama, some of which wound up in MININT officers'
pockets. As far back as May 1987 Brig.-Gen. del Pino (op. cit., p.30) had revealed that the FAR
looked on MININT "as a rival, because it really holds the power in Cuba", reflecting MENINT's
growing influence.

585



(Colombia) and its principal market (the USA) — although it remains unclear to this

day whether these operations were authorised by the highest levels of the Cuban

government. Cuban fishermen had been smuggling marijuana and cocaine to the

USA for well over a century, but it was not until the early 1980s that the Cuban

government entered into direct dealings with the Colombian drug cartels, Castro

allegedly authorising the Medellin cartel to use Cuban air space for smuggling

cocaine into the USA, in return for flying weapons to the M-19 guerrillas which Cuba

was supporting at the time. 27 In 1982— during the notorious Guillot Lara case — a

court in Miami heard how four Cuban officers had smuggled 80 pounds of cocaine,

2.5 million pounds of marijuana and 25 million methaqualone tablets into the USA,

but the Havana regime somehow managed to dodge these accusations and throughout

the 1980s both MC and the Colombian cartels continued to expand their operations,

increasingly relying on Noriega as their 'middle man'. Indeed so close did the

Cuban-Panamanian-Colombian connection become, that it is alleged that Castro

himself stepped in to mediate in a bitter dispute between Noriega and Pablo Escobar

in 1984, following the destruction of a huge cocaine laboratory in western Panama by

the DEA (Drug Enforcement Administration). 28 Thus by the time Tony de la Guardia

was appointed head of CIMEX in 1986, there was already a culture of drug-

trafficking within MC, although the majority of its operations still concentrated on

obtaining hard currency, consumer goods and Western technology.

Tony de la Guardia Font was an experienced veteran of the Cuban Revolution, 29 and

had been one of the first Cuban military advisers to be sent to Nicaragua in 1978, later

assisting in the capture of Managua the following year. His involvement in money-

laundering operations for the Argentine Montoneros in 1975 made him the ideal

27 Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.41.
28 According to the story told by Jose BlandOn — one of Noriega's most trusted political advisers who
defected to the USA in January 1988 — Castro persuaded Noriega to return the $4.6 million he had been
paid by Escobar to protect the laboratory, and also to release several Colombians who had been
detained in the DEA raid. At his peak, Pablo Escobar's Medellin drug cartel supplied about 80% of the
cocaine consumed in the USA, making up to $20 billion per year from its sale (although only around
$6 billion of this returned to Colombia). Following his escape from a luxury prison in July 1992,
Escobar was eventually hunted down and shot dead by Colombian police forces in December 1993
(details from Encyclopaedia Britannica CD-ROM, 1999).
29 According to Del Pino (quoted in Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.39), in October 1962 Tony de la Guardia
was in New York preparing to plant a bomb in the UN building if the Americans launched an invasion
of Cuba, but in the end he never carried out the operation.
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candidate to run CIMEX, 3° and following his appointment in June 1986 he made a

deal with a Cuban exile living in Panama — Reinaldo Ruiz — to ship the first five

stolen IBM computers and two television de-scrambling boxes to Cuba. 31 Ruiz was

keen to do further deals, and through his cousin Miguel Ruiz Poo (who worked as a

visa official at the Cuban Embassy) he contacted Tony de la Guardia's direct

subordinate — Major Amado PadrOn Trujillo — and proposed a drug-trafficking

operation through Cuba. 32 Tony de la Guardia readily agreed to Ruiz's suggestion as

the operation would net MC vast amounts of hard currency (the department's

overriding objective), but it is unclear if he got authorisation from his commanding

officer — Josd Abrantes — who was later accused of failing to keep tabs on the

activities of his subordinate. 33 The first drug smuggling operation on 10 April 1987 —

which involved flying 300kg of cocaine from Panama to Varadero (a beach resort 75

miles east of Havana) for transfer to rapid launches for the crossing to Florida — was a

failure, however, the US Coast Guard rapidly intercepting the launches whose crew

threw nearly a third of the cocaine overboard before they were apprehended. Ruiz

was nevertheless determined to try again, but in February 1988 he was arrested at

Panama airport and extradited to the USA on drug-smuggling charges. 34 With their

Panama connection now cut off, PadrOn and Tony de la Guardia established direct

3° The operation involved laundering $60 million through Swiss banks for the Argentine guerrilla
movement which had obtained the money as ransom for the kidnapping of the industrialists Jorge &
Juan Born.
31 It is likely that these computers (which were banned from export to Cuba or the socialist bloc) were
sent directly to the Soviet Union, thus underlining MC's importance to the Soviets in obtaining
otherwise unavailable American technology. MC later set up a computer assembly plant in Panama for
direct export to the Soviet Union, and it was also able to provide the Soviets with their first laser
drilling equipment (for the petroleum industry) obtained illegally from the USA (author's
conversations with Victor Veras).
32 PadrOn joined M1NINT shortly after its foundation in 1961 and held various posts, eventually ending
up as Tony de la Guardia's personal aide.
3j On the question of whether Castro was aware of the drug deal, Oppenheimer (op. cit., p.29, note)
states that Castro, "with his instinctive revulsion for money matters, seldom got involved in dirty
business deals. That was Interior Minister Abrantes' job. Tony De La Guardia had Abrantes' green
light to do anything to obtain dollars — including the occasional drug deal. De La Guardia's statement
to Reinaldo Ruiz [confirming the deal had been approved at the highest levels] may have reflected the
colonel's assumption that Abrantes never would have okayed something as hot as a drug operation
without Fidel's blessing". See below for full discussion of whether Castro was aware of the drug-
trafficking operations.
34 Ruiz's arrest and handover to the DEA was a deliberate attempt by the Panamanian regime to
distance itself from drug-smuggling operations, Noriega having been indicted by a Miami Grand Jury
only a fortnight earlier. Ruiz called Tony de la Guardia shortly after his arrest, but being a Sunday no
one had been in the office, and by the next morning he was on his way to Miami. The imminence of
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contact with Escobar's Medellin cartel, and this move brought them into partnership

with a FAR general who had been carrying out his own black market deals for several

years, Gen. Ochoa.

Background to Ochoa's illicit deals

Ochoa had first become involved in international black market deals shortly after

returning to Cuba in March 1986 on completion of a three-year posting to Nicaragua,

and following his appointment as MINFAR's Vice-Minister of Overseas missions he

dispatched his aide Captain Jorge Martinez Valdes to Panama to begin making

business contacts. 35 By the end of the year Martinez had established a friendship with

Favel Pareja, a Colombian who worked for Pablo Escobar and who proposed setting

up drug-trafficking and money-laundering operations with the Cubans. Ochoa

appears to have backed off initially, however, concentrating instead on an arms deal

with his former comrades the Sandinistas which allegedly netted him over $150,000,36

and following Ochoa's posting to Angola as Chief of MNICA in November 1987

Martinez's contacts with Pareja tailed off for several months. With Cuban personnel

having been directly involved in the Angolan candonga for more than a decade (see

Chapter 7), Ochoa was soon engaged in the black market trade of ivory, precious

stones (in particular diamonds) and rare woods, 37 whilst also using the candonga to

obtain supplies for the military airports Castro had ordered him to build in Cahama

Ruiz's trial in Miami — and the MININT officers he could implicate — were major factors in the
decision to arrest Ochoa and the De La Guardia brothers in June 1989 (see below).
35 Ochoa's responsibilities did not include Angola or Ethiopia, however, as they were both supervised
directly by the FAR General Staff.
36 According to Fidel Castro (in speech reproduced in Case 1/1989, op. cit., pp.397-398), Ochoa
conned the Sandinistas, taking a deposit of $161,000 from them for the purchase of 100 German-made
M-79 grenade launchers & 12,000 projectiles, and then reneging on the deal, instead sending them
2,016 grenades (most of these from MMCA's supplies) as compensation and pocketing the deposit.
37 Three of Ochoa's aides carried out the transactions on the candonga for him: Captain Jose Llicas
sold sugar in exchange for lcwanzas (making c.$17,000 per month this way), Colonel Antonio
Rodriguez Estupifian used the money to purchase supplies for the airports, and Colonel Teudis Trutie
bought ivory and sold it on via Patricio de la Guardia (Tony's twin brother). A small box of supposed
diamonds was obtained for several bags of sugar, but when this was sent to Tony in Panama they were
found to be false. Ochoa also gave Martinez 136 small stones to sell in Panama, but the proceeds of
this sale are not recorded. Oppenheimer (op. cit., p.79) also claims that by the end of his tour of
Angola Ochoa was considering new business ventures involving tobacco (Cuban cigars), works of art
and even fighting cocks. Although all this activity on the candonga was officially illegal, in southern
Angola — where many units were garrisoned in areas without any fixed money economy — Cuban
officers were allowed to barter sugar, salt and other rations with the locals, but never for profit.
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and Xangongo (see previous chapter). 38 During his time in Angola Ochoa carried out

more arms deals — making a further $50,000 from the purchase of 100 military radios

for the FAPLA in January 1988 39 — and in April 1988 (when the fighting in southwest

Angola was reaching its peak) he sent his trusted aide Martinez back to Cuba with

orders to get in contact with Tony de la Guardia whose drug-smuggling operation had

come to his attention in late 1987 via Tony's twin brother, Patricio de la Guardia (also

a senior figure in MININT).40

The Escobar connection

The meeting Martinez and PadrOn held with four representatives of Escobar's drug

cartel in Havana in April 1988 was to prove the most scandalous aspect of the Ochoa-

De la Guardia case, directly linking Cuba with a notorious international criminal.4'

The Colombians pushed for setting up a processing plant and a dollar counterfeiting

operation in Cuba, but Padr6n rejected the idea, agreeing to ask Ochoa about setting

one up in Angola (although he never did as he knew Ochoa would refuse). At a

second meeting the Colombians instead suggested using Cuba as a drug conduit, to

which Ochoa agreed on the condition that the drugs never touched Cuban or Angolan

soil, and in May Martinez was dispatched to Escobar's Colombian hideout to close

the deal. Escobar's interest in the Cubans extended beyond drug-trafficking,

however, and he asked Martinez if the Cubans would provide him with ten SAMs to

38 During Ochoa's trial Castro rejected out of hand the suggestion that Ochoa was trading on the
candonga to obtain materials to build the airport, concluding "How can you wage war gathering
lcwanzas? That was just an excuse to conceal the theft of money and resources. Unfortunately that's
the truth" (in Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.396). On close examination, however, it seems entirely logical
that Ochoa would have sold sugar and fish on the candonga in order to obtain Icwanzas to build the two
airports, and there is little reason to doubt his version that the money and materials had not been
forthcoming from the FAR Finance Department.
39 Ochoa was given $595,000 from the FAR Finance Department to buy these radios, but Martinez was
able to obtain the radios directly from the manufacturers (probably via Panama) making a neat $50,000
profit. Ochoa later claimed in his trial that the money was to be used to "purchase a whole [radio]
system and a number of electronic devices for the army" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.90).

According to Oppenheimer (op. cit., p.79) Ochoa was a close friend of Patricio de la Guardia, and
had asked for his help in the sugar-for-diamonds scam, sending over sample stones to Cuba which
Tony checked on a special machine at MININT (they were fakes). Ochoa even sent Jose Llicas to
Havana to learn more about the diamond trade, and it appears that via his contacts with Patricio he
learnt about Tony's drug-trafficking operations. Ochoa was also a friend of Tony's father-in-law
Diodes Torralba, the vice-president of the Council of Ministers & Transport Minister, and later one of
the victims of the Ochoa scandal (see below).
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protect his ranch from air-attack, as well as arranging to have an aircraft permanently

standing by in Cuba which could be sent to extract him if the authorities started to

close in. Ochoa even claimed that Escobar offered to invest millions in Cuban

tourism through a bogus company in exchange for using Cuba as a drug conduit, but it

appears that none of these deals ever materialised as both Ochoa and Tony de la

Guardia were arrested before the drop-off points in Cuba were agreed. 42 By the time

Ochoa returned to Cuba in January 1989, he is alleged to have amassed nearly

$200,000 from his illicit deals in Angola and Panama, all of which he later claimed

was to be used to purchase weaponry and new equipment for the Western Army

which he was due to take command of on 24 June. Thus when Abrantes received an

official report on drug-smuggling activities on 25 April, both Ochoa and the De la

Guardias were caught off-guard, and Tony immediately scrambled to cover up all

trace of his operations before MININT found any evidence linking him to them.43

The joint MINFAR-MININT investigation into drug-smuggling

Following MININT's report to Abrantes on 25 April which confirmed that drug-

trafficking was taking place in Cuban waters, a joint MINFAR-MlNINT investigation

was set up at the suggestion of Rail Castro, and two days later Furry and Abrantes

chaired its first meeting, Tony de la Guardia (who also attended) listening to the

report in stony silence. Within a fortnight the joint investigation had uncovered the

first traces of drug-trafficking, and with suspicions gathering around Tony de la

Guardia on 27 May Rae)] Castro ordered a wire-tap via dinner Tony was attending at

the house of his father-in-law, Diodes Torralba. Also present were Tony's twin

brother Patricio, his aide Major PadrOn and Gen. Ochoa himself, and microphones

were hidden inside the house and in the trees outside in the hope that they might

incriminate themselves. Nothing was revealed about their drug-trafficking operations,

41 My account of Martinez & PadrOn's meeting with the Escobar cartel is taken from Oppenheimer (op.
cit., pp.81-82).
42 Castro later claimed that in June 1988 Tony de la Guardia was "awaiting a ship with two tons of
drugs which was to arrive two months after the meeting" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.393), but it is not
clear if this operation ever went ahead.
43 Tony de la Guardia immediately put a stop on all his illicit activities, and ordered PadrOn and Ruiz
Poo to destroy the evidence. About to be transferred to a new job, he then spent his remaining days in
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however, and instead what emerged was a general feeling of scepticism about the

future of the Cuban Revolution, Tony de la Guardia muttering that perhaps Brig.-Gen.

del Pino had made the wisest move defecting to the USA whilst Ochoa complained

bitterly about the treatment of Cuban veterans returning from Angola.' 4 Needing an

excuse to bring Ochoa in for questioning, Raill Castro dug up an old file on Patricia

de la Cruz — a young Cuban woman who alleged that while in Angola Ochoa and

Tony de la Guardia had forced her to have group sex with them — and in a stormy

meeting on 29 May RaCil Castro presented these accusations to Ochoa, along with

evidence of black-marketeering and the transcripts from the previous night's dinner

with Torralbas and the De la Guardia brothers.

Ochoa reacted furiously, accusing Castro of "trying to build a corruption case to

divert attention from the real issue, which is the fact that there are fundamental doubts

within the High Command over the future of the Revolution", and the meeting ended

in a shouting match.45 When they met again less formally on 2 June, however, Ochoa

was in a more conciliatory mood, and he revealed to Rail Castro the extent of the

black market deals he had carried out in Angola, insisting that the profits made on the

candonga were used exclusively for the construction of the Cahama air base. From

this moment onwards Ochoa was effectively a marked man, and one week later Raid

Castro announced to a secret meeting of MINFAR's most senior generals that he

intended to arrest Ochoa on charges of corruption.' 6 That evening Ochoa was called

into Raill Castro's office for one final interview, and their exchanges quickly became

heated, Ochoa angrily rejecting accusations that he was a traitor and declaring that

"[If you want to charge me with corruption, you have to clean up the entire army

MININT frantically distributing money around Havana to be returned later to MC bank accounts under
false entries, for example 'coffee sales to Western Europe' (Oppenheimer, op. cit., pp.63-64).
44 Ochoa complained that veterans from Angola were being "bumped from place to place... like a
bunch of basketballs" (quoted in Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.66).
45 Ironically, Ochoa went on to declare that IN* need to open up to the market economies, encourage
tourism, seek new sources of hard currency" (Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.91), when within a year of his
death the Cuban government would elevate tourism to the single most important industry in Cuba,
hoping to compensate for the loss of billions of dollars received annually from Soviet trade &
subsidies.
46 Prior to Ochoa's arrest, Polo was also called back to Cuba for detailed questioning by both Castro
brothers, presumably agreeing on a formula by which he would not be implicated in any of the illicit
activities carried out in Angola during his joint command with Ochoa.
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first, including yourser. 47 This direct accusation against Rail Castro himself

appears to have been the final straw, and that night — after hearing all the evidence

against Ochoa and Tony de la Guardia — Fidel Castro decided to arrest them both.

Bizarrely, however, the following morning Ochoa was released for the weekend —

with orders to report back to MINFAR on Monday — and he took the opportunity to

make a secret visit to Tony de la Guardia at his house on the coast." The decision to

release Ochoa is puzzling, and raises the suspicion that the Castro brothers were

giving Ochoa and the De la Guardia brothers an opportunity to escape — indeed at one

stage Tony suggested they take his boat to Florida, but at the last moment they lost

their nerve, fearing they had been set up for a sting operation.

The weekend before Ochoa's arrest

While Ochoa and the De la Guardia brothers agonised over whether to flee Cuba or

not, back in Havana Fidel Castro was hosting the Panamanian president — Manuel

Solis Palma — on his first visit to Cuba since Noriega voided disputed election results

in May 1989. Following Noriega's indictment by a Florida jury in February 1988, the

DEA had started to close in on his drug-trafficking operations, and in an effort to

divert attention away from Noriega the Panamanian authorities had handed over

Reinaldo Ruiz (whose drug ring was quite separate from Noriega's) to the DEA.

Ruiz's information on Tony de la Guardia — much of which would come out later at

his trial — enabled the DEA to get close to MC's operations, and by June 1989 they

had even drawn up plans to kidnap Abrantes and whisk him off for trial in the USA

on drug-trafficking charges." It is therefore likely that Solis Palma's visit to Havana

masked a hidden purpose, and it is rumoured that he brought a message from Noriega

warning Castro that the DEA was about to go public with Ruiz's information — and

47 Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.93.
48 Tony & Patricio were holding a joint birthday party, although their birthday was actually the next
day (when they were all arrested).
49 'Operation Greyhound' would have involved luring Abrantes to Cay Sal Bank (a stretch of shallow
waters between Cuba and the Bahamas) to meet a potential drug contact — Gustavo `Papito' Fernandez
who was secretly cooperating with the DEA to reduce his sentence — where he would immediately be
detained and flown to the USA. The operation never went ahead, however, and it appears that
Fernandez told the Cuban regime about the plot, as the very day Ochoa was arrested Fernandez gave
his DEA guards the slip and was never seen again (Oppenheimer, op. cit., pp.68-69).
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that he should act fast to minimise the damage. 5° More controversially, however, it is

also rumoured that on the very same weekend a large number of senior MININT

officers were arrested at a secret meeting at PadrOn's house in Vibora Parque

(northern Havana), MINFAR's Special Forces seizing large amounts of weaponry

(including crates of RPG's) during the raid. 51 Coupled with the discovery of

containers — full of brand-new motorcycles, BMW trucks and weaponry — in the

Ejercito Rebelde dam several months later, 52 this raises the possibility that a faction

within MININT might have been plotting a coup against Fidel Castro, conceivably

with the support of the KGB. Thus with the DEA about to reveal the 'Cuban

connection' — and with MININT plotting to overthrow the regime — the time had

come for Castro to act, and on their return to Havana Ochoa and the De la Guardias

were immediately arrested.53

The trial of Ochoa, the De la Guardias & their accomplices

Following arrest of Ochoa and the De la Guardia brothers, the Cuban government

launched a heavily-biased 'trial by press' which effectively condemned the accused

before their trial had even started, making a mockery of the pseudo-legal proceedings

which followed. In total fourteen Cubans were arrested and charged with corruption

and involvement in drug-trafficking — including Martinez and PadrOn, and even Tony

de la Guardia's father-in-law Diodes Torralba (who was tried separately) — and in the

fortnight before the trial they were discredited in a government-orchestrated campaign

which implicated them in corrupt and illicit activities. 54 Raill Castro opened the

proceedings on 14 June with a rambling and confused speech on national television,

By June Havana would also have been aware that Ruiz Poo — Reinaldo Ruiz' s cousin w`no worked in
the visa department of the Cuban Embassy in Panama City — was planning to defect to the USA, and
this only added further urgency to the need to take action.
51 My account of the raid on Vibora Parque is taken from conversations with a Cuban resident from the
area who claims to have witnessed the raid (but who does not wish to be identified).
52 According to well-established rumour, the containers were discovered by children fishing in the dam
a couple of months after Ochoa's execution.
53 Oppenheimer (op. cit., p.70) also notes that Ochoa was seen as a potential threat to the Castro
brothers' power in the FAR, and that they believed he had to be removed or "his political scepticism
would surely corrode the revolutionary zeal of Cuba's armed forces".
54 The other nine accused were Antonio Rodriguez Estupifidn, Antonio Sanchez Lima, Leonel Estevez
Soto, Jose Luis Pifieda Bermdclez, Eduardo Diaz Izquierdo, Alexis Lago Arocha, Gabriel Prendes
Geomez, Miguel Ruiz Poo & Rosa Maria Abierno Gobin.
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which aside from revealing his anger at Ochoa's support for 'glasnost' also identified

what he considered to be Ochoa's most serious crime: that of calling Fidel Castro's

integrity into question. 55 A chorus of disapproval for Ochoa quickly followed from

all branches of the FAR, most notably from the Cuban military missions in Angola

and Ethiopia — with which Ochoa had been so intimately associated — whose troops

sent messages to Rail Castro condemning Ochoa and demanding the full weight of

the law be applied to him. Several articles in Granma outlined the government's case

against the accused, and on 26 June at a hastily-convened Court of Honour — presided

over by 44 senior FAR officers, at least half of them prominent veterans of the

Angolan War — Ochoa was dishonourably discharged and stripped of his rank and

'Hero of the Republic' title. Three days later — on the eve of the Special Military

Court convened to try the fourteen accused — Jose Abrantes was also removed as

Chief of MININT and replaced by Castro's trusty subordinate Furry, a move which

pre-empted the massive purge which was being planned for MININT (see below).56

On 30 June the Special Military Court began the five-day trial of Ochoa and the

thirteen others accused of drug-trafficking and corruption, the majority of them from

MININT.57 Although a total of nine lawyers were assigned to defend the accused, the

proceedings were little more than a kangaroo court convened to rubber-stamp the

verdict already passed by the Cuban government, and had more in common with the

scripted 'show trials' of Stalinist Russia than the Iran-Contra hearings on which they

were modelled. 58 There were rumours that Ochoa and Tony de la Guardia were

visited each night in their cells by the court instructor Major Pino (and even Fidel

55 Ratil Castro accused Ochoa and his accomplices of "grouping against the figure of our Commander-
in-Chief" who he described as "our living symbol... the most important symbol we have, whose name
is Fidel Castro" (quoted in Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.103).
56 One week later the Council of State also removed Vicente GOmez Lopez as Chief of ACC
(Aeronautica Civil de Cuba, Cuban Civil Aviation Authority) for 'grave errors' & replaced him with
Div.-Gen. Rogelio Acevedo Gonzalez (previously the FAR's Chief Political Officer), a move which
might have been part of the MININT purge.
57 Aside from Ochoa and his two aides — Martinez and Estupiiian — all the accused were from MININT.
The Court was presided by Div.-Gen. Raman Espinosa Martin (Chief of the Eastern Army), and
Cuba's Minister of Justice — Brig.-Gen. Juan Escalona Reguera — was Chief Prosecutor.
58 The Iran-Contra affair broke in November 1986 when it was discovered that the NSC had sold
missiles to Iran (in contravention of the American government's stated policy) and used the profits to
arm the 'Contras' in their guerrilla war against the Sandinista government in Nicaragua. During
hearings in 1987, however, Col. Oliver North (who handled the majority of the transactions) became a
national hero, unlike his counterpart Ochoa who was universally vilified in Cuba for his illicit dealings.
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Castro himself) and were promised that their lives would be spared if they stuck to the

official version.59 Indeed at one stage Ruiz Poo retracted his earlier statement that the

drug-trafficking operations had been approved at the highest levels, presumably

following a visit by Major Pino. Both Ochoa and Tony de la Guardia made great

efforts to steer the accusations away from anyone else other than the fourteen

accused,6° and their repeated insistence that they were wholly to blame pointed to

considerable coercion behind the scenes. 61 But perhaps the most scandalous aspect of

the trial was the so-called 'defence' — which was in effect a second prosecution by the

defence counsel. The nine defence lawyers had accepted their roles under duress —

indeed they pointed this out to the court at every opportunity — and their unwillingness

to upset the regime meant that at no stage during four days of questioning by the

government Prosecutor — Brig.-Gen. Juan Escalona Reguera — did they raise a single

objection or even cross-examine their clients. Indeed their entire defence consisted of

little more than half an hour of presentations on the last day, during which they freely

admitted their clients' guilt but requested leniency in view of their previous good

conduct.62

59 According to Oppenheimer (op. cit., pp.106-111), the accused were ordered to stress their
commitment to the Revolution, to dispel any rumours of political motivation behind the trial, and most
importantly of all not to mention any names not brought up by the Prosecutor. They were told:
"Consider this as one more mission you're being asked to carry out. Help us, and you'll be helping
yourself". If true, then Ochoa appears to have obeyed these instructions to the letter, at one stage
refuting at length claims made by CNN that there was a power struggie in Cuba (Case V1989, op. cit.,
p.102). Ochoa is said to have expected to lose his rank and titles but he did not expect to be executed,
remembering the case of Rolando Cubela who attempted to assassinate Fidel Castro in 1963 but was
p_ardoned at the last minute by the Cuban leader.

For example, Ochoa claimed at one point that "there was no order from the minister, nor had the
minister anything to do with that" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.97), while Tony de la Guardia declared: '1
want to underscore that I have the greatest responsibility... That none of my bosses knew anything of
this, that on various occasions they asked me if I knew or had participated in any of these operations,
and that I always told them that no, I didn't have anything to do with this" (quoted in Oppenheimer, op.
cit., p.110).
61 At one point Tony de la Guardia delivered a long and well-scripted self-accusation, declaring that
"[w]e deserve.., to be punished severely. I hope this serves as an example for other revolutionary
fighters so they won't commit the same crime I did, ever ever... This is something you never forget: it
is impossible to betray the Commander-in-Chief and his image, this Revolution, my agency... I hope
this serves as an example" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.148).
62 The paucity of the defence can be seen clearly in the Cuban government's publication of transcripts
from the trial — Case 1/1989, op. cit. — where the prosecution takes up over 200 pages (pp.82-299),
while the entire defence takes up only four (pp.299-303).
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The verdict of the trial was never in any doubt, and during his closing remarks on 4

July the Chief Prosecutor returned to a theme raised by Raid Castro in his speech to

the nation three weeks previously, declaring that:

"By assaulting Fidel's credibility, Ochoa — and with him the rest of the

accused — have stabbed the fatherland and the people in the back.

Fidel is our voice, our representative, the person we go to for help in

difficult moments. He has credibility at home and abroad, with foreign

governments and international organisations, when explaining the real

situation in our country. By rejecting Fidel, Ochoa rejected Cuba, and

left the people at the mercy of the enemy's attacks, dramatically

weakening the defence of the Revolution."63

Although the prosecution never actually proved that any of the accused had carried

out a successful drug-smuggling operation, the assault against Fidel Castro's integrity

was a sufficiently serious crime for the Military Court to hand down death sentences

on Ochoa, Tony de la Guardia and their two aides — Martinez and PadrOn — while the

other ten accused received prison sentences ranging from 15 to 30 years. 64 The

verdicts still had to be confirmed by the Council of State, however, and determined

not to be outdone by Escalona Fidel Castro embarked on a four-hour diatribe aimed at

the destroying the prestigious military reputation Ochoa had acquired over the

previous 30 years in the FAR. 65 Laboriously wading through dozens of military

cables which revealed Ochoa's incompetence as a commander, Castro heaped the

blame for all of the FAPLA-Cubans' military disasters in 1988 on Ochoa, even

reintroducing the attack on 14 February which the government had seen fit to cover

up only a few months before (see Chapter 10).

63 Quote combined from Case 1/1989 (op. cit., p.280) & Oppenheimer (op. cit., pp.! i4-!15).
64 The prison sentences were as follows: Patricio de la Guardia & Miguel Ruiz Poo: 30 years;
Antonio Sanchez Lima, Eduardo Diaz Izquierdo, Alexis Lago Arocha & Rosa Maria Abierno (Tony de
la Guardia's aides who helped boatmen load cocaine in Varadero): 30 years; Luis Piiieda Bermildez,
Gabriel Prendes Gemez & Leonel Estevez Soto: 25 years; Antonio Rodriguez Estupiiian (in charge of
Ochoa's black market deals): 10 years. Jose Lukas — who sold Cuban sugar on the candonga — was
never charged, perhaps because this action by him was such a common occurrence during the Cuban
occupation of Angola.
65 See Case 1/1989, op. cit., pp.375-431 for full text of Fidel Castro's closing speech to the Council of
State.
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Castro's knowledge of drug-smuggling & black market operations prior to 1989

What Castro failed to address, however, was perhaps the most important question

raised by the entire Ochoa-De la Guardia scandal — namely, how much he actually

knew about the drug-trafficking operations in Cuba and the black market deals in

Angola prior to 1989. The most controversial evidence on this issue emerged three

years after the Ochoa trial, when the wife of Patricio de la Guardia claimed that

Abrantes — two days before his death in January 1991 — had confessed to her husband

that Fidel Castro was fully aware that occasional drug-smuggling operations were

occurring in Cuban waters, and that in 1988 he had actually authorised the sale of ten

tonnes of cocaine which had been seized by the Cuban Coast Guard. 66 According to

her, Castro authorised Tony de la Guardia's first drug-smuggling operation in 1987 as

"an exceptional, top-secret operation" and had warned Abrantes against carrying out

further operations, hence his fury when he discovered the explosion in MC's drug-

trafficking operations by early 1989. While such accusations against Castro lack

proper substantiation, it is nevertheless hard to imagine how he could have been

unaware that drug-trafficking was occurring in Cuban waters, when throughout his

forty-year tenure as Supreme Cuban leader he has maintained an almost obsessive

control of every aspect of Cuban political and economic life. Having established

direct contact with Colombia's M-19 guerrillas in the late 1960s (ironically through

Ochoa himself), the likelihood that some form of cooperation developed between

Havana and the Colombian drug cartels (whose close links to the guerrillas have been

well documented) seems high, as does the probability that this led to drug-trafficking

deals being authorised at the highest levels in Havana.

By the same token, Castro's claims to have been unaware of the black market deals

carried out by Ochoa on the candonga strain credibility, particularly after the boasts

made by so many FAR officers (and on occasion by Fidel Castro himself) of the

Commander-in-Chief's prodigious knowledge of every aspect of the Cuban operation

in Angola — from the type of chocolate the troops were eating to the number of bags

66 According to Oppenheimer (op. cit., pp.127-128), the drugs were stored in Havana's Cimeq Hospital
and were to be sold in Eastern Europe for $50 million, although it is not recorded if Abrantes actually
carried out the deal.
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of cement sent from Cuba for the construction of the Cahama air base.° With just

about every Cuban officer (and a vast number of soldiers too) regularly visiting the

candonga for supplies, luxuries and business scams throughout the 1980s, it is

inconceivable that Castro was unaware of black market activity in Angola, unless of

course his knowledge of what was happening there was actually far weaker than he

has consistently boasted. The decision to single out Ochoa for punishment when

other contemporaries escaped even minor reprimand — most notably Polo who was

Chief of the ATS and had directly overseen the construction of the airports in Cahama

and Xangongo — raises the suspicion that Ochoa was selected as a scapegoat for the

entire FAR officer class, enabling them to sidestep generalised accusations of

corruption when they returned victorious to Cuba. In the final analysis, however, it

appears that Ochoa's real crime was to call Fidel Castro's integrity into question — a

treasonous offence in a regime which drew its legitimacy and ideological direction

from that one man — although Ochoa's growing profile in the FAR, his independent

and confident attitude, and even his support for Gorbachev's reforms may also have

played a part in the decision to make an example of him. 68 Insisting that public

opinion forced him apply the maximum sentence, on 9 July Castro confirmed the

Special Military Court's sentences, and four days later Ochoa, Tony de la Guardia,

Martinez and PadrOn were executed by firing squad in Havana.69

67 For example, Furry later declared that "Fidel followed the war in the minutest detail. He knew the
theatre of operations to perfection. He would say to you: 'send so many tanks, mortars, AA machine-
guns'. He knew where every squadron, every platoon was" (author's translation of Furry in Bdez, op.
cit., p.27). During his closing speech to the Council of Ministers on 9 July 1989 Castro boasted about
his knowledge of the 1988 campaign in Angola: "Every day I would ask at General Staff headquarters
how may tons of sweets, biscuits, chocolate had been sent to the soldiers, how they were, what kind of
raincoats they had, how they slept, what kind of mattresses they had, how much food they had, and
everything the country had was at their disposal. How many thousands of bags of cement, 60,000
bags! I still remember how in the General Staff we asked about the ship and how many bags were on
each boat for the Cahama airport: what day it was leaving, if we needed paper for the bags going to
Angola and how many ships. Everything was devoted to that" (Case 1/1989, op. cit., p.395).
68 Oppenheimer (op. cit., pp.75-77) notes that Ochoa owned one of only three Mercedes-Benz 500 SL's
which had been given to Cuba by Mengistu (the other two went to Raid Castro and Ramiro Valdes [the
former Minister of Interior]), underlining his growing influence in the regime. Ochoa also addressed
Fidel Castro with the informal 'tie (rather than the `usted' used by other officers), a habit which "could
mean more than rank in the regime's hierarchy" and which came to irritate the Cuban leader.
69 According to Dr Guerra Marques (in interview, Luanda, October 1998), Ochoa is alleged to have
cried out "iViva Fidel!" just before the firing squad opened fire. Watching the video of the execution
later that day, Fidel Castro is alleged to have remarked: "Well, he died like a man". Ochoa's grave is
unmarked in Havana's Colon cemetery (No.46,672 on K street), while nearby is Tony de la Guardia's
grave (No.46,427) which bears a small plaque reading "A Nine de su familia" ("To 'Nine' from his
family") (Oppenheimer, op. cit., pp.125-126).
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The purge of MININT, July-August 1989

The executions on 13 July signalled the start of a full-scale purge of MININT, and the

same day seven senior MININT officers resigned their posts — among them Vice-

Minister Pascual Martinez Gil and Intelligence Chief German Barreiro Carames — to

be replaced by Raid Castro's preferred FAR officers, the majority of them veterans of

Angola." These mass resignations were followed one week later by the trial of

Diodes Torralba (Tony de la Guardia's father-in-law) who received a 20-year

sentence for corruption, and ten days later Jose Abrantes — who had been removed as

MININT Chief the previous month — was arrested along with four other senior

MININT officers and charged with negligence, corruption and tolerance of corrupt

behaviour.71 The sentencing of Abrantes to 20 years in prison on 1 September

marked the completion of Rafil Castro's purge of MININT's highest ranks, 72 and by

the time Fidel Castro presided over the first meeting to reorganise MININT on 24

September the entire organisation had effectively been taken over by MINFAR.

Whether MININT had indeed been plotting to overthrow the Castro brothers and

install a reformist regime in Cuba — possibly with the support of the KGB and even

Gorbachev himself— remains open to question, 73 but there is no doubt that the purge

of MiNINT had not come a moment too soon for the Castros. For within weeks of the

Ochoa and Abrantes trials the Eastern bloc started to crumble with the dismantling of

the Iron Curtain between Hungary and Austria (late July), the removal of Eric

Honecker as president of the GDR (18 October), and the opening of the border

20 Martinez and Barreiro were replaced by Div.-Gen. Romerico Sotomayor (Eastern Army Chief of
Staff) & Div.-Gen. Jesus Bermalez Cutitio (MINFAR Intelligence Chief) respectively. On 14 July
1989 Granrna identified the other MININT officers who resigned as Amado Valdes Gonzalez (Chief of
Cuba's Border Troops), Miguel Bermejo Labrada (Cuba's Fire Chief), and Manuel Suarez Alvarez &
Felix Veliz Hernandez (both deputies of MININT's Chief Political Officer). The seventh officer's
name is not recorded. According to rumour, during the joint trial of Abrantes and Martinez five senior
MININT officers committed suicide, and it is possible that some of these officers were among them.
71 The other MININT officers arrested included Brig.-Gen. Roberto Gonzalez Caso (Immigration
Chief), Oscar Carrefto GOmez (Customs Chief) & Lieut.-Col. Rolando Castafteda Izquierdo (senior
MININT official).
22 Abrantes remained in prison until his death on 21 January 1991 from a heart attack. Given his age —
only 58— and his previous good health, many view his death as suspicious. Abrantes' death came only
three weeks after Reinaldo Ruiz, who also died of a heart attack in a Miami jail on 31 December 1990
(Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.126).
23 In a retaliatory move against the pro-glasnost reformers in the Soviet Union, on 4 August the Soviet
publications Sputnik & Novedades de Mosca were banned in Cuba, a result of their liberal criticism of
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between East Germany and Czechoslovakia (4 November). As Cuban troops

completed their withdrawal north of the 13 th parallel and Namibia voted in its first

free elections,74 the world's attention focused on Berlin where the wall which had

come to symbolise the Cold War was torn down on 9 November, triggering the

collapse of the Soviet bloc.75

The return of Cuba's internationalist dead from Angola, December 1989

With Castro's world rapidly crumbling around him, plans were advanced for the

return of remains of internationalists to Cuba, and on 27 November (ironically the

same day that the Communist government fell in Czechoslovakia) the first remains

arrived in Havana in preparation for a national ceremony on 7 December. 76 Since

March teams of forensic experts from Cuba's National Institute of Legal Medicine

had been carrying out the difficult task of locating and recovering all the bodies of

Cuban internationalists killed while on service in Angola, an extremely difficult task

given that until 1983 all Cubans killed in combat had been buried on or near the

battlefields on which they had originally fallen. 77 Great efforts were made to locate

the remains of Cuban soldiers who were MIA — some of whom had been buried in

mass graves with their FAPLA comrades — and the commission occasionally called

back witnesses of the original burials to help identify the sites (which had often been

eroded by time and the weather). 78 By late November the commission was ready to

start transporting the bodies back to Cuba,79 and over the next week three 11-76 heavy

transport aircraft ferried them to Havana's San Antonio air base, where they were laid

out in four aircraft silos and divided into their different provinces and municipalities.

Since late April pantheons had been ready in each of Cuba's provinces (and some

municipalities too), and throughout December the bodies were returned and buried in

dozens of separate ceremonies across Cuba. 8° On 6 December the Cuban government

the Soviet and Cuban political systems (including, for example, one report which claimed that
Brezhnev had been murdered by the party elite).
74 Despite widespread accusations of electoral fraud (for example, Heitman in interview), on 14
November UNTAG's Chief Maarti Ahtisaari declared that SWAPO had won 57% of the vote,
sufficient to win the election by not enough to form a government.
75 The tearing down of the Berlin Wall on the night of 9/10 November 1989 was followed by student
demonstrations in Prague on 17 November, the overthrow of the Czechoslovak Communist
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declared two days of national mourning, and the following day sixteen

internationalists (each one representing a province of Cuba) were buried in the

Cacahual military monument in a special ceremony attended by Fidel Castro and

President Dos Santos (who had come to Cuba specifically for this purpose).

Cuban losses during the Angolan intervention, 1975-1991 

According to official figures published in Granma on 6 December 1989, a total of

2,016 Cubans died on internationalist missions in Angola — 39% in combat, 26% of

disease and 35% in accidents — in addition to a further 61 who died during the

remaining period of the withdrawal from December 1989 to June 1991. 81 This

surprisingly-low figure for a sixteen-year operation contrasts starkly with those of

opponents of the Castro regime who claim that the Cuban mission suffered anywhere

up to 10,000 casualties during the Angolan intervention, including those wounded and

MIA.82 Attempts to estimate an accurate figure are hindered by the fact that Fidel

government on 27 November, and then the very bloody overthrow of the Ceausescu regime in late
December, culminating in the execution of the Ceausescus on Christmas Day.
76 Details on the recovery and return to Cuba of the remains of Cuban internationalist dead are taken
from Benitez Suarez (op. cit., pp.23-29).
77 During the 'Second Liberation War', Cuban soldiers were buried where they fell or in nearby local
cemeteries, but with MMCA's expansion in the late 1970s it was decided to set up a separate MMCA
cemetery in Luanda for all Cuban internationalist fatalities, and this was opened in July 1983. The
experience of Angola led to the decision to bury all Cubans killed in Ethiopia in one of only two sites,
an easier task as the fighting in the Ogaden took place over a much smaller front than in Angola.
78 Every Cuban was buried with his or her dog-tag, a cross was clearly marked on the site & a report
was drawn up detailing who had been present at the burial and then filed in MIMCA's headquarters —
information which proved invaluable to the commission. Some bodies were inevitably missed,
however, and when I travelled through Longa (Cuando Cubango) in March 1998 I discovered the grave
of a Cuban MiG-23 pilot who — according to the local FAA commander — had been shot down in 1988
and was not disinterred because so little of the pilot's body had survived the crash. His grave remains
untended and marked only by a blank plinth.
79 Recognising that there would be further fatalities in the withdrawal (at least 61 ended up dying in the
last eighteen months of the withdrawal), a special team remained behind in Angola to embalm and
return to Cuba the remains of any further Cubans killed in Angola.
80 All remains were buried alphabetically, regardless of rank. The idea was that in the future any
Cuban killed in the defence of Cuba would be buried there — including officers, soldiers, MININT
personnel and militia (even if they were killed on exercise).
'11 This figure is taken from Rahl Castro's speech in May 1991 where he claimed that a total of 2,077
internationalists had died while on service in Angola.
82 In his interview with Radio Marti, Brig.Gen. del Pino said that "Mlle exact figures are kept in great
secrecy. All I can tell you is what is said among the high command of the military and by the 'invisible
press'. It is said that between the wounded, the dead in action, the dead of illness and the missing, we
have had losses of about 10,000" (Del Pino, op. cit., p.15). Ratliff (op. cit., p.145) quotes sources
which put the number at 12,000 casualties, both figures predating the bloody confrontations of 1987/88
in which at least several hundred Cubans were killed. During the 1980s UNITA claimed that an
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Castro has always been ambiguous when revealing casualty figures — arguing (with

some validity) that such information could be advantageous to the enemy — and also

by the tendency for official statistics to be presented in such a way as to produce a

misleadingly-low figure. 83 Thus Granma's figure of 2,016 dead in Angola fails to

include those wounded, incapacitated by disease (in particular malaria and tropical

fever) or any of the hundreds of MIA's, a figure which in any comparable military

operation would have been at least double the number of those killed. A low Cuban

casualty figure can in part be explained by Havana's policy of keeping its troops out

of the front-line for most of the Angolan operation, a policy which is not only

reflected in the low percentage of combat deaths (versus accident and disease) but

also by the accounts of Cuban veterans who served there which consistently note the

low number of fatalities suffered by Cuban units. Nevertheless, the most recent

figures — obtained from an ex-functionary of the FAR's now defunct Departamento de

Abastecimiento — suggest that a total of 3,800 Cuban internationalist died while on

service in Angola, with around 10,000 wounded, incapacitated or MIA.84

The disappearance of `internationaiism' & the start of the 'Special Period'

The ceremonies at Cachual and across the whole of Cuba in early December were an

overt gesture of recognition towards the hundreds of thousands of Cubans who had

taken part in the great internationalist experiment of the 1970s and 1980s, and

average of 300 Cubans were being killed every month (quoted in Ratliff, op. cit., p.145), but this figure
seems a ridiculous exaggeration, for if it were true then by 1988 more than half the Cuban personnel in
Angola would have been dead.
83 During his interview with Gianni Mina in June 1987 (op. cit., p.209) Fidel Castro claimed that "after
the [Second Liberation] War several hundred Cubans died on missions in Angola. But not 10,000 as
some claim; that is an absolute lie.., the real figures don't even reach 10% of those claimed by the
imperialists". Despite further questions from Mini, however, Castro would not be drawn into giving
an exact figure, promising that "one day the exact figures and the exact names of all of those who died
will be known". So far, however, no attempt has been made to publish a national list of those killed on
internationalist missions in Angola, the official figures for each municipality being stored separately by
local authorities.
84 The ex-functionary worked at the Departamento de Abastecimiento from 1982-88. One ex-FAR
military historian (in interview with author, Havana, September 1997) said that he saw documents
which showed that the bodies of around 4,000 Cubans were returned to Cuba, a figure which compares
favourably with official figures I obtained from Vibora Parque's municipal register of internationalists.
According the registrar, out of 2,752 men from that municipality who served in Angola, 36 died — or
roughly 1.3%. If this percentage is applied to the official figure of 377,000 Cuban soldiers who served
in Angola between 1975 and 1991, it suggests that between 4,000 and 5,000 Cubans died in Angola,
with as many as double that number wounded, incapacitated or MIA.
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redressed many of the grievances felt by relatives and widows of those who had died

on service overseas. Once the ceremonies were over, however, there was little

disguising the fact that Havana was closing the book on its Angolan adventure and

quite literally burying the ideology of 'internationalism' —just as it had done in the

late 1960s when facing an equally traumatic period ahead. From 1990 onwards all

Cuban personnel serving overseas would be `colaboradores' ('aid workers') — earning

desperately needed hard currency for the Cuban regime — and following the loss of

Soviet economic aid the humanitarian missions of the 1980s would be scaled back

dramatically. The precariousness of the Cuban regime was demonstrated a little

under a fortnight after the ceremonies at Cacahual when — even as demonstrators were

clashing violently with Ceausescu's security police in Bucharest, leading to his arrest

and execution on Christmas Day — 24,000 American troops invaded Panama,

capturing Noriega and flying him to the USA to stand trial on drug-trafficking

charges.85 The overthrow of Noriega was a disaster for Havana, not only removing

one of Castro's last remaining allies in the Western hemisphere, but more importantly

cutting off Cuba's most important source of hard currency and foreign consumer

goods.86 With Cuba's economic and political isolation growing more acute by the

day, in January 1990 Fidel Castro announced the start of the 'Special Period in a Time

of Peace', inaugurating the most difficult period of the Cuban Revolution as the

Havana regime struggled to cling onto power in the face of the catastrophic meltdown

of the Cuban economy.

85 The Romanian Revolution started on 17 December when Ceausescu ordered his security police to
open fire on anti-government demonstrators in Timisoara (western Romania), unleashing five days of
violent clashes which left hundreds dead and culminated in the capture of Ceausescu and his wife on 22
December, and their execution three days later. The American invasion of Panama was launched on
the pretext of the death of an American Marine in Panama on 17 December, and although the invasion
by vastly-superior American forces was a walkover, a large number of Panamanian civilians — perhaps
5,000 in total — were killed in the Americans' reckless bombardment of Panama City. Noriega took
refuge in the Vatican Embassy, but was eventually persuaded to give himself up, surrendering to
American forces on 3 January 1990. He was then flown to the USA to stand trial for drug-trafficking,
and eventually on 9 April 1992 Noriega was convicted in Miami on eight counts of racketeering and
drug-trafficking (details from interne°.
86 According to Oppenheimer (op. cit., p.184), prior to the American invasion Noriega asked Castro to
provide him with fifty SA-7 SAMs, but Castro rejected his request arguing that the presence of Cuban
missiles or troops in Panama would provide Washington with the ideal pretext to invade.

603



The final phase of the Cuban withdrawal, January 1990-June 1991 

Against this background of intensifying crisis in Havana and continuing FAPLA-

UNITA clashes in Angola the last phase of the Cuban withdrawal was completed,

although it almost immediately suffered a hiccough when on 25 January 1990 — in

response to the deaths of four Cuban soldiers in a UNITA attack — Cuba temporarily

suspended it. Since the signing of the New York Accords in December 1988, the war

between the FAPLA and UNITA had limped on in south-eastern Angola," and

various peace initiatives launched by MPLA and the Front-Line States — most notably

the Gbadolite Agreement signed in Zaire on 22 June 1989 — had failed to bring peace

to Angola, 88 in great part due to the intransigence of Savimbi whose unwillingness to

commit himself to any peace accord was starting to frustrate his American backers.89

Finally in December 1989 the FAPLA launched Operacao Zebra, an offensive by

three infantry brigades and four Tactical Groups (5,000 men in total) against Mavinga

which was rather overconfidently nicknamed '0 Ultimo Assalto' (`The Final

Assaule).9° Convinced that Cuban personnel were assisting the FAPLA in their

offensive — in direct contravention of the New York Accords — UNITA launched its

retaliatory attack against Cuban troops, prompting an outraged response from Havana

which insisted its forces were not involved in any way in the offensive against

Mavinga. International pressure was quickly brought to bear on UNITA, and after

behind-the-scenes discussions UNITA gave Havana assurances that its forces would

not be attacked again, enabling the Cuban withdrawal to re-start on 20 February. Like

its predecessors, however, the success of '0 Ultimo Assalto' proved short-lived, and

after briefly occupying Mavinga on 4 February 1990, the FAPLA was forced to

87 In March 1989 five FAPLA brigades launched a fresh offensive against Mavinga, but — as usual —
they quickly got bogged down in the difficult terrain and failed to capture the town.
88 The cease-fire signed at Mobutu's palatial residence in Gbadolite (Zaire) was backed by no fewer
than seventeen African nations, as well as the USA, the Soviet Union and Cuba, but it fell apart after
UNITA launched a fresh wave of attacks in Angola, shooting down an An-26 (killing its 42
passengers) on 26 July and then killing six Cubans in an ambush near Benguela on 14 August.
9 The American government continued to give military aide to UNITA throughout 1989 and 1990, but

eventually in October 1989 — in the face of Savimbi's refusal to stick to any of the cease-fire
agreements he signed — he was summoned to Washington and ordered in no uncertain terms by
President Bush (Sr.) to patch up his differences with Mobutu and rejoin the negotiating process.
90 My account of Operacdo Zebra is taken from author's interview with a veteran of the offensive,
Major Mateus TimOteo (Cuito Cuanavale, March 1998).
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withdraw due to strained supply lines and UNITA's encirclement of the town, its last

forces reaching Cuito Cuanavale by 14 May.91

While the fighting continued in southeast Angola, Cuba's domestic crisis deepened

with the surprise defeat of the Sandinistas in Nicaraguan elections held on 25

February 1990. The loss of what was effectively Castro's last remaining ally in the

hemisphere was a further blow to Havana, and within a month the 160 Cuban military

advisers and their families based there had returned to Cuba, ending nearly three

decades of Cuban involvement in Nicaragua.92 Further cuts in Soviet aide following

the visit of Soviet Foreign Trade Minister Konstantin Katushev in June increased the

pressure on the Havana leadership,93 although it is appears that at this stage Castro

maintained a separate channel of communication with the Soviet military, for only

two months later the first MiG-29s appeared in Cuba, a request Gorbachev had

specifically overruled during his visit to Havana in April 1989.94 Castro's

relationship with the Soviet MIC would prove crucial to his survival over the next

year, and would lead to his vocal support for the attempted coup launched by

conservatives in the CPSU against Gorbachev in August 1991 (see below). Against

the background of the brewing crisis in the Persian Gulf— with the invasion of Kuwait

by Iraq on 2 August 1990, and its subsequent recapture by Allied forces on 28

February 1991 — the Cuban withdrawal entered its final phase, as on every previous

occasion ahead of schedule. With domestic unrest flaring up for the first time in the

91 Following Mavinga's capture UNITA surrounded the town, laying minefields around its perimeter
and subjecting it to a continuous bombardment by captured B-12s, 106min guns & 120mm mortars,
eventually making it uninhabitable. According to Tintateo (in interview), a secret deal was done with
Savimbi — the FAPLA would withdraw from Mavinga if UNITA would sign a cease-fire in return, but
Savimbi then reneged on the deal once Mavinga had been reoccupied by UNITA forces. The elusive
success of `Operacdo Zebra' catapulted its commander — João de Matos — to the top of the FAPLA
leadership, and following the return to war in 1992 he would become Chief of the FAA (Angolan
Armed Forces), a role he carries out to this day.
92 The Cuban Revolution's first direct ties with Nicaragua started in the early 1960s with Che Guevara
whose guerrilla training programme involved Rodolfo Romero, one of the founding members of the
FSLN ('Sandinistas').
93 Katushev's visit was followed in mid-December by a 20-man Cuban economic mission to Moscow
which resulted in a drastic drop in Cuban-Soviet trade, the Soviets agreeing to export only 70 of the
usual 700 items to Cuba. There would also be a 25% drop in oil deliveries, a reduction of 2,000 men in
the Soviet technical contingent, and Cuba would have to pay 10% of the freight costs (Oppenheimer,
op. cit., pp.237-238).

Author's conversations with Victor Veras (Havana, September 1997).
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Revolution's thirty-two years,95 the Havana regime had one good turn of fortune on 1

May with the signing of a peace accord between the MPLA and UNITA, exactly one

month before the Cuban withdrawal was due to be completed. Finally, on 25 May the

last Cuban contingent boarded an aircraft for Havana (the last man, Gen. Samuel

Rodiles Planas, carrying the Cuban flag with him), and with the arrival of the last

Cuban cargo ship in Havana on 14 June 1991, Cuba's fifteen-and-a-half year

intervention in Angola officially came to an end.

Cuban presence in Angola after the withdrawal

Despite the official withdrawal of all Cuban military personnel from Angola by June

1991, Cuba has nevertheless secretly maintained some military forces in Angola,

although in such small numbers that they have so far attracted very little international

attention. Continuing a policy (introduced in the mid-1960s) of protecting Cuba's

African allies from internal overthrow, Dos Santos's Presidential Guard is still made

up for the most part by Cuban officers, the majority of whom are officially registered

on the staff of the Futungo de Belas palace as gardeners and maintenance men. 96 It is

also possible that some Cuban military advisers assist the FAA garrisons protecting

Cabinda's vast oil-fields — given the Cubans' previous experience there and the

enclave's crucial importance to the economic survival of the Luanda regime97 —

although the MPLA has ruthlessly suppressed any suggestion that Cuban military

personnel are present in Angola, expelling two Portuguese journalists in January 1999

after they published an article in Portugal's DiArio de Noticias claiming that hundreds

95 The first violent disturbances since 1959 occurred in Havana on 21 April 1991, when a large group
of `roqueros' (literally 'rock music fans', who were in fact Cubans from Central Havana's marginalised
black population) clashed with police on the MalecOn. Three years later — in August 1994— the
MalecOn would witness the first serious riot during the `balsero' (raft people) crisis.
96 I obtained this information 'off the record' from a reliable embassy source in Luanda. One Cuban
internationalist veteran — an electrical engineer — recounted that while in Luanda in the late 1970s he
was called in to repair the electricity supply at the Futungo de Belas palace, under the watchful eye of a
dozen heavily-built black Angolans. Growing tired of their looming presence he started to make
disparaging comments about them in Spanish, only for one of the guards to step up and tell him in
perfect Cuban Spanish to watch his mouth (interview with author, Havana, September 1997).

In 1989, the Luanda regime received $2.5 billion in revenue from the Cabinda oil fields, and by 1994
Cabinda oil accounted for 49.9% of Angola's GDP (Beaudet, op. cit., p.12), making the enclave's
security from FLEC activity a top priority.
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of Cuban troops had recently arrived in Angola to fight alongside the FAA. 98 In

addition to Cuba's unofficial military presence and a few dozen medical

`colaboradores', there are also (according to the Cuban Embassy in Luanda) around

150 Cuban-Angolan families in Angola, the vast majority of them made up of Cuban

men married to Angolan women.99 The circumstances surrounding each Cuban's

story of how he or she ended up staying behind in Angola are all exceptional,m

however, and this suggests that it was a highly-unusual occurrence, just as conversely

it was extremely rare for Cubans to bring Angolan wives or children back to Cuba at

the end of their missions (see Chapter 7).

Aftermath of the Cuban withdrawal

Within months of the return of the last internationalists to Cuba, the Cuban regime

suffered a blow which many predicted would finally topple it, when in August 1991

conservatives in the CPSU launched a failed coup against Gorbachev. 101 Since the

launch of Operation Carlota, Castro had built up a special relationship with the Soviet

MIC — often bypassing the Kremlin to negotiate the delivery of sophisticated Soviet

weaponry to Cuba — and having survived the wave of revolutions which swept away

the bulk of the socialist bloc in late 1989, the alliance between Havana and the Soviet

military had continued to strengthen. Thus when the news broke that Gorbachev had

been overthrown Castro reacted with elation, welcoming the new government formed

by the 'Gang, of Eight' which included many of his closest Soviet allies, among them

Gennady Yanayev (the coup leader), Vladimir Kryuchkov (KGB Chief) and Dmitri

" These allegations — supposedly gathered from drunken ex-mercenaries in Luanda's infamous French
Club — remain unsubstantiated, and most informed sources in Luanda dismiss them as recycled
rumours from the mid-1990s.
99 In Luanda the small Cuban community is based around a group of shops on the Rua da Missao Oust
by Kinaxixi square). Each month the Cuban Embassy in Luanda holds a small party for the Cuban
expatriate community.
1°° According to a Cuban doctor I met who now lives in Lubango (Huila) and who is married to an
Angolan woman, Cubans had to get special permission from the Cuban government to remain in
Angola, and those who did stay on illegally (perhaps 100 in total) eventually got an amnesty in the late
1990s.
101 The first rumblings of the conservative offensive against the reformers came in December 1990 with
the surprise resignation of the Soviet Foreign Minister— Eduard Shevardnadze — who warned of a
terrible dictatorship taking over. Then on 13 January 1991 — only three days before Desert Storm was
launched — Soviet tanks were sent into the Lithuanian capital Vilnius which had illegally declared
independence, killing 15 and wounding hundreds at the TV tower but failing to topple the government.
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Yazov (Defence Minister)) 02 This move by Castro proved a major miscalculation,

however, for only two days later the coup was defeated and Gorbachev restored to

power, only now under the shadow of Boris Yeltsin whose political stock rocketed

during the popular demonstrations against the coup. With the conservative threat now

soundly defeated, 1 °3 the pace of Soviet reform sped up rapidly, and by the end of the

year the Soviet Union would have ceased to exist. Within a month of the coup

Gorbachev announced that the remaining 2,800-man Soviet combat brigade in Cuba

would be withdrawn, a move which infuriated Castro who had not even been

informed of the decision. At a sombre 4 th Party Congress of the PCC in October,

Fidel Castro announced harsh economic austerity measures, and in December he

declared to the nation that Cuba was undergoing "not just the most difficult period of

the Revolution, but the most difficult in Cuba's history", 104 prompting widespread

predictions of the imminent collapse of his regime.105

NM fpr The fn-st time in a lengthy political career spanning more than half a century,

however, Fidel Castro would defy everyone's predictions and with a degree of

political expertise which outshone his handling of the crises of 1968, 1980 or even

1989, his regime would weather the traumatic 'Special Period' to emerge in the late

1990s with a stronger grip on power than at any previous stage in the Revolution.

Refining his well-proven ability to convert defeat into victory into nothing short of a

po.)513va.5 atl, Castm's Itgime, spent t(xe (99as careening from one crisis to the next,

Washington's inept attempts to tighten the economic stranglehold on Cuba merely

102 Thei n 'Gang of Eight' which formed the 'State Emergency Committee' was made up of Gennady
Yanayev (Soviet Vice-President), Boris Pugo (Minister of Interior), Vladimir Kryuchkov (KGB Chief),
Dimitri Yazov (Defence Minister), Valentin Pavlov (Soviet Prime Minister), 0/eg Baklanov (from the
Soviet Defence Council) Vasily Starodubtsev (senior member of the Soviet Parliament) & Alexander
Tizyakov (President of state enterprises). All were quickly arrested with the exception of Pugo who
shot himself in the head prior to capture.
103 It is possible that the August coup was deliberately precipitated by Gorbachev and Yeltsin in an
attempt to force the conservatives' hand, and the surprise sacking of Gen. Olig Kalugin — a high-
ranking KGB official — and his defection to the USA in August 1990 might have disguised his true role
as a secret envoy to Washington to keep them informed of the situation in Moscow. Following the
coup, he returned to Moscow and was restored to his full position in the KGB (author's interview with
Octavio Guerra Royo, Havana, December 2000).
104 Quoted in Oppenheimer, op. cit., p.13.
105 Perhaps the most embarrassing prediction was made by Andres Oppenheimer whose well-
researched book on Cuba from 1989-1991 was entitled Castro's Final Hour: The Secret Story Behind
the Coming Downfall of Communist Cuba (op. cit.). At the time of writing (March 2001), Castro has
survived nearly a decade in power since this book's publication.
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strengthening Castro's hand and enabling him to mobilise international condemnation

of the illegal American embargo. 1 °6 Through the skilful use of government-

orchestrated mass demonstrations, currency manipulation and some of the fiercest

propaganda campaigns in Cuba's history, Castro's regime was able to see off dozens

of crises, any one of which would have brought down a similar dictatorship in almost

any part of the world. 107 But few dictators are of the calibre of Fidel Castro, and to

this day he remains a thorn in the side of the American administration which has had a

further three presidents since 1989 but is still no closer to its ostensible goals of

removing Castro from power and restoring democracy to Cuba. Castro's recent

interference in the 2000 Presidential elections with the Elian Gonzalez case is a

powerful demonstration of how he continues to influence American politics,

especially after the ballot in Florida (whose Cuban-American population had a

fundamental impact on the vote) ended up deciding the election's controversial

outcome. Ultimately, much more investigation (and the passage of time) will be

needed before the miraculous survival of Castro's regime in the 1990s can be

satisfactotily eyAllained, and. until then it is unlikely that the full story behind it will

emerge.

kttematk in southern Africa 

For the countries caught up in the three decades of conflict which engulfed southern

Africa from 1960 to 1989, the New York Peace Accords seemed to herald a new era

in African politics, and with radical political change sweeping through South Africa

and Angola it was hoped that Africa could leave behind its 'Wasted Decade' (the

1980s) and start realising the dreams of independence it had cherished since the

1960s. Political change occurred very quickly in South Africa where in September

106 The tightening of the American economic embargo started with the passing of the 'Cuban
Democracy Act' (or `Torricelli Law') in September 1992, severely tightening the restrictions on third-
party trade with Cuba. Following the shooting down by Cuban MiG's of two Cessna aircraft piloted by
'Brothers to the Rescue', in March 1996 the US Congress passed the 'Cuban Liberty and Democratic
Solidarity Act' (or the 'Helms-Burton Law'), which unleashed a storm of protest (particularly from
Canada and Western Europe) at its attempt to penalise foreign companies trading with Cuba which had
subsidiaries in the USA.
107 The most dramatic crisis came in August 1994 when rioting in Havana led to the large-scale exodus
of at least 30,000 Cubans on makeshift rafts, as many as 5,000 others drowning in the attempt. The
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1989 — following the surprise resignation of PW Botha after suffering a stroke in

January — the reformer FW De Klerk became president, leading to the rapid

dismantling of the internationally-reviled apartheid system. By the time Nelson

Mandela was released from detention on 11 February 1990 — after nearly thirty years

in prison — the trend of political reform had become irreversible, and following South

Africa's first free elections in April 1994 Mandela became president of the ANC's

first government. Although the ANC have been accused of failing to live up to the

aspirations of South Africa's marginalised African population, the establishment of

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) under Bishop Desmond Tutu — and

the notable improvement in living conditions in many of the transit camps and illegal

settlements which ring large cities such as Johannesburg 108 - have done much to

address the ghosts of the apartheid era, although the flight of much of the skilled

white work force and the generalised increase in crime and violence have greatly

undermined these efforts. Pockets of conservative resistance to change remain in

South Africa, however, and to this day some ex-SADF officers and arms dealers

continue to provide Savimbi with military and fmancial support.1°9

Compared to South Africa, Zaire would not be so lucky however, and Mobutu's

dictatorship would limp on for another eight years, only to be belatedly replaced by an

equally corrupt and incompetent rebel government under the late Laurent Kabila.

Ironically the catalyst for change did not come from within Zaire itself but from

neighbouring Rwanda which sank into chronic civil war in late 1990, the sporadic

incursion of Tutsi rebels greatly destabilising the entire region throughout the early

1990s. Following the shooting down of an aircraft bearing the presidents of both

Rwanda and Burundi on 6 April 1994, Hutu extremists launched an unspeakably

crisis eventually passed with an agreement in September 1994 between the American and Cuban
govenunents to repatriate all future `balseros' (raft people) who attempted to flee to the USA.
108 While in Johannesburg in late 1998 I was able to visit two de-densifying projects being carried out
at the Saandspruit and Phola Park illegal settlements on the city's outskirts (near the airport) where
many of the poorest South Africans were being moved into basic houses with running water, electricity
and gas. Although Johannesburg's illegal settlements continue to grow uncontrollably, the tangible
improvement in the conditions of some of these settlements was clearly apparent. Conditions in
Soweto's Nelson Mandela Transit Camp remain desperate, however.
109 When I visited Angola in early 1998, the MPLA had just captured and detained seven South
Africans who had been illegally flying arms to UNITA from airstrips in South Africa. Following the
secret intervention of the South African Embassy, six of them were released while the ring-leader (who
some claimed was actually an MPLA agent) remained in Luanda to stand trial.
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savage genocide against the minority Tutsi population — murdering as many as half a

million of them over the next three months — and in fear of reprisals the Hutu-

dominated Interahamwe (militia) fled west into eastern Zaire, providing a boost to

Laurent Kabila's ailing insurgency against Mobutu. Against a background of growing

instability in central Africa Kabila's forces managed to overthrow Mobutu's thirty-

two-year dictatorship in May 1997, 110 raising hopes that the renamed Democratic

Republic of the Congo (DRC) could shake off its past and enter a new era of

democracy and peace. But Kabila — who had been Che Guevara's CNL ally during

the failed Congo mission of 1965 proved a huge disappointment, and further

rebellions soon broke out across DRC which eventually drew in troops from

Zimbabwe, Uganda and Angola, unleashing what has recently been described as

'Africa's first World War'. With Kabila's assassination in January 2001 and a

deepening crisis in Zimbabwe — where Mugabe's ZANU-PF government has become

ever more desperate (and ruthless) in its attempts to keep itself in power — the

prospects for peace and an end to the conflict in southern Africa look bleaker than

ever.

Of all the signatories of what Carlos Aldana famously described as a 'peace without

losers', however, Angola — which should have been one of the New York Accords'

greatest benefactors — has proved to be the most tragic loser, its warring leaderships

repeatedly wasting the opportunity for political reconciliation. While the Bicesse

Peace Accords — signed between the MPLA and UNITA on 31 May 1991 — provided

a brief respite in Angola's thirty-year-old conflict, the elections held in late September

1992 failed to bring about a peaceful transition to democracy, the surprise victory of

the MPLA prompting UNITA's sudden return to war amidst unsubstantiated claims of

electoral fraud. To the horror of the American government (which had continued to

back Savimbi right up until the elections), UNITA unleashed a civil war in Angola

more horrendous and bloody than anything that had preceded it, surrounding and

besieging several provincial capitals — most notoriously Kuito-BiO which was reduced

to rubble in savage fighting — and bringing the Angolan government to the brink of

collapse. By July 1993 nearly 1,000 Angolans were dying every day from war,

110 Mobutu fled to southern France and then Rabat (Morocco) where he died from cancer on 7
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famine and disease, but peace talks started tentatively that October in Lusaka

proceeded only at a snail's pace, and it was not until 20 November 1994 that the

second Lusaka Accord was signed, providing for the creation of a power-sharing

Government of National Unity (GNU) and free elections to be held in late 1995 (these

have yet to take place).

Like its predecessor a decade before, however, the Lusaka Accord has failed to bring

peace to Angola as a result of two principal factors. The first is Jonas Savimbi, who

has refused to abide by any of his commitments and who continues to rule what is left

of UNITA as a ruthless (and possibly insane) warlord. And the second is the MPLA

government in Luanda, which has allowed the war to limp on while plundering

Angola's enormous oil and diamond wealth, showing callous disregard for the dire

situation of Angola's millions of displaced civilians and `mutilados' (disabled war

veterans). With the continuing war benefiting only the MPLA & UNITA leaderships,

one cannot help but suspect that Dos Santos's inability to crush what is left of UNITA

is a deliberate ploy to safeguard the Luanda elite's political and economic dominance

of Angola, allowing him to sidestep repeated calls for political reform, free elections

and an end to the egregious corruption which has come to characterise his government

over the past decade. But with no end to the civil war in sight — and with nascent

political opposition (such as the bread riots in late 2000 or the demonstrations outside

Luanda's presidential palace in early 2001) being crushed before it has time to

establish itself— there is little prospect of this situation changing in the foreseeable

future, and it would be unsurprising if ten years from now Angola was much as it is

today, with sporadic conflict in the remote interior, Savimbi on the run and the

Luanda elite creaming off Angola's wealth for its own benefit.

September 1997.
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Conclusion

The Cuban intervention in Angola was born out of one of the Cuban Revolution's

most powerful ideologies over the years — internationalism — and as such was an

extension of the Revolution's complex development over nearly three decades,

reflecting both the radical political changes taking place in Cuba itself and also the

many ups and downs in Cuba's traumatic relationship with the Soviet Union, its most

important ally and patron. Fidel Castro's constant struggle to maintain hegemony

over the Cuban Revolution — and his growing international profile — put enormous

strain on the Cuban-Soviet alliance, and this was reflected in the military operation in

Angola which contained as many moments of ascendancy for the Cuban leader — for

example in 1976, following victory in the 'Second Liberation War', or in 1988 after

the 'victories' at Cuito Cuanavale and Calueque — as it did of weakness — in the early

1970s during 'Institutionalisation', or in the mid-1980s following the Soviet military's

takeover of the FAPLA's operations. Born out of a desperate gamble in November

1975, the fifteen-year Cuban military occupation of Angola became one of the most

potent examples of Castro's opportunistic genius of converting defeat into victory, a

skill he has further refined in the turbulent years following the Cuban withdrawal.

The model of internationalism created by his former protégé, Che Guevara, proved a

powerful ideology for politicising and motivating the generation of Cubans who

served in Angola, and enabled Havana to project its influence internationally on a

scale unprecedented in its history, at times with a strong degree of independence from

its Soviet patrons. Ultimately, however, the promotion of internationalism as a

na'donal ideology depended entely on the political climate, and following the Cuban

withdrawal — just as in the late 1960s — the regime would see fit to mothball it once

more, this time concentrating on the more renowned (and lucrative) image of Che

Guevara and of the romantic revolutionary ideal he championed.

The Cuban-MPLA alliance, 1959-91 

Born almost by accident in the mid-1960s, the Cuban-MPLA military and political

alliance endured for nearly thirty years, and although beset by periodic ruptures (for
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example between 1967 and 1974) and increasingly difficult relations between the

FAR and FAPLA as the war in Angola dragged on, it was held together by the

common thread of Fidel Castro's unwavering support for Agostinho Neto and the

liberation movement he led — support which proved fundamental to Neto's survival in

the desperate months preceding and following Angolan independence. While

contacts between the Revolutionary Cuban government and the MPLA leadership

remained at a low level throughout the early 1960s, the Cuban military mission to

Brazzaville (which was originally intended as no more than a back-up for Che

Guevara's Congo campaign) transformed the Cuban-MPLA relationship, giving birth

to a military alliance which was to endure — albeit shakily — the difficult years

following the death of Guevara and his internationalist ideal. By mid-1975, therefore,

the groundwork had been laid for the launch of an almost identical follow-up mission

to train and supply the MPLA's guerrillas, only this time taking place in Angola itself,

a country which was sinking into chaos even as the first Cuban military instructors

arrived. When events on the ground in Angola threatened to overwhelm the Cuban

mission in November 1975, the conditions were just right — both on an international

level (with a weak American presidency and a robust Soviet leadership) and on a

technical level (the FAR having just completed five years of re-training and re-

armament) — for Castro's regime to launch one of the largest overseas military

interventions in history, crushing the internationally-reviled opposition and

catapulting the Cuban Army onto the world stage as a military power.

Victory in the 'Second Liberation War' proved illusory, however, and Cuba was

quickly sucked in as an unwilling partner to the FAPLA in its counter-insurgency

campaign against 'UNITA, unable to withdraw for fear of triggering the immediate

collapse of the Luanda regime, and by the end of the intervention becoming — as the

Soviets described them — 'hostages' of the Angolan War.' Although there is no doubt

that Fidel Castro enjoyed — and capitalised on — the enormous international prestige

and influence the Cuban operations in Angola and Ethiopia afforded him, the

evidence is overwhelming that even before the fighting of the 'Second Liberation

War' had finished he was seeking to rein in the military operation and start
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withdrawing his troops. In the long-run, Castro probably envisioned reducing the

massive intervention force to a small Cuban garrison — if only to maintain a foothold

in the region — supplemented by a permanent military training force for the FAPLA

and the various guerrilla movements based in Angola. But with the security situation

in Angola failing to stabilise in the late 1970s — and then deteriorating gravely in the

early 1980s with the rise of UNITA — Cuban troops were inexorably drawn into the

fighting, and this led to constant reinforcements of the Cuban military contingent in

Angola, and to its eventual re-engagement in the Angolan War following the

FAPLA's disastrous Operation Saludando Octubre. The Cuban operation in Angola

was thus one of constantly changing goalposts, and after starting out with the limited

objectives of securing the MPLA in power and expelling foreign aggressors, it

expanded almost imperceptibly to include the extinction of the UNITA threat, the

independence of Namibia and even the end of apartheid itself, locking the Cuban

army in an uncomfortable alliance with the FAPLA under the increasing control of

their Soviet military overlords.2

Cuba as a proxy force for the Soviet Union

One of the most consistent accusations made against the Cuban forces stationed in

Angola is that they were a proxy force for the Soviet military — 'Moscow's Gurkhas'

as Savimbi described them in the mid-1980s — who had been sent into Angola to

extend Soviet influence in the region under the false guise of `internationalism'.3 This

common analysis does not, however, accurately describe the very complex Cuban-

Soviet relationship which developed in Angola over nearly three decades, nor does it

take into account Cuba's contrasting moments of freedom from and total submission

to Soviet control during the Angolan occupation, which swung back and forth like a

The comment was made by the Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Adamishin to Chester Crocker during
talks they held in July 1987 (Crocker, op. cit., p.349).
2 It is interesting to note that when Cuban forces intervened in Angola in 1975 there was no mention of
the Namibia question or of Cuba's support for SWAPO (which was still officially allied to UNITA at
the time). However, following the Soviet-Cuban training programme in Angola and the passing of
Resolution 435 in September 1978, the independence of Namibia became an effective sine qua non for
a Cuban withdrawal.
3 For example, Crocker, op. cit., p.36 & Steenkamp, op. cit., pp.52-53.
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pendulum.4 There is no denying that the Cuban military contingent in Angola was in

some respects a proxy force for the Soviet Union in Africa — Moscow was after all

Cuba's most important ally, and the Cuban mission patently advanced Soviet interests

in the region, helping to train liberation movements armed and supplied by Moscow

and gaining the Socialist bloc new African allies. Although Cuba was not officially a

member of the Warsaw Pact, its forces — which had been armed and trained almost

exclusively by the Soviet military — effectively extended Soviet bloc power into sub-

Saharan Africa, and also provided the Soviets with an opportunity to try out the vast

amount of military hardware they had accumulated over the previous decades,

eventually resulting in the Soviet takeover of the FAPLA's operations in the mid-

1980s. Indeed, so total did Soviet control of the FAPLA become that despite M_MCA

comprising more than 30,000 Cuban troops throughout the 1980s, the opinion of

perhaps a dozen senior Soviet military advisers in Luanda was sufficient to overrule

the FAPLA-Cuban commanders on at least three occasions, precipitating the series of

stillborn offensives which culminated in the catastrophe of 1987.

On the other hand, the evidence is compelling that Cuba sent the Arguelles mission

into Angola in August 1975 of its own accord, and that it was forced into launching

Operation Carlota as a last-ditch attempt to save the mission and its MPLA allies,

quite possibly without informing its Soviet patrons who at first withheld technical

assistance for the air- and sealift. Clearly the Soviets were aware that Cuba was

carrying out a military training mission in Angola —Soviet military specialists were

after all delivering weapons directly to the MPLA recruits who were being trained by

the Cubans — but the decision to escalate the training mission to a full-scale

intervention appears to have been a purely Cuban one, as is suggested by recent

interviews with former Soviet politicians who were working on Angola at the time.5

That the Soviets were not involved in the launch of Operation Carlota is thus hardly a

surprise, as it was an eleventh-hour gamble to avert catastrophe, and they continued to

As Duncan (op. cit., p.51) puts it: "The Soviet-Cuban alliance from 1960 onward is best described as
a complex and interdependent network of actions and reactions, not a simple extension of Soviet power
over a compliant and obedient surrogate".
5 For example, Georgi Komienko (Deputy Foreign Minister) & Karen Brutents (former First Deputy
Head of the CPSU Central Committee's International Department). See Chapter 4 for a full discussion
of this issue.
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withhold their full support until the tide of battle started to turn in the FAPLA-

Cubans' favour, adopting the role of principal benefactor of the Cuban operation in

Angola while leaving its running for most the part in Cuban and Angolan hands. It

was only once the political climate changed in the early 1980s (with the start of the

'Second Cold War') that the Soviet military — which was as the very peak of its

ascendancy with massive military operations in Afghanistan and Ethiopia — stepped in

to take over control of the FAPLA, increasingly drawing on the Cuban forces

stationed there (particularly the air and artillery contingents) to prop up its

interminable war with UNITA. It would take the disaster at the Lomba river in

October 1987 to provide Fidel Castro with the opportunity to seize back control of the

operation he had launched over a decade before, and enable him to terminate it under

favourable terms.

The Cuban-Soviet relationship in Angola was thus characterised by a constantly

changing balance of power between the countries, and reflected the volatile political

mood in Havana. In the early 1960s the internationalist ideal and the aggressive

search for new allies gave birth to Cuba's fledgling alliance with the MPLA, quite

independendy of the Soviet Union, 6 but this then tailed off in the late 1960s as Cuba

was sucked deeper into the Soviet bear-hug, only to be reborn as the result of a

military miscalculation even more disastrous than Guevara's dismal campaign in the

Congo a decade before. Castro's relationship with the Soviet Union gained him

enormous prestige and influence internationally, but there was always a limit to his

independence from Moscow, and when the Kremlin called in its favours Castro

complied. The most glaring example of this occurred in the wake of the Vietnamese

invasion of Cambodia in January 1979 when — as president of the NAM — Castro

manipulated the Havana summit to ensure that a resolution was passed leaving the

Cambodian seat vacant, a diplomatic solution which favoured Soviet foreign policy

but which severely tarnished Cuba's reputation as an independent force in the world!

6 The very fact that Guevara's 1965 campaign in the Congo was armed by both the Chinese and the
Soviets highlights the extent to which Cuba felt able to pick and choose between the different sides in
the Sino-Soviet dispute, and this might have led to covert efforts by the Soviets to ensure the
campaign's failure.
7 The damage done by this move was soon apparent: Cuba was forced to withdraw from the 'Latin
American seat' elections in the UN General Assembly in favour of Mexico when it became clear that it
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When domestic crisis shook the Havana regime — as it did most notably during the

Mariel crisis in 1980 — the Cuban mission in Angola would be reined in (hence the

total lack of Cuban retaliation against Operation Protea in 1981), but when the Cuban-

Soviet military alliance started to reach its peak in the late 1980s, Cuba would once

more re-engage directly in the fighting in Angola, its politically-skilled leader

conjuring up an improbable military victory against all the odds. The Cuban

operation in Angola is perhaps best viewed, therefore, as the African adventure of the

Soviet Union's most outspoken `superclienf, containing all the strains and tensions of

their turbulent military and political alliance which evolved over nearly three decades.

Ultimately the Cuban operation in Angola built a close relationship between the FAR

and the Soviet military, both on the ground in Angola and also at the highest echelons

of power (during the 1970s/80s RaüI & Fidel Castro met on dozens of occasions with

the Soviet military chiefs), and the alliance of interests which developed proved

crucial to Castro's future survival, feeding into his brewing dispute with Mikhail

Gorbachev in the late 1980s. Indeed by the end of the Cuban intervention, the war in

Angola had effectively become an extension of Castro's greater struggle against the

reformist forces in the Kremlin, and possible moves by them to remove him from

power in mid-1989 might have been the true motivation behind his highly-

controversial trial and execution of Ochoa and the De La Guardia brothers, and the

radical purge of MININT which followed. In the fmal analysis, however, Castro's

overriding concern in Angola was to terminate the military operation on terms which

were acceptable to Havana — which by the late 1980s included not only a visible

military victory on the ground to justify more than a decade of fighting and casualties,

but perhaps more significantly a seat for Cuba at the negotiating table, something

which had been denied Castro both in the 1980s and also twenty years earlier during

the humiliating Cuban Missile Crisis. Castro was testing the extent of his

independence from the Soviets to the limit — they could cut him off if they wished, but

only at a great political cost — and with both Moscow and Washington pressuring all

sides towards a settlement, Castro was astute enough to push for the maximum gains

would not win the vote easily. Being the chair of the NAM Cuba should have easily won the election,
but following the Havana summit nearly two dozen NAM members voted against Cuba (LeoGrande,
Cuba's Policy in Africa, p.64).
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possible. What began as a mad scramble into Africa would finish as an extended and

(for the most part) orderly military withdrawal, and Cuban troops would in the end

return victorious to Cuba, even if in reality their 'victory' was at best ambiguous.

South Africa's involvement in Angola, 1963-88

South Africa's involvement in Angola was equally traumatic and uneven, and despite

the many ephemeral victories scored by the SADF against its SWAPO, FAPLA and

Cuban adversaries, its one outstanding characteristic appears to have been just how

little Pretoria learned from the experience, both on a strategic and a political level.

Unwilling to face up to the realisation that South Africa's overhasty invasion of

Angola in October 1975 had been directly responsible for precipitating Operation

Carlota — and for bringing 36,000 Cuban troops into Angola — Pretoria blamed Zulu

Force's failure squarely on the Ford administration, and following the humiliating

withdrawal in March 1976 it backed off from further involvement in Angola. With

the explosion of SWAPO's insurgency in early 1977, however, the SADF was

gradually enticed back into Angola, re-igniting its military alliance with UNITA and

eventually leading to what — from a strategic point of view — was almost a carbon

copy of Operation Savannah. Exactly like its predecessor, Operation Moduler was

intended as nothing more than a short-term intervention to shore up UNITA, but

suffering from the same lack of clearly-defined objectives — and a day-to-day strategy

which often lagged weeks behind the military and political events occurring in and

around Angola — the small-scale operation in Angola rapidly escalated beyond

Pretoria's control, unleashing an SADF-FAR confrontation on a scale which dwarfed

all previous encounters. Once more pursuing a strategy which played into the

Cubans' hands, Pretoria could not resist extending the operation's goals whenever

events on the ground turned in their favour, and this enabled Castro to set the political

and (to a certain extent) military agenda when the South African forces finally came

up against the heavily-reinforced garrison at Cuito Cuanavale in early 1988.

In fairness to Pretoria, it was — like Havana and Luanda — simply reacting to the

situation on the ground in Angola and Namibia, but its inability (or unwillingness) to
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engage in the propaganda war time and again undermined SADF efforts to dominate

the fighting, 8 and handed the Cuban leadership political opportunities which it

exploited to the full. Seen from a purely military perspective, there is little doubt that

the South Africans dominated the ground war from the moment their troops first

crossed into Angola in October 1975, and the few setbacks they did suffer over

thirteen years of near continuous intervention fade in importance when set against

their highly-effective suppression of SWAPO's insurgency in Namibia (which at no

stage threatened to take control of any part of the colony), or the many crushing

victories they achieved over the FAPLA-Cubans with numerically smaller forces,

most notably at the Lomba river in September 1987. 9 In the political arena, however,

Pretoria was utterly outclassed by Fidel Castro who was (and is) a master in the

equally-important battle of perceptions, and his skilful manipulation of the complex

interlinking alliances and strategies in Angola enabled him to conjure up an ersatz

military victory for his forces stationed there, enabling Cuba to become perhaps the

only foreign military power ever to have withdrawn from Angola as an ostensibly

victorious army. Failing to develop a complementary political strategy which could

match the dominance and creativity of its military forces fighting in Angola, Pretoria

effectively threw away its victories on the battlefield against SWAPO and the

FAPLA-Cubans, 1 ° and throughout the 1980s its bungled political strategy proved a

major contributing factor to the military stalemate which developed in southern

Angola.

For all their mastery of the propaganda war, however, the Cubans little understood

Pretoria's thinking, its strategy or its motivations for intervening in Angola — nor did

Pretoria understand Havana's for that matter — and at each stage in Angola's

prolonged conflict both sides were often boxing with shadows, reacting to imagined

8 As the former Chief of the SADF Jannie Geldenhuys (op. cit., p.55) dryly concludes: "With the
wisdom of hindsight and seen purely from a military point of view, it could have been to our advantage
if the media had been better informed", and he later goes on to admit (op. cit., p.135) that "[w]e
regarded propaganda as a distasteful word".
9 Equally convincing, however, were the South Africans clashes with the FAPLA-Cubans & SWAPO
at Catengue (November 1975), Cassinga (May 1978), Cuvelai (January 1984) & Tchipa (June 1988),
where numerically inferior South African forces overwhelmed their adversaries, inflicting heavy
casualties.
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(and often quite erroneous) reports that their opponents were reinforcing or escalating

the fighting, which in turn led to both sides stepping up their own military operations

in Angola. The complex interplay between Cuban and South African perceptions,

manoeuvres and counter-manoeuvres periodically escalated the fighting in Angola,

and by the early 1980s had created what were in effect two different wars being

fought over the same territory. For the Cuban troops fighting in Angola, the Angolan

War was part of a broader struggle against the forces of global imperialism and

(especially in South Africa's case) racism, whereas for the South Africans the war

against SWAPO and its FAPLA-Cuban allies was nothing short of a fight for the

survival of the apartheid system itself against the forces of Communist imperialism.

The extremity of each side's view was vividly illustrated by the ideologies they

professed, the Cubans expounding a complex amalgam of Guevarist ideals, dubious

historical precedents and emotions which converged to form 'Cuban

internationalism', while the South Africans clung onto the almost messianic and

equally apocalyptic 'Total Onslaught' counter-theory, creating a confusingly refracted

view of the war when seen from both sides simultaneously.

Ultimately Cuba and South Africa claimed to have intervened in Angola to prevent

the other side from taking over, but in reality the justification for both countries

sending their troops into Angola was dubious. After all, Pretoria's real objective in

invading Angola in late 1975 was to ensure that a pro-apartheid government took

power in Luanda — thus ensuring, South Alsioz: s CkSd1INNIZkL 2ACC1\11S̀WZ:K\OX\ oMa-a-&"\.a.

(whose legality had been in question since the late 1960s) — and the SADF's repeated

incursions into the Front-Line States in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s were

motivated more by a desire to forestall radical political changes in South Africa and

Namibia than to prevent the spread of Communism. By the same token, Havana's

decision to send 36,000 troops nearly six thousand miles to fight for an Angolan

liberation movement with which it had maintained at best uneven contacts was not a

pure gesture of 'internationalist solidarity', but was in reality the result of a

catastrophic series of military and political miscalculations which had ended up

1° As Heitman (op. cit., p.31) puts its, "[Pretoria's] tendency to try to hedge bets and to opt for
compromise decisions, was to plague [the 1987] campaign to its end and allow the FAPLA to escape
losses even more catastrophic than those it actually suffered".
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placing Arguelles' military mission in the path of two enormous foreign armies.

Throughout the Angolan War both Cuba and South Africa would nevertheless insist

that they were acting solely in the interests of their own people (and of their allies

too), but with the benefit of hindsight it is hard to escape the conclusion that both

countries were in reality proxy forces for the wider geopolitical struggle being fought

between the Soviet and Western blocs in the 1970s and 1980s, and it is no

coincidence that both Cuban and South African forces started their withdrawal from

Angola only months before the socialist bloc began to collapse, spawning the chaotic

'New World Order' which modern historians have yet to adequately decipher."

"	 The success and failure of 'linkage'

Of the many different peace initiatives attempted in the 1980s to bring an end to the

fighting in southern Africa, the most outstanding for its durability, boldness and sheer

originality was Chester Crocker's 'linkage' peace process, which survived more than

seven years of severe criticism, periodic ruptures and countless broken promises by

the negotiating parties. Launched in the shadow of the Ford administration's bungled

handling of Angola's decolonisation — which had managed to hand Luanda and

Havana a resounding propaganda victory whilst simultaneously alienating

Washington's most important ally in the region (South Africa) — Crocker's

negotiating strategy defied everyone's expectations, and slowly but steadily

established itself as the only credible peace process which addressed the interests of

all three principal interested parties: South Africa, Angola and Cuba. Despite

generating a vast amount of criticism and bile — much of it from the socialist bloc and

the Front-Line States — Crocker's 'linkage' strategy had an underlying logic which

was undeniable, and over the years both South Africa and Cuba would come to

recognise that whatever their motivations for intervening in Angola in late 1975, they

would both have to address the legitimate security concerns of their adversaries before

11 The phrase 'New World Order' was optimistically coined by George Bush (Sr.) in a speech he gave
to the US Congress on 11 September 1990. Coming only weeks after Iraq's invasion of Kuwait (and in
the wake of the American invasion of Panama), the phrase encapsulated what many believed would be
a new era in global political history which would bring an end to the confrontational bloc politics of the
Cold War. Given the many chaotic (and savagely brutal) conflicts which have broken out in the decade
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which over the next two years unleashed a man-made catastrophe on the Angolan

population, killing hundreds of thousands of civilians and reducing to rubble what

little remained of Angola's shattered infrastructure.

The failure of the 'linkage' peace process thus lay in the handling of its immediate

aftermath, not only by its American authors but also by the international community

which once again was nonplussed by the turn of events in Angola. Had the new Bush

administration appointed a replacement for Crocker (who resigned in April 1989)

with the same sense of vision and patience — as well as a deep understanding of the

many regional alliances operating in southern Africa — it is arguable that the

Americans could have helped steer the Angolan peace process towards a more

successful conclusion. By the same token, however, the UN's uncertain handling of

the Angolan peace process — one of several catastrophic UN peace-keeping operations

carried out during the 1990s (most notoriously in Bosnia, Somalia and Rwanda) —

contributed to the failure of the elections and UNITA's return to war, and as the

fighting escalated across Angola the UNAVEM force could do little but stand by

impotently, much as its successor MONUA did six years later before being expelled

by the MPLA government in March 1999. In the final analysis, therefore, although

Crocker's 'linkage' strategy was highly original and innovative, like so many other

peace initiatives launched during the last ten years (for example in Northern Ireland

and the Middle East) it failed to bring peace to the region, and could be said to have

produced no more than could have been expected of it, but rather less than had been

hoped for. And while the 'linkage' accords did succeed in permanently removing

South African and Cuban forces from Angola (bar a handful of Cuban military

experts still present in Luanda), they failed to bring an end to Angola's forty-year-

long internal conflict which continues to limp on to this day, further fuelled by the

deepening crises in Zimbabwe, the DRC and Congo-Brazzaville.

Angola and former SADF officers (in interviews with author) — have ruefully noted that had Savimbi
accepted the results in 1992 and taken up the role of Angolan opposition leader, he would almost
certainly be president today (because the Luanda regime would no longer be able to blame their
incompetent and corrupt running of the country on the war, as they do today).
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The cost to Angola of the Cuban & South African interventions

Since the first series of uprisings against the Portuguese in early 1961, Angola has

suffered four decades of near continuous conflict, enjoying only brief respites — for

example in 1974, 1991-1992 and 1994-1998 — before sinking into fresh rounds of

hostilities, each more vicious and destructive than the last. Between 1975 and 1989

(the period of the Cuban & South African interventions), it is estimated that more than

half a million Angolans were killed — either directly in combat, or indirectly by

bombing, landmines and starvation — with at least a further half million injured or

crippled, and a staggering two million displaced (roughly one fifth of the population),

the majority either fleeing over the borders into Zaire and Zambia or swelling the

growing musseques in Luanda, Lobito and Benguela. 14 By 1991 (when the last

Cuban troops left Angola) over $30 billion worth of damage had been inflicted on the

Angolan economy and infrastructure — including material losses of at least $12 billion

— and the few sources of income other than Cabinda oil (such as coffee exports or

revenue from the Benguela railway line) had dried up completely. 15 In addition to the

almost complete destruction of Angola's fledgling infrastructure, it is estimated that

there are anywhere between five and twelve million unexploded landmines littering

Angola, the vast majority of them unmarked. Efforts by the international community

to clear the mines have for the most part proved ineffective, 16 in part due to renewed

outbreaks of fighting between UNITA and the FAA (which inevitably lead to fresh

mines being laid) but also to the fact that many SADF, FAPLA and Cuban minefields

14 Statistics for this section are taken from Harding (op. cit., p.25), Falk (op. cit., p.1094), Beaudet (op.
cit., p.12), Windrich (op. cit., p.128), Wolfers & Bergerol (op. cit., p.157), Benitez Suarez (op. cit.,

ConcepciOn (op. cit., pp.59 & 98-100) & Hamill (op. cit., p.64).
15 Of the figure of $30 billion, the SADF has been accused of causing at least $8 billion worth of
damage to the Angolan economy. According to a UN report published in the late 1980s, between 1974
and 1989 South Africa caused nearly $60 billion worth of damage to the economies and infrastructures
of the Front-Line States.
16 Attempts to clear minefields around major civilian concentrations (for example Menongue or Kuito-
Bid) have also been hampered by poor coordination between the aid agencies which on many occasions
have withdrawn mine-clearance teams before they have had a chance to finish their work. Inevitably
locals end up stealing the wooden posts marking minefields to use as fuel, and once UNITA has re-laid
a single mine in a cleared area the de-mining team effectively has to start from scratch. When I visited
Menongue in March 1998 CARE International's Greenfield de-mining team was attempting to finish a
mine-clearance operation only half completed the previous year by the Angolan government's de-
mining team, but it was withdrawn to Kuito-Bid to work on another project before it could finish, thus
invalidating months of strenuous effort.
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overlap, and were deliberately laid with booby-traps and decoys to slow down the

enemy advance (most notably east of the Cuito river).

No one party bares the sole blame for the horrendous destruction — both on a material

and on a psychological level — wreaked on the Angolan people throughout the

interventionist phase of the Angolan War (1975-1991), but all intervening parties

nevertheless share equal responsibility for escalating what had been a relatively small-

scale guerrilla insurgency into a full-scale civil war, providing the Angolans with

some of the most sophisticated (and destructive) military technology ever to see

combat in Africa. The massive injection of Soviet military aid to the MPLA which

started in March 1975 (and which by 1988 totalled nearly $15 billion) radically

altered the nature of the Angolan conflict — triggering a military escalation which

continued unabated until the late 1980s — and provided the MPLA with the firepower

it needed to overwhelm its enemies. But the South African invasion in October 1975

then escalated the fighting further, providing Cuba with the pretext it needed to launch

the largest intervention in its history, and almost overnight converting Angola into

one of the central points of confrontation in the Cold War. Despite more than thirteen

years of direct military intervention in Angola's internal affairs, however, Cuba and

South Africa's only unarguable achievement was to restrict Angola's civil war to the

remote periphery of Angola, for within eighteen months of Cuba completing its

withdrawal the fighting had spread to Angola's population centres, most harrowingly

around Kuito-Bie. Ultimately the most enduring effect of the Cuban-South African

intervention was to open Angola up to egregious exploitation by foreign oil and

diamond-mining companies, unscrupulous black-marketeers and eventually the

Luanda regime itself, by the interventions' end installing an elite in Luanda more

powerful and corrupt than any administration in Angola's tragic history.

The disappearance of internationalism and Angola from the Cuban political

agenda

Of all the issues raised by Cuba's intervention in Angola, perhaps the most striking is

how quickly (and completely) the Cuban regime has erased Angola from the public
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memory, despite nearly 5% of the Cuban population having been involved in the

Angolan operation over more than fifteen years. Like the dozens of other political

experiments which litter the Cuban Revolution's forty year history, internationalist

service in Angola was energetically promoted by the regime while it served the

political agenda of the time, but when the regime's objectives changed radically with

the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the start of Cuba's 'Special Period', the

internationalist ideal and the Angolan mission were rapidly forgotten — just like their

predecessors — to be replaced by the isolationist siege mentality of the early 1960s. In

retrospect it is clear that Cuba's withdrawal from Angola did not begin a moment too

soon, for within months of its initiation the Soviet bloc in Eastern Europe had started

to collapse, only to be followed by the Soviet Union itself a little over six months

after the last Cuban troops returned to Havana, extinguishing one of the closest (and

most expensive) military alliances in history. Although Castro still manages to

maintain some support from former members of the Soviet military to this day (which

might explain how his regime has survived the acute crises of the mid-1990s), the

Cuban withdrawal quite literally marked the end of an era, and today— only a decade

after the last troops returned to Cuba — it would be inconceivable for Cuba to launch a

similar military intervention overseas, its government having rapidly degenerated

from the Kremlin's most powerful client state into an impoverished and ageing

dictatorship, careening from crisis to crisis as it struggles to hold onto power.

Since the early 1990s, the Cuban government has chosen to forget Cuba's enormous

internationalist operations in Angola, Ethiopia and Nicaragua, and has instead

increasingly sought inspiration from its earliest years — concentrating on heroes and

events from the early 1960s (such as Che Guevara, Camilo Cienfuegos and the Bay of

Pigs invasion) — whilst making almost no reference whatsoever to the thirty years of

political and economic experimentation which followed. Government energies have

been exclusively consumed by the series of crises which have swept through Cuba at

regular intervals since 1989, until by the late 1990s the Cuban regime had managed to

adapt its highly-effective crisis management (and manipulation) into the very form of

government which keeps the Castro brothers in power to this day. Indeed it is quite

clear that major crises of the calibre of the talseros' (1993-94), the shooting down of
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two Miami-Cuban aircraft over Cuban waters (1996) or the Elian Gonzalez case

(1999-2000) have become the principal tools by which the Havana regime maintains

its grip on power, and American moves to tighten the economic embargo against

Cuba (coupled with Washington's ambiguity over the highly-controversial Helms-

Burton law) only serve to strengthen Fidel Castro's grip on power, which must surely

be stronger now than at any stage in the Revolution's chequered history. Barring a

sudden change of heart by the American government (which seems unlikely from the

new hard-line Bush administration) — or the sudden onset of senility — there is little

reason to doubt that in ten years time Fidel Castro will still be president of Cuba,

overseeing the continuing wild experimentation and siege mentality of Cuba's

unending 'Special Period'.

Cuban internationalist veterans today

Against this backdrop of deepening domestic crisis, the 450,000 Cuban

internationalist veterans have struggled to come to terms with their experience of

serving in Angola, having been given no public outlet for their feelings, memories or

frustrations." Like the veterans of any modern war, former internationalists remain

deeply divided over whether the intervention was worth the human and material cost,

and while some still doggedly cling onto the fading values of 'proletarian

internationalism', others openly express their bitterness and sense of betrayal at the

way they feel they were used as proxy forces for the Soviet Union, and at their

treatment since their return to Cuba. Unsurprisingly, those who still believe whole-

heartedly in the justness of their cause predominantly come from the two groups

which on balance enjoyed the best conditions in Angola: the professional military

and the civilian internationalists. For the FAR's officer ranks, service in Angola

represented a tremendous opportunity for promotion, combat experience and (to a

certain extent) adventure, and there is no doubt that the Angolan War was extremely

useful in nurturing an entire generation of FAR officers — as is reflected by their

dominance of the Cuban government since the early 1990s. It is even easier to

understand why civilian veterans still view the Angolan operation in an
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overwhelmingly positive light, as the work they carried out there was for the most

part humanitarian — working in hospitals, teaching children how to read, building

bridges and restoring water supplies to cut off villages — much in the same way that

foreign aid agencies run Angola's starved social services today. However botched the

politico-military decisions which brought them to Angola, there is no denying the

enormous humanitarian contribution the civilian internationalists gave to Angola, and

the affection with which the Angolans still remember them today stands as a

testament to this fact.

Those who look back on Angola with bitterness are for the most part former ground

troops — both reservists and national servicemen — who with a few notable exceptions

(such as the raid on Sumbe in 1984) bore the brunt of the fighting, often enduring

physical and psychological hardship, and who returned to Cuba most drained by the

experience. Many were deeply affected by the loss of close friends — the vast

majority of them in accidents — and a small proportion who saw direct combat in

Angola remain traumatised by the experience, in particular those who took part in the

Cuban Special Forces' clandestine LCB and SAD operations (see Chapter 7).18 in the

current economic crisis many veterans look enviously on their neighbours who

escaped internationalist service in the 1980s and who now appear to be prospering in

Cuba's vibrant black market economy, and most feel (with some justification) that

they have been abandoned by the Cuban government which did so much to promote

the internationalist ideal throughout the late 1970s and the 1980s. Of course much the

same could be said about almost any war in human history, but what makes the

Angolan War so similar to more recent, post-Second World War conflicts — for

example in Korea (1950-53), the Persian Gulf (1990-91) or even Kosovo (1999) — is

that it ended with an equivocal victory, which in the case of Angola took the form of a

multilateral peace treaty which reeked of compromise. While publicly the Cuban

regime has celebrated the 'victories' at Cuito Cuanavale and Calueque — and laid on

grand ceremonies for the first returning troops — to this day most veterans remain

17 The remainder of the conclusion is based on interviews carried out by the author with two dozen
Cuban internationalist veterans during visits to Cuba in 1997, 1999 & 2000.
18 Several veterans (in interview) were clearly angry at having been involved in the fighting with
UNITA and the SADF, insisting that they had been promised in Cuba that they would only carry out
garrison duty in Angola.
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haunted by doubts that the entire Cuban operation in Angola achieved very little in the

long-term, and might on balance have been entirely in vain.

For although the final settlement signed in December 1988 could be read as an

outright Cuban victory — with the removal of South African forces from Angola and

the full independence of Namibia (with a SWAPO-dominated government) — over the

last decade Cuban veterans have watched impotently as the country they struggled to

protect and rebuild over fifteen years has steadily collapsed into chaotic warfare,

unspeakably savage fighting reducing to rubble the infrastructure and social services

they had constructed so painstakingly. Furthermore, veterans have also witnessed the

Dos Santos government — once proudly Marxist-Leninist and an outspoken champion

of the internationalist cause — degenerate into an elite cryptocracy whose venality and

greed far exceed that of the Batista government which Castro's guerrillas themselves

overthrew in 1959. 19 Indeed, with Cuba's erstwhile nemesis Jonas Savimbi still at

large in Angola — and on several occasions being invited to form a coalition

government with the MPLA (each time the deal fell through) — and with the vast

majority of the Angolan population in a more desperate situation than perhaps at any

time since Angolan independence, it is almost as if the Cubans had never been in

Angola at all, and little remains today of their sixteen-year presence there bar Angolan

children greeting foreign visitors with cries of 'Amigo!', and fading slogans on the

walls of derelict training camps. 2° That the great 'victories' at Cuito Cuanavale and

Calueque have faded so rapidly from the public consciousness is perhaps a sign ofjust

how hollow a 'victory' the Angolan operation was, if indeed it was a victory at all.

Since their return to Cuba, therefore, the internationalist veterans have been sidelined

quite deliberately by the Cuban regime which has excluded them from the

Revolution's annual roster of commemorations, quite remarkably failing to create an

'Internationalists Day' despite there being at least half a million veterans of the

19 Perhaps in recognition of the MPLA's total political and economic volte-face, throughout the 1990s
the Cuban regime made no more than a passing mention of Angola in the national press.
20 During travels around southern Angola in March 1998, I visited three abandoned FAPLA-Cuban
training camps, one at Marcolino (on the outskirts of Menongue), a second at Menongue airfield and a
third in Matala. All were overgrown and abandoned (one still had a rusting SAM AA system pointing
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dozens of internationalist missions which took place between 1959 and 1991. In stark

contrast to the American government — which after initial attempts to shun its

Vietnam veterans has now openly commemorated, acknowledged and even eulogised

them — the Cuban government has allowed the veterans of the Angolan war to gently

fade from view, while the regime concentrates on its latest revolutionary offensives to

boost domestic tourism and foreign investment. Many veterans nevertheless still

insist that they would gladly carry out another internationalist mission if given the

choice, as much motivated by a desire to recapture the youth, enthusiasm and sense of

purpose encapsulated in the internationalist ideal, as by a desire to escape the

economic hardship and monotony of everyday life in contemporary Cuba. But times

have changed in Cuba, internationalist missions abroad have been replaced by

contingents of `colaboradores' earning hard currency for the Cuban regime, and

Guevara's internationalist dream has given way to the politics of survival and the

economics of the black market. Despite the personal sacrifice of hundreds of

thousands of ordinary Cubans, the Havana regime is not interested in giving veterans

a public voice for their experiences, and has effectively erased them from the national

memory. The 'People's War' in Angola and its Cuban warriors have been quietly —

and efficiently — swept under the carpet.

at the sky), and the first of them was littered with vast quantities of unexploded ordinance of every
description.
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Most common abbreviations used in text

ANC	 African National Congress, South African nationalist liberation
movement, founded in 1912 (as the South African Native National
Congress), led during 1960s-1980s by Nelson Mandela (from prison)
and Oliver Tambo (in exile)

ATN	 AgrupaciOn Tropas del Norte (Northern Troop Grouping), main Cuban
garrison in northern Angola, based mostly in Luanda & Cabinda

ATS	 AgrupaciOn Tropas del Sur (Southern Troop Grouping), Cuban
garrison eventually numbering as many as 30,000 troops which
manned the MYLA's main line of defence in southern Angola,
stretching from Namibe on the coast through Lubango, Matala and
Cubango to Menongue, under the command of 'Furry' for much of the
Cuban operation in Angola

BOSS	 Bureau Of State Security, the South African government's internal
security agency, equivalent of the FBI or MI5

CAC	 Comité Amilcar Cabral, radical nationalist discussion group formed in
lead-up to Angolan independence, strongly linked to Nito Alves

CDC	 Corps de Defense Civil (Civil Defence Corps), civilian militia in
Congo-Brazzaville, trained by the Cubans (1965-67)

CIA	 Central Intelligence Agency, not-so secret American intelligence
service founded in 1947, grew in confidence following success in the
Korean War (1950-53) and Guatemala (1954), but radically reformed
after the Bay of Pigs fiasco (1961), went on to form a close alliance
with Roberto's FNLA (1970s) and then UNITA (1980s)

CDR	 Comite de Defensa de la RevoluciOn (Committee for the Defence of
the Revolution), founded in September 1960, locally-recruited
committees on every single city block in Cuba which monitor
subversive activity and local morale for the Cuban government

CMEA	 Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (or `COMECON'), founded
in January 1949, Soviet-dominated organisation promoting economic
development & co-operation between the countries of the Socialist
bloc, re-branded in 1991 as the Organisation for International
Economic Cooperation (OIEC)

CNL	 Conseil Nationale de Liberation (National Liberation Council),
founded in April 1964, liberation movement in eastern Congo, initially
led by Gaston Soumaliot, then by Laurent Kabila who requested
assistance from Cuba which led to Che Guevara's Congo campaign,
inactive by the late 1960s

COMIRA	 Comite Militar de Resistencia de Angola (Angolan Military Resistance
Committee), faction of the FNLA formed in August 1980 after
expulsion of Holden Roberto from Zaire, inactive by the mid-1980s

CONCP	 Conferencia das OrganizacOes Nacionalistas das ColOnias Portuguesas
(Conference of Nationalist Organisations from the Portuguese
Colonies), founded in April 1961 in Casablanca, an international
grouping of the PAIGC, MPLA, MLSTP & FRELEVIO for the
united struggle against Portugal, superseded by the PALOPs
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CPSU	 Communist Party of the Soviet Union, supreme political party and
power base in the Soviet Union, controlled after Stalin's death by the
following General Secretaries (who also doubled as effective Soviet
premier): Nikita Khrushchev (1953-64), Leonid Brezhnev (1964-82),
Yuri Andropov (1982-84), Konstantin Chernenko (1984-85) & Mikhail
Gorbachev (1985-1991)

cm	 Centro de InstrucciOn Revolucionaria (Centre for Revolutionary
Instruction), guerrilla training camps set up and run by the MPLA and
Cubans from the 1960s onwards

DAAFAR	 Defensa Anti-Aerea y Fuerza Adrea Revolucionaria (Anti-Aircraft
Defence and Revolutionary Air Force), founded in late 1961, Cuban air
force and AA-defences

DEA	 Drug Enforcement Agency, American government specialist agency
formed to monitor and interdict drug-trafficking into the USA

DISA	 Direccdo de Informacdo e Seguranca de Angola (Angolan Directorate
of Information and Security), the MPLA's notorious secret police
force founded after the 'Second Liberation War', disbanded in the late
1970s after reports of major abuse

ENLA	 Exercito Nacional de Libertacao de Angola (National Liberation Army
of Angola), founded in June 1961, UPA's (and later FNLA's) armed
forces which were strongly boosted by military aid from Mobutu's
Kinshasa regime, almost completely destroyed during the 'Second
Liberation War', inoperative by the early 1980s

FAA	 Forcas Armadas de Angola (Angolan Armed Forces), new Angolan
Armed Forces created from an amalgamation of the FAPLA and
UNITA in 1992, dominated by ex-FAPLA personnel following
IJNITA's return to war in late 1992, headed until recently by Gen.
Jodo de Matos, a possible future contender for the Angolan presidency

FAPLA	 Forcas Armadas Populares de Libertacâo de Angola (Popular Armed
Forces for the Liberation of the Angola), founded in August 1974, the
MPLA's army, trained & armed by the Soviets/Cubans

FAR	 Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias (Revolutionary Armed Forces),
Cuba's armed forces, officially founded after landing of Granma
December 1956, now administered by MINFAR

FLEC	 Front de Liberation de l'Enclave de Cabinda (Liberation Front of the
Cabinda Enclave), founded in August 1962 in Pointe-Noire (Congo-
Bra77aville), Cabinda liberation movement which has fought a
sporadic guerrilla war against the Luanda regime for four decades

FLN	 Front de Liberation Nationale (National Liberation Front), founded in
March 1954 by Algerian militants who won the six-year Algerian War
of Independence against France (1954-62), forming a close military
alliance with Cuba during the FLN's early years of government

FLS	 Front-Line States, the six southern African states in the 'front-line' of
the war against the apartheid regime: Angola, Botswana,
Mozambique, Tanzania, Zambia & Zimbabwe
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FNLA	 Frente Nacional de Libertacdo de Angola (National Front for the
Liberation of Angola), Bakongo-dominated Angolan liberation
movement, founded in Leopoldville (Kinshasa) on 27 March 1962
after merger of PDA (a Bakongo nationalist group) with the UPA, led
by Holden Roberto and closely linked to the Kinshasa governments

FRELIMO Frente de Libertacao de Mocambique (Front for the Liberation of
Mozambique), founded in July 1962 by Dr Eduardo Mondlane,
Mozambique's most dominant liberation front, fought a guerrilla war
for independence from the Portuguese (1964-74), led after Mondlane's
assassination in 1969 by Samora Machel until his own suspicious death
in October 1986, then by current president Joaquim Chissano

G-2	 or Departamento de Seguridad del Estado (Department of State
Security), Cuba's central intelligence agency & secret police (part of
MININT) which maintains a tenacious grip on the Cuban population
through CDRs and networks of informers, currently run by 'Furry'

GRAE	 Governo Revolucionario Angolano no Exilio (Revolutionary
Government of Angola in Exile), founded on 3 April 1963 in
Leopoldville (Kinshasa), official government of newly-formed FNLA,
inactive by the early 1970s

JMC	 Joint Monitoring Commission, military commission comprising
representatives from the FAPLA, SADF and FAR which oversaw the
withdrawal of South African troops from Angola in 1984/85 (under the
first Lusaka Accord) and in 1988/89 (under the 'Geneva Protocol')

JMPLA	 Juventude do Movimento Popular de Libertacdo de Angola (MPLA
Youth Movement), founded in early 1960s, youth wing of MPLA

KGB	 Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti (Committee for State
Security), the Soviet state's infamous and powerful central intelligence
agency, founded in 1954, direct successor of the OGPU (1923-34) &
NKVD (1934-41), the Soviet leadership's principal eyes and ears in
the Western bloc, and a strong supporter of radical reform in the 1980s

LCB	 Lucha Contra Bandidos (`Fight Against Bandits'), counter-insurgency
launched by Cuban Revolutionary government in early 1960s against
former guerrilla comrades of Castro in the Escambray mountains, used
for training many of the guerrilla recruits sent to Cuba in the 1960s,
dormant by the late 1960s, used as model for Angola's 'Luta Contra
Bandidos' in the late 1970s

MAC	 Movimento Anti-Colonialista (Anti-Colonial Movement), founded in
late 1950s by Amilcar Cabral, an early attempt to unite Lusophone
African liberation movements

MC	 Moneda Convertible (Hard Currency), secret department of MININT
set up in the early 1980s to smuggle American technology and
consumer goods into Cuba, very quickly involved in arms dealing and
drug-trafficking with the Colombian cartels, earning it the nickname
'Marijuana y Cocaina', disbanded following the trial and execution of
Tony de la Guardia in 1989
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MFA	 Movimento das Forcas Armadas (Armed Forces Movement), founded
August 1973 by disaffected Portuguese army officers, radical army
group within Portuguese army which overthrew the Caetano
dictatorship in April 1974 & initiated the decolonisation of Angola

MINFAR	 Ministerio de las Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias (Ministry of the
Revolutionary Armed Forces), or FAR, created in October 1959,
ministry in charge of Cuba's armed forces and internationalist mission
in Angola (1975-1991) & the central power base of the Cuban
leadership (Fidel Castro is Commander-in-Chief and Raill Castro is
Chief of MINFAR).

MINTINT	 Ministerio del Interior (Ministry of Interior), founded in June 1961,
central intelligence agency of the Cuban Revolutionary government
(equivalent of KGB). Originally headed by Ramiro Valdes, MININT
became a competing source of power under Jose Abrantes during the
intervention in Angola, and was eventually taken over by the FAR
after the Ochoa scandal (July 1989), being incorporated into the
Departamento de Seguridad del Estado (G-2)

M1NREX	 Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores (Ministry of Foreign Relations),
Cuba's foreign diplomatic corps, headed by Raill Roa (1959-70),
Isidoro Malmierca (1970-1990), Roberto Robaina (1990-1999) and
most recently Felipe Perez Roque

MlNSE	 Ministerio de Seguridade do Estado (Ministry of State Security), the
1VIPLA's internal security force, similar to Cuba's 1VIININT

1VILSTP	 Movimento para a Libertacao de Sao Tome e Principe (Movement for
the Liberation of Sao Tome & Principe), founded as the CLSTP
(Committee for the Liberation of sao Tome & Principe) in 1960,
Marxist-oriented liberation movement which has dominated Sao Tome
& Principe since independence in July 1975

1VIIVICA	 MisiOn Militar Cubana en Angola (Cuban Military Mission in Angola),
or `Memeca', founded in August 1975, the Cuban Military High
Command in Luanda

MMCG	 MisiOn Militar Cubana en Guine (Cuban Military Mission in Guinea-
Bissau), founded in May 1966, Cuban Military High Command in
Conakry during training/support mission for PAIGC (1966-74)

MOE	 MININT Operaciones Especiales (Special Operations), founded in late
1959, secret department within MININT which oversaw training of
guerrillas from Latin America, Africa and Asia, incorporated into
M1NFAR in the early 1970s

MONUA	 Missao de Observacao das NacOes Unidas em Angola (United Nations
Observation Mission in Angola), UN military/civilian mission set up in
1994 to oversee Lusaka Peace Accord, eventually withdrawn from
Angola in March 1999 at the insistence of the MPLA government

MPLA	 Movimento Popular de Libertacao de Angola (Popular Movement for
the Liberation of Angola), Mbundu-dominated Marxist liberation
movement, founded in Luanda in 1956, led by Agostinho Neto (until
his death in September 1979) and then by Angola's current president,
Jose Eduardo dos Santos
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NAM	 Non-Aligned Movement, founded in September 1961 in Belgrade,
organisation of Third World countries outside the Western and Soviet
blocs dedicated to promoting non-bloc politics, headed by Yugoslav
president Marshal Tito until his eclipse by Fidel Castro in the 1970s

	

NATO	 North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, founded on signing of North
Atlantic Treaty (4 April 1949), military alliance between the USA,
Canada and Western Europe against the Soviet bloc

	

NSC	 National Security Council, founded in 1947, intelligence agency within
the Executive Office of the American President to advise him on
domestic, foreign and military policies related to national security,
includes Joint Chiefs of Staff & the director of the CIA

	

OAS	 Organization of American States, founded in 1948, an American
United Nations formed to promote economic, military, and cultural
cooperation in the Western Hemisphere

OAU Organisation of Africa Unity, founded on 25 May 1963 in Addis
Ababa, an African United Nations formed to mediate in disputes
between African states and to promote unity and solidarity in Africa

	

ODP	 Organizacão da Defesa do Povo (People's Defence Organisation),
Angolan militia forces which were often called on to defend MYLA-
held towns during the UNITA insurgency (1980-1991)

	

OMA	 Organizacdo da Mulher Angolana (Angolan Women's Organisation),
founded in late 1950s, the M1PLA's women's movement led by
Deolinda Rodrigues de Almeida until her death at the hands of the
FNLA in 1967, still influential within the MPLA

OSPAAAL OrganizaciOn de Solidaridad de los Pueblos de Asia, Africa y America
Latina (Organisation of Solidarity between the Peoples of Asia, Africa
and Latin America), founded in Havana following the Tricontinental
Conference in January 1966, Cuban-led organisation uniting liberation
movements from around the world, dormant by the early 1970s

PAIGC	 Partido Africano para a Independencia da Guind e Cabo-Verde
(African Party for the Independence of Guinea-Bissau and Cape
Verde), founded in September 1956, left-wing Guinean liberation
movement led by Amilcar Cabral until his assassination in January
1973, then by Joao Bernardo Vieira

PALOPs	 Paises Africanos de Lingua Oficial Portuguesa (Lusophone African
countries), the former African colonies of Portugal — Angola,
Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, Cape Verde, and Sao Tome & Principe

PCC	 Partido Comunista de Cuba (Cuban Communist Party), founded in
October 1965, supreme political party and power base in Cuba, headed
by Fidel Castro (Party Secretary) and his brother Raid (Vice-Secretary)

PIDE	 Policia Internacional da Defesa do Estado (International Police for the
Defence of the State), Portuguese secret police force founded in
October 1945 by Salazar to crush political dissent in Portugal and
(from 1957) in its colonies too

PLAN	 People's Liberation Army of Namibia, guerrilla forces of SWAPO
PRA	 Popular Republic of Angola, declared by the TVIPLA in Luanda on 11

November 1975
RSA	 Republic of South Africa
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SAAF	 South African Air Force
SADF	 South African Defence Force, armed forces of South Africa which

fought in Namibia and Angola from the late 1960s onwards
SAP	 South African Police, the apartheid government's principal instrument

of oppression in South Africa, a heavily-armed paramilitary force
SWAPO	 South West African Peoples' Organisation, Namibian liberation

movement founded in April 1961, led by Namibia's current president,
Sam Nujoma

SWATF	 South West African Territorial Force, founded in August 1980, a
Namibian counter-insurgency unit (mostly made up of local recruits)
created to fight SWAPO in northern Namibia, also saw much action in
the Angolan War

UJC	 Union de Juventud de Cuba (Cuban Youth Union), Cuba's Communist
Youth organisation, often used for grooming future ministers

UNAVEM United Nations Assistance and Verification Mission, UN force set up
to oversee Cuban & South African withdrawal from Angola, extended
in May 1991 (as UNAVEM II) to oversee the Angolan elections in
September 1992, and then on several subsequent occasions until its
replacement by MONUA

UNEAC	 Union Nacional de Escritores y Artistas de Cuba (Cuban National
Union of Writers & Artists), Cuba's principal artistic & literary
foundation

UNITA	 Uniao Nacional para a Independéncia Total de Angola (National Union
for the Total Independence of Angola), Ovimbundu-dominated
liberation movement, founded in March 1966 by Jonas Savimbi who
continues to dominate the movement, even in its current predicament

UNSCR	 United Nations Security Council Resolution
UNTAG United Nations Transitional Assistance Group, special 4,500-man

military force created under Resolution 435 to oversee Namibia's
transition to independence, disbanded in late 1990

UPNA	 Uniao das Populacties do Norte de Angola (Union of the Northern
Angolan Peoples), Bakongo nationalist group founded in early 1950s,
precursor of UPA

UPA	 Uniao das PopulacOes de Angola (Union of the Angolan Peoples),
re-branded UPNA officially founded at the All African Peoples'
Conference in Accra in December 1958, Bakongo-dominated
liberation movement which became the FNLA in March 1962

ZANU Zimbabwe African National Union, founded in 1963 by the Reverend
Ndabaningi Sithole until he was removed in 1974 by Roberto Mugabe
(from his prison cell). Briefly in alliance with ZAPU (1977-1980) as
the 'Patriotic Front', ZANU won elections in February 1980 since
when Mugabe has ruled Zimbabwe, crushing all domestic opposition

ZAPU	 Zimbabwe African People's Union, founded in 1961 by Joshua
Nkomo, Zimbabwean liberation movement which was eventually
eclipsed by Mugabe's ZANU
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Principal weaponry & military equipment mentioned in text

Cuban, FAPLA & SWAPO

AK-47	 7.62mm semi-automatic machine-gun, most common infantry weapon
issued to FAPLA, Cuban and SWAPO personnel during the Angolan
War, the most produced and long-lasting weapon in history, some
models from the 1960s are still operational in Africa today, effective
range: 300 yards, holds 25-30 rounds in distinctive banana-shaped clip

An-12	 or Antonov-12BP 'Cub', rear-loading Soviet heavy-lift transport
aircraft, first produced in 1958, four engines, armed with twin 23mm
cannons in tail turret, maximum payload: 44,000 lbs, top speed: 482
mph (at maximum altitude), maximum range: 3,542 miles

An-22	 or Antonov-22, Soviet heavy-lift transport aircraft, first produced in
1959, one turbojet and two turboprop engines, up to 40 passengers,
maximum payload: 12,125 lbs, top speed: 336 mph, maximum range:
1,585 miles

13-10	 Recoilless 82mm anti-tank gun, transported by truck, range: 500
yards, firing rate: six rounds per minute, capable of penetrating one
inch of steel

BM-13	 `Katyusha', 'Stalin Organ' or `Rooi Oog' ('Red Eye'), 122mm missile-
launcher firing single rounds

BM-14	 16-tube 140mm missile-launcher, usually towed by truck, firing rate:
up to one missile per second, weight: 1.4 tons, range: 6 miles

BM-21	 also nicknamed the 'Stalin Organ', `cachita' & `Rooi Oog' ('Red
Eye'), 40-tube 122mm missile-launcher, usually mounted on Ural-375
truck, firing rate: two to three missiles per second, maximum range: 8
miles, weight: 12 tons, road speed: 50 mph, road range: 375 miles

BlVED-1	 Lightly-armoured amphibious infantry combat vehicle (smaller than
the BMP-1), armed with one 73mm gun, one co-axial 7.62mm
machine-gun & two extra 7.62nun machine-guns on the front, also
carries Sagger anti-tank missiles, can carry up to 13 men, similar speed
& range to BMP-1

BMP-1	 Lightly-armoured amphibious infantry combat vehicle, armed with
73mm gun & co-axial 7.62mm machine-gun, can carry anti-tank
missiles & wire-guided missiles, crew: 3, top speed: 40 mph,
range: 200 miles

BRDM-2	 Standard amphibious light armoured vehicle of the Soviets, Cubans &
FAPLA, armed with one 14.5mm & one 7.62mm machine-gun,
weight: 7 tons, top speed: 60 mph, range: 440 miles

Britannia	 or Bristol 175 Britannia, British-made medium-sized passenger
aircraft, powered by four turbo-prop engines, first flight: 1952, carries
a maximum of 139 passengers, used by FAR throughout the 1960s and
during the crucial early stages of Operation Carlota

BTR-60	 Standard amphibious APC of the Soviets, FAR & FAPLA, armed with
co-axial 14.5mm & 7.62mm machine-guns, weight: 10 tons, top
speed: 50 mph, range: 310 miles
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D-30	 122mm heavy gun firing eight rounds per minute, weight: 3 tons,
range: 10 miles, can also fire HEAT anti-tank rounds

FAL	 Fusil Automatique Leger (Light Automatic Rifle), Belgian-made
7.92mm infantry rifle, in common use among African guerrillas from
the late 1960s onwards, upgraded to 7.62mm (0.30 calibre) to become
NATO standard

GAZ	 Soviet heavy-duty diesel truck used by in the FAPLA & FAR, can
carry mobile unfolding bridge, payload: 2,000kg, top speed: 56 mph

GRAD-1P	 or `monocaxitos', fairly primitive Soviet-made 122mm rocket-
launcher, used by FAPLA-Cubans in 1960s and early 1970s but
overshadowed by the more effective BM-13 (`Katyusha') and BM-21

GSP	 Heavy-duty ferry, equipped with two folding pontoons for transporting
tanks, heavy artillery and missile units in assault river crossings,
maximum payload: 50 tonnes, water speed: 5 mph

11-76	 or Ilyushin-76, Soviet heavy-lift transport aircraft developed as a
successor to the An-12, first produced in 1974, armed with twin 23mm
cannon in the rear turret, maximum payload: 88,183 lbs, top speed:
528 mph, maximum range: 3,100 miles

M-46	 130mm heavy gun firing six rounds per minute, weight: 8 tons,
range: 17 miles

Mi-8	 or Mil-8 'Hip', standard medium transport & assault helicopter of the
Soviet, Angolan & Cuban armed forces, first produced in 1961, can be
armed with rocket pods & anti-tank missiles, up to 28 passengers,
maximum payload: 12 tons, maximum speed: 160 miles per hour,
maximum range: 289 miles

Mi-24/25	 or Mil-24 'Hind', standard combat helicopter of the Soviet Army, first
produced in 1970, used by Angolan & Cuban armed forces, armed
with one four-barrelled 12.7mm machine-gun, can carry rocket pods &
anti-tank missiles, crew: two, passengers: eight, maximum load: 11.5
tons, top speed: 192 mph, range (when full): 100 miles

MiG-21	 or Mikoyan-Gurevich MiG-21 `Fishbed', main Soviet fighter-bomber
in the 1960s, still in use in many African air forces, armed with twin
23mm cannons & capable of carrying bombs, rockets & air-to-air
missiles, weight: 6 tons, top speed: 1,385 miles per hour (at maximum
altitude), typical combat radius: 280-310 miles

M1G-23	 or Mikoyan-Gurevich MiG-23 'Flogger', standard Soviet fighter-
bomber after the MiG-21, first produced in 1971, armed with one
23mm cannon, two AA-7 & four AA-8 air-to-air missiles, can carry
air-to-ground weapons, weight: 11 tons, maximum speed: 1,553 miles
per hour (at maximum altitude), combat radius: 715 miles

PPSh-41	 Soviet 7.62mm semi-automatic machine-gun manufactured during the
Second World War, holds 25 rounds (up to 71 with drum), weight
(with drum): 12 lbs, common guerrilla weapon during the 1960s

PT-76	 Amphibious tank used primarily for reconnaissance work, armed with
76mm gun & co-axial 7.62mm machine-gun, crew: 3, weight: 14
tons, speed: 30 mph (on land) / 6 mph (in water), range: 160 miles (on
road) / 40 miles (in water)

PTS	 Heavy-duty ferry, similar to GSP
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RPG-7	 Rocket-Propelled Grenade-launcher used by all forces in the Angolan
War (and in common use in most guerrilla forces), fires 85mm or
70mm rocket-assisted HEAT grenades, maximum range: 500 yards
(stationary targets) or 300 yards (moving targets), can penetrate several
inches of armour, used by the FAPLA primarily for patrols, laying
ambushes and as a mobile defence force

SA-8	 or 'Gecko', self-propelled SAM AA system capable of simultaneously
firing & guiding two 170kg missiles, minimum range: 1 mile,
maximum range: 9 miles, operational ceiling: 7.5 miles

Sagger	 Wire-guided anti-tank missile, minimum range: 500 yards, maximum
range: 1.4 miles, capable of penetrating two inches of steel,
occasionally attached to BRDM-2s

Su-22	 or Su-17 'Fitter', Soviet fighter-bomber used in Soviet, Angolan &
Cuban Air Forces, armed with two 30mm cannons, can carry bombs &
rockets, weight: 10 tons, maximum speed: 1,440 miles per hour (at
altitude), typical combat radius: 440 miles

T-34/35	 Standard tank of the Soviet army during Second World War, the first
tanks provided by the Cubans to the Algerians (1963) and to the
FAPLA (1975), armed with one 76.2nun gun, crew: four, weight: 26
tons, top speed: 34 mph, range: 250 miles

T-54/55	 Main tanks employed by FAR & FAPLA in Angolan War, armed with
one 100mm gun (carries 43 rounds), T-54 has turret-mounted 12.7mm
AA gun, T-55 instead has one 7.62mm co-axial machine-gun, crew:
four, weight: 36 tons, speed: 30 mph, range: 300-350 miles

T-62	 Most modem Soviet tank used by the FAPLA-Cubans during the
Angolan War, armed with one smoothbore 115mm gun (accurate up to
one mile), one 7.62mm co-axial machine-gun & (on some models) one
12.7mm AA machine-gun, crew: 4, range: 175-400 miles (depending
on terrain & use of auxiliary fuel tanks)

T1VI1VI Bridge Truck-mounted 'scissors' bridge for crossing rivers & ditches up to
150 feet across, length: 30 feet

ZU-23 or `Cuatro Bocas' (Tour Mouths'), self-propelled quadruple 23mm
gun system, crew: four, firing speed: 800-1,000 rounds per minute,
road speed: 30 miles per hour, road range: 160 miles
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SADF, UNITA & FNLA

AML	 Auto Mitrailleuse Legere (Light Armoured Car), or Panhard, French-
made armoured car, armed with 90mm gun & 7.62mm co-axial
machine-gun, crew: 3, weight: 5.5 tons, speed: 60 mph, range:
375-800 miles

Bosbok	 Standard spotter / visual reconnaissance aircraft, maximum speed:
175 mph, range: 650 miles

Buccaneer Long-range bomber aircraft, developed by the British in late 1950s,
powered by two Rolls Royce turbofans, drops 120kg & 150kg bombs,
can carry four 1,0001b bombs, rockets & air-to-air missiles, crew: 2,
max. payload: 16,000 lbs, top speed: 645 mph, range: 2,000 miles

Buffet	 Standard mine-protected APC for infantry, crew: 3, passengers: 10,
weight: 6 tons, speed: 60 mph, range: 625 miles

Canberra	 Long-range jet bomber aircraft, first produced in 1949, powered by
twin Rolls Royce jet engines, carries up to 6,000 lbs of bombs, crew:
3, top speed: 569 mph, range: 2,656 miles

Casspir	 Mine-protected APC, predominantly used by SWATF & South African
police, armed with one to three 7.62mm machine-guns, crew: 1,
passengers: 12, weight: 11 tons, speed: 60 mph, range: 480 miles

Cheetah modernised Mirage III in SAAF, first produced in 1986, armed with
two 30mm cannons, air-to-air missiles, rockets & occasionally laser-
guided bombs, maximum speed: 1,453 mph (at seven miles altitude),
maximum range: 400-600 miles

C-130	 See Hercules
Eland-90 South African version of French Panhard AML armoured car, crew:

3, armed with 90mm gun & twin 7.62mm machine-guns, weight: 5.5
tons, speed: 60 mph, range: 375-800 miles

G-5	 155mm howitzer, crew: 8, weight: 14 tons, range: 24+ miles, capable
of firing 2-3 rounds per minute for over an hour

G-6	 Enormous self-propelled version of the G-5 155mm howitzer, crew: 5,
weight: 37 tons, speed: 60mph, road range: 375 miles

Hercules	 or C-130, large-lift transport aircraft, first produced in 1955, four
turboprop engines, maximum cargo: 90 troops/64 paratroops,
maximum payload: 35,700 lbs, top speed: 370 mph, range: 2,250-
4,900 miles (depending on cargo)

Impala H	 or MB-326K, modernised version of the Italian-designed Aermacchi
MB-326 Impala fighter-bomber, built under licence in South Africa
from 1975, powered by one Rolls Royce turbojet, armed with two
30mm cannons & can carry up to 4,000 lbs of bombs, missiles, rockets
& pods, crew: 1, top speed: 553 mph, range: 1,323 miles

Kweval	 Mine-protected truck, weight: 21 tons, speed: 60 mph, range:
625 miles

M-1	 0.30 calibre semi-automatic rifle used by SADF
M-5	 Standard 120mm mortar, crew: 5, maximum range: 4 miles,

firing rate: 5-10 rounds per minute
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Mirage III Principal fighter-interceptor in SAAF, first produced in 1961, armed
with two 30mm cannons, air-to-air missiles, bombs & rockets,
maximum speed: 920 mph (sea level) / 1,453 mph (at 7 miles
altitude), range: 400-560 miles

MRL	 24-tube 127mm Multiple Rocket Launcher, South African answer to
Soviet BM-21, rocket range: 5-14 miles, firing rate: one per second

Olifant	 Modernised version of the British Centurion, only South African tank
used in the Angolan War, crew: 4, plus up to one platoon of infantry
on its back, armed with one 105mm gun & two 7.62mm machine-guns,
weight: 56 tons, speed: 30 mph, range: 150 miles

Panhard	 See AML
Plofadder	 Mine-clearing system mounted on Buffel
Puma	 Principal transport helicopter in SAAF, cargo: 3.3 tons or 16 troops,

maximum speed: 200 mph, range: over 300 miles
Reel-20	 Standard infantry vehicle, crew: 3, passengers: 9, armed with one

20mm cannon, weight: 18.5 tons, speed: 65 mph, range: 625 miles
Ratel-90	 Modified Ratel-20 used in fire-support or anti-tank role, crew: 3,

passengers: 9, armed with one 90mm gun, weight: 18.5 tons, same
speed & range as Reel-20

Rinkhals	 Standard armoured & mine-protected ambulance, weight: 12 tons,
range: 600 miles

SAM	 Usually 'Cactus SAM', surface-to-air missile system, crew: 3, armed
with four missiles, range against supersonic aircraft: 500 yards-5
miles, weight: 14.5 tons, speed: 45 mph, vehicle range: 310 miles

Stinger	 'Man-portable' surface-to-air missile of US Armed Forces, provided to
UNITA during the 1980s, length: four feet, weight: 35 pounds, other
details classified

TOW (Tube-launched Optically-tracked Wire-guided) anti-tank missile
system developed by the American Army, launch weight: 40 lbs,
maximum range: 13,000 feet, provided to UNITA in the 1980s

Unimog Universal-Motor-Gerat (Universal Motor Equipment), German-made
truck used mostly by SWATF in operations against SWAPO, but also
in Angola during 1988 campaign

Vickers	 7.62mm British-made tripod-mounted machine-gun, used by Task
Force Zulu during Operation Savannah

Withings	 Mine-protected recovering vehicle
Ystervark	 Self-propelled AA system, crew: 3, armed with 20mm cannon,

weight: 8 tons, speed: 60 mph, range: 600 miles

[Compiled from Helmoed-Ri5mer Heitman, War in Angola: The Final South African
Phase Ashanti Publishing, Gibraltar, 1990, Soviet Military Equipment Reference
Guide Website, http://hometown.aol.com/threatmsteptwserg.html,  Sophearith Moeng,
The Vital Guide to Military Aircraft, Airlife Publishing Ltd, Shrewsbury (UK), 1994,
Aircraft Museum Website (http://www.aerospaceweb.org) & Warbird Alley Webiste
(http://www.warbirdalley.com/)]
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Common abbreviations

AA	 Anti-Aircraft
AFV	 Armoured Fighting Vehicle
APC	 Armoured Personnel Carrier
AWOL	 Absent Without Leave
HEAT	 High Explosive Anti-Tank (shell or missile)
HESH	 High Explosive Squash Head (shell or missile)
LIC	 Low Intensity Conflict
LCB	 Lucha Contra Bandidos ( 'Fight Against Bandits', or

counter-insurgency operations)
MIA	 Missing In Action
MIC	 Military Industrial Complex
MRL	 Multiple Rocket Launcher
OP	 Observation Post (usually for directing artillery fire)
RPG	 Rocket-Propelled Grenade-launcher
SAD	 Search-And-Destroy missions (usually carried out by Special Forces)
SAM	 Surface-to-Air Missile
TG	 Tactical Group (moderately-sized independent & mobile military unit)
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Chronology of main events in the Angolan War, 1956-1999

10-Dec-56

MPLA formed in Luanda by amalgamation of radical nationalist movements (including the
Angolan Communist Party) with llidio Machado Alves as president. Agostinho Neto becomes
effective leader of the movement after Machado's arrest in May 1959

01-Jan-59

Castro's guerrillas seize power in Cuba, leading to the birth of internationalism under the guise
of Che Guevara. Cuba quickly sets up contacts with African liberation movements, among
them the MPLA (although contacts remain weak at this stage)

Oct-59
Castro brothers & Cuban Communists take over Cuban government, initiating radicalisation of
the Cuban Revolution

03-Feb-60
British PM Harold Macmillan's 'Winds of Change' speech at the South African parliament
sparks wave of nationalism which sweeps into southern Africa during the 1960s

30-Mar-60
Sharpeville massacre -69 African demonstrators killed & 176 wounded in first anti-colonial
clash in Africa. Start of internal unrest in South Africa

02-Sep-60
1st Declaration of Havana, proclaiming Cuba's determination to fight colonialism, capitalism
and 'American neo-imperialism' in the world

Jan-61
1st Angolan uprising: 'Maria's War' in Kassanje coffee district (Malanje). Portuguese reprisals
leave up to 7,000 Africans dead

04-Feb-61
2nd Angolan uprising: MPLA militants attack police station and sao Paulo fortress in Luanda
to free political prisoners. 7 Portuguese police officers and 40 Angolans killed

„

05-Feb-61

After funeral of police officers killed in MPLA raid, white vigilantes start massacring Africans in
musseques around Luanda. All MPLA activists expelled from Luanda over following weeks,
the survivors fleeing north to the Dembos region to set up the '1st Military Region'

15-Mar-61

3rd Angolan uprising: UPA launces rebellion in northern Angolan coffee plantation zone. >750
white settlers killed in wave of violence. White troops/vigilantes kill 20-50,000 Africans in
retaliation. 150,000 Africans flee across border into Zaire, swelling the UPA's ranks

17-Apr-61

Bay of Pigs invasion: 1,400 CIA-trained Cuban exiles invade Cuba at Playa GirOn and Playa
Larga. After three days they are surrounded & captured: 114 invaders killed & 11 aircraft shot
down. At least 161 Cubans killed, 1,197 prisoners taken

Oct-61
MPLA moves HQ to Leopoldville (Kinshasa), which becomes centre of operations for all the
Angolan liberation movements. UPA has been operating there since the late 1950s

09-Oct-61

Ferreira Incident: Squadron of 21 MPLA guerrillas led by Tomas Ferreira captured and
executed by UPA as they attempt to infiltrate northern Angola - start of open warfare between
the MPLA and UPA (later EN LA)

27-Mar-62
FNLA formed from merger of Kongo nationalist group PDA (Partido Democretico de Angola)
and UPA. They form the Govemo Revolucionerio de Angola no Exfilo (GRAE)

22/28-Oct-
62 Cuban Missile Crisis

20-Jan-63
MPLA launches Cabinda front, supplied from base at Dolisie (Congo-Brazzaville), but has little
success in the exceptionally difficult terrain of the Mayombe jungle

Apr-63

Fidel Castro makes 37-day visit to the Soviet Union, returning with plans to boost sugar
production to the detriment of Che Guevara's rapid industrialisation plans. Start of rift between
Castro & Guevara

29-Jun-63
GRAE recognised by Zaire, which expels MPLA from Kinshasa. MPLA sets up in Brazzaville
under patronage of the Marxist president Massemba-Debat

4

Oct-63

Cuba sends contingent to 685 officers & soldiers, 22 T-34 tanks & artillery/mortars to defend
Algeria from Moroccan invasion. They remain to train Algerian troops, solidifying Cuban-FLN
alliance and setting up Algeria as the principal training ground for Cuba's internationalist
guerrillas, among them Masetti's Argentine column

Dec-64
Che Guevara embarks on African tour, meeting in January 1965 with Massemba-Debat & Neto
in Brazzaville where he agrees to set up a Cuban training operation

Feb-65
Guevara's meetings with the CNL leadership to discuss setting up a guerrilla war in the Congo
do not go well, but he determines to go ahead with his operation regardless

Apr-65

Che Guevara leaves Cuba and arrives incognito in the Congo. Backed by c.120 Cubans,
Guevara attempts to expand the CNL's war against the Leopoldville regime, but he fails to get
anywhere with Kabila's guerrilla forces, leading to serious recriminations and the eventual
collapse of the guerrilla front
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23-Aug-65

Last Cubans of c.250-man mission arrive in Brazzaville for triple mission: to train Congolese
militia, to prepare an MPLA relief column, and to train & fight alongside the MPLA guerrillas in
Cabinda

24-Nov-65

Mobutu seizes power in Zaire (with American & Belgian backing). FNLA's ties to Mobutu
regime start to grow through his kinsman, Holden Roberto. Cubans asked to leave eastern
Zaire by Congolese allies, ending Guevara's operation

01-Jan-66

First Tricontinental Conference held in Havana. Guevara is conspicuously absent from the
proceedings. Castro decides to concentrate Cuban internationalist efforts on his new protégé
Amf'car Cabral of Guine's PAIGC

12-Mar-66 UNITA founded in eastern Angola - Savimbi joins his guerrillas in October 1966
May-66 MPLA launches 'Eastern Front' in Moxico from rear bases in Zambia

Summer
66

Neto visits Castro in Cuba, but both the MPLA & Cuba are thinking of curtailing their
Brazzaville operations. Castro nevertheless offers training in Cuba, and by October the first
MPLA cadres start training there to become instructors themselves on the MPLA's 'Eastern
Front'. 'Camilo Cienfuegos' Column brings the first reinforcements to the stranded 1st Military
Region in four years

28-Jun-66
.Attempted coup against Massemba-Debat's government put down by Cuban-MPLA personnel
in Brazzaville

Jul-66 Guevara returns to Cuba to start planning Bolivian guerrilla operation
Aug-66 SWAPO launches guerrilla insurgency in Namibia
Oct-66 Guevara leaves for Bolivia incognito to set up guerrilla operation

25-Dec-66

UNITA carries out first major attack in Angola, interrupting the Benguela Railway and stopping
Zambian & Zairian copper shipments for a week. UNITA expelled from Zambia a year later for
jeopardising its main export income

Jan-Apr-
67

Kamy Column attempts to bring reinforcements to 1st Military Region, but it is decimated en
route, only 21 out of 150 guerrillas making it Nambuangongo alive

Jul-67 Remaining Cuban instructors withdrawn from Brazzaville - MPLA-Cuban alliance weakens

08-Oct-67
Che Guevara is captured by the Bolivian Army & taken to the small village of La Higuera,
where he is summarily executed the following morning. Death of the internationalist ideal

May-68
MPLA completes its move from Brazzaville to Lusaka (Zambia) to concentrate its efforts on the
'Eastern Front' in Moxico

Aug-68

Fidel Castro gives public support to Soviet crushing of 'Prague Spring', signalling his
compliance to the Kremlin after a bitter clash earlier on in the year. Cuba now embarks on
reckless 10 Million Ton Harvest

19-May-70

Fidel Castro reveals to crowds that the 10 Million Ton Harvest will not reach its target, and
hints that radical economic & political changes will have to occur in Cuba. This leads to the
'Institutionalisation' process [1971-76], converting Cuba into a model Communist state

Feb-72

Portuguese-SADF forces launch third consecutive offensive against the MPLA in Moxico,
triggering the collapse of the 'Eastern Front'. Recriminations within the MPLA leadership lead
to outbreak of factionalism

17-Mar-72
1,000 FNLA guerrillas mutiny in base at Kinkuzu, Zaire. Mobutu sends Zairian Army to crush
rebels and prop up Roberto.

May to
June-72

Fidel Castro makes first African tour, visiting Conakry & Algiers. Meets with Cabral to discuss
progress of Cuban mission to support the PAIGC's war against the Portuguese in Guina, but
talks with the MPLA are at a low level, reflecting the downgrading of the MPLA-Cuban alliance
at this time

Dec-73

Roberto heads FNLA delegation on visit to China, leading to modest military training
programme which starts in early 1974, Unwittingly putting the Chinese in a strong position
when the Carnation Revolution takes the world by surprise on April

early-1974
Soviet military aid to MPLA halted due to factionalist disputes: Chipenda's 'Eastern Revolt'
faction (founded 1973) and Mario de Andrade's 'Revolta Activa' (formed 11 May 1974)

25-Apr-74

Carnation Revolution in Portugal - dictatorship overthrown by progressive officers of the MFA
who strongly favour rapid decolonisation from the Portuguese African Empire. The world is
nonplussed by the news. General Spin°la becomes president, but his desire to curtail full
dismemberment of the Portuguese Empire quickly leads to his overthrow
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30-Sep-74

Leftist Movimento das Forces Armadas (MFA) faction seizes power in Lisbon, removing
Spin°la, and promises rapid independence for African colonies. Francisco da Costa Games
assumes presidency

Nov-74

Soviet aid to MPLA resumes after Neto purges break-away factions and is re-elected
President of the MPLA at a Special Conference in September. Violence breaks out in Angola,
principally between FNLA & MPLA in Luanda and other major provincial capitals, continuing
with brief respites up to and beyond independence

15-Dec-74 Chipenda expelled from MPLA. Takes supporters/troops and joins FNLA (16 February)

31-Dec-74

Cubans re-engage in Angola when a two-man delegation meets Neto for talks. They agree to
carry out a detailed reconnaissance of the MPLA's operations in Zambia and northern Angola,
and write a detailed report to the Cuban leadership. However Cuba, which is exclusively
focused on the final stages of 'Institutionalisation', ignores the requests for military aid

15-Jan-75
22-Jan-75

Alvor Agreement signed - Angolan Independence Day set for 11 November 1975
US '40 Committee' approves $300,000 covert support for FNLA

31-Jan-75
MPLA-UNITA-FNLA Transitional Gov. set up, but fighting breaks out between FNLA and
MPLA within 24 hours

13-Feb-75
MPLA attack Chipenda's 'Eastern Revolt' offices for second time. 15-20 killed and 30
wounded. MPLA-FNLA-UNITA occupy Chipenda's office afterwards.

11-Mar-75

Failed right-wing counter-coup to return Spfnola to power in Lisbon further destabilises
Portuguese authority in Angola, starting 'Verao Quente' (Hot Summer) of Portuguese
Revolution. Heavy factional fighting continues in Angola, almost without stop, until July when
Angola divides into different spheres of influence.

May-75

Neto meets Major Flavio Bravo, Chief of Logistics for the Cuban armed forces, in Brazzaville
and renews his requests for arms, supplies & financial assistance. Again they meet with no
Cuban action

12-Jul-75 FNLA finally driven out of Luanda by MPLA after heavy fighting

18-Jul-75

President Ford approves Operation 'IA Feature' (covert military and financial support for
FNLA/UNITA to overthrow MPLA in Luanda) with eventual budget of $32 million (worth c.$65
million in real value)

20-Jul-75
FNLA launches offensive to capture Luanda before 11 November with c. 17,000 troops, led by
Roberto & supported by right-wing Portuguese military, PIDE officers and Zairian troops

Aug-75

Cuba finally decides to offer the MPLA miltiary support, and sends investigative mission under
Comandante Ratil Diaz Arguelles to Luanda to decide what form this support should take. He
concludes Neto's request for aid too modest & increases it to a 480-man mission with heavy
equipment and weaponry to train sixteen infantry battalions of the new FAPLA.

08-Aug-75
SADF occupies Ruacana hydro-electric complex and other installations on the Cunene River
with small garrison. Portugal protests, but weakly

14-Aug-75

Luanda's Transitional Government collapses. The Portuguese High Commissioner officially
takes over, but in reality the MPLA fills up all the available posts in the Government. FNLA &
UNITA form alliance and withdraw from Luanda

18-Sep-75
Portuguese High Commissioner announces that Portuguese troops are starting to withdraw
from Angola, despite collapse of the Alvor Peace Process

mid-Sep-
75

First Cuban instructors start to arrive in Angola and set up training camps in Cabinda, Salazar
(N'Dalatando), Benguela & Henrique de Carvalho (Saurimo)

14-Oct-75

Zulu Force - 2 battalions (one Bushman, one FNLA) + 14 SADF officers/NCO's (reported as
between 300 and 1,500 men), crosses border into Angola. By 3 November they are at the
outskirts of Benguela, having swept all MPLA defences before them.

03-Nov-75

Zulu Force attacks FAPLA-Cuban defensive line at Caluita & Catengue, inflicting heavy
casualties and taking Benguela. FAPLA lose at least 723 killed; first (officially recognised)
Cuban casualties of the war. In reaction, the MPLA leadership & Cuban commanders in
Angola send urgent request to Havana to send massive reinforcements to prevent the fall of
Luanda

04-Nov-75
The Cuban leadership agrees to send force to shore up MPLA in Luanda, launching Operation
Carlota

07-Nov-75
Cuban troop airlift starts: first 82-man contingent leaves Havana for Luanda on special
Cubana de AviaciOn flight. 650 arrive by the end of the week, 2,000 by 15 November
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08-Nov-75
3 ships with artillery regiment, motorised battalion & other military personnel leave Cuba for
Angola. First aircraft with Cuban reinforcments (MININT Special Forces) arrives in Luanda

10-Nov-75

In the early morning, a joint FLEC-Zairian force invades Cabinda, but is held back with heavy
casualties by the FAPLA-Cuban defenders. Roberto, against the advice South African
advisors, launches disastrous attack against MPLA-Cuban positions in Quifangondo (just north
of Luanda), and his army is effectively destroyed. At noon Portugal grants independence to
'the people of Angola' and to no single liberation movement

11-Nov-75
Independence Day. MPLA sets up People's Republic of Angola (PRA) in Luanda. UNITA and
FNLA set up Popular Democratic Republic of Angola (PDRA) in Ambriz

12-Nov-75
Zulu Force starts to advance from Lobito towards Luanda, breaching Cuban-MPLA defensive
position outside Novo Redondo (Sumbe)

13-Nov-75

Cuban military engineers blow up bridges over Queve river, bringing Zulu Force's advance to a
halt. For the next two months FAPLA-Cuban forces fight it out with Zulu Force for dominance
of Cuanza Sul

23-Nov-75

FAPLA-Cubans ambush Foxbat at Ebo (Cuanza Sul) as it advances on Gabela, killing c.50 &

destroying seven armoured cars. Foxbat pulls back, its commander planning a revenge attack
over the partially-destroyed 'Bridge 14' on the Nhia river

27-Nov-75
Nigeria recognises MPLA government in Luanda, citing SADF intervention as reason for
change in policy. 3 Cuban military supply ships arrive in Angola.

09-Dec-75 Soviet airlift halted after meeting between Ford and Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin
10-Dec-75 Evacuation of Luso (Luena) by MPLA starts

11-Dec-75

Comandante Ra01 Diaz Arguelles killed by land mine on Hengo track road in withdrawal from
Nhia. FAPLA-Cubans are driven off south bank of Nhia river, allowing South Africans to repair
'Bridge 14' in the night and launch a surprise attack the following morning

12-Dec-75

Zulu Force inflicts bloody defeat on FAPLA-Cubans north of 'Bridge 14', inflicting 100-200
casualties & advancing as far as the Catofe river. They are prevented from going further,
however, and are eventually withdrawn to Santa Comba (Uaco Cungo)

19-Dec-75
US Senate votes 54-22 to attach Clark Amendment to Defence Appropriations Bill, effectively
cutting off funds for Angolan covert operations

24-Dec-75
Fighting breaks out between UNITA & FNLA in Benguela with mortars and automatic
weapons. Soviet airlift resumes after Clark Amendment passed in US Senate

25-Dec-75

Fighting between UNITA & FNLA breaks out in Huambo, at least 25 reported killed. It soon
spreads to Namibe & Lubango. Gen. Viljoen informs Chipenda & Savimbi that the SADF is
starting to withdraw from Angola

12-Jan-76 FNLA expelled from Ambriz by MPLA-Cuban forces. PNLAtorces 11044

21-Jan-76 South Africa finally starts withdrawing its troops from Angola

23-Jan-76
Last South African troops reach Cunene - the withdrawal has taken <48 hours. A residual rear-
guard numbering up to 5,000 men remains, however, protecting Calueque

03-Feb-76
Mobutu, Roberto and Savimbi confer in Kinshasa and Mobutu announces he is now 'neutral' in
Angolan conflict. Cuban troop level in Angola now approx. 36,000

08-Feb-76
FNLA HQ at Sâo AntOnio do Zaire (Soyo) falls to MPLA-Cuban forces. UNITA HQ at Huambo
falls to MPLA-Cuban forces

16-Feb-76

FNLA expelled from last foothold in Angola, Säo Salvador, by MPLA-Cuban forces after last-
ditch defence by mercenaries crumbles. 10 mercenaries captured, and later tried & executed
for war crimes

29-Feb-76
Neto and Mobutu meet in Brazzaville and establish quick diplomatic detente between the PRA
and Zaire

10-Mar-76 Nito Alves and Jose Van DOnem return from USSR and start plotting coup against Neto

13-Mar-76
Last UNITA stronghold at Gago Coutinho (Lumbala N'Guimbo) falls to FAPLA-Cuban forces.
Savimbi retreats into bush with a few thousand guerrillas

14-Mar-76
Castro and Neto meet at Conakry to draw up program for gradual withdrawal of Cuban troops
from Angola at a rate of 200 per week

27-Mar-76 Last elements of Zulu force withdraw into Namibia.

01-Apr-76
UN Security Council condemns RSA's role in Angola in a 9-0 vote (5 abstentions) but makes
no mention of Cuba's
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late Jul-76
Neto visits Havana for 26 July celebrations and publicly thanks Castro for Cuban support.
Series of economic and technical agreements signed

Oct-76
During a plenum of the MPLA Central Committee, the party formally adopts Marxism-
Leninism. Commission of inquiry also set up to investigate factionalism within MPLA

08-Mar-77
"Shaba I": Katangese exiles (FNLC) invade Shaba province of Zaire from Angola and are
quickly defeated by 1,500 Moroccan troops airlifted in by France and Belgium

23-Mar-77

Fidel Castro arrives in Luanda during first African tour. He attends ceremonies at Quifangondo
and speaks to massive MPLA crowds. Secretly he negotiates a deal with Neto to start
withdrawing Cuban forces faster, but these plans never get far as the situation continues to
deteriorate in Angola

21-May-77
Report into factionalism within MPLA published, demanding expulsion of Nito Alves and Josê
van DOnem from MPLA

27-May-77

Attempted coup by Nito Alves & Josè van ainem. 3 Central Committee members and a large
but unreported number of lesser officials, rebels and bystanders killed. 4 Cuban tanks help re-
capture radio station & put down muinous FAPLA 8th Brigade

12-Jun-77
RaCil Castro visits Luanda to personally show support for Neto regime. He agrees to Cuban
reinforcements to counter new threats, ending Cuban plans for a rapid withdrawal

late 1977
President Vorster authorises SADF raids over border into Angola against SWAPO bases,
starting South Africa's eleven-year cross-border campaign

04-May-78

SADF launch Operation Reindeer: force of 300 paratroopers attacks SWAPO bases at
Cassinga & Chetequera. >600 Namibians killed, sparking international outrage. SWAPO
claims those killed were civilians, women & children, the SADF insists they were all
combatants. Global revulsion at the massacre leads to passing of Resolution 435

11-May-78
"Shaba II": Katangese exiles invade Shaba province of Zaire from Angola, capturing Kolwezi,
but are defeated in a few weeks by French and Belgian paratroopers

Jul-78
Neto & Mobutu sign deal over Katangese exiles living in Angola to stop further invasions of
Shaba province and re-open Benguela railway line

29-Sep-78

UN Security Council Resolution 435 passed, demanding South African withdrawal from
Namibia and free elections, & recognising SWAPO as the representative of the Namibian
people. This Resolution immediately becomes the backbone (and principal obstacle) to the
peace process

Sep-79
SADF bomb Lubango & MK training camp at Novo Catengue (Benguela), killing many Angolan
workers in factories

10-Sep-79
Neto dies of cancer in Moscow clinic. Josè Eduardo dos Santos unanimously elected
President of PRA by Central Committee

Nov-79 Holden Roberto exiled to Paris from Zaire. FNLA plays little further role in Angolan War

Feb-80
'Total Onslaught" adopted by Pretoria after Mugabe's Marxist government takes power kr	 <

newly-independent Zimbabwe. SADF steps up 'destabilisation' war against the FLS

Jan-81
Ronald Reagan sworn in as American President - major change in American policy towards
USSR and Africa, leading to 'Second Cold War'

Apr-81

Chester Crocker proposes 'linkage' of Cuban withdrawal to the Namibian peace process,
triggering an immediate and angry rejection from Cuba and the FLS. Start of 'linkage'
negotiating process which struggles on for more than seven years

'23-Aug-81

SADF launches Operation Protea - 4,000-5,000 troops, supported by armoured cars & tanks
penetrate 120 km into SW Angola, ostensibly to attack SWAPO bases there & putting paid to
plans for a Cuban withdrawal from Angola. SADF capture Xangongo & N'Giva, leaving small
garrisons when they withdraw. 16,000 Angolan refugees flee the fighting

,
04-Feb-82

Cuba & Angola make 'Joint Statement of Principles', laying down three conditions for Cuban
withdrawal from Angola - Namibian independence under Resolution 435, free elections and
withdrawal of SADF - also insisting that any withdrawal agreement can only be a bilateral one.
Paulo Jorge & Isidoro Malmierca (Foreign Ministers) sign for their governments

2/10-Aug-
83

Bloody nine-day siege at Cangamba (Moxico) between massive UNITA forces and a cut-off
FAPLA-Cuban garrison. Up to 2,000 killed & 4,000 wounded in nine days of bitter fighting.
Cubans eventually relieved by reinforcement columns sent from Huambo & Menongue, then
UNITA calls in SAAF bombers to flatten the town
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03-Dec-83

SADF launch Operation Askari (12th cross-border incursion since independence). 2,000-
3,000 SADF troops invade Cunene to attack SWAPO bases, clashing violently with FAPLA-
Cubans at Cuvelai, both sides sustaining heavy casualties. Both sides edge towards
Cracker's suggested cease-fire, leading to Lusaka Accord
MPLA, Cuba and USSR meet in Moscow and agree increase in Soviet military aid to $2 billion

Jan-84	 and 7,000 more Cuban troops in response to SADF invasion
Lusaka Accord: MPLA signs deal with RSA to ban SWAPO activity in southern Angola in
return for pull-out of SADF troops from Angola, but JMC fails to enforce cease-fire, and with

Feb-84	 SWAPO's insurgency continuing the fighting soon restarts
Cuba and MPLA issue second Joint Statement of Principles setting basic conditions for
withdrawal of Cuban troops from Angola, including a hint that they might be prepared to

19-Mar-84 negotiate within the 'linkage' framework
UNITA launch raid on Sumbe (Cuanzu Sul) to capture hostages. 200 Cuban civilian

25-Mar-84 internationalists help defend Sumbe, driving off UNITA guerrillas in heavy street fighting
Chester Crocker presents 'basis for negotiation' to Angolan & South African governments.
They balk at negotiating further, however, and following events in early 1985 the negotiations

Mar-85	 , grind to a halt
Two men from South African commando unit captured while sabotaging Cabinda oil

i	 installations. They reveal they have carried out several operations in Angola over the previous
May-85	 four years, sparking outrage from the FLS

Clark Amendment repealed - Reagan sanctions covert aid to UNITA. The MPLA withdraws
Jul-85	 from the 'linkage' negotiations in protest

1st major Soviet-run offensive launched: Operation Congresso II. FAPLA-Cuban forces
July to Oct-(supported by SWAPO/MK) attack Cazombo & Mavinga, capturing the former but being

85	 repulsed at the Lomba river by last-minute SADF intervention with MRLs & air power
2nd major Soviet-run offensive is abandoned after SADF-UNITA sabotage supply lines, with a

May to	 raid on shipping & oil storage tankers in Namiba & an SADF-UNITA attack on Cuito
August-86 Cuanavale, destroying the bridge

Brig.-Gen. Rafael del Pino defects to USA, heavily criticising the Cuban regime for its Angolan
operation which he claims is riven with corruption and incompetence. He prophetically warns

28-May-87 of the meteoric rise in influence of MININT
27-Jul-87 Fidel Castro makes bid to join American negotiations, but is made to wait by Crocker

3rd major Soviet-run offensive launched: Operation Saludando Octubre. 18,000 FAPLA
troops, hundreds of tanks and Cuban-piloted MiG-23's start to advance east of Cuito
Cuanavale, but are quickly bogged down in fighting with UNITA & regroup to re-launch the

late-Jul-87 offensive in August
SADF launch Operation Moduler, sending an eventual 2,000 men, supported by tanks, MRLs,

04-Aug-87 G-5s and SAAF fighter-bombers to assist UNITA in the defence of Mavinga
The Battle of the Lomba River - the SADF smashes the FAP1A advance on Mavinga as (out.

Sep to Oct- brigades attempt to cross Lomba river. 47 Brigade is annihilated & the remaining FAPLA
87	 forces are driven in headlong retreat towards Cuito Cuanavale

At a conference in Moscow, Castro urges Dos Santos & Gorbachev to adopt a more
06-Nov-87 aggressive policy against the SADF in southern Angola

FAR General Staff decides to send reinforcements to shore up Cuito Cuanavale in the face of
renewed SADF attacks on the area. 'Maniobra XXXI Aniversario' will initially include 3,000

t	 troops, >700 combat/ transport vehicles & supplies. Polo appointed Chief of ATS, Ochoa is in
overall command of MMCA. Castro plans a separate move into southwest Angola to put

15-Nov-87 pressure on the Namibian border 	 .
The Battle of Cuito Cuanavale starts. 6,000 UNITA troops, backed by up to 2,500 South
Africans launch a series of attacks to capture Cuito Cuanavale. First attack against 21
Brigade drives it back to the river, the FAPLA losing 250 troops, four tanks & various armoured

13-Jan-88 cars/artillery. South African losses are one wounded & one Ratel-90 damaged
Cuba officially joins the 'linkage' negotiations in Luanda, agreeing to negotiate the withdrawal

29-Jan-88 of ALL Cuban forces from Angola
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30-Jan-88

Ochoa is summoned to Havana by Fidel Castro & ordered to implement his defence strategy
for Cuito Cuanavale, which involves withdrawing all but one brigade from the east of the river.
Ochoa does not comply with his orders, however

14-Feb-88

brigades and driving them back, a desperate Cuban tank counter-attack preventing a further
advance. The FAPLA lose 500 men, 17 tanks & 9 armoured cars, the Cubans at least 14 men
& five tanks, the South Africans 4 killed & 7 wounded. Castro is furious at Ochoa for not
having altered the defences, and sends Polo to Cuito Cuanavale to take over command of its
defences person nary

25-Feb-88

SADF-UNITA launch third attack on Cuito Cuanavale, assaulting 59 Brigade's positions during
a tactical withdrawal. South African armour gets bogged down in the heavy minefields east of
the FAPLA's positions & accurate artillery and MiG-23 air-strikes, and withdraws with several
killed & wounded, not having taken the positions

01-Mar-88

SADF-UNITA launch fourth attack on Cuito Cuanavale, hoping to complete mission before
demobilisation of 20 Brigade. South African armour again gets bogged down in minefields and
artillery bombardment east of 25 Brigade's positions, and is forced to call off the attack having
suffered some casualties. 20 Brigade demobilised and replaced by 82 Brigade

06-Mar-88
Cuban troops start to move into southwest Angola as part of Castro's carefully-orchestrated
escalation of the fighting in Angola

mid-March-Various
88

rounds of talks between Crocker and the MPLA-Cubans, edging them towards
tripartite talks which start in May

22-Mar-88
Fidel Castro orders Ochoa to build up airbases at Cahama & Xangongo (Cunene) in
preparation for advance up to the Namibian border

23-Mar-88

SADF-UNITA launch final attack on Cuito Cuanavale, but their armour once more gets bogged
down in the FAPLA's defensive positions, and is forced to withdraw with heavy UNITA
casualties, abandoning 3 immobilised tanks which are captured by the FAPLA-Cubans. Apart
from continual bombardment by G-5s and occasional raids, the battle of Cuito Cuanavale is
effectively over

3/4-May-
88

First of Twelve Rounds of Tripartite Talks under Chester Crocker starts in London, getting no
further than the opening statements. Gen. Jannie Geldenhuys and Gen. ()Uses Rosales del
Toro hold a stormy meeting, both sides warning the other of the dangers of escalating the war
into southwest Angola

04-May-88

FAPLA-Cubans ambush South African force south of Donguena (Cunene), killing seven men
from 101 Bn & destroying 3 Casspirs (capturing one other). 54 Cubans are allegedly killed in
the close-quarter fighting

22-May-88

South Africans launch bungled ambush south of Tchipa (Cunene), drawing in full Cuban
company stationed nearby. Six Cubans killed, three South African Unimog trucks destroyed
before South Africans withdraw to Calueque

24/25-Jun-
88

Round Two of the 'linkage' negotiations in Cairo between Cuba, Angola & RSA. Initially there
is a shouting match, but they agree at the end to persist with the 'spirit of London'

27-Jun-88

Final Cuban-SADF clashes of the Angolan War.	 61 Mech clashes with one of three 600-man
FAPLA-Cuban columns coming from Tchipa, supported by 35 tanks. Two Ratel-90s
destroyed, killing 1 & wounding 3, then South African RateIs fight back, shooting out two T-
55s, several vehicles and causing heavy casualties among FAPLA-Cuban infantry, before
withdrawing as large Cuban tank force moves up from Tchipa. South Africans lose 2 RateIs, 1
killed & at least 4 wounded. FAPLA lose 2 T-55s, 2 BTR-60s, 8 trucks & 302 killed. Cuban
MiG-23s launch surprise air-strike on Calueque, killing 11 SADF conscripts and destroying
installations

10/13-Jul-
88

Round Three of the 'linkage' negotiations on Governors Island, New York. A concliatory
gesture from the new Cuban delegation chief, Carlos Aldana, breaks the logjam, and on the
last day Cuba, the MPLA & South African sign the 'New York Principles', establishing the
framework for the final stages of the negotiating process

88

laying
215-Aug-	 implementation

Round Five of the 'linkage' negotiations in Geneva, leading to signing of the 'Geneva Protocol',
down the conditions for the South African withdrawal from Angola and the

of Resolution 435, leaving the Cuban withdrawal timetable as the only
remaining sticking-point
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30-Aug-88
Last South African troops withdraw over border into Namibia, ending nearly twenty-five years
of direct South African military involvement in Angola

11/15-Nov-
88

Round Ten of the 'linkage' negotiations in Geneva, leading to the final agreement on a 27-
month Cuban troop withdrawal timetable, with 3,000 troops to leave before implementation of
Resolution 435

22-Dec-88

The MPLA, South Africa & Cuba sign the New York Peace Accords, providing for the
implementation of Resolution 435, and B160the withdrawal of all Cuban & South African forces
from Angola & Namibia. Cuba and the MPLA sign a separate Bilateral Agreement covering
the 27-month Cuban troop withdrawal, to be completed by 1 July 1989

10-Jan-89 First 3,000 pre-implementation Cuban troops start to leave Angola

Apr-89

SWAPO attempts to infiltrate 1,200-1,800 guerrillas into Namibia before implementation of
Resolution 435, sparking international crisis. The UN eventually authorises the SADF to
remove the guerrillas from Namibia, and >250 guerrillas are killed in the sweep. Namibia's
peace process re-starts on 19 May

2/5-April-
89

Gorbachev visits Cuba, seeking to cut back Soviet aid. Start of major dispute between Castro
and the reformist elements in the CPSU

27-Apr-89
Joint MINFAR-MININT investigation into drug-smuggling activities is launched, soon honing in
on Tony de la Guardia's operations as head of MC

02-Jun-89
Ochoa admits black market dealings in Angola in private meeting with RaCil Castro, who
subsequently decides to have him arrested

9/10-Jun-
89

Ochoa is released for the weekend, and visits Tony de la Guardia's home, rejecting offers to
escape by boat to Florida. Castro meets with Panamanian president Manuel Solis Palma who
warns him DEA is closing in on MC's operations. MINFAR's Special Forces allegedly sweep
on secret meeting of MININT officers at Padrán's house in Vfbora Parque (northern Havana),
seizing large amounts of weaponry (including crates of RPG's)

13-Jun-89
Ochoa & Diodes Torralbas (vice-president of Council of Ministers & Transport Minister)
arrested on charges of corruption and illicit handling of resources

22-Jun-89
The Gbadolite peace agreement between the MPLA and UNITA signed in Zaire, backed by 17
African nations, USA, USSR and Cuba. Fighting soon breaks out again, however

26-Jun-89
Court of Honour dishonourably discharges Ochoa & strips him of his rank and 'Hero of the
Republic' title

30-Jun to
4 Jul-89

Trial of Ochoa, the De la Guardia brothers & 11 other MININT/FAR officers. The judges
recommend seven death sentences, two 30-year, four 25-year & one 15-year sentence

09-Jul-89

Council of State meets to decide final verdicts, Fidel speaking for nearly four hours to destroy
Ochoa's military reputation. Final verdict: Ochoa, Tony de la Guardia, Martinez and PadrOn to
receive the death sentence

13-Jul-89
Ochoa, Tony de la Guardia, Martinez and PadrOn executed by firing squad. Seven senior
MININT officers resign their posts, signalling start of MININT purge

23-Jul-89

Hungary has first free elections, leading to the dismantling of the iron Curtain with Austria, and
starting the refugee crisis which by the end of the year brings about the collapse of the socialist
bloc

7/11-Nov-
89

Voting for Namibia's first free elections. SWAPO wins, but not by a large enough majority to
form a government

09-Nov-89 Berlin Wall comes down, triggering the collapse of the socialist bloc

17-Dec-89

Ceausescu orders Romanian security forces to fire on anti-government demonstrators in
Timisoara, starting the Romanian Revolution which ends with Ceausescu & his wife's death on
Christmas Day

20-Dec-89
24,000 U.S. troops invade Panama, capturing Noriega and cutting off Cuba's main source of
imports

04-Feb-90
FAPLA briefly occupies Mavinga during '0 Ultimo Assalto', but is forced to withdraw due to
strained supply lines

21-Mar-90 Namibia becomes independent

Apr-91
MPLA abandons Marxist-Leninism in favour of 'democratic socialism', rapidly evolving into a
corrupt political elite

01-May-91 MPLA and UNITA sign cease-fire, leading to peace accord at the end of the month
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25-May-91 Last Cuban troops leave Angola
31-May-91 Bicesse Accords signed - MPLA & UNITA agree to end war & free elections.
14-Jun-91 Last Cuban troop ship docks in Havana, officially ending the Cuban intervention

Aug-91

Attempted coup by conservatives in the CPSU to overthrow Gorbachev fails, leading to major
reformist offensive under Boris Yeltsin which ends in the disintegration of the USSR (31
December 1991). Major blow to Castro's regime

29/30-Sep-
92 First elections held in Angola - 90% turn-out. MPLA wins 54% of vote, UNITA 34%.

Nov-92 Savimbi rejects results and goes back to war, unleashing bloodiest phase yet

Jul-93
Fierce fighting engulfs Angola, killing as many as 1,000 Angolans every day from war, famine
& disease. Kuito-Biê besieged for months, leaving the city in ruins

Aug-94

Balsero' (raft people) Crisis in Cuba. Rioting in Havana leads to the exodus of at least 30,000
Cubans on makeshift rafts, as many as 5,000 others drowning in the attempt. Crisis passes
with agreement in September between the American and Cuban governments to repatriate all
future 'balseros' (raft people) who attempted to flee to the USA

20-Nov-94
Lusaka Peace Accord signed - plan laid out to set up Government of National Unity (GNU) &
to hold fresh elections (to date not carried out)

11-Apr-97

GURN finally installed in Luanda, but Savimbi refuses to come to Luanda. The Luanda clique
eventually breaks away to form 'UNITA Renovado' (Renovated UNITA), allying with the MPLA
government but failing to gain international legitimacy

17-May-97
Laurent Kabila's forces enter Kinshasa, Mobutu flees Kinshasa ending 30-year dictatorship,
but the re-named DRC soon sinks into rebellion & civil war

late-1998
All pretence at peace has broken down in Angola - MONUA & NGO's withdraw personnel from
provinces, violence and chaos engulfs countryside

early-1999
Malanje, Kuito & Luena under siege by UNITA forces. FAA offensive to capture Savimbi's HQ
at Andulo beaten back with severe losses (although denied by MPLA)

Mar-99 UN withdraw from Angola, admitting total failure, but vow to return
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Principal SADF operations in Angola, 1975-88

Date	 Code-name Description

October 1975 -	 Savannah	 Full-scale invasion of Angola, heavy clashes at
April 1976	 Ebo & 'Bridge 14' (Cuanza Sul), 33 SADF

killed & many wounded
May 1978 Reindeer Air-borne assault on SWAPO camps at Cassinga

& Chetequera (Cunene), >600 SWAPO killed &
340 wounded, 60 Cubans & 6 SADF killed

March 1979	 Saffron	 Air-strikes against SWAPO camp at Novo
Catengue (Benguela) & attack on base near
Zambian border

March 1979	 Crossbar	 Attack on SWAPO base in SE Angola
June 1980	 Sceptic	 Three-week raid 110 miles into Angola against

SWAPO base at Chifufua, 360 SWAPO & 17
SADF killed, first SADF-FAPLA clashes

July 1980	 Klipkop	 Attack on SWAPO base at Chitado (Cunene)
27 FAPLA-SWAPO killed

August 1981	 Protea	 Full-scale invasion of Cunene, FAPLA &
SWAPO units engaged, radar systems
destroyed, SADF sets up two garrisons at
N'Giva & Xangongo, 1,000 SWAPO-FAPLA
casualties, 10 SADF killed

August 1981	 Carnation	 Offshoot of Operation Protea, 225 SWAPO
killed

November 1981	 Daisy	 Attack on SWAPO bases at Bambi &
Chetequera (Cunene), 70 SWAPO & 3 SADF
killed

March 1982	 Super	 Attack on SWAPO assembly area near Iona
(Namibe), 200 SWAPO killed, 2 SADF
wounded

July/Aug 1982	 Meebos	 Air & ground attacks against SWAPO command
& control structures near Mupa (Cunene), 350
SWAPO & 29 SADF killed (15 in Puma crash)

February 1983 Phoenix Two month operation to disrupt infiltration of
1,700-man SWAPO column into Namibia, 209
SWAPO & 27 SADF killed

December 1983	 Askari	 Full-scale invasion of Cunene, ferocious SADF-
Cuban clash at Cuvelai & Cahama, SADF
withdraw having destroyed SAM-8 air-defence
system, 324 FAPLA, Cuban & SWAPO killed,
24 SADF killed

May 1985	 na	 SADF commando raid on Calombo installations
(Cabinda), 2 SADF killed & 2 captured

June 1985	 Bush Willow 25 mile sweep inside Angola against SWAPO,
57 guerrillas killed
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September 1985	 Magneto	 SADF provide artillery advisers, medics & air
transport to UNITA to repel FAPLA's Operation
Congresso II, 1 SADF killed

September 1985	 Wallpaper	 SADF provide MRLs and SAAF air support for
UNITA, turning back the FAPLA at the Lomba

June 1986	 na	 South African Navy Special Forces raid on
Namibe harbour, destroying two fuel storage
tanks, sinking the Habano & damaging two
other ships

August 1986	 na	 SADF-UNITA raid on Cuito Cuanavale, ammo
dumps & bridge destroyed

June 1987	 na	 SADF provides MRLs & anti-tank teams to
assist UNITA in Operacao Chuva

4 August 1987	 Modular	 Invasion by 700-man force to support UNITA in
defence of Mavinga, grows to 3,000 men,
clashing with FAPLA during bloody 'Battle of
the Lomba river', pushes FAPLA back to Cuito
Cuanavale

13 December 1987 Hooper 	 Extension of Operation Moduler, attempt to
remove FAPLA from eastern banks of Cuito

12 March 1988	 Packer	 Final attempt dislodge FAPLA from the `Tumpo
triangle'

30 April 1988	 Displace	 Mining & holding operation east of Cuito river,
ending with final SADF withdrawal into
Namibia (August 1988)
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Appendix 1: original documents cited in text

1) Che Guevara's farewell letter to Fidel Castro, written March 1965, released

October 1965 at the founding Congress of the PCC

Havana

Year of Agriculture (1965)

Fidel:

I remember many things in this hour—how I met you in the house of Maria Antonia,

and how you proposed that I come with you, and all the strain of the preparations.

One day they passed by to ask who would be advised in case of the death, and the real

possibility of it struck all of us. Later we knew that it was true, that in a revolution

one triumphs or dies (if it be a true one). Many comrades were left along the road to

victory. Today everything has a less dramatic tone, for we are more mature, but the

event is repeating itself. I feel that I have fulfilled the part of my duty that bound me

to the Cuban Revolution on its territory, and I take my farewell of you, my comrades

and your people who are now my people.

I formally renounce my posts in the leadership of the Party, my post as Minister, my

rank as Major, my status as a Cuban citizen. Nothing legal binds me to Cuba, only

ties of another kind that cannot be broken, as can official appointments. Looking

back over my past life, I believe that I have worked with sufficient faithfulness and

dedication in order to consolidate the revolutionary triumph. My only deficiency of

any importance is not to have trusted you more from those first moments in the Sierra

Maestra and in not having understood soon enough your qualities of leader and

revolutionary.

I have lived through magnificent days and at your side I felt the pride of belonging to

our people in the luminous and sad days of the Caribbean Crisis. Rarely has any

statesman shone more brilliantly than you did in those days. I feel pride, too, in
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having followed you without hesitation, identifying myself with your way of thinking

and seeing and of judging dangers and motives.

Other regions of the world claim the support of my modest efforts. I can do what is

forbidden to you because of your responsibility to Cuba, and the time has come for us

to separate.

Let it be known that I do it with a mixture of joy and sorrow: I am leaving here the

purest of my hopes as a builder and the most loved among my beloved creatures, and

I leave a people who accepted me as a son; this rends a part of my spirit. On new

battlefields I will carry with me the faith that you inculcated in me, the revolutionary

spirit of my people, the feeling of having fulfilled the most sacred of duties: to fight

against imperialism wherever it may be; this comforts and heals any wound to a great

extent.

I say once more that I free Cuba of any responsibility save that which stems from its

example: that if the final hour comes upon me under other skies, my last thought will

be for this people and especially for you, that I am thankful to you for your teachings

and your example, and that I will try to be faithful up to the final consequences of my

acts; that I have at all times been identified with the foreign policy of our Revolution,

and I continue to be so; that wherever I may end up I will feel the responsibility of

being a Cuban revolutionary, and I will act as one; that I leave nothing material to my

children and my wife, and this does not grieve me: I am glad that it be so; that I ask

nothing for them, since the State will give them sufficient to live and will educate

them.

I would have many things to say to you and to our people, but I feel that they are

unnecessary; words cannot express what I would want them to, and it isn't

worthwhile wasting more sheets of paper with my scribbling.

Onwards to victory, always. Patria o Muerte!
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I embrace you with all my revolutionary fervour!

Che

[Source: http://www.chelives.com ]

2) Letter from Neto to the Cuban leadership, 26 January 1975

Dear Comrades,

Given the situation on the ground of our movement and our country, and taking into

account the results of the exploratory trip of the official Cuban delegation [Cadelo and

Pina], we are sending you a list of the urgent needs of our organisation. We are

confident that you will give it immediate consideration.

1) The establishment, organisation, and maintenance of a military school for

cadres. We urgently need to create a company of security personnel, and we

need to prepare the members of our military staff.

2) We need to rent a ship to transport the war material that we have in Dar-es-

Salaam to Angola. The delivery in Angola, if this were a Cuban ship, could

take place outside of the territorial waters.

3) Weapons and means of transportation for the Intervention Brigade that we are

planning to organise, as well as light weapons for some infantry battalions.

4) Transmitters and receivers to solve the problem of communication among

widely dispersed military units.

5) Uniforms and military equipment for 10,000 men.

6) Two pilots and one flight mechanic.

7) Assistance in training trade union leaders.

8) Cooperation in the organisation of schools for the teaching of Marxism (to

solve the problems of the party).

9) Publications dealing with p .o' litical and military subjects, especially instruction

manuals.
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10) Financial assistance in this phase of establishing and organising ourselves.

We also urge that the Communist Party of Cuba use its influence with other countries

that are its friends and allies, especially from the Socialist camp, so that they grant

useful and timely aid to our movement, which is the only guarantee of a democratic

and progressive Angola in the future.

Comrades, accept our revolutionary greetings and convey the good wishes of the

combatants of the MPLA and of the new Angola to Prime Minister Fidel Castro.

[Source: http://cwihp.si.edui]

3) Report by Ratil Diaz Argiielles to the Armed Forces Minister fRatil Castro],

11 August 1975

Report on the visit to Angola and on the conversations held with Agostinho Neto,

president of the MPLA, and the Political Bureau of the MPLA, as well as with chiefs

of the army staff of the FAPLA:

We arrived in Luanda, Angola, on Sunday, August 3 and established contact with the

MPLA. They immediately took us to a hotel. When President Neto heard about [our

arrival], he sent for us and put some of us up in his house and the rest of the

delegation in another compafiero's house.

In our first conversation with Neto we greeted him on behalf of the Commander-in-

Chief [Fidel Castro] and the Minister of the Armed Forces [Radl Castro], we gave

him the present and the note from the Commander-in-Chief and then we explained the

purpose of our visit.

We based our explanation on the following points:
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a) The request made by the MPLA when it was visited by a delegation from

our party and our government in January [Cadelo and Pina] and the request

made later in Mozambique by Cheito, the chief of staff of the FAPLA.

b) These requests were somewhat contradictory: during the January visit they

asked for aid and the training of cadres in Cuba and in Angola, and later in

Mozambique they asked only for the training of cadres in Cuba.

c) We were coming to clarify the aid we should offer, given the FNLA's and

Mobutu's aggression against the MPLA and the possible course of events

before independence in November. We knew that the forces of reaction and

imperialism would try with all their might to prevent the MPLA from taking

power, because it would mean a progressive government in Angola.

Therefore we were bringing Neto the militant solidarity of our Commander-in-

Chief, our party and our government, and we gave him the $100,000.

In the course of this conversation, the Angolans complained about the paucity of aid

from the socialist camp, and they pointed out that if the socialist camp does not help

them, no one will, since they are the most progressive forces [in the country], whereas

the imperialists, Mobutu and ... [one word SANMSED] are helping the FNLA in

every way possible. They also complained that the Soviet Union stopped aiding them

in 1972 and that although it is now sending them weapons, the amount of assistance is

paltry, given the size of the need. In general, [Neto] wants to portray the situation in

Angola as a crucial struggle between the two systems — Imperialism and Socialism —

in order to receive the assistance of the entire socialist camp. We believe that he is

right in this, because at this time the two camps in Angola are well defined, the FNLA

and UNITA represent reaction and world imperialism and the Portuguese

reactionaries, and the MPLA represents the progressive and nationalist forces.

We agreed that we would meet again the next day, because we needed to finalize the

exact timetables, quantities and details etc. of the requests they had made.

[Half a page sanitised by the Cuban government]
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We believe that [the MPLA] enjoys the general support of the population; the

population is organized and ready to fight, but lacks weapons, as well as food,

clothing and basic gear. We believe that we must help them directly or indirectly to

remedy this situation which is in essence the resistance of an entire people against the

forces of reaction and imperialism.

Revolutionarily,

Raill Diaz Arguelles

[Source: http://cwihp.si.edui]

4) Order from the FAR's General Staff setting up MNICA, late August 1975

To meet the requests made to the PCC by the MPLA in August 1975, a delegation

from MINFAR was authorised to travel to Angola, made up of seven comrades and

commanded by Comandante Ratil Diaz-ArgUelles, which had as its mission to specify

and pinpoint along with the MPLA leadership the exact type of assistance they

required. The mission reached its objective, establishing the period in which this

assistance should be given, as well as advising the MPLA leadership from a politico-

military point of view on the most reasonable decisions which should be taken for the

organisation and strengthening of the FAPLA. Once the Cuban delegation and

MPLA leadership had finalised the above issues, it was agreed by the PCC and

Revolutionary Government to send the following military aid to Angola:

480 Cuban military specialists for a period of six months to organise and run

four Training Centres where command cadres, military specialists and

combatants would be organised and trained for the following units: sixteen

Infantry Battalions, eight 82mm mortar batteries, eight 75mm recoilless gun

batteries, three 120mm mortar batteries & eight 12.7mm AA machine-gun

batteries
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The following armaments are to be sent to Angola to be used in the Training

Centres for the training of recruits and as a reinforcement for the defence of

Luanda and Cabinda:

12,000 M-52 [Czech-made] rifles, 480 AKM machine-guns [for use by the

Cubans], 133 RPG-7s [Bulgarian-made], 48 75mm recoilless guns [Chinese-

made], 51 81mm mortars [American-made], 18 120mm mortars [American-

made], 18 122mm rocket-launchers, 30 12.7mm machine-guns [Czech-made],

18 14.5mm machine-guns [Chinese-made], 3 RPK machine-guns [Soviet

design, Cuban-made], 284 Makaruela pistols [for the Cuban officers], 500

anti-tank mines, 30 anti-personnel mines & 75 metric tons of explosive.

The following equipment and transports to be sent to Angola to be used in the

Training Centres by the Cuban military instructors:

11 light vehicles, 115 transport vehicles, 9 specialist vehicles

Technical-material aid to be given to the MPLA to assist the courses given in

the Training Centres for a period of six months in the following quantities:

Supplies to guarantee the feeding of 5,300 men for six months, clothing for

5,300 men at a rate of four uniforms and two pairs of boots per man, campaign

equipment for 5,300 men, toiletries for 5,300 men for six months, medicines

for 5,300 men for six months, study material for the courses to be carried out,

93 medium-frequency radio sets, bedding and sheets for 5,300 men, 50

scholarships for Military Training Centres in Cuba for the training of FAPLA

officers.

[Author's translation from Jaime & Barber's interview with Jorge Risquet in Angola: 

Depoimentos para a HistOria Recente, 1950-76, op. cit., p.341]

5) Letter from Jorge Risquet to Fidel Castro, 30 December 1975

Commander-in-Chief,

I have just returned from a tour of Quibala, Catofe, Conde, Ebo, Gabela, Porto

Amboim. The morale of the [Cuban military] commanders with whom I spoke (Polo
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[Leopoldo Cintra Frias], [Manuel] Cervantes, [Armando] Saucedo etc. at the southern

front headquarters; [Romdrico] Sotomayor, Calixto Rodriguez Proenza and Rend

[Hernández Gatorno]; [JestIs] Oviedo in Porto Amboim) is very high: they are

optimistic and full of ideas about how to strike the enemy. The morale of the soldiers

and officers with whom we spoke was equally high. [Fernando] Vecino [Alegret],

[Luis Alfonso] Zayas and, for the first part, Furry [Abelardo Colomd Ibarra],

accompanied me.

This high morale, the large number of our troops and the large supply of material, the

nature of the terrain, and the material and psychological condition of the enemy lead

me to conclude that there are no big problems for our [defensive] line at Amboim-

Ebo-Quibala-Cariango; that we have recovered the initiative in the south; that in the

next few days our "active defense" will gain ground in the south....

Jorge Risquet

[Source: http://cwihp.si.edui

6) Letter from Jorge Risquet to Fidel Castro, 29 January 1976

Commander-in-Chief,

Regarding the Cuban weapons delivered by the USSR in Luanda: We have explained

the situation clearly to President Neto, who understood it perfectly without expressing

any doubts.

1) Furry and I spoke with Neto alone the day after Furry's return, and we

informed him of your decision to send more troops, fully armed, in order to

amass the forces necessary both fully to accomplish the goal of freeing the

country from the South African and Zairian invasions, and also to be in a

position to counter any possible increases in their forces. We told [Neto] that

some of the new Cuban troops will arrive by boat with their weapons and the
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rest will come to Luanda by plane, where they will pick up weapons that the

Soviet Union is going to send for them. We explained to him that this will

allow us to avoid the unnecessary time, expense and risk of having the Soviets

send these weapons to Cuba and then having to transport them to Angola with

the troops. Neto understood and approved without any qualm or hesitation.

2) Three days later, the Soviet general told us he too would like to inform [Neto],

on behalf of the USSR, about the delivery of the Soviet weapons to the

Cubans in Angola. We agreed that the most appropriate way would be that he,

Furry, and I meet again with Neto alone. And so we did. The general

explained in some detail what weapons were being sent. Neto raised no

objection whatsoever, wrote down the most important weapons, said that he

would inform the Political Bureau of this increase [of men and arms], and

appeared very satisfied with it, as an additional guarantee to counter whatever

the South Africans, the Zairians and the Imperialists might do. In this

meeting, Furry itemized some of the men and materiel that were coming

aboard the Cuban ships. He spoke of a regiment.

3) Nevertheless, taking into account the concern you expressed in your cable of

yesterday, in the meeting that Oramas [Cuban Ambassador to Angola] and I

had today with the president to discuss other matters (SWAPO, Katangese,

etc.), I returned as if in passing to this matter, and I gave him a list of the

weapons that will be arriving on future Soviet ships and that are for the Cuban

troops. I added that all the weapons that had arrived in Soviet ships (the 73

tanks, the 21 BM-21s, etc.) so far, as well as the ten MiG-17s, belonged to the

People's Republic of Angola. [I stressed] that the MiG-21s that were coming

in the An-22 planes as well as the weapons that were arriving in the Soviet

ships and that were enumerated in the list that I had given him were acquired

by Cuba in the USSR and delivered to Cuba by the USSR in Luanda.

We told him that the Cuban troops, with all these weapons, would remain in Angola

for as long as it took and for as long as he considered necessary, and that we would

take care of the training of the Angolan personnel, so that they would be able to

operate the tanks, the planes, Katyushas [122mm missiles], mortars, cannons, etc.
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Appendix 2: background studies

1) The Ten Million Ton Harvest (1969-70)

Following the summer 1968 crisis in Cuban-Soviet relations, the attention of the

Cuban government (and nation) was diverted to a plan to produce a record-breaking

10 million ton sugar harvest in 1970. When exactly it was first decided to embark on

this ambitious (and ultimately disastrous) plan is unclear, but it appears that the idea

was first floated during Castro's marathon visit to the Soviet Union in the summer of

1963. Persuading the Cuban leader to forgo the rapid industrialisation plans Che

Guevara had been championing, the Soviets urged Castro to concentrate instead on

Cuba's main traditional strength: sugar. The decision was purely a political one for

the Soviets who were seeking to incorporate Cuba into its global economic structure,

even to the detriment of their own domestic sugar industry.' But it had a significant

impact on the Soviet-Cuban alliance, robbing Havana of future leeway with Moscow

upon which it would now be totally dependent for its principal export — a situation

almost identical to the relationship Cuba had had with the USA for the previous half

century. Nevertheless, Castro went ahead with his sugar policy, and the following

January he signed a treaty pledging to export 22 million tons of sugar to the Soviet

Union over the following six years. With the clash of 1968 now behind them, the

Cuban leadership designated the year 1969 "El Alio del Esfuerzo Decisivo" ("Year of

the Decisive Effort") in preparation for 1970's projected 10 million ton harvest.

Cuban motivations for launching the 10 Million Tort plan are ambkguous. The move

could be interpreted as a last desperate effort by Havana to break free from the Soviet

economic stranglehold by amassing a vast amount of hard currency (through sales on

the global sugar market) with which to buy technology and manufactured goods from

other countries. However, the 10 million ton drive may actually have been the result

of the Soviets calling in their debts, for by 1968 Cuba had amassed an external debt

Until the late 1960s Poland regularly produced annual sugar harvests of over 10 million tons, but due
to the Soviet Union's subsequent exclusive dependence on Cuban sugar imports the Polish sugar
industry suffered a dramatic collapse (author's interview with Octavio Guerra Royo, Havana,
September 1999).
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running into billions of dollars — taking into account what was in effect a Soviet

petroleum and sugar subsidy, plus the free delivery of nearly $1.5 billion worth of

weaponry during the Revolution's first decade. It is therefore quite plausible that the

Soviet leadership (in particular Brezhnev) pressured the Cuban government to go

ahead with the bumper harvest in preparation for a new Soviet sugar treaty which was

due to be negotiated in 1970. Besides, suggestions that the Cuban government was

hoping to capitalise on the dramatic rise in world sugar prices are undermined by the

fact that in January 1964 Cuba had pledged to export almost its entire sugar output to

the Soviet Union — at a fixed price. Although this benefited the Cubans when the

world sugar price plummeted in 1966 — creating an effective sugar subsidy — Cuba

received no hard currency from the Soviets and was paid instead in Soviet goods

(crucially petroleum) and services. It therefore seems logical to conclude that by

launching the 10 Million Ton sugar drive when the world sugar price had bottomed

out at less than 20 per pound (it had been six times higher in early 1964), the Cubans

were not seeking to make hard currency on the international markets, but actually to

satisfy increased Soviet demands.2

The results of the 10 Million Ton sugar drive on the Cuban economy were disastrous.

With little thought for the economic consequences, almost the entire Cuban workforce

was conscripted to work on the harvest which would have to be more than twice its

annual average. On 14 July 1969 Castro spoke at a ceremony marking the official

launch of the harvest, and by November over 50,000 workers were involved, rising to

over 75,000 in the final stages. 3 However, it was soon clear that no amount of effort

or manipulation of statistics could produce 10 million tons of sugar (the final count

was a little over 8.5 million tons), and by early 1970 as the Cuban government's

efforts became ever more desperate the island's already precarious economy ground

to a halt. Finally the Cuban leadership accepted the inevitable, and on 10 May 1970

Castro admitted to crowds gathered in the Plaza de la RevoluciOn that the 10 Million

2 The January 1964 Sugar Treaty set the price of Cuban sugar at 6.110 per pound (at the time about half
the world market price), an effective Cuban sugar subsidy to the Soviet Union, but when the world
sugar price started to drop in 1964, bottoming out at 1.80 per pound in the period 1966-68, the situation
was effectively reversed (Dominguez, op. cit., p.65).
3 Figures taken from Cronologia: 25 arios de RevoluciOn, Carina Pino-Santos Navarro (ed.), Editora
Politica, Havana, 1987.
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Ton harvest had failed. 4 Admitting personal responsibility for the failure, he hinted

that as a result of the damage done to the Cuban economy there would have to be

significant changes to the Cuban political and economic system. These changes

would evolve into a process of fundamental transformation which the regime was to

give the euphemistic title 'Institutionalisation', but which was in reality little more

than the complete 'Sovietization' of Cuba.

2) The Marie! boatlift (April-September 1980)

Perhaps the most serious miscalculation in Fidel Castro's forty-year tenure as Cuban

leader, the Mariel crisis was ironically the direct result of the Carter administration's

attempts to reduce tensions between Washington and Havana by launching the 'Re-

uniting Families' programme in June 1979.5 With all contact between Cuban families

living in Cuba and the USA previously forbidden by the Revolutionary regime, the

arrival of thousands of wealthy and successful Cuban-Americans in late 1979

shattered the 'black legend' which had been constructed of institutionalised racism

and impoverishment in the Cuban-American community, and in less than six months

sparked a crisis which nearly succeeded in bringing down the government. The

catalyst came on 4 April 1980 when a group of Cubans hijacked a bus and rammed it

into the gates of the Peruvian Embassy (in Havana's western suburb of Playa), killing

a Cuban policeman. In response Castro ordered all police protection to be removed

from the embassy, and within hours thousands of Cubans had started to pour into the

embassy, starting a generalised panic across Havana. As the crisis deepened Castro

called an emergency meeting of the Central Committee, but when the MIATINT

representative suggested that as many as two million Cubans might request

permission to leave Cuba, he was allegedly dismissed from his post. Confident that

4 Castro's choice of occasion to announce this failure was carefully timed, the devastating news being
slipped in at a public ceremony to welcome back a group of Cuban fishermen who had allegedly been
kidnapped by the Miami-based guerrilla organisation Alpha-66. Drawing on the heightened emotion of
the crowd, Castro was able to divert their attention away from the gross recklessness of the 10 Million
Ton plan, and concentrate it instead on their patriotic resistance to (possibly Castro-orchestrated)
aggression against Cuba.
5 My account of the Mariel boatlift is taken from the exhibition at the Museo Marcha del Pueblo
Combatiente in Havana (the former Peruvian Embassy where the Mariel crisis began, now converted
into a museum recounting the government-orchestrated solidarity march through Havana), the US
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no more than 50,000 Cubans would attempt to leave Cuba, Castro announced that

anyone wishing to leave could do so via the port of Mariel (25 miles west of Havana),

sparking a generalised exodus which quickly brought the country to standstill.

Almost immediately American ships (many of them owned by Miami-based Cubans)

started sailing over to Cuba to ferry the fleeing Cubans to Florida, and by late April

over 1,700 ships had gathered in Mariel harbour as up to one million Cubans (nearly

10% of the population) attempted to make their way there. The Cuban government

responded with `actos de repudio' — government-orchestrated 'acts of repudiation'

against those wishing to leave, some of which span out of the control of MININT and

resulted in deaths — and a concerted campaign to label those leaving as 'escoria'

(scum),6 but by the summer nearly 125,000 had fled to Florida, prompting alarm in

the American administration which was not prepared to take in as many as one

million Cuban refugees.' By September, therefore, the American and Cuban

governments had jointly brought the boatlift to a halt, by which time significant

damage had been done to the international reputations of both countries. In the

crucial run-up to presidential elections the Carter administration had been wrong-

footed by the sudden arrival of thousands of Cuban refugees, swamping Miami, while

the Cuban government — which subsequently wrote off those who had left Cuba as

delinquents and social outcasts — had to face up to the reality that hundreds of

thousands of its citizens had been desperate to leave Communist Cuba, and that

morale in the general Cuban population was very low indeed. Following the Mariel

crisis, therefore, a concerted effort was made to improve economic conditions in Cuba

— with the opening of lightly-regulated food and artisan markets, and the import of

greater quantities of Eastern bloc consumer goods — and a fierce ideological offensive

Coast Guard website (http: /wv, w.usc2..mil/), Baker (op. cit., p.55-56) & author's interviews with three
Cubans who tried but were unable to leave during the boatlift.
6 These efforts included a cynical ploy by Castro's chief of propaganda — Santiago Alba — who dumped
crates of sandwiches in the middle of the Cubans who were crammed into the garden of the Peruvian
Embassy (and had not eaten for days), and then filmed them as they scrambled to get to the food,
transmitting the pictures on Cuban television as proof of their delinquent nature.
7 According to the US Coast Guard, by the time the Mariel boatlift officially ended on 25 September
1980 a total of 124,776 Cubans had fled to the USA, 27 dying in the process (US Coast Guard website,
http://www.useg.mil/) . This figure excludes, however, an unknown number of Cubans who attempted
to flee in makeshift rafts and were never found.
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was launched against those who had asked to leave but had been unable to go.8 The

long-term effect of Mariel, however, was to start a more general process of political

reform in Cuba which would eventually culminate in the 'Rectification of Errors &

Negative Tendencies' campaign launched in 1986, just as Castro's brewing dispute

with the new Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev was coming to a head (see Chapter 9).

8 In late 1980 the Mercado Libre Campesino (Free Farmers' Market) was opened in Havana, selling
fruit, vegetables and agricultural products which had been in chronic shortage for the previous decade.
The Mercado de Artesania (Artisans Market) was also opened in Havana's Plaza de la Catedral selling
items — in particular shoes and clothing — which until then had been almost impossible to find. There
were also large imports of Eastern bloc consumer goods — in particular radios and electric fans — and
the first new televisions and fridges (which were given out exclusively by the government-controlled
workers' syndicates). In a further propaganda coup, on 18 September 1980 the first Cuban astronaut —
Arnaldo Tamayo Mendez — went into space as part of the Soyuz-38 mission, probably as a gesture of
solidarity by the Soviet government.
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Data on Angola's eighteen provinces

Province Provincial Capital Area (sq. miles) Population

Bengo Caxito 12,750 300,000
Benguela Benguela 15,500 1,900,000
Biè Kuito-Bie 27,000 790,000
Cabinda Cabinda City 2,800 100,000
Cuando Cubango Menongue 77,000 140,000
Cuanza Norte N'Dalatando 9,300 400,000
Cuanza Sul Sumbe 21,500 580,000
Cunene Ongiva 33,750 200,000
Huambo Huambo 13,250 1,000,000
Huila Lubango 30,500 1,062,000
Luanda Luanda 930 2,000,000
Lunda Norte Lucapa 40,000 250,000
Lunda Sul	 Saurimo 30,000 120,000
Malanje Malanje 37,700 700,000
Moxico Luena 86,000 230,000
Namibe Namibe 22,000 220,000
Uige Uige 22,500 500,000
Zaire M'Banza Congo 15,500 47,000

Figures from Angolan Embassy in Washington DC website (http://www.angola.org )
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Angolan place name variants

Name pre-indepedence Current name Also called Province of Angola

Ambrizete Nzeto Zaire
Artur de Paiva Cubango Cuvango, Kuvango Huila
Bie Kuito-Bie Bie
Carmona Ufge Ufge
Cassai Gare Caicumbo Caicumba Moxico
Catofe Gumba Cuanza Sul
Chipita N'Gange Cabinda
Dolisie Loubomo Cabinda border area
Duque de Braganca Malanje Malanje
Gago Coutinho Lumbala N'guimbo Moxico
General Machado Camacupa Biê
Henrique de Carvalho Saurinno Lunda Sul
Joao de Almeida	 Chibia Huila
Landana	 Cacongo Cabinda
Luso Luena Moxico
Mocamedes Namibe Namibe
Ngunza Sumbe Cuanza Sul
Norton de Matos Caluita Benguela
Nova Lisboa Huambo Huambo
Novo Redondo	 Sumbe N'gunza Cuanza Sul
N'to Buca Cabinda border area
Pereira d'Ega Ongiva Ngiva, N'Giva, Ondjiva Cunene
Porto Alexandre	 T6mbua Namibe
Portugalia	 Luachimo Lunda Norte
Robert Williams Caala Huambo
Rogadas Xangongo "Island of tears" Cunene
Se da Bandeira Lubango Hufla
Salazar N'Dalatando Dalatando Cuanza Norte
Santa Comba	 Uaco Cungo Cuanza Sul
Sao Ant6nio do Zaire	 Soyo Zaire
Sao Salvador (do Congo) Mbanza Congo Zaire
Serpa Pinto Menongue Cuando Cubango
Silva Porto Kuito-Bie Bie
Subantando Baca Cabinda
Tando Zinze Lucula Cabinda
Teixeira da Silva Bailundo Huambo
Teixeira de Sousa Luau Moxico
Vila Nova de Seles Uku Cuanza Sul
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List of maps

1) Angola, with current provincial boundaries & place names
(The Economist Intelligence Unit)

2) Portugal's colonies in Africa, prior to 1974
(Malyn Newitt, Portugal in Africa: The Last Hundred Years, C Hurst & Co.,
London, 1981)

3) Portuguese Angola, prior to 1974
(Orlando Ribeiro, A colonizacdo de Angola e o seu fracasso, Estudos
Portugueses, Lisbon, 1981)

4) Location of main ethnic groups in Angola, prior to 1974
(Ribeiro, op. cit.)

5) Principal roads & railways in Angola prior to independence
(Van der Waals, op. cit., p.15)

6) The UPA uprising in northern Angola, March 1961
(Van der Waals, op. cit., p.60)

7) Guevara's CNL 'liberated area' in the eastern Congo in 1965, with route of the
mercenary offensive
(Tickler, op. cit., p.48)

8) Route of the Kamy Column, January-April 1967
(`Nancy', op. cit., p.83)

9) Guerrilla activity in Angola in late 1972
(Van der Waals, op. cit., p.188)

10)Guerrilla activity in Angola on the eve of the Carnation Revolution (March
1974)
(Van der Waals, op. cit., p.210),

11)Launch of Operation Savannah & advance to Sa. da Bandeira, October 1975
(Breytenbach, op. cit.)

12)The fighting in Cuanza Sul between Zulu Force & the FAPLA-Cubans,
November-December 1975
(Breytenbach, op. cit.)

13)The FLEC-Zairian Invasion of Cabinda, 8-12 November 1975
(Rey, op. cit.)

14)The battlefield at Quifangondo, November 1975
(Rey, op. cit., p.241)

15)The Northern Campaign against foreign mercenaries, January-February 1976
(Valdes VivO, op. cit., pp.120-121)

16)Operation Reindeer (the `Cassinga Raid'), 4-10 May 1978
(Peter Reiner, The Namibian War of Independence, 1966-1989, research in
progress)

17)The Front-Line States in the 1980s
(Phyllis Johnson & David Martin, Destructive Engagement: Southern Africa
at War, Zimbabwe Publishing House, Harare, 1986, p.xiv)

18)The FAPLA-Cuban defences at Cangamba, August 1983
(Rey, op. cit., p.246)

19)UNITA's raid on Sumbe, 25 March 1984
(Rey, op. cit., p.248)
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20) The 'Battle of the Lomba river', September-October 1987
(Heitman, op. cit.)

21) Disposition of FAPLA-Cuban forces east of the Cuito river, January 1988
(Heitman, op. cit.)

22) South African maps of first & second South African-UNITA attacks on Cuito
Cuanavale, 13 January & 14 February 1988
(Heitman, op. cit.)

23) Cuban maps of first & second South African-UNITA attacks on Cuito
Cuanavale, 13 January & 14 February 1988
(Rey, op. cit., p.251)

24) South African maps of the last three South African-UNITA attacks on Cuito
Cuanavale, 25 February, 1 March & 23 March 1988
(Heitman, op. cit.)

25) The 'Southwestern Front', 1988
(Heitman, op. cit.)

26) Cuban version of clash south of Tchipa, 27 June 1988
(Rey, op. cit., p.254)

Detailed maps of Cuba & Angola are also included separately
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Skirmishes and battles along the front between Novo Redondo and Catofe prior to the general withdrawal of all South African, FNLA and UNITA forces
from Angola.
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ACCIONES COMBATIVAS LIBRADAS EN SUMBE EL 25-3-1984
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