SOF AFRICA

~INTO
ANGOLA

SOF Staffer Tracks Terrs
With Team Papa Zulu

Text & Photos by John Coleman

E ran through the South West African

bush under a boiling blue-white sky.
I could feel the sun cooking my already
burnt arms and the heat from the hard-baked
ground simmering through my shoes. Up
ahead I could see callsign Papa Zulu’s
Owambo trackers pursuing their unseen
quarry with great, easy strides, their RS
rifles ready for action in case the prey sud-
denly became the hunter.

The spoor (track) was good, and when the
Owambos have good spoor they like to hunt
on the run, leaving Papa Zulu’s command
contingent scrambling to keep up.

Our four Casspir armored personnel car-
riers (APCs) with their light and heavy
machine guns were strung out to the left and
right of us trailing closely behind, their tires
kicking up clouds of fine, white dust.
Directly ahead lay the Angolan border. We
crossed it on the run.

‘When I left Boulder, Colorado, in Janu-
ary of this year, it was 14 degrees below
zero. About 10 days later, along the Ango-

lan border in the South West Africa oper-

ational area, it was pushing 100 degrees the

other way. I didn’t need a thermometer to

) e Mok fack. Sweak and Sunutn, ot
quitos and mopani flies, and a definite crav-
ng for things cold, were enough to tell me 1
was in “‘wintertime’’ Africa. And scores
of bush policemen armed with RS rifles and
9mm pistols, mounting a variety of .50 cals,
7.62 MAGs and Brownings atop their Cass-
pir APCs, made it clear that I was back in a
combat zone.

It was my first trip to South West Africa
(Namibia, if you prefer), as well as my first
inside Angola. The former was an official
visit, the latter — well, that’s where my
SWA Pol Tin (South West Africa Police
Counterinsurgency Unit) team operated
during my eight days with them. Before

LEFT: Senior Editor Coleman lines up
RPG-7 in Angola.
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saying that creates an international incident,
let me add that both the SWA Pol Tin lead-
ership and the policemen on the ground
make a point of telling you that they don’t
maintain a permanent presence inside
Angola, nor do they make a habit of running
sorties inside Angola without just cause.

Their mission, as policemen, is to main-
tain law and order inside South West Africa,
and that means stopping PLAN (People’s
Liberation Army of Namibia) terrorists
from infiltrating from their bases inside
Angola down south to SWA. In real terms,
this means that SWA Pol Tin teams conduct
hot pursuit or follow-up operations fer a
limited distance into southern Angola when
necessary. They are currently campaigning
for an authorization to increase the scope of
their external operations.

Why? Because the Marxist Angolan gov-
ernment — such as it is — couldn’t stop
PLAN cross-border incursions even if it
wanted to, which of course it doesn’t. The

LEFT: Years of Angolan civil war have left
most colonial Portuguese bush towns in
shambles. Small arms, machine guns, and
heavy-caliber rounds have taken their toll.
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Papa Zulu’s Owambos try to gather
intelligence from a ‘‘local pop”’ concerning
recent terrorist movements. If locals assist
the security forces, they’re usually in for
deadly retribution from PLAN forces.

SWA/Angolan border is one of those cor-
ners of the world where nobody is entirely in
charge (on the Angolan side) and the local
nasties like it that way. SWA Pol Tin
accounts for something like 70 percent of all
the terrorist kills inside SWA; their feeling
is that if they can extend their operations
northward, to the ¢‘safe’’ zones, the training
and basecamp areas used by PLAN forces,
then their mission as SWA policemen —
which is to preserve the security of their
country — can be accomplished much more
effectively. :

After working with SWA Pol Tin callsign
Papa Zulu, I believe it.

Although my itinerary hadn’t included a
bushtrip with SWA Pol Tin, my interest in
their operations jumped accordingly when I
learned about their success rate in Owambo-
land’s bush. I did have the offer to work
with one of the SWATF (South West Africa
Territory Force) military units ready to de-

ploy for some ground-pounding COIN ops,
but when Captain Bernie Ley, a longtime
SWA Pol Tin vet, asked me, ‘“Would you
rather walk or ride for a week?’” my infan-
tryman’s feet suggested that riding on a
Casspir would be the better part of blisters.

With approval from SWA Pol Tin’s com-

S

manding general (SWA Pol Tin’s rank
structure generally parallels the military’s),
I was hooked up with callsign Papa Zulu and
readied to deploy with them.

Papa Zulu is one of several dozen oper-
ational teams SWA Pol Tin fields along the
SWA/Angolan border. Each team consists
of four Casspir or Turbo Wolf APCs, a
Blesbok resupply vehicle, four or five white
SWA or attached South African policemen
as the leadership element, and 30-40 black
Owambos as the team’s trackers/firepower
group.

A team’s mission during ops is relatively
simple: patrol a loosely defined geographi-
cal area, make intelligence contacts with the
local population (*‘local pops’’ as SWA Pol
Tin policemen call them), locate terrorist
spoor, follow them up and make contact
with the enemy.

That’s their job, and they do it week in
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and week out. The men of Papa Zulu, both
blacks and whites who had worked in the
bush together for years, had literally hun-
dreds of successful contacts behind them,
including a contact which ended in 38
PLAN kills — one of the highest in SWA’s
counterinsurgency war to date.

But so far January had been a quiet month
for SWA Pol Tin, and throughout the entire
operational area in general. Terrorist infil-
tration usually begins with the rainy season,
one reason being that until that time there’s
almost no water to be found in Owambo-
land’s bush. Terrs may be a hearty breed,
but even they need water. The rains were a
bit late this year; by the time we deployed in
late January, SWA Pol Tin had accounted
for zero PLAN kills — compared with last
year’s total of 87 by the same date —and the
teams were itching for contacts.

As we pulled out of SWA Pol Tin’s Osha-
kati headquarters for our border patrol area |
found myself assigned to Dave’s car (I'll
only use Papa Zulu’s first names). Lan-
guage was the primary reason. Although all
the whites spoke English, for most of them
Afrikaans was both their first language and
the lingua franca between them and their
Owambos as well. Dave was an Englishman
who had served a number of years with the
Rhodesian BSAP (British South Africa
Police) before joining SWA Pol Tin in the
early 1980s, and although he had learned
Afrikaans out of necessity, English was his
parent language.

Trouble hit us not more than 20 minutes
down the road. Our Blesbok, which carried
rations, ammo, fuel, spare parts and person-
al gear, wentdown alongside the road with a
flat tire and an improperly fitted diesel fil-
ter. We finally left it with one Casspir, then
continued up toward Eenhana, which would
be our first night stop.

Enroute, word came over the radio that
the military had picked up spoor of 15 ter-
rorists by the border. The remaining three
Casspirs of Papa Zulu, along with a number
of other SWA Pol Tin teams in the area,
started to converge on the grid of the spoor
sighting. Although relations between the
military and SWA Pol Tin are strained at
times, both sides fully realize that the
mounted police teams, with their superb
Owambo trackers, are the best thing going
when it comes to picking up, and then track-
ing down, terrorist spoor.

Dave, driving our Casspir and monitor-
ing the radio through a pair of headphones,
suddenly burst into laughter. Within a few
moments, we had parked under a tree with
the other two cars. He climbed out of the
driver’s seat and gave me the word.

““The army was doing a 360 sweep
around their basecamp and walked into their
own spoor. Fuck all there.”

Oh well. I knew a number of the army
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Owamboland, which extends across the
South West African/Angolan border, is
SWA Pol Tin’s prime hunting area for
terrorists of the People’s Liberation Army
of Namibia.

units in the SWA operational area were
South African Infaniry, many up from Cape
Province with only limited bush know-
ledge. An Owambo, born and bred to track-
ing, would have known instantly; a young
South African National Serviceman, un-
used to bush life, would decide prudence
and a quick radio call the best options. It
gave Papa Zulu a chuckle at any rate.

We pushed up the road to Eenhana (the
only time we’d run on dirt roads, due to the
landmine threat) and based up in a large,
empty, open-air concrete building called a
stamkamtoor, used by the Owamboland
administration periodically to pay out pen-
sions or hold public meetings. Our ailing
Blesbok and the other Casspir finally joined
us; the supply vehicle was still belching
diesel and smoke from the engine. Every-
one jumped in under the hood to have a
look, and the decision was made to send it
back to SWA Pol Tin’s maintenance depot
to have the filter properly refitted. Its ab-
sence wouldn’t affect our next day’s opera-
tions, as the Casspirs generally carried enough

water and petrol for at least a few days.

That evening, after dinner and coffee
(SWA Pol Tin policemen drink more coffee
in the bush than any group of humans I've
ever known; if PLAN really wants to win
the war, all they have to do 1s cut off the
coffee supply) but before the mosquitos
attacked en masse, we chatted about their
war, other wars around the world, our back-
grounds — generally, all the things one
talks about when you’re in the bush. I'd
done the same in Vietnam and Rhodesia.
Coen, Wym, Pete, Chris and Dave — the
leadership element of Papa Zulu — were, 1
found, no different than the people with
whom I’d worked in the 5th Infantry Divi-
sion at Quang Tri, or the Rhodesian Light
Infantry in Salisbury. They were profes-
sionals, volunteers to a successful, bush-
hardened and battle-scarred unit, who
didn’t consider themselves to be anything
special, just policemen doing the job they
were supposed to do.

It’s an attitude you only find among the
pros, people working under tough condi-
tions where the likelihood of catching a
bullet or an RPG-7 rocket or a landmine
runs high; an attitude which allows you to
accept that fact without being unduly wor-
ried about it, because you know that you and
your people are better trained, equipped and
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RPG-7 rocket enroute to target in southern
Angola.

motivated than your enemy.
Although I'd only known them for a day,

I feltI knew the type, and I went to sleep that

night feeling better for it.

Morning comes early for SWA Pol Tin
teams in the bush. First light hits, a few bites
of meat from last night’s braaivieis (barbe-
que), coffee (of course), and we were off.
Dave was driving, one of his Owambos was
up behind the coaxially mounted .50 cal M2
HB and 7.62mm MAG, while the rest of us
sat up top, legs dangling inside the Casspir’s
open hatchway, heads continually ducking

to avoid eating thorns and branches while

we headed east into Africa’s already blazing
rising sun.

Papa Zulu’s drill was simple: We had no
hard intel to work from, so we had to go and
find our own. After pushing east for 10
klicks, we turned north and started kraal
(village) hopping, one car stopping to talk
with the local pops, the rest leapfrogging
forward to do the same elsewhere, all the
while the Owambos scanning the ground for
unusual spoor.

Answers we got from the locals were
uniformly the same: We haven’t heard or
seen a terr for more than a year. We knew
they were bullshitting us, and they knew we
knew, but there was nothing we could do
about it. Hearts and minds may not be a
number one priority, but Papa Zulu knew
that bashing heads only put the locals
offsides, and made them harder to deal with
in the future.

It was frustrating. At every stop Dave and
his Owambos would dismount, separate the
villagers, question them for about five min-
utes, remount, and Dave would say ‘‘fuck
all.”” After a while, even Changela, the
battle-scarred car boss, would climb back in
the Casspir, look at me, shrug his shoulders
and say ‘‘fuck all’’ — about the extent of his
English.

By 1045 we were on our tenth kraal, yet
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another in a series of low, round mud huts
topped with brown thatch, surrounded by a
bush-wood fence, a few cattle or goats
wandering about, with scattered-planting
mealie fields wrenched from Owambo-
land’s harsh, sandy/salty topsoil spreading
out in all directions.

““Same,’’ Dave said, climbing back into

the Casspir. ‘‘They said they saw terrs last
year.”’
Another Vietnam/Rhodesia parallel. If
the civvies help the security forces, the terrs
usually find out about it and kill them. If
they help the terrs — and admit it — then
they’re arrested and hauled off. The “‘I
don’t know a thing’’ road is the only one
they can see to travel.

We broke for lunch about 1230, the
whole team bitching about the lack of ac-
tion, then hit the bush again about an hour
later. I sweated under an intense blue/white
sky, the sun sending heat waves shimmer-
ing off the bleached, white ground. Our
Casspir’s metal body was too hot to touch,
and swarms of mopani flies, those insidious
and maddening little bastards that go for
eyes, nose, mouth and ears, kept me un-
pleasantly occupied.

Then, a shout from another car. One of
the Owambos had picked up spoor, heading
north. It was only tracks of one, and it was a
day old, but it was enough to get everyone
on the ground and running — literally. Once
an Owambo picks up spoor, you might as
well be following a super highway. As Dave
said, ‘‘In Owamboland, there’s no better
tracker in the world than an Owambo, bush-

men included.’’ It was incredible; the

merest imprint on the hard-packed ground,
a pebble out of place, a stalk of sun-baked
grass pushed aside might as well been six-

foot-high signposts saying ‘“This way!’’ to

Papa Zulu’s trackers.

With the four Casspirs spread out left and
right of the spoor, the rest of us running up
the middle, we crossed the Angolan border.
There were enough old Casspir tracks criss-
crossing the area to tell me that this wasn’t

Target!

|
i

b o i s

Three rockets in a tight shot grnup;

the first time SWA Pol Tin had invited
themselves inside Angola.

We stayed on the spoor for another half
hour until we came across a kraal where the
tracks terminated. After much discussion
with the inhabitants, Papa Zulu determined
that it had been a local pop — not a terr —
that we’d been following. Nonetheless,
everyone’s spirits were up; local pop or not,
it had been a chance to get out of the cars,
track, and get a quick mental reacclimatiza-
tion to the job. .

We continued to work our way north-
ward, casting left and right for more spoor,
and stopping at every kraal to check out the
terr situation. Nothing. Except for a still
blistering sun at 1745, and a Casspir that
bogged and was quickly recovered from one
of the wet pans they call shonas, the rest of
the afternoon was uneventful.

It was my first night in the bush with Papa
Zulu, and I was interested in how they’d set
up a night defensive position, especially
considering that we were inside a rather
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hostile foreign country. Casual, I suppose,
is the right word for it. The Casspirs were
parked on the compass points (the region is
entirely flat, covered with the same bush,
scrub, and trees, so there really aren’t any
likely avenues of enemy approach) facing
outward, but that was pretty much the extent
of it. Cook fires were started, and there was
no pretense of noise or light security. I
asked one of the policemen about it.

““We hope we get hit,”’ he told me over a
cup of the ever-present coffee. ‘“That’ll
give us something to follow up the next
day.’’ Probably not a strategy von Clause-
witz would espouse, but something I could
well imagine J.E.B. Stuart’s cavalry or
Robert Rogers’ Rangers taking to heart.

But after years in Rhodesia, playing cat
and mouse with terrs who loved to work —
and attack — at night, it wasn’t a set-up with
which I felt entirely comfortable. AsIlay in
my cot, watching lightning flash in the east
and satellites skim overhead north-to-south
and east-to-west and listening to the evening
birds and insects talk to themselves, I also
made a few mental plans in case something
wicked came my way.

The most likely candidates were a PG-7 |

rocket, 82mm mortar bomb, or shot-group
full of AK rounds. To the first, I'd low
crawl like hell away from the Casspirs; to
the second, I'd run like hell and jump inside
a Casspir; to the third, I'd low crawl like hell
to a Casspir, grab the first available RS with
a 50-round magazine, then fire up the sur-
rounding bushes — all, of course, with a bit
of luck.

Except for a rather vicious mosquito
attack, however, the night remained quiet.

Next morning, while we were downing
coffee, word came from headquarters that
terrs had blown the power lines south of
Oshakati, and that a Casspir had hit a Iand-
mine on a dirt road south of Ruacana.
““Shows that a few of them are getting
through, anyway,’’ was Dave’s response,
which set off a quick bitch session along the
lines of ““Why the hell can’t they come
through this way?’’

I couldn’t fault Papa Zulu on their en-
thusiasm.

We pulled out and drifted north toward
Chiede, an old Portuguese town long aban-
doned, but a reference point for terrs headed
toward South West Africa. We bush-busted
the whole way, staying well away from any
local roads or pathways, and Casspir tracks
from past ops, because of the ever present
landmine threat. No one was particulary
worried about landmines in the sense that
anyone would get hurt (Casspirs are tough
chunks of machinery), but the embugger-
ance factor they represented if one blew off
a tire was substantial.

Chiede was, in a word, a mess. Years of
civil war had destroyed anything useful in
what was once a well-constructed, pictur-
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esque colonial settlement hacked out of
Angola’s unforgiving bush. No building
was unscathed; all were literally shot to
pieces. We did a quick check, popped a few
grenades down deep water storage tanks in
the event someone who shouldn’t have been
there was, then pulled out of town, past old
Angolan army zigzag trenches surrounding
the place, and back into the bush.

Within minutes, we picked up spoor
again.

There weren’t many locals in the area,

and Papa Zulu determined that if it wasn’ta -

terr, he’d be worth talking to anyway. We
all hopped out, leaving only the drivers (and
Dave’s alternate driver) with the Casspirs,
while we started running on the spoor,
through patches of Makalani and fan palm,
mopani scrub, aloes, and platoons of wag-
n-bietjie (pronounced, roughly, vak-n-
bikkie, meaning °‘‘wait-a-little’’) thorn
waiting to ambush unwary bodies rushing
past. After 40-odd minutes, we realized we
were in for a long haul. Whoever Mr. Foot-
print was, he knew we were after him be-
cause he’d started to run. With his spoor
firmly established, we hopped back onto the
cars and gave chase.

For three hours we bushwhacked, follow-
ing his tracks to the north, then east, then
south, then angling northward again. We
stopped at the few kraals we passed
(“‘Didn’t see or hear a thing’” — how odd)

Team Papa Zulu on terrorist spoor. Once
an Owambo tracker picks up the trail, it’s
like motoring along a well-signposted
superhighway.

until we finally met with some success.
Yes, we were told at one kraal, a fellow did
come here a while ago. He rested until he
could hear your engines, then he took off
running again.

Coen, the solidly built and bushwise team
commander, made a quick decision: we’d
do a silent follow-up in the hope that our
rabbit would think we’d given up the chase.
Little did I know then just what ‘‘silent
follow-up’” entailed.

R5s, webbing and chest bandoliers were
broken out, a few gulps of water thrown
back, and we were off on a footrace, leaving
the Casspirs to follow us out of earshot.

It was 1310 when we took off, the sun
burning my already burnt arms, the heat
baking up through my track shoes. Again, I
was truly amazed by the Owambos’ ability
to track over rock-hard, barren ground.
Even when the spoor was pointed out to me,
and even though I nearly put my nose on the
ground to see it, [ couldn’t (fortunately for
my ego at least, the other whites had a hard
time seeing it too).

It was a man-killing pace we kept, at least
to a journalist along for the ride, and it never
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slackened. When the spoor was good, we
ran. When it was fair, we fast-walked.
‘When even the Owambos had to cast around
for it, we stood in the shade and sweated. It
was, however, much more the former than
the latter.

For five hours and 20 minutes, some 30
kilometer’s worth, we stalked Mr. Fleet-of-
Foot around the Angolan countryside. We
knew we had a terr when later in the day he
started anti-tracking, making it tough for
even the best Owambo tracker to pick him
up again. Finally, at 1830, we called it a
day. Our quarry, Coen figured, was still
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ABOVE: T-shirt reflects SWA Pol Tin’s
attitude toward their adversaries, the
political element which controls People’s
Liberation Army of Namibia terrorists.

LEFT: SWA Pol Tin tracker. I was told
that no one, including Bushmen, is better at
tracking in Owamboland than Owambos —
and I believe it.

some five klicks in front of us, and there’d
be little chance of running him down before
dark. Whoever he was, I had to give him
points for pure physical stamina. We’d been
on his ass for nearly nine hours, three when
we were hot-pursuiting by vehicle, and he
still managed to stay a jump ahead. Whatev-
er secrets he may have had, he was going to
keep them — at least this time around.
We called the Casspirs up by radio, then
guided them and our now fixed Blesbok in
by shooting thousand-footers (Icarus-type
parachute flares) up every so often. I half
expected everyone to sort of shag out early,
but even I perked up after coffee and a meal
of hot ration-pack chicken curry served out
of a communal bowl. Spirits were high,

mostly I think because of the chase. Papa

Zulu, and I’'m sure the rest of SWA Pol Tin,
are hunters at heart, and the thrill of the
chase is often more rewarding than what
sometimes turns out to be an anticlimactic
ending. The Owambos were laughing and
talking, we were laughing and talking, and
suddenly it felt very good to be in the bush
again with people with whom I felt a defi-
nite kinship. i

That night, watching the evening’s array

of satellites crisscross the star-studded, -
deep black African sky, I wondered if I

could pick up on this sort of life again. I felt

I’d done OK on the ground follow-ups dur-

ing the past few days, even for being the

oldest fellow in callsign Papa Zulu. I en-

joyed Africa’s bushveld, I enjoyed the

camaraderie, and I enjoyed the hunt as

much as anyone there. I fell asleep without

finding an answer.

Coffee and Lexington cigarettes kick-
started my heart the next morning while I
cleaned up my cameras, thick with
Owamboland dust. Papa Zulu was, by this
time, frustrated as hell that we hadn’t made
any contacts with PLAN terrorists, partly
because they wanted to give me a good
action story for the magazine. Well, the trip
wasn’t over. We still had a few days left
before returning to Oshakati, and a lot could
still happen.

Our heavy-duty diesels rumbled back to
life, their fumes something I’d grown
accustomed to over the past days, and we
pushed off south, following our jackrabbit’s
spoor of the day before. We were about 15
kilometers east of Onjiva, a FAPLA (Ango-
lan armed forces)/PLAN stronghold, and
there’d been some lighthearted talk the
night before about giving it a rev if nothing
else panned out. But lighthearted talk was
all it was. SWA Pol Tin had strict instruc-
tions to give Onjiva a wide berth although
that standing order did cause some heart-
burn down on the ground. Pragmatically
though, Papa Zulu knew enough to leave the
place alone because it festered with 82mm
mortars and 122mm rocket launchers, more
than enough to give Papa Zulu a very hard
time during a standoff engagement.

(A few weeks after I left, in retaliation for
a PLAN car-bomb attack against Oshakati
which resulted in the death of 24 black and
three white civilians, along with scores of
injured, South African Air Force Impalas
and Mirages launched a massive aerial
attack against Onjiva and other FAPLA/
PLAN bases. The raids were termed °‘suc-
cessful.’”’)

As sometimes happens in counterin-
surgency operations, we struck pay dirt
within a half hour of moving out. Local
pops at one kraal told us that three soldiers,
wearing brand new uniforms and carrying
AKs and an RPG, passed by yesterday
around 1100, heading for Chiede from the
direction of Onjiva.

Instantly, Papa Zulu’s Owambos were
casting out for spoor, and they soon found
it. We were almost 21 hours behind them
with a lot of catching up to do. With Owam-
bos from another car physically staying on
the spoor, the rest of us cast forward, hoping
to pick it up again in front. When we did, a
new set of trackers would take over, those
behind on the spoor would remount their
Casspir and catch up, then we’d repeat the
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process.

It was long, tedious work, but it was the
bread-and-butter operation of SWA Pol
Tin. As it had every other day, the inside of
our Casspir was rapidly filling up with
branches, leaves and thorn, dumped back
through the open top hatch as the car
smashed its way through the bush, along
with various green, white and brown spi-
ders, crickets, praying mantises, grasshop-
pers and caterpillars — all of which seemed
to have a definite affinty for the open space

A .50-caliber M2 HB and a coaxially
mounted 7.62mm MAG 58 formed the
firepower for our Casspir APC. SWA Pol
Tin’s teams carry a variety of different
machine gun combinations up in the turret.
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shelling and anti-traclflng 2_111 t ?ter 3]1:
Apparently, they weren’t novices a g
Our three teams split up, one swylngumped
center spoor while the other t\;ﬂ 1310 e
forward, hoping to cut the terrs off.

Continued on page 73
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INTO ANGOLA

Continued from page 59

no spoor found, and even the tracking team
had lost theirs.

It was a disappointed bunch of policemen
— not to mentioned one journalist — who
sucked down coffee and grazed rat packs
that night. Everyone could nearly taste a
contact, but the bastards had slipped out of
the net. Next morning, Owambos scattered
out on the ground for kilometers, trying to
pick up at least one of the spoor, but without
any luck.

Zulu One Mike and Zulu Sierra took off
back to their own AQOs, and we started drift-
ing eastward, toward the old Portuguese
town of Namacunde, about 10 kilometers
north of SWA along a tar road. These old
towns made good staging areas and refer-
ence points for PLAN terrs headed south, so
we thought we’d give it a once-over.

Namacunde, like Chiede, had seen its
share of fighting between UNITA, Jonas
Savimbi’s pro-Western democratic forces,
and the Angolan government’s FAPLA, as
well as a few brief forays by the SADF
(South African Defense Force). Nama-
cunde’s solid buildings, built a foot or more
thick against the torrid African heat, were
pockmarked and shot through by thousands
of small arms rounds, machine-gun fire,

and heavier caliber weapons. It had un-
doubtedly been a pretty town — in a former
lifetime.

We set up our night position in a field
across the tar road, and I took the opportu-
nity to gain a little hands-on experience with
the RS and its 50-round magazine, as well as
Chris’ Czech CZ 75 pistol, before the sun
went down.

We were sitting next to Coen’s car, drink-
ing coffee and chatting around 2100, when
we heard engine noises coming from the
north along the tar road. We knew it wasn’t
another SWA Pol Tin by the pitch of the
engines.

““Ratels, I think,”” Coen said, referring to
the military’s APCs, but we weren’t 100
percent sure.

“*Might be a FAPLA convoy coming
down from Onjiva to drop off some terrs,”’
Dave added, and that was the way we play-
ed it. The sounds of 30-odd R5s locking and
loading, and .50 cals, MAGs, and Brown-
ings charging, made me start to wish I had
carried something a bit more lethal than the
camera [ was now pointing down range.

Six vehicles rumbled into sight under the
brilliant full moon, backdropped by the
white buildings of Namacunde. From my
vantage point they looked South African,
bt

Coen shot up a thousand footer which
bathed us, and the convoy, in its intense

magnesium light. The convoy slowed.
‘“‘Send up another,’’ he called to Dave, now
over in his car, and Dave sent one airborne.
So far, no response from the now crawling
convoy. Dave went to fire his second rocket
up over the convoy but it malfunctioned,
nearly exploding in his hands and shooting
the flare out the wrong end down into the
ground just behind the Casspir.

“Hey! Are you all right?’’ I called.

“Yeah...No, I think I’ve burned my
hands.”

Just then, the convoy answered our flares
with one of its own, and continued to rum-
ble off down south.

Dave’s hands were fried, both a puffed-
up mass of burned, dead-white skin. Our
medic covered them with burn salve and
bandages, and gave him antibiotics and
painkillers, but we knew he’d have to see a
doctor soon.

As it was, our night still wasn’t over.
Around 0100, I could hear mortars explod-
ing far to the east. Then, near 0400, two
Alouettes and a Puma, one of the Alouettes
with its searchlight on, came flying low and
slow overhead, heading east. Around first
light, we got the word. An army company
(which I had happened to visit before link-
ing with SWA Pol Tin) had been stonked by
20 82mm mortar bombs and taken some
sertous casualties. Hence the casevac chop-
pers we had seen.



We were the closest team, and we wasted
no time in revving over to the army’s posi-
tion where we linked up with one of their
lieutenants. He told us that the convoy we’d
seen last night had been their resupply vehi-
cles, and that they’d had to use flares earlier
to guide them onto their position. Once the
supplies were dropped off the convoy had
departed, but the company had stayed in
place.

It was obviously not a tactically sound
maneuver, and I could see from the young
officer’s face that it would haunt him for the
rest of his life — the company had three
KIA and five wounded.

They had located the 82’s baseplate posi-
tion, and we picked up the spoor from there.
Six of them: four headed straight back to
Onjiva about 15 klicks away, where we
knew they’d already be drinking Cokes and
patting themselves on the back, but the
other two had headed west toward the aban-
doned Omupanda Mission Station on the tar
road. We set out after them.

It was either a feint, a ruse, or misdirec-
tion on their part, because within a few
kilometers, their spoor turned northwest —
toward off-limits Onjiva. We still stayed
with it as long as we thought it safe, then had
to break off. There was always the chance
we were being led into an ambush the closer
we came to Onjiva.

We took a look at Omupanda Mission
Station at any rate — again, another nearly
destroyed Portuguese town — then headed

south along the tar back toward SWA to
refuel and water, and to have Dave’s hands
checked out. It was basically the end of our
week out, so Dave, his crew, and I headed
back to SWA Pol Tin HQ at Oshakati.

I saw them all again a few days later when
they stood a unit formation prior to stand-
down. I was sorry to be leaving. They were
a good crew and I would have liked to
deploy with them again — especially now
that the rains had started and the PLAN
infiltration season was beginning in earnest
— but my schedule wouldn’t allow for it.

We shook hands and I wished them well,
hoping then, as I still do now, that they all
managed to stay out of harm’s way. I don’t
think that’s too much to ask. ®
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