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Preface

From August to December 1987, South Africa conducted a little-known campaign in
southeastern Angola to prevent a communist regime from gaining complete control of the
state and further destabilizing the region. The fighting was the culmination of many
years of intermittent conflict along the border of Angola and Namibia. The campaign is
of contemporary interest for two reasons. First, it provides an excellent example of the
political utility of carefully modulated military power. In short, South Africa achieved its
policy goals by employing a small but potent strike force. Second, the force selected was
a modern version of the colonial war era "flying column", a mobile all-arms battle group
tailored to operate effectively at the end of a long supply line. Both aspects of the
operation make it an interesting model for potential United States Marine Corps (USMC)
Operational Maneuver From the Sea (OMFTS) applications. Part I will establish the
strategic context behind the Modular campaign. Chapter One will examine the historical
background, the primary players involved in the drama, and the results of previous South
African military excursions into the maelstrom of Angola. Subsequent chapters will
examine the elements of the operation itself, the tactical lessons it underscores, and the
pointers it provides towards possible naval applications. Part II will assess the viability of
Marine fighting columns launched from the sea to conduct similar combat operations

several hundred miles inland.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Title. Flying Columns in Small Wars: An OMFTS Model
Author. Major Michael F. Morris, USMC

Thesis. The colonial war "flying column" concept provides an effective model for MEU
and MEB level OMFTS/STOM operations.

Discussion. This monograph examines the feasibility of MEU and MEB level STOM
operations in the 2014 timeframe. It concludes that specially organized, trained, and
equipped MAGTFs can conduct STOM versus objectives up to three hundred miles
inland. Specific MEU and MEB models, based on the proven concepts inherent in
various historical flying column operations, are proposed. Required shifts in doctrine,
organization, training, and equipment are identified.

The study also illustrates the utility of battalion and brigade level MAGTFs at the
operational level by analyzing a case study, Operation Modular. In 1987 in southeastern
Angola the South African Defense Force employed a three thousand man mobile strike
force to defeat a combined Angolan / Cuban division size force intent on destroying the
UNITA resistance movement. The campaign's military outcome convinced the Soviets
and Cubans to settle the twenty-three year Angolan border war and the political future of
Namibia in a diplomatic venue rather than by force of arms. Operation Modular
highlights the potential of small, mobile, hard-hitting fighting columns in a small war
environment.

Conclusion. Most OMFTS/STOM analysts have thus far advocated either infestation or
vertical envelopment tactics. Few recommend using surface battle groups with
significant organic CS and CSS capabilities. This study suggests that fighting columns,
heavy (by Marine standards) in armor, artillery, and logistic support, provide the most
flexible and powerful STOM employment option. It concludes that a combination of
robust, mobile CSSDs and aerial resupply can furnish the supplies, particularly Classes I,
III, and V, necessary to fight and win.
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Part I

Operational Maneuver from the Veld:
20 South African Brigade in Angola

August - December 1987

A Boer commando travelled light, light and fast. DeWet's commando moved like
a hunting cat on the veld... It was not a majestic fighting machine, like a British
column, it was a fighting animal all muscle and bone: in one sense, the most
professional combatant of the War."

Thomas Pakenham

...enemy forces are consistently forced to group together, in order to protect or
defend their important...infrastructures....This enables smaller, highly mobile
forces to act effectively. They are able to surround, then penetrate and overpower
them.... Several external offensive operations conducted by the South African
forces during recent years have confirmed the above fact. Although not thought
possible--fast, mobile, mechanized forces can move with freedom and nerve in
close proximity of enemy forces who are clustered around their own defense
stronghold.’

Colonel Roland De Vries, SADF
Chief of Staff, 20 Brigade

'Thomas Pakenham, The Boer War (New York: Avon Books, 1979), 347.
2Colonel Roland de Vries, SADFE, Mobile Warfare: A Perspective for South Africa (Menlopark, South
Africa: F.J.N. Harman Uitgewers, 1987), 16.



Chapter 1

Strategic Context

...the most far-reaching act of judgement that the statesman and
commander have to make is to establish ...the kind of war on which they
are embarking; neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into,
something that is alien to its nature.’

— Carl von Clausewitz

Prelude to Conflict. By 1975, Portugal had been a colonial power in Africa for more
than four hundred years. The tides of nationalism, however, swept the Dark Continent as
they had Asia. As a result, Portugal faced three insurgencies simultaneously in
Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, and Angola. ~The Portuguese armed forces waged
counterinsurgency campaigns in Africa with great skill despite limited manpower, aging
equipment, and the great distance separating Lisbon from its three colonies.* Funding the
wars, however, took half the national budget, and the fighting became unpopular at home
with anti-war protests analogous to those staged in the U.S. against the Vietnam conflict

only a few years before.’

3 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1976), 88.

* Portugal is more than two thousand miles from Guinea-Bissau, four thousand miles from Angola, and six
thousand miles from Mozambique.

> Willem Steenkamp, South Afiica’s Border War: 1966-1989 (Gibraltar: Ashanti Publishing Limited,
1989), 32. For an assessment of the Portuguese counterinsurgency experience in Africa, particularly in
comparison to that of the US in Vietnam and the French in Algeria, see John P. Cann, Counterinsurgency
in Africa: The Portuguese Way of War, 1961-1974 (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1997).
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In 1975 the social unrest in Portugal led to a coup in Lisbon, and the new
government decided to withdraw from Africa. Portuguese military authorities in Angola,
led by Admiral "Rosa" Coutinho, elected to cooperate with the People's Movement for
the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), a Marxist movement under the leadership of
Agostinho Neto. The United Nations (UN) charter called for free elections, but the
MPLA refused to allow the voting, because it believed it could not win the plurality
needed to govern. Despite this intransigence, Portugal cut its losses in Angola and
handed over the reigns of government to the MPLA.°

There were two other competing insurgent movements in Angola that opposed the
MPLA both before and after the Portuguese departure. The stronger of the two initially
was the Angolan National Liberation Front (FNLA), a black nationalist movement based
on the Bakongo tribe and centered chiefly in the far north of the country. It had been the
most effective military opponent of the Portuguese, but its troops were still relatively
poorly trained and led. The FNLA was anticommunist, but it received support from
China because the Chinese hoped to undermine Soviet influence in the region.’

The second opponent of the MPLA was the National Union for the Total
Independence of Angola (UNITA), an offshoot of the FNLA led by Doctor Jonas
Savimbi. UNITA was most active in the south and southeastern regions of Angola. It

drew most of its strength from the Ovimbundu tribe, the largest in the country. UNITA

¢ Steenkamp, 32-36.
7 Ibid., 32-34.



received aid from China along with the FNLA, but it was a socialist as well as a
nationalist political movement.®

Another insurgency in Angola that was loosely allied with the MPLA was the South
West Africa People's Organization (SWAPO). SWAPO formed in 1960 to seize power
in Southwest Africa, the territory bounded by the South Atlantic Ocean, Angola and
South Africa (see Map 1). Southwest Africa, also known as Namibia, had been a German
colony, a South African protectorate, a League of Nations territory, and finally a ward of
the United Nations occupied by South Africa pending determination of its style of
government. SWAPO launched its military wing, the People's Liberation Army of
Namibia (PLAN), in 1962. Between 1962 and 1974, PLAN insurgents made a series of
generally unsuccessful infiltrations over the border from Angola into Namibia to foment
revolution among the Ovambo tribe, which comprised nearly half the country's
population. These incursions were largely defeated by the Southwest Africa (SWA)

police force through an aggressive border patrol regimen.’

Superpowers and Proxies. In addition to the assistance provided to Angola's
contending factions by the Chinese, the Russians and the Americans also became
involved in the country. For the Soviet Union, Africa was a promising region in which to
champion "wars of national liberation". Moscow also supported insurgencies in
Rhodesia, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, Ethiopia, Sudan, and Somalia. These proxy

wars provided an effective and low risk means of challenging the West while increasing

¥ Ibid; Fred Bridgland, The War for Africa: Twelve Months that Transformed a Continent (Gibraltar:
Ashanti Publishing Limited, 1990), 13-14. Zaire, France, Saudi Arabia, the Gulf Emirates, Egypt, and
Morocco also supported UNITA.

? Steenkamp, 18-26.
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Russian prestige, access to raw materials and natural resources, and military presence
along critical trade routes.''

The revolutionary wars the Soviets spawned were, of course, ideological in nature as
well as a quest for economic and military gain. The Russians thus found it easy to back
the Marxist MPLA in Angola. Many MPLA officers went to Russia or other Warsaw
Pact states for military training. In 1974, Russia provided more than six million dollars
worth of heavy weapons to the MPLA.'"> Between 1977 and 1987, the Soviet Union
provided more than four billion dollars worth of military aid to Angola. In 1987, this
figure grew to one billion dollars worth of equipment each year. Moscow provided
armored vehicles, 550 tanks, artillery, antiaircraft missile systems, fifty-five MiG-23
aircraft, ships and patrol craft to the Angolan Marxist government forces. Three
thousand North Koreans, five hundred East Germans, 950 Russians, and 150 Vietnamese
intelligence operatives, security specialists, equipment technicians and military advisors
assisted Angola in its internal counterinsurgency campaign against UNITA and its border
war with South Africa. Soviet General Konstantin Shaganovitch directed all communist
military forces in Angola, including those of FAPLA, from December 1985 onwards."

Like the Soviet Union, Fidel Castro's Cuba also became heavily involved in Africa.
In addition to Angola, Cuban troops had deployed to nineteen other countries worldwide

in a determined bid to stake out a leadership position in the Third World. Cuba sought to

"""Morgan Norval, Death in the Desert: The Namibian Tragedy (Washington: Selous Foundation Press,
1989), 15; a good overview of Soviet involvement in African "wars of liberation" is provided in John W.
Turner, Africa Ablaze: The Insurgency Wars in Africa 1960 to the Present (London: Arms and Armour
Press, 1998).

12 Steenkamp, 34.

1 Raymond W. Copson, Afiica's Wars and Prospects for Peace (New York: M.E. Sharpe, Inc., 1994), 122;
W. Martin James, A Political History of the Civil War in Angola: 1974-1990 (New Brunswick, NJ:
Transaction Publishers, 1992), 218; Bridgland, 17.



propagate its communist ideology, gain useful military experience, and through its proxy
forces to repay the Soviet Union for propping up the anemic Cuban economy. Castro
provided military trainers and bodyguards to Neto beginning in 1966. In response to
Admiral Coutinho's invitation, more than 250 Cuban military advisors were in Angola in
support of the MPLA by May of 1975. The purpose of this mission was to transition the
largely guerrilla MPLA into a conventionally equipped and trained army in order to
ensure that Angola would not fall under the influence of the West. By 1987, more than
thirty-seven thousand Cuban personnel were stationed in Angola. A year later that
number had increased to fifty thousand soldiers."*

The final external actor on the Angolan scene was the Republic of South Africa. Its
strategic goal was to prevent insurgencies, whether nationalist or communist in nature,
from encroaching on its own borders. South Africa had assisted the Rhodesians in their
struggle against communists and Renamo in its bid to overthrow communist
Mozambique, so it was only natural that it would also help UNITA against the MPLA.
The South Africans believed a Marxist Angola would serve as a potent launching pad for
SWAPO incursions into Southwest Africa. SWAPO could then undermine Namibia and
communist insurgents would be poised on the border of South Africa itself. The South
African government saw its neighbors as mere stepping stones for insurgency that would
threaten its own existence.'®

This opposition to regional instability induced South Africa to take control of the
Namibian border in 1974. FElements of the South African Defense Force (SADF)

patrolled the border to shield Namibia from PLAN incursions. Thirteen battalions

' Arthur Jay Klinghoffer, The Angolan War: A Study in Soviet Policy in the Third World (Boulder, Co.:
Westview Press, 1980), 109-110, 115; Steenkamp, 34-36; James, 216.



deployed along the border and worked in conjunction with police units to blunt the
growing threat of armed revolutionaries infiltrating from bases in Angola. Beginning in
1978, the SADF launched a series of preemptive raids into Angola to destroy PLAN
staging bases, training camps, and supply depots. The first South African incursion into
Angola, however, occurred three years earlier in a bid to bolster FNLA and UNITA

forces in their struggle against the MPLA.'°

External Operations: A Legacy of Intervention. South Africa decided to intervene in
Angola initially in 1975 at the behest of other African states, the United States, and
FNLA/UNITA." The resulting campaign, known as Operation Savannah, was limited
in nature; the goal was to drive the MPLA out of southwestern Angola. Political
considerations limited the SADF to less than 2,500 men and six hundred vehicles across
the border. One of its fighting columns, Task Force (TF) Zulu, advanced 3,159 km in
thirty-three days. During this brief period it fought twenty-one skirmishes and conducted
sixteen hasty and fourteen deliberate attacks. TF Zulu accounted for 210 MPLA dead,
ninety-six wounded, and fifty-six prisoners while suffering five killed and forty-one
wounded. The task force was led and supported by South Africans, but most of the
combatants were actually anticommunist Angolan tribesmen. One of Task Force Zulu's
two battle groups was comprised of Angolan bushmen that had fought for the Portuguese.
The other battle group consisted primarily of former FNLA troops led by Colonel Jan

Breytenback, a noted South African Special Forces officer. This FNLA cadre later

15 James, 153.

1 Helmoed-Romer Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 14; Steenkamp, 26.

' Helmoed-Romer Heitman, South African Armed Forces (Cape Town: Buffalo Publications, 1990), 203-
205; Bridgland, 11-12.



became the nucleus of 32 Battalion, the so-called "Foreign Legion" of the SADF.
Savannah ended when Russian equipment and advisors and Cuban reinforcements began
to reach the MPLA. Until then the primary challenge was logistic in nature; it was more
than 1,500 miles from the primary logistics base at Grootfontein to the front.'®

In 1978 the SADF conducted two coordinated raids against SWAPO in Angola.
Operation Reindeer consisted of an airborne assault on Cassinga, a training base more
than 250 kilometers from the border. It resulted in six hundred dead and 340 wounded
insurgents. Simultaneously, a mechanized task force comprised of fifty-four armored
vehicles conducted a successful raid against a headquarters (HQ) and log base at
Chetequera. Reindeer produced excellent intelligence on PLAN doctrine, organization,
and strategy. It also demonstrated the vulnerability of light airborne forces; when the
Cassinga task force withdrew via helicopter, it was under heavy pressure from FAPLA
armor units."”

Operation Sceptic, in 1980, was a three-week raid on SWAPO HQ by four
mechanized battalion combat groups. The groups destroyed, over a period of four days, a
huge base area more than two thousand square kilometers in size. The goal of the
operation was to force the insurgents to move further away from the border area and

complicate their access to the Ovambo population in Namibia. Sceptic killed 380

" Ibid., 204-210; the metamorphosis of 32 Battalion from ad hoc guerrilla band to a regular formation is
best described in the first four chapters of Colonel Jan Breytenbach, They Live by the Sword: 32 'Buffalo
Battalion", South Africa’s Foreign Legion (Alberton, SA: Lemur Books {Pty} Ltd, 1990). Breytenbach
was the founder and first commander of 32 Battalion.

19 Steenkamp, 149-151; Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa 33; Heitman, South African
Armed Forces, 149-151.



guerrillas at the cost of seventeen South Africans; it also produced hundreds of tons of
captured ammunition, weapons, and equipment.*

Protea, in 1981, was another three-week operation conducted by six SADF combat
groups. During this raid the SADF fought a combined FAPLA/PLAN force in a series of
set-piece battles. The South African combat groups mauled two FAPLA brigades,
destroyed three hundred tons of ammunition, and captured eight T-34 tanks, three PT-76
amphibious tanks, three BRDMs, one BM-21, twenty-four 76mm guns, sixteen AU-23-2
antiaircraft guns, fourteen M55 20mm AAA guns, and two hundred trucks. FAPLA's
defeat forced it and SWAPO to withdraw far from the southern edge of Angola.21

Daisy, a follow-on operation derived from Protea's intelligence windfall, saw SADF
fighting columns roam four hundred kilometers into Angola to destroy a SWAPO HQ at
Bambi and a base at Cherequera. It took four days to get to the targets; once on site the
mechanized columns spent twelve days razing the base. Due to the damage induced by
Protea and Daisy, SWAPO terrorist incidents in Namibia declined twenty-eight percent
during the following year.”

Some of SWAPO's military infrastructure was rebuilt in 1982. Operation Askari, in
1983-84, was designed to neutralize the growing threat and disrupt the logistic support
necessary for the annual infiltration of insurgents into Namibia. Four SADF battalion-
size mechanized task forces combed southern Angola over a five week span. On 3
January 1984, the SADF fought 11 Brigade (FAPLA) and for the first time, two Cuban

battalions, in a hard fought engagement. The South Africans killed 324 enemy and

20 Steenkamp, 155-156; Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 34; Heitman, South African
Armed Forces, 155-157.
= Steenkamp, 159-164; Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 35; Heitman, South African
Armed Forces, 159-164.
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captured eleven T-54 tanks and much other combat equipment for the loss of twenty-one
men. The SADF's experience in Operation Askari reinforced the growing military
potential of the FAPLA and Cuban enemy and the need for significant anti-armor
capability in future external operations.”

External operations proved the SADF's ability to operate mobile battle groups deep
in Angola. The raids were designed to punish lightly armed PLAN guerrillas, not
Angolan and Cuban conventional forces. Despite the fact that the task forces acquitted
themselves well in combat against both types of adversaries, South Africa was not eager
to commit larger ground forces to up the ante in Angola. The political goal remained
constant: to foster an environment conducive to the development of a stable and peaceful
Namibia. From Pretoria's perspective, the border conflict had been persistent but
bearable in terms of blood and treasure. Operation Modular was destined to challenge

that status by changing the low intensity nature of the war.

2 Steenkamp, 164; Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 35; Heitman, South African
Armed Forces, 154-166.

3 Steenkamp, 167-168; Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 36; Heitman, South African
Armed Forces, 167-169.
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Chapter 2

Operation Modular

The mission of UNITA and ourselves was to destroy the offensive against
Jamba. We did just that;.... After this the Soviets lost their appetite for
war in Angola. Only a few months later they told us that nobody could
win the war in Angola - the answer was negotiations.”*

—~General Jannie Geldenhuys
Chief of Staff, SADF

Operation Modular introduced the heaviest fighting seen in the entire twenty-three
year border war. This chapter will examine the doctrine, equipment, and task
organization of the opposing forces, the distinct phases of the campaign, and the way in

which the conflict finally terminated.

Doctrine. South Africa's military doctrine was unique. It derived partly from its own
colonial experience against the Zulus and other African foes. Certainly the South African
style of warfare also enshrined the flexibility, toughness, and mobility exhibited by the
Boers in their three-year conflict with the British at the turn of the century. It also drew
heavily on lessons learned while serving alongside British forces in both World Wars.
South African soldiers earned widespread acclaim for their performance as raiders in the

Long Range Desert Group, pilots in the Royal Air Force, and assault infantry in North

12



Africa and Italy. Colonel Rolend De Vries, 20 Brigade's Chief of Staff during Operation
Modular, published a text on South African doctrine just before the start of the campaign.
He stressed the primacy of mobility and suggested the utility of combining conventional
mobile warfare with the techniques of guerrilla action. He also noted the requirement to
perform both modes of warfare proficiently at night. All three doctrinal elements -
mobility, guerrilla tactics, and night operations - figured prominently in Operation
Modular.”

FAPLA military doctrine was purely Soviet in nature. The level of training of the
Angolan troops was never sufficient, however, to capitalize on the strengths of the
methodical Russian offensive approach. Lack of adequate training and leadership
denigrated the potential of FAPLA's vast quantities of Warsaw Pact equipment as well.
The presence of Cuban advisors, Soviet technicians, and pilots from both countries could
not make up for the training deficiencies of the Angolan soldiers who did most of the

fighting.”® In short, FAPLA's doctrinal underpinnings were sound, but its execution was

dreadful.

Equipment. SADF combat equipment was unique because much of it was home made
due to the sanctions levied on South Africa by the West. Armscor, the national weapons
design and manufacturing corporation, created a number of products optimized for
service under African conditions. Most of the combat vehicles were wheeled rather than

tracked to give them enhanced operational range. A majority of the vehicles were mine

** Jannie Geldenhuys, 4 General's Story: From an Era of War and Peace (Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball
Publishers, 1995), 227.

5 de Vries, see especially chapters 2, 3, 9, and 10; similar points on South African doctrine are made in
Heitman, South African Armed Forces, 34.

2% Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 23.
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resistant, with V-shaped hulls to deflect blast and increase passenger survivability. The
fighting vehicles tended to be large, tall, and mechanically robust. These features
allowed columns to smash through the African bush, provided vantage points above the
scrub from which soldiers could more readily locate the enemy, and enabled them to
survive the grueling passage across hundreds of kilometers of some of the worst terrain in
the world. In terms of its impact on the campaign, the most important arm was the
artillery. South Africa fielded towed 120mm mortars, towed G-5 and self-propelled G-6
155mm gun-howitzers, and truck mounted 127mm multiple rocket launchers (MRLs).*’
The South African Air Force (SAAF) also suffered from the sanctions imposed by
the international community. The air arm was small and relied primarily on a handful of
Mirage fighters to challenge the Angolan Air Force with its Soviet planes and
Cuban/Russian advisors and pilots. SAAF combat aircraft were older and less capable
than those of their rivals. They also had to contend with an elaborate air defense system
that exceeded in complexity those encountered by the Israelis in the Bekaa Valley or over
the Golan Heights.”™® As a result the SAAF had to develop proficiency in tactics such as
"toss bombing", which allowed planes to ingress at low level and then climb swiftly to
loft bombs in an indirect trajectory to within two hundred meters of their intended targets
from seven to eight kilometers away.”’ The hostile air environment in southeastern
Angola, coupled with the paucity and technical inferiority of their aircraft, forced the
SAAF to husband their assets for only the most critical targets. Ground forces could not

rely on plentiful and timely close air support; on the contrary they fought under a blanket

27Heitman, South Afvican Armed Forces, 122-126; Heitman, War in Angola, 47.
2% Bridgland, 49-50.
¥ Ibid., 50-51.
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of enemy air superiority.30 Appendix A contains more information on both the primary
pieces of ground equipment and on specific aircraft used by the SADF in Operation
Modular.

FAPLA's ground combat equipment was Soviet in origin. The Angolans fielded T-
54/55 and PT-76 tanks, BRDM/BMP/BTR armored vehicles, and excellent cannon and
rocket artillery systems. FAPLA also incorporated eight missile and two gun air defense
systems within its formations. Soviet trucks and engineering equipment completed the
all arms package and provided superior mobility, obstacle crossing and barrier
construction capabilities. Most of the technical support required to service and employ
this modern equipment was furnished by Russian, Cuban, East German, or Vietnamese
advisors. '

The Angolan Air Force, similar to its army, was well equipped with first line
equipment. In some cases, the equipment that the Soviet Union furnished FAPLA was so
new that western arms experts gained access to Soviet material not previously
encountered elsewhere. For example, the SA-8 surface to air missile and the Flat Face
radar, the system associated with the SA-6 missile, were first acquired in Angola and
provided to western specialists for closer technical examination. FAPLA flew MiG-23
fighters, MiG-21 and SU-22 fighter-bombers, Mi-24/25 attack helicopters and Mi-8/17
transport helicopters; by 1987 its Air Force numbered eighty fighters and 123 helicopters.
The size of their air component, the proximity of their air bases, and the anemic state of
SADF air defense assets allowed FAPLA commanders to provide greater air coverage

than their enemy over the battle zone. This impressive capability did not, however,

3% Heitman, War in Angola, 310; Bridgland, 102-103.
3! Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 22-24; Heitman, War in Angola, 366, 357-362.
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decisively impact the outcome of Modular due to the poor training of the Angolan
pilots.** Appendix B provides additional information on specific air and ground weapons

systems used by FAPLA during the Modular campaign.

Organization. 20 Brigade comprised three maneuver elements and an artillery
component. The first infantry formation was 32 Battalion. This unit was initially formed
from FNLA insurgents who had fought as part of Zulu Force under South African
leadership during Operation Savannah.®® After the withdrawal from Angola many of the
men moved to Namibia to continue the war against the MPLA. This cadre developed
into 32 Battalion, South Africa's most famous and effective counterinsurgency unit. Its
members were particularly deadly because they had long experience in the war zone; the
battalion had operated for years in southern Angola and participated in most of the
external operations listed previously. Moreover, most 32 Battalion soldiers were black
and spoke Portuguese and native tongues. They therefore blended in well among both
SWAPO insurgents and border tribesmen.**

By 1983, 32 Battalion featured a recon detachment, mortar platoon, and seven rifle
companies. As the war in Angola became more conventional in 1984, the battalion was
strengthened to counter Cuban armor and FAPLA heavy weapons. An anti-tank
company with Ratel 90mm assault guns, a Valkiri 127mm MRL battery, a M-5 120mm
mortar battery, and a detachment of 20mm antiaircraft artillery (AAA) guns were added.

A support company with 106mm recoilless rifles, 8 lmm mortars, Milan antitank (AT)

32 Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 24; Heitman, War in Angola, 22, 82, 158, 310,
363-364; Bridgland, 37, 150, 162. Also UNITA's American supplied Stinger SAMs forced Angolan
planes, even those piloted by Cubans or Russians, to bomb from high altitude, thus reducing their accuracy.
3 Breytenbach, 11-18.

3 Steenkamp, 231.
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missiles, and .50 caliber machine guns was also formed. By the start of the Modular
campaign, 32 Battalion had been transformed from a counterinsurgent to a mechanized
infantry unit with tremendous firepower.>

The 61 Mechanized Battalion was created in 1979 and participated in most of the
external operations mentioned earlier. It comprised two infantry companies and a variety
of fire support and combat service support elements as shown in Table 1. This battalion
was the key counterattack unit committed to stop and roll back FAPLA's 1987 offensive.

Table 1: 61 Mechanized Battalion

Sub - Unit Major Equipment or Function

2 rifle companies Twelve Ratel 20s each

Armored car squadron Twelve Ratel 90 assault guns

Artillery battery Eight G-5 155mm towed howitzers
Mortar battery Eight M5 120mm towed mortars
Antitank platoon Six Ratel 90s & two AT missile Ratels
Mortar platoon Twelve 81mm mortars

Antiaircraft troop Twelve 20mm Ystervark SP AA guns
Combat service support units Engineer, Comm, Medical & Maint Dets

Source: Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 15-16.

The mechanized battalion deployed into Angola with fifty-five Ratels, five Rinkhals
ambulances, sixty-two logistic trucks, and four recovery vehicles. A contingent of trucks

® Four South

carrying fuel and supplies also accompanied the 126 vehicle main body.’
African Infantry Battalion (4 SAI) was a similarly organized and equipped combined

arms mechanized infantry formation that was committed to Operation Modular during

the latter part of the campaign.

3 Breytenbach, 230; Jeff Fannell and Robert Pitta, South Afiican Special Forces (London: Osprey
Publishing, Ltd., 1993), 18-19.
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The 101 Battalion was another unit optimized for counterinsurgency duties. With the
Koevet police unit, it ran mobile reaction force patrols inside Owambo and into southern
Angola. The battalion grew to a regimental strength of some 2,500 soldiers, over one
third of whom were "turned" SWAPO guerrillas. The 101 Battalion developed four Mike
Force reaction companies. Each company contained platoons of four Casspir armored
personnel carriers (APCs) and one mine-proof supply truck. These platoons conducted
independent operations of several weeks duration. The Mike Force elements and Recce
Wing frequently operated in Angola. The battalion also employed two companies on
civic action in Namibia and sported a support company with AT, mortar, tracker,

interpreter, engineer and medical platoons.®’

During Modular two companies from 101
Battalion played a key role in one of the more decisive battles.

The artillery component of 20 Brigade initially consisted of three batteries. Quebec
battery was an eight gun G-5 unit. It was augmented by two 32 Battalion infantry
platoons for local security; four UNITA Stinger teams, two SADF SA-7 teams and eight
14.5mm heavy machine guns for air defense; and a Mobile Air Operations Team
(MAOT) to control SAAF assets. Papa battery, a 127mm MRL unit, featured a 32
Battalion rifle company for local security, a troop of 20mm AAA guns, two UNITA
Stinger teams, twenty-four SADF SA-7s, and a MAOT. Sierra battery, a 120mm-mortar
unit, had one 32 Battalion platoon for local security purposes.”® South African

reconnaissance commandos located behind FAPLA's lines provided much of the

observation services for the artillery group throughout the campaign.

36 Bridgland, 119.
37 Steenkamp, 204; Heitman, Modern African Wars 3: South-West Africa, 18.
38 Heitman, War in Angola, 47.
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UNITA had developed from a guerrilla force into a more formidable army by the
time Modular commenced. It contained Special Forces trained by the South Africans;
guerrilla units used for harassment, intelligence collection, and transportation duties;
semi-regular battalions with organic supply/fire support capabilities and used to screen
SADF elements; and regular battalions. The latter contained the best-trained conventional
troops and were supported by AT and AAA weapons, APCs, heavy mortars, artillery, and
MRLs. Much of UNITA's equipment was captured from FAPLA in previous battles.”

FAPLA brigades were 1,900 men strong and organized into three motorized infantry
battalio