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Russian T55 Main Battle Tank (MBT) knocked out on the Cuito Cuanavale logistics 
route known as the Road of Death between Caiundo and Menongue.  

Photo credit: © Anthony Turton 2021. 
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Introduction 

There are strongly held views about the Angolan War. This talk will deal with the period that 
saw the engagement of foreign actors – from 1975 to 1989 – sometimes as covert support to 
one side, but also overtly as the deployment of foreign troops and materiel for various sides. 
Sadly, the war festered on after external players withdrew, but that is another story. The 
narrative offered in this talk, is from the perspective of an intelligence officer who was active 
in specific moments of that war. It is based on historic fact but interpreted through the analytical 
lens of intelligence science. This is broadly defined as support to decision-makers during times 
of high risk and great uncertainty, with incomplete information, often from conflicting and 
possibly unreliable sources.  More importantly, this paper combines the training and experience 
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of an intelligence officer, with the benefit of 20/20 vision offered by historical hindsight. The 
intention is not to offer a definitive narrative of the war, but rather to contribute an insight into 
the strategic landscape of which the Angolan War was but a small battlefield.  

The central argument being presented here is that while it is true that the Angolan War was a 
localised theatre of the Cold War, it is overly 
simplistic to think that two of the key external 
actors – South Africa and Cuba – were proxies 
of the major external players – USA and the 
USSR. The argument presented is that South 
Africa and Cuba were not proxies at all, each for 
reasons of their own, which will be elucidated in 
as much detail as time in this workshop allows. 
The other argument being presented is that of 
the simplistic narrative about which of the two 
alleged “proxies” were victorious. Here the 
argument is that the war was highly dependent 
on long and complex logistical lines – from 
Havana to Cuito Cuanavale via Lobito and/or 
Luanda and from Pretoria to the Tumpo 
Triangle via Grootfontein, Oshakati and Rundu 
– making it militarily unwinnable for either of 
the external actors. Few think of this as a 
logistics war, but that is exactly what it was, and 
the officers and men of the logistical formations 
remain silent but unsung heroes on both sides. 
This simple fact, driven by reliable intelligence, 
formed the basis of the negotiated 
disengagement that was specifically designed to 
give Cuba the ability to claim whatever victory 
it needed to justify the loss of life and financial 
cost to its own citizens. The war ended, at least for the external players, with a negotiated 
disengagement, as an alternative to the massive loss of life that a resounding military victory 
would have needed.  

This perspective differs fundamentally from the tactical level view that a soldier would have, 
for that is always clouded by the fog of war, but also amplified by the tunnel vision of intense 
combat. Few frontline soldiers have the luxury of a strategic perspective, for their interest is 
what lies around the next meander of the watercourse, over the next shona, or behind the next 
high ground. Their needs are imminent and real, which is the opposite of what I am about to 
offer. I therefore start by paying my respect to those soldiers, irrespective of which side they 
fought on, for their sacrifice was indeed noble in the eyes of those on whose behalf they faced 
mortal danger. In particular, I pay my respect to veterans from 61 Mechanised Battalion Group 

SADF threat perception of the time 
showing Cuba as a surrogate of the 
USSR with SWAPO as the puppet. 
Image courtesy of Igor Ignatovich 
Russian veteran of the Angolan War.    
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(61 Mech), 4 South African Infantry (4SAI) that made up 62 Mechanised Battalion Group (62 
Mech), 32 Battalion (32 Bn), Airborne Forces and specialised units of Special Forces such as 
4 and 5 Reconnaissance Commandos. I also register my respect for the Russian and Angolan 
veterans, with whom 61MVA has a robust formal relationship, for this is their story too.    

Bookends to the Hot Theatre of the Cold War  

It is useful to think of the Angolan War, at least from 1975 to 1989, as a hot theatre of the Cold 
War (Polack, 2013). This is relevant because the narrative offered in the popular media is that 
it was a proxy war, in which client-patron relations meant that certain third parties acted on 
behalf of one or other of the superpowers then in existence. The Cold War was characterised 
by a global standoff, between the USSR and the USA. Both were victorious allies of the Second 
World War and therefore permanent members of the UN Security Council, but subsequently 
turned bitter rivals. Both were nuclear powers with a combined capacity to destroy human life 
on planet Earth. That rivalry was ideological, but also about spheres of influence over other 
states, often in non-aligned countries. But, because of the destructive potential of 
thermonuclear devices, both sides played the game by a set of rules, of which Henry Kissinger 
was an important drafteri. For this analysis, let us accept that the Cold War was a factor, and 
home in onto some of the specifics that give us a nuanced understanding.  

I want you to think of the Angolan War as several books on a shelf. Each book is different, but 
collectively they are part of the same theme – the war of liberation in Angola – for that is what 
it was even if the internal process was disturbed by external intervention. Those books are not 
freestanding, so they are held up by two bookends. The left hand book end is the USA and the 
right hand bookend is the USSR, and in between these two supports we have a number of books 
standing upright. Those books would be unstable without the bookends, and that is the point I 
wish to make here. My point of departure in this Cold War narrative is the startling fact that 
during the Angolan War, both feuding superpowers were militarily defeated elsewhere. I 
define defeat as the failure to meet their mission objective prior to withdrawal, for neither 
will admit that they were actually defeated. America was defeated in Vietnam in 1975. Russia 
was defeated in Afghanistan in September 1986 after the Stinger missiles were introduced to 
the Mujahedeen by the CIA and was forced to withdraw completely by February 1989. In both 
cases, this failure had a significant impact on their force projection or appetite for engagement, 
but during different periods of time. Think of the fall and rise of the tide, because the start of 
the Angolan war in 1975 saw that tide of influence diminishing for the USA, but temporarily 
rising for the USSR. The opposite was true at the end of the Angolan war, as the USSR 
disintegrated completely, while the USA made a confident resurgence.  

This aspect of the narrative begins with the USA. I am going to cite clusters of events, but will 
not clutter the argument with too many specific dates, for that becomes overly cumbersome in 
a discussion of this nature. This will enable me to make the point I wish to make, leaving the 
audience to verify those dates as they alone see fit. In history, one often finds a series of events 
that seem to punctuate moments of great change. These are pivotal moments because they 
coincide with fundamental shifts in the balance of power playing out at global and regional 
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levels. The argument I make is that the defeat of the American forces in Vietnam was one such 
moment of inflection. If we home into the period of 1975, we see in the immediate build-up to 
Operation Savannah, a staccato of events that the audience needs to be aware of.  

In Vietnam it had become painfully obvious that the war was militarily unwinnable. In April 
of 1975, the last of the US Marines leave Saigon, even as Cuban forces are committed to 
Angola. Both are relevant, but for the time being, the American defeat in Vietnam is what we 
need to focus on, because while this was happening, the American body politic was deeply 
divided over the Watergate Affair. This resulted in a messy impeachment process, avoided in 
the end by the resignation of Richard Nixon. These events had a profound impact on American 

foreign policy, at the very time that the 
Angolan War of Liberation was being 
thrown into disarray by the coup d’état in 
Portugal. We therefore have two parallel 
processes playing out at the regional level 
in southern Africa in 1975. On the one 
hand, the Portuguese government faced a 
backlash from the public, concerned over 
the growing cost of the wars of liberation 
in Guinea Bissau, Mozambique and 
Angola. This is later to repeat itself in 
Cuba, for the same reasons. This single act 
ripples across the entire southern African 
region as a pivotal moment in the local 
wars of liberation. On the other hand, the 

American government was thrown into disarray, with a deeply divided electorate, inflamed in 
part by images of the Vietnam war, the anti-draft sentiment, and then the use of illegal 
surveillance to monitor the political opposition in America. This turmoil in America was 
exploited by Cuba, for reasons of its own, as we shall see later.  

While this was happening, the reality in Angola was that three ethnically based liberation 
movements – FNLA, MPLA and UNITA – each controlled different portions of territory as a 
direct result of their actions during the war of liberation from Portugal. Of these three, the 
FNLA was the strongest in early 1975, but their power base was the far north of the country. 
This fact was recognized by the Americans, when the CIA gave their support to the FNLA in 
January of 1975, initially ignoring UNITA, which controlled vast areas in the south, but were 
considered to be militarily insignificant. This caused the factionalised MPLA to split, with the 
Chipenda faction, also known as the Easter Rebellion MPLA, defecting to the FNLA in the 
north. As a result, the FNLA grew stronger, as the MPLA grew weaker on the eve of the transfer 
of power from Portugal to both the MPLA and FNLA in terms of the Trilateral Accord signed 
on 5 January 1975.  

A month later, on 28 February 1975, an FNLA delegation met with the South African embassy 
staff in London, requesting military support for an offensive in the north designed to destroy 

 

Last American helicopter leaves the USA 
Embassy in Saigon. Image: Wikipedia. 
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the MPLA in Luanda. This FNLA request clarified their intention to be in control of Luanda 
by Independence Day (11 November 1975), before the final transfer of power from Portugal. 
This date is important, as will later be shown, because the Russians were unwilling to 
escalate the Soviet presence in Angola for fear of disrupting their bilateral relationship with 
the USA, forged during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. Force levels in March of 1975 were 
approximately 15,000 FNLA, 6,000 MPLA and 1,000 UNITA. This request was considered 
with scepticism by General Jannie Geldenhuys of the SADF, but he was over-ruled by Pik 
Botha, Minister of Foreign Affairs, with a stinging comment that, “war is too important to be 
left to the generalsii”. Botha’s influence swayed the decision and a small contingent of artillery, 
under the command of Brigadier Ben de Wet-Roos was prepared for insertion into the north of 
Angola when needed. The top-secret planning was that their G2 guns would be dismantled and 
flown in clandestinely by C130 aircraft, along with ammunition and men, to provide rolling 
artillery cover for a 10-km stretch of road through a wetland at Caxito. This insertion was later 
done, with the full knowledge and support of the CIA, who offered to support this small force 
should they need an emergency evacuation. We will return to this later because it is an 
important part of the overall story. Let us move on for now, having noted that a decision had 
been made in Pretoria, with American knowledge – but not at their request – to commit the 
SADF to a covert operation designed to strengthen the dominant FNLA in the north, in the 
belief that their march into Luanda would avert a major war, and create a government in 
Angola that would be less hostile to Pretoria than other so-called Front-Line States (FLS) 
were at the time. While this decision was being taken, heavy fighting occurred between MPLA 
and FNLA in Luanda during March, so in April 1975, the weakened MPLA held a meeting 
with Cuban officials in Congo-Brazzaville, where they requested military support to counter 
the CIA support for the FNLA. The Cubans were active elsewhere in Africa at that time. We 
will return to this later, for it too is an important part of the overall narrative. Yet again we see 
that external intervention is requested by an internal party, and not an external superpower.    

While this was happening, the 
last of the US Marines were 
departing Vietnam, amid 
media images of helicopter 
rescues and abandoned 
American materiel being 
destroyed before the North 
Vietnamese forces could 
capture itiii. Concurrent with 
the MPLA request for support 
from Cuba, President Kenneth 
Kaunda of Zambia met 
President Gerald Ford in 
Washington where he 
expressed his concern over the 
Soviet military support being 

 

Iconic image of American materiel being abandoned 
during the final withdrawal from Vietnam. Source: 

War History Online.  
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given to the MPLA in Angola. Kaunda requested American support to both FNLA and UNITA. 
The Nakuru Peace Pact was unable to hold FNLA, MPLA and UNITA together as the 
Portuguese army planned to withdraw from Ruacana and the FNLA again asked for South 
African military support. In March of 1975, Chipenda met with the SADF leadership in Rundu, 
offering FNLA support in the south to counter SWAPO, who were busy building up their 
capacity to liberate South West Africa (SWA). This resulted in the deployment of 3,000 FNLA 
into the south, where they took control of Serpa Pinta, Ninda, Cuito Cuanavale and Luena. This 
strengthened the ties between the FNLA and the SADF, a fact that later becomes relevant with 
the creation of 32 Battalion in April 1976.  In March heavy fighting between MPLA and FNLA 
in Luanda resulted in the death of 700 people. This occurred just two days before the last US 
Marines departed Vietnam in the blaze of media publicity.  The fighting between MPLA and 
FNLA escalated, and in May the Portuguese army was unable to stem the fighting in Cuanza 
Norte, Malanje and Cabinda. Violence spread across Angola as reports emerged of 6,000 
deaths, triggering the withdrawal of staff from various foreign embassies in Luanda. It must 
be noted that this was an exact image of what had been playing out in Saigon. The prevailing 
view was that the unthinkable had happened and America was no longer a hegemon to be 
feared.   

In June, a delegation of Portuguese businessmen met with Prime Minister BJ Vorster, 
requesting South African military support in Angola, even as PLAN, the military wing of 
SWAPO, went on the offensive at Omakutu on 26 June. On 8 July, the FNLA commander of 
Cuando Cubango Province informed Brigadier Dawie Schoeman, Officer Commanding 1 
Military Area, that the MPLA was slowly driving them out of their strongholds in southern 
Angola. He offered an additional force of 300 FNLA to assist the SADF against SWAPO in 
return for military support against the MPLA. In July, the Portuguese army withdrew from 
Calueque and Ruacana, leaving South African engineers exposed and unprotected. Four days 
later the MPLA destroyed the FNLA garrison in Luanda, forcing them into a defensive position 
at São Pedro da Barra. On 24 July FNLA captured Caxito, just north of Luanda, but they were 
unable to recapture Luanda, hence the request for SADF artillery support noted elsewhere. On 
8 August, a UNITA soldier denied a South African engineer access to Ruacana, holding another 
ten engineers on site against their will, raising the spectre of capture of the South African 
hydroelectric project at Calueque.  Two days later an SADF force arrived at Calueque and 
Ruacana to secure South African interests in that project. A week later the Portuguese High 
Commissioner in Angola announced that he was assuming executive control of the country to 
counter the anarchy now spreading fast. On 20 August Tiny Rowland of LONRHO facilitated 
a meeting with Jonas Savimbi of UNITA, and John Stockwell of the CIA, to evaluate UNITA 
as an alternative ally to the Americans considering the collapse of FNLA resistanceiv. The next 
day UNITA allied itself with the remnants of the FNLA and officially declared war against the 
MPLA. The Angolan Civil War had begun, and the CIA was part of it, having initially backed 
the wrong side. On 28 August Operational Order 8/75 was signed by Minister of Defence 
PW Botha, officially giving support to the FNLA against MPLA. Two days later Commandant 
Jan Breytenbach flew to Mpupa to assess FNLA support, even as the Government of Ivory 
Coast officially asked Prime Minister John Vorster for military intervention, consistent with 
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his Détente initiativev. South Africa now unofficially entered the Angolan Civil War as an 
external player, with support from various parties, but not as an American proxy. On 24 
September, the South African government approved a plan that officially became Operation 
Savannah.   

The Americans were not exactly on top of the situation, muddling their way through a complex 
array of factionalised liberation movements, choosing sides for ideological rather than 
pragmatic reasons. We will return to this later. It is also clear that Cuba became involved early 
on, after the request in April, and their rapid deployment made a significant difference in a very 
short time because by July, their instructors were churning out 2,000 MPLA soldiers per month. 
Cuban involvement was triggered by the CIA support to the numerically superior FNLA, 
and not at the request of the USSR. This was hastened by the Cuban strategy to exploit 
American weakness wherever it could be found. We will return to this factor later.     

From this it is reasonable to conclude that American influence on the prosecution of the 
Angolan war was limited in the early phases, and where it was evident, it was exerted via the 
CIA and State Department. Not mentioned in the description above was the real importance of 
the USA as a permanent member of the UN Security Council, with the power to veto sanctions 
against South Africa. This was their significance to South Africa, but even here they were 
fickle, because on 28 October 1983 the USA failed to veto UN Resolution 538, which opposed 
the South African strategy to link Namibian independence with the withdrawal of Cubans 
from Angola. This was one of many examples of American ambivalence as an ally to South 
Africa, their so-called surrogate. 

Turning our attention now to the other bookend – the USSR – we see the opposite trend but 
with remarkable similarities over time. While America was at its weakest during 1975, the 
USSR was arguably at its zenith. It had a long track record of support for the various liberation 
movements in Africa, with considerable experience of the factionalism inherent to such actors. 
The foreign policy was essentially dictated by Russia under the Brezhnev Doctrine, which 
broadly meant, “when external and internal forces hostile to socialism try to turn the 
development of a given socialist country, in the direction of the capitalist system, this is no 
longer merely a problem for that country’s people, but a common problem, the concern of all 
socialist countries” (Ouimet, 2003). For example, in December 1979 Leonid Brezhnev 
deployed the Soviet 40th Army into Afghanistan, citing the Brezhnev Doctrine, after the Saur 
Revolution installed a communist government that clashed with the traditional power 
structures inherent to a tribal society. Thus, started the Russian over-reach in Afghanistan, 
because the 40th Army was not suited to fighting a war in mountainous terrain where freedom 
of movement was restricted. This was not initially apparent, because the Mujahideen were 
guerrilla fighters, easily countered with air superiority. No lightly armed Mujahid could stand 
and remain effective as a fighter in the face of a concerted air assault. The Soviet army could 
therefore dominate terrain, only if it had air superiority. The strategy was therefore flawed, 
because it assumed that by controlling the central government in Kabul, that would translate 
into control over the citizens in the outreaches of a vast and rural landscape. It was similar logic 
used by the British during the Second Anglo Boer War, when they captured Bloemfontein and 
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Pretoria, but failed to subjugate the citizenry who merely engaged a protracted guerrilla war on 
their own terms. So important was this fact, that the Afghans launched sabotage raids into the 
USSR from the spring of 1985vi (Coll, 2003). This single variable changed fundamentally and 
forever in September 1986, when the CIA introduced the Stinger ground to air missile system 
to the Mujahideen. So effective was this, that it subsequently became known as the “Stinger 
effect”. One scholar claimed that “before the Stinger the Mujahideen never won one set piece 
battle with the Soviets, but after it was introduced, the Mujahideen never again lost one”vii.  It 
must be noted that some Russians fiercely dispute this factor today, so I leave you to draw your 
own conclusion. Whatever the reason, the simple fact is that the 40th Army was unable to win 
the war and was forced to withdraw in the most face saving way possible, exactly as the 
Americans had done from Saigon.  

The significance of the defeat in Afghanistan ought to be seen against the background that the 
Russian leadership changed in 1985 when Mikhail Gorbachev came to power at a time of great 
crisis. In this we can draw many parallels with the American defeat in Vietnam, punctuated as 
it was by internal political turmoil caused by the 
Nixon affair. In my professional capacity I had the 
opportunity to meet with, and indeed work for, 
Mikhail Gorbachevviii. I used that opportunity to 
speak with him over dinner, about the demise of the 
USSR. What he told me was deeply insightful, but 
also totally unexpected even if logical with the 
benefit of hindsight. Gorbachev told me that the 
Cold War had eventually cost so much, that Russia 
was simply unable to keep up with the expenditure. 
Russian State-Owned Entities (SOE’s) were simply 
too costly and inefficient.  More importantly, he 
told me that natural resources had become so 
depleted, and radionuclide pollution so widespread, 
that Russia was simply unable to sustain itself, 
unless it made a radical policy shift that embraced 
environmental rehabilitation and legal reform. In 
effect, Russia had externalised the environmental 
cost associated with the Arms Race, and this could 
no longer be sustained by an economy reliant only 
on relatively inefficient SOE’s. Much like Donald 
Trump’s America First policy sought to rid itself 
of the albatross of superpower status, so too did 
Perestroika and Glasnost.  

Drilling down deeper into this process, we note that in June 1987, at the very time that Soviet 
forces were starting to withdraw from Afghanistan, Gorbachev addressed the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), regarding political and 

 

Orderly withdrawal of Russian 
forces from Afghanistan when the 
war becomes unwinnable. Image: 

Wikipedia 
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economic reform needed to keep the USSR viable. This included a new openness, but also the 
reform of SOE’s that were woefully uncompetitive with their counterparts in the capitalist 
world. The Soviet Joint Venture Law came into effect, designed to attract foreign capital, 
technology, and entrepreneurial skills into the country. A month later the Supreme Soviet 
passed the Law on State Enterprises, shifting control away from government ministries to 
elected worker committees, but also giving them autonomy to raise capital and generate 
sufficient revenues to survive independently of government bailouts. This triggered the 
emergence of the Oligarchs as SOE’s were systematically captured and state-owned assets 
were transferred to private ownership. Unable to survive this transition, the USSR slowly 
disintegrated. By 1990 capture of SOE’s by the Oligarchs had so disrupted supply chains, that 
the economy was dysfunctional, and Gorbachev was confronted by a coup d’état, which also 
ended his political career. 

What we see in the USSR at the end of the Angolan War, is the mirror image of what 
happened to the USA at the beginning of the war. Both superpowers were simply 
overwhelmed by internal forces that they were unable to control, and in both cases, this 
affected their foreign policy significantly. Whereas the USA started from a weak position in 
the Angolan War in 1975, it ended in a stronger position in 1989, but never really capitalised 
on this, which was the opposite of the USSR position.  They (the USSR) began very strongly 
in 1975, with an unassailable position with all socialist-leaning liberation movements globally. 
That position of power was slowly whittled away to the point where in 1989, they were all but 
irrelevant to the extent that they were unable to control Castro’s initiative. In fact – and now I 
digress – it was their irrelevance at that moment in time that enabled work to commence on the 
implementation of UN Resolution 435 in Namibia and laying the foundation for a negotiated 
ending to the protracted conflict that was engulfing South Africa at that timeix.  

We can therefore say that both superpowers active in the Angolan War, were not without their 
own internal challenges. We must therefore not think of them as monolithic in terms of power 
and capability over an extended period. If we accept this to be true, then the next logical issue 
is to evaluate the notion that the two other external powers – South Africa and Cuba – were 
proxies of the superpowers.  

The Great American Disappointment  

The relationship between South Africa and the USA was always fraught and never easy to 
predict from one moment to the next, because it was consistently one sided and sometimes 
erratic. Let us go back to the beginning in 1975 when the USA was starting to extract itself 
from Vietnam. A superpower had been militarily frustrated despite the heavy bombing during 
Operation Rolling Thunder from March 1965 to November 1968. This was the largest aerial 
bombing campaign of the Cold War and was regarded as the most logistically complex 
operation since the carpet bombing of Germany in the Second World War. On display for the 
whole world to see, was the might of the American military. Also, on display, because of the 
intense media coverage of the time, was the ineffectiveness of the campaign. Even the use of 
Agent Orange, a potent chemical defoliant designed to deny jungle cover along the Ho Chi 
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Minh trail, deployed during Operation Ranch Hand from 1965 to 1971, was a tactical failure. 
The American track record in wars of liberation – for that is what the Vietnam War was 
originally about – was dismal.  

We therefore find the first tactical blunder in Angola being the decision to support the 
numerically stronger FNLA, right from the get-go in 1975. On paper the FNLA looked to be 
orders of magnitude stronger than the MPLA, but this simplistic assessment ignored the 
African realities of factionalism and tribal loyalties in the absence of a single national identity. 
One can therefore logically accept that the FNLA were allies of the Americans – and thus 
surrogates against the USSR backed MPLA – but they were never particularly successful as a 
fighting force when under their own leadership. But the Americans never factored the South 
Africans into this equation because their risk assessment was informed by their official position 
against the policy of Apartheid.  It was only when the FNLA approached the South African 
government via the embassy in London on 28 February 1975 that things began to change. That 
approach was independent of the Americans and was for military support not being considered 
by them. For brevity let us skip the detail of the planning for that military support, which 
eventually saw the insertion of a small but potent artillery battery under the command of 
Brigadier Ben de Wet-Roos. This was said to have some form of approval by the USA, but the 
exact form was never clear, and remains somewhat of a myth still believed today by veterans 
of Operation Savannah who are of the opinion that the CIA had sanctioned all their actions. 
Some even regard this as justification for their actions, when covertly deployed in a war that 
their own government had never officially declared.  

Whether those actions were sanctioned or not is irrelevant, because what happened next 
became a defining moment in the relationship between South Africa and the USA. The 
planning was for the SADF artillery to provide a rolling bombardment of a ten-kilometre-long 
raised roadway through a wetland between Caxito and Quifangondo. That roadway was the 
only way through this vast watery morass that was otherwise impenetrable by any vehicle, so 
the bombardment was designed to clear any MPLA forces that could attack the FNLA advance 
along that roadway. The bombardment went according to plan, but the FNLA never advanced 
under the covering fire. When the ammunition had been expended, the artillery was left totally 
exposed and vulnerable, and logistical support to either replenish the ammunition or extract the 
men was simply not available. Yet again we see that the Angolan War was always about 
logistics. This left the artillerymen abandoned, despite the alleged agreement from the CIA 
that they would assist with extraction if needed. The CIA had simply disappeared, along with 
the rest of the embassy staff, when all foreign diplomats were being evacuated after the 
Portuguese government abandoned Angola and departed on 11 November 1975x. This left 
Brigadier Ben de Wet-Roos totally abandoned, after he had ordered his men to withdraw to 
Ambriz two days earlier, and later to Ambrizete.  

This betrayal resulted in Admiral Chris Delport being given a secret order on 3 November 1975 
to develop an emergency extraction plan. Two days later the South African navy launched its 
first ever combat patrol of the Angolan War, in readiness for the extraction caused by the 
failure of the CIA to honour their commitment. On 21 November, a formal operational order 
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was given to the navy to execute Operation Superduck – the rescue of Brigadier Ben de Wet-
Roos and his men left stranded by the FNLA failure at Caxito and Quifangondo – now 
abandoned and engaged in escape and evasion as they made their way through enemy territory 
to the fishing harbour of Ambrizete.  Operation Superduck was successfully executed by the 
navy during the night of 27 November 1975, when the entire artillery battery was rescued by 
small boat and helicopter, but the main lesson learned was to never trust the CIA again.   

Mujahideen celebrating the successful downing of a Russian helicopter gunship with a 
Stinger in Afghanistan. Image courtesy the Russian History Blogxi. 

The second tactical blunder in Angola was related to the Stinger ground to air missile system. 
The SADF seldom had air superiority in Angola, and the Stinger would have made a significant 
impact as it had done in Afghanistan in 1986. Let us home into details of this to gain a better 
understanding. In May 1984 elements of 5-Recce were deployed in support of UNITA, for 
Operation Catamaran 1. The objective was to destroy Angolan air assets in the Menongue 
area, but with limited success. In March 1986 President Ronald Reagan announced the delivery 
of Stingers to UNITA as part of a US$ 25 million aid package. This delivery was accompanied 
by strict orders to UNITA not to allow the SADF access to the system (Scheepers, 2012:22). 
On 16 August 1986 three MiG 23s were shot down at Cuito Cuanavale by UNITA forces 
(Nortje, 2003:229). The effectiveness of the Stingers was starting to become manifest in 
Angola. In November 1986 tensions were palpable between South Africa and the USA, who 
would not allow the SADF to have access to Stinger missile systems, even though they were 
starting to prove effective in Afghanistan after being introduced two months earlier. On 5 
September 1987, 32 Battalion became 20 Brigade under the command of Colonel Deon 
Ferreira, with three battle groups. Quebec Battery was allocated four Stinger teams from 
UNITA and Papa Battery was allocated two Stinger teams from UNITA. This can be regarded 
as the transition of the Angolan War to the conventional phase. In the end, America remained 
adamant that South Africa was not to be given access to the Stinger system, and so the 
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“Stinger effect” was never realized in Angola to the same extent it had been in Afghanistan. 
The result of this was to leave the SADF extremely vulnerable during the final conventional 
operations – Modular, Hooper and Packer – that destroyed several FAPLA brigades and 
blunted their attack against UNITA, forcing them (and the Cubans) into a defensive position at 
Cuito Cuanavale from which they were unable to launch a counter offensive. The effect of this 
was to merely reinforce the lesson learned in 1975, that the Americans were simply 
unreliable as an ally.  

Which leads us to the third tactical blunder in Angola. A consistent strategic interest of the 
South African government, when responding to UN Resolution 435 – the withdrawal of South 
Africans from South West Africa and the recognition of SWAPO as the sole legitimate 
representative of the will of the people – was to link this to the withdrawal of Cuban forces 
from Angola. Then, on 28 October 1983, America failed to veto UN Resolution 539xii, which 
undermined this vital South African interest. After this vote the Russian Ambassador to the UN 
informed the South African delegation of its intention to support Angola to the full extent 
needed to expel South Africa as a military force. This action was not consistent with that of 
an ally, and merely cemented the already strained relations between Pretoria and 
Washington. In fact, this sentiment was so strong, that it fed into the Total Onslaught thinking 
then gaining traction (Frankel, 1984), as a Total National Strategy for South Africa 
(Geldenhuys, 1982; 1984), which saw itself as an isolated state with few reliable allies 
(Geldenhuys, 1990). 

One must therefore ask three logical questions to determine if the relationship between South 
Africa and the USA was consistent with what one would expect of a surrogate force in a client-
patron relationship, for this is what lies at the heart of such an arrangement.  

 Would a patron abandon its client as occurred in November 1975 when Brigadier Ben 
de Wet-Roos and his men were left stranded at Ambriz?  

 Would a patron deliberately weaken its client by denying them access to Stinger 
missiles, knowing how effective they had been when deployed in competent hands in 
altering the balance of air power in Afghanistan in 1986?  

 Would a patron deliberately decline to veto a UN resolution that would have been 
discussed in depth between the two parties before being voted on in 1983?  

The answer to these three questions consistently tells us that the SADF was not a surrogate 
force for the USA. This became evident when on 4 October 1987, the destruction of FAPLA 
47 Brigade resulted in the capture of an entire SAM 8 missile system, by Major Johan Lehman 
and Captain Johan van Zyl of 32 Battalion. Both officers were awarded the Honorus Crux for 
this action, which some scholars consider to be a pivotal moment in the Cold War in Africa, 
because the balance of power shifted decisively at this moment (Mills & Williams, 2006). This 
technology had not yet fallen into NATO hands, so the CIA wanted to receive the entire SAM 
8 system. Remembering the betrayal at Ambriz, the refusal to allow the SADF direct access to 
Stinger missiles, and the failure to veto UN Resolution 539, the SADF handed the captured 
SAM 8 over to another ally, but not to the USA, for reverse engineering back into NATO. In 
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choosing the policy options it did, the USA failed to capitalise on the declining power of 
Russia as the USSR disintegrated, and therefore it was never able to leverage the kind of 
outcome in southern Africa that was possible when the Cold War ended in 1989. 

The logical conclusion to all of this is that South Africa was never a surrogate of the USA, 
despite constant reference to this effect in the popular media and even among the SADF 
troops. America was simply not a trustworthy ally and at no times engaged in any action that 
was not entirely in their own national interest, without consideration of the national interest of 
South Africa. In short, the Americans were not reliable allies, and could never be trusted 
enough to leverage outcomes that would ultimately be to their long-term advantage. Stated 
simply, they were arrogant to the extreme, and believed that they could simply do whatever 
they wanted, without the need to build relationships based on trust.   

The Persistence of the Cuban Grudge 

Something that has consistently perplexed scholars has been the Cuban motivation for 
engagement in the Angolan War. The secretive nature of the Cuban government, compounded 
by the language barrier, has left this question largely unanswered until an effort was launched 
by the Woodrow Wilson Centre in Washington. This resulted in the development of a massive 
archive of translated documents, both official and unofficial – known as the Cold War 
International History Project – that enables a coherent analysis of Cuban policy and therefore 
motives (Gleijeses, 1997). From this overall analysis we can distil out several pertinent factors. 
The reader is urged to download this entire archive for themselves, because it is illuminating 
for any serious scholar.  

The first pertinent factor was the Cuban perspective of the Bay of Pigs, a disastrous action by 
the CIA designed to overthrow the communist regime in April 1961 by using pro-democracy 
expatriates that had fled to the USA (Rasenberger, 2012). The author’s interpretation of the 
Cold War International History Project archives suggests that this single event defined Fidel 
Castro as a revolutionary commander, standing alongside Ché Guevara, but equal in legendary 
status. According to Gleijeses (1997:5) more Cubans fought in Africa between 1959 and 1974 
than in Latin America, and Cuban policy was far more successful in the former than it was in 
the latter. More importantly the documents strongly suggest that Cuba was intent on involving 
itself in the many wars of liberation then raging in the developing world, to project its own 
leadership role into the emergence of post-colonial communist regimes.  

There is also the hint of a more obscure, but no less important motive. Castro was a charismatic 
leader, and in the wake of Donald Trump we can see how such leaders become forceful enough 
to insist on driving decisions that reflect their own personal ambition or self-image. Castro, like 
Trump, was a disruptor. Neither tolerated any dissenting voices in the upper circles of the chain 
of command. Both demanded total loyalty from their subordinate staff. But, more importantly, 
both regarded themselves as uniquely gifted with an instinct that is best left unchallenged. This 
meant that each was a hands-on manager, insisting that their own personal gift – what they 
regarded as genius – was of greater value than any specialist could bring, so the war in Angola 
was managed in Havana and all officers in the overall chain of command were just too fearful 



Geopolitical Background to the War in Angola 1975 – 1989: An Intelligence Officer’s 
Strategic Perspective 

© Anthony Turton 2021 
 

 
Paper Presented at the Second Watercourse History Festival in Plettenberg Bay 25 February 2021 

© Anthony Turton 2021 
 
 

to inject their own opinion.  This factor was later exploited by South Africa from an intelligence 
gathering perspective. Decision-making under such circumstances is slow and cumbersome, 
but the leader can pivot on a dime if they so wish, shifting any blame onto subordinates when 
necessary. Both had long memories of past events, and each had a specific axe to grind now 
that they were in positions of power with the means at their disposal.  

In Castro’s case, he had two personal axes that he chose to grind through his foreign policy 
according to a confidential intelligence source. Remembering the Bay of Pigs was an 
inspiration for Castro, for it served two purposes.  On the one hand it projected Castro into the 
role he most coveted – that of a fearless revolutionary leader with the courage to take the fight 
to the enemyxiii – while on the other hand it identified that enemy clearly as the USA and any 
of its surrogates. This is why the rhetoric used by Cuba always sought to frame South Africa 
as an American surrogate. The Cuban policy was thus designed to engage with the USA, and 
purposely bog them down in a series of smaller Vietnam’s that would drain their resources and 
so weaken them that they would never again think of invading Cuba.  

There are many examples of this strategy in the overall archive, but one extract makes the point. 
The notes from USSR Ambassador Vorotnikov to Cuba, dated 4 July 1979 and classified Top 
Secret, state the following: “As the discussion continued, Castro touched upon the events taking 
place in Nicaragua …. Which he described as the latest in a series of crippling defeats suffered 
by American imperialism in the Western hemisphere. In his words … ever more Latin 
American countries are exhibiting disobedience to the demands of the United States. He 
pointed out further that these issues will be the subject of discussion tomorrow during his 
meeting in Havana with the President of Venezuela [Luis Herrera Campins]. I am certain, 
Castro declared, that the Americans will not dare to intervene unilaterally in the affairs of 
Nicaraguaxiv”. There are many more examples of this trend, but space precludes their individual 
insertion. The reader is urged to read the masses of translated classified documents central to 
the Cold War International History Project and then draw their own conclusion.      

The second pertinent factor was the Cuban Missile Crisis in October of 1962. Space precludes 
a detailed analysis, but at headline level the USSR, dominated by Russia, placed medium range 
nuclear missiles on Cuban soil, capable of reaching targets in the USA in retaliation for 
American missiles in Turkey. This was part of an agreement between the USSR (in other 
words Russia) and Cuba, whereby Cuban sugar was exported as a means of sustaining the 
economy labouring under American sanctions arising from the overthrowal of the Baptisa 
regime by the communist oriented 26th of July Movement headed by Castro. A key part of this 
arrangement was the formal defence agreement between Nikita Khrushchev and Cuban Prime 
Minister Fidel Castro in July 1962, to place missiles on Cuban soil as a deterrent for a future 
Bay of Pigs type of action by the USA.  Here the important point in our current analysis is 
that both Castro and Khrushchev were equals in this agreement. It was a joint agreement 
between two sovereign states, entered into by the legitimate heads of government at that time. 
When the CIA launched the U2 spy plane that confirmed the presence of launch sites being 
prepared to receive the missiles then underway by ship from the USSR, President JF Kennedy 
consulted with his Executive Committee of the National Security Council (EXCOM), at which 
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time a decision was made to mandate the US Navy to blockade the Island of Cuba. This 
effectively prevented nuclear missiles from being delivered, but also disrupted trade and 
therefore caused considerable hardship for the Cuban economy, already distressed by 
American sanctions. What happened next is central to our analysis of Cuba in the Angolan 
War. A series of secret diplomatic exchanges 
occurred between Kennedy and Khrushchev, which 
eventually resulted in a bilateral agreement for the 
USA to withdraw missiles from Turkey if the USSR 
withdrew its missiles from Cuba. As part of this 
agreement a hotline was established between 
Moscow and Washington to prevent future 
confrontation that might trigger a nuclear war.  

While Castro was happy that the Americans had 
made a formal declaration not to invade Cuba 
again, he was extremely angered by his exclusion 
from the bilateral talks between Kennedy and 
Khrushchev. Castro felt betrayed by Khrushchev, 
because this agreement was about Cuban 
sovereignty, yet the negotiation had been pitched 
as if Cuba was a surrogate of the USSR. To Castro 
this was an insult, tantamount to a declaration of 
soviet colonialism, according to a confidential 
intelligence source being run at that time. Castro 
regarded himself as a full equal to Khrushchev, with 
Cuban sovereignty on an equal status with that of the 
USA, so only the elected leader of the Cuban 
government could enter such an agreement if it were 
to be legitimate. So deep was this sentiment, that it resulted in a near rupture of Cuban-
USSR relations in 1968 (Brenner & Blight, 1995).  

To test the veracity of this assessment, we return to the Cold War International History 
Project, where Westad (1997:25-26) offers the following assessment of the Cuban support to 
the MPLA in 1975:  

“On August 15 [1975], Castro sent a message to Leonid Brezhnev arguing the need for 
increased support for the MPLA, including the introduction of Cuban special troops. The 
Cubans had already developed a detailed plan for transporting their troops to Luanda (or 
Congo), for supplies, and for how the Cuban forces would be used on the ground in Angola. 
Castro wanted Soviet transport assistance, as well as the use of Soviet staff officers, both 
in Havana and Luanda, to help in planning the military operations. The Cubans underlined 
to the Soviets the political strength of the MPLA, and the threat which foreign assistance 
to the FNLA/UNITA alliance posed to socialism and independence in Angolaxv (Westad, 
1994). … (Westad, 1997:25-26).”  

 

Castro felt betrayed by 
Khrushchev when he was 

excluded from negotiations with 
America over the withdrawal of 

nuclear missiles from Cuba. 
Image: Library of Congress. 
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“The Cuban initiative was coordinated with the MPLA leaders, who now in turn tried to 
put pressure on the Soviets to get involved with the Cuban plan for direct military 
intervention. … In spite of their policy to support Neto’s MPLA, the Soviet leaders were 
not pleased with the content of the Cuban plan (emphasis added).  

 First of all, they objected to the use of Soviet officers and even Soviet transport planes 
in Angola prior to independence. The Soviet leaders felt that such a move would 
damage the policy of détente with regard to the United States. They also knew that most 
African countries, including some close to the Soviet Union, would react against direct 
Soviet involvement, as would some of their political friends in Portugal.  

 Second, the Cubans were, in the Soviet view, not sufficiently aware of how even a 
Cuban intervention could upset great power relations, since the Ford Administration 
would see Cubans as proxies for Soviet interests.  

 Third, Moscow was still not sure that the military situation in Angola warranted a troop 
intervention in support of the MPLA. … (Westad, 1997:25-26)”  

“In spite of their displeasure, the Soviet leaders found it difficult to make their objections 
known to Castro. Moscow knew that the Cuban leader was wary of the Soviet policy of 
détente, and their experience with Havana told them to tread carefully so as to avoid 
episodes like the 1968 near-break between the two allies (emphasis added). Still, Brezhnev 
flatly refused to transport the Cuban troops, or to send Soviet officers to serve with the 
Cubans in Angola. The Soviet General Staff opposed any participation in the Cuban 
operation, and even the KGB, with whom the policy of paying increased attention to Africa 
originated, in August 1975 warned against the effects of a direct Soviet intervention on US-
Soviet relations. … Havana would not be deterred by Soviet hesitation. The first Cuban 
combat troops arrived in Luanda in late September and early October onboard several 
Soviet aircraft and rebuilt pre-revolutionary Cuban cruise-ships (emphasis added). They 
immediately fanned out into FAPLA units in the Angolan countryside and took charge of 
much of the fighting against the MPLA’s enemies. But the infusion of Cuban troops was 
not enough to sustain the MPLA conquests from early summer against the new onslaught 
of its combined enemies. … In September, the MPLA continued to retreat, hard pressed by 
Zairean and mercenary-led FNLA troops, in the north, and UNITA forces, supported by 
advisors and materiel from South Africa, in the south.  Savimbi’s incongruous alliance with 
Pretoria had given his military units the equipment they badly needed, and they could now 
exploit their substantial ethnically based support in central and eastern Angola. The MPLA, 
meanwhile, was by mid-October entirely dependent on its support in the western Luanda-
Mbundu regions and the cities. It controlled less than one-fourth of the country, and was 
losing ground, in spite of Cuban reinforcements. … (Westad,1997:25-26)” 

“The foreign alliance policies of the MPLA, and thereby its possibilities of winning the 
struggle for power in Angola, were saved by Pretoria’s October decision to launch an 
invasion. Moscow knew of the South African plans in advance of their implementation in 
mid-Octoberxvi, and the Kremlin leadership discussed how to respond. The CPSU CC 
International Department considered the new stage of the anti-MPLA operations in 
Angola a joint US-South African effort, and believed the Soviet Union had to come to 
the aid of its ally. In the third week in October, Moscow decided to start assisting the 
Cuban operation in Angola immediately after the MPLA had made its declaration of 
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independence on November 11 (emphasis added). The Soviet aim was to infuse enough 
Cuban troops and Soviet advisors into Angola by mid-December to defeat the South 
Africans and assist the MPLA in building a socialist party and state. … The Soviet 
perception of the widening role of the CIA in assisting FNLA forces from bases in Zaire 
also played a role in Moscow’s revaluation of its Angolan policy (Westad,1997:25-26)”. 

From this assessment it is evident that Cuba was not a surrogate of the USSR, often running 
ahead of Moscow, which is not consistent with a patron-client relationship. It is also clear that 
Cuba was adamant about being regarded as a sovereign equal and was therefore willing to show 
its displeasure in 1968, over the subordinate role it had been forced into during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. More importantly, however, due to the dogged but strong leadership from 
Fidel Castro, Cuba became increasingly relevant to the affairs of Angola, even as the USSR 
disintegrated and Russia started to fall by the wayside from 1987. These factors were 
confirmed by a high-level confidential intelligence source when South Africa was running 
aggressive covert operations to determine the Cuban position in the talks that became inevitable 
after the USSR started to disintegrate.  

Did Cuba Beat the SADF? 

If we accept that Cuba saw itself as a sovereign equal to Russia and was unwilling to be 
portrayed as a surrogate to the USSR, we can briefly dwell on the likelihood of a Cuban military 
victory in the wake of the successful SADF operations (Modular, Hooper and Packer). These 
three operations had denied the FAPLA/Cuban stated intention of destroying UNITA and 
occupying its territory in the south east of Angola. The offensive capacity of FAPLA had been 
reduced to a defensive position at Cuito Cuanavale, from which a break-out was dependent on 
long logistical lines. Therefore, using the same definition of victory presented earlier on – 
the ability to meet mission objectives – we can conclude that Cuba had failed at Cuito 
Cuanavale, despite their vociferous protestations to the contrary. A war is not won by 
defensive actions, no matter how resolute those actions are. So, we might ask, what of the 
Cuban force elsewhere (other than at Cuito Cuanavale)? 

The SADF had been running a series of high impact special operations against these logistics 
lines using small teams for the land (5-Recce), and submarine inserted commando forces for 
harbours (4-Recce). These operations were extremely sophisticated and had demonstrated the 
vulnerability of long logistical lines. During Operation Killarney, the railway line between 
Namibe and Lubango was successfully sabotaged in 1986, and during Operations Abduct 1 
& 2 the vulnerability of the MiG aircraft to active sabotage, in the absence of Stingers, was 
demonstrated in 1987 (Diedericks, 2007; Stadler, 2015).  During Operation Drostdy on 4 June 
1986, the largest clandestine raiding force ever deployed by the SA Navy sabotaged the harbour 
and other facilities at Namibe. During this raid, the fuel farm was destroyed, and three ships 
carrying 30,000 tons of ammunition, weapons and food were holed by attack divers. The 
Russian ships Kapitan Vislobokov and Kapitan Chikov were bottomed, while the Cuban cargo 
ship Habana rolled over and sank after being holedxvii. Collectively this demonstrated the 
SADF capacity to engage in asymmetrical warfare – something dating back to the Second 
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Anglo Boer War – as well as the extreme logistical vulnerability that any offensive military 
force was subject to.     

On 15 November 1987, the Cuban 50th Division arrived in Angola to bolster the FAPLA forces 
systematically being beaten into defensive positions at Cuito Cuanavale (Nortje, 2003:249) by 
the fierce battles along the Lomba River (Scholtz, 2017). Note that this was after the 
demonstration of the ability to destroy logistical facilities by 4 & 5-Recce in Operations 
Killarney, Abduct and Drostdy.  Also note that this was while Russian support was at its 
lowest given the disintegration of the USSR. This meant that the entire burden of logistical 
support to the 50th Division now fell to Cuba alone to sustain for the entire duration of a 
complex offensive operation. This single factor shifted the burden of the war onto the Cuban 
population – financial and loss of life – already suffering from American sanctions. It was at 
this time that the Cuban government began to experience a public backlash to the war, 
according to a confidential intelligence source being run at the time, exactly as the Portuguese 
government had experienced in 1975. In January 1988, the 50th Division was reported to be 
3,500 strong, located on the line of rail between Namibe and Kuvango (Nortje, 2003:249). On 
18 April 1988, a combat team from the Cuban 50th Division engaged the SADF around 
Xangongo (Nortje, 2003:249), while Operation Packer was winding down with FAPLA and 
the Cuban forces (other than the 50th Division) now firmly contained at Cuito Cuanavale. The 
strategic intelligence assessment at this time was that the USSR was disintegrating and that 
the 50th Division could not be sustained, given the growing public backlash in Cuba. By May 
1988, the 50th Division was deployed over a wide front, from Namibe to Casinga, with some 
reports that they were active around Ongiva. The total Cuban deployment in the 5th Military 
Region now included six rifle regiments, an armoured regiment of T55 and T62 Main Battle 
Tanks (MBTs), an artillery regiment with BM21, BM4 and D30 guns, some rockets and surface 
to air defences including ZU23, which had been successfully used against Ratels before (at 
Smokeshell and during Operation Askari for example). In addition to this force level, three 
combined Cuban/SWAPO battalions of around 450 men each, with some armoured support, 
were deployed at Xangongo (codenamed Tiger), Cahama (codenamed Lion) and Mupa 
(codenamed Zebra) (Nortje, 2003:249).  

The logistical lines needed to sustain this force were complex, stretching first from Cuba to 
Angola, and once on the ground, from either Luanda or Namibe to the front at Cuito Cuanavale. 
For the Cuban forces that represented a logistical line of more than 12,000 km long, which 
they alone had to sustain given the disintegration of the USSR at this time. For the SADF, 
the logistical line from Pretoria to Grootfontein was by rail, and then by road to the vicinity of 
Cuito Cuanavale, giving a total distance of around 3,500 km. To sustain the Cuban 50th 
Division thus required a logistical line three and half times longer than that of the SADF. 
For Cuba to execute a sustained logistical operation of that complexity, at the very time when 
the USSR was disintegrating, was a tall order at best. The harbour at Namibe had already 
been sabotaged by 4-Recce in June 1986 (Operation Drostdy), and the railway line had been 
attacked by 5-Recce in 1986 (Operation Killarney), so these supply lines were vulnerable.   
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For this reason, it is unlikely that the Cuban 50th Division could alter the outcome of the 
containment of FAPLA forces at Cuito Cuanavale. Just to be sure, a decision was taken on 30 
June 1988 to mobilize 81 Armoured Brigade, to be placed in readiness in Sector 10, should the 
Cuban 50th Division launch an assault on the SADF in South West Africa. This was known as 
Exercise Goue Arend (Golden Eagle). This force was in position by 30 July 1988, in the 
vicinity of Ruacana, ready for Operation Desert Fox. It must be noted, that while the Cuban 
50th Division enjoyed air superiority in Angola, that was not the case should it cross the border 
into South West Africa. It must also be noted, that should that crossing occur, it would be at 
the very point where the Cuban logistical lines were stretched to their utmost, further mitigating 
against any probability of a successful outcome. The speed with which this Battle Group had 
been mobilized was a testament to the many years of hard training at Army Battle School 
Lohatlha, for 81 Armoured Brigade was entirely made up of citizen force soldiers, many of 
whom had been battle hardened during their two years of national service deployment. By 23 
August Operation Desert Fox was winding down, as the Cuban 50th Division ceased to be a 
credible threat. On 13 December 1988, the Brazzaville Protocol was signed by Cuba, Angola 
and South Africa, formally ending hostilities in Angola. Russia was so deeply mired in its own 
internal problems arising from the disintegration of the USSR, that it was not a signatory to the 
agreement. Cuba outlasted and outplayed Russia in the Angolan Civil War between 1975 and 
1989, yet in the end it too was unable to meet its mission objective, so despite all the sacrifices, 
it was unable to deliver an uncontested military victory. On 22 December 1988, the UN 
ratified the Angolan Namibia Accords, officially ending the war, thus triggering the 
implementation of UN Resolution 435 in Namibia.  

Conclusion 

Both superpowers suffered military defeats during the Angolan Civil War, which materially 
impacted on their ability to influence the outcome. Neither South Africa nor Cuba were 
surrogate forces, each engaging for reasons of their own. The tenacious Cuban strategy to bog 
the USA down in many different wars, purely to prevent them from ever invading Cuba again, 
was a success. However, in the final months of the war, as the USSR imploded for reasons of 
its own, Cuba was unable to sustain the complex logistical supply lines needed to defeat the 
SADF, despite claims that this is what happened. Intelligence received from confidential 
sources close to the Cuban decision-making process, confirmed that the public appetite for 
sustained engagement was rapidly dwindling, much as it had done in Portugal in 1975. The 
reasons for this diminishing support in Cuba and Portugal at different times were the same – 
the cumulative financial burden on the general population compounded by the growing number 
of casualties – so in the end, a strategic decision had to be made by the South African 
government. The FAPLA/Cuban forces had been successfully neutralised in a defensive 
position at Cuito Cuanavale, and any attempt by the SADF to capture that position would result 
in significant loss of South African life. At no time did South Africa demonstrate its intention 
to hold captured ground, as evidenced from all its previous military operations, so why risk 
additional loss of life for no substantial gain? The FAPLA/Cuban forces had failed to reach 
their objective of destroying UNITA and occupying the south east portion of Angola from 
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which they operated. South African intelligence was aware of the growing public resistance to 
the war in Cuba, and the possibility of implementing UN Resolution 435 now became a 
realistic goal. For this reason, the SADF was withdrawn in an orderly manner, even though 
there was some harassment by the Cuban 50th Division. The strategic intelligence assessment 
was that the 50th Division was unable to sustain its aggressive posture, in the wake of the 
collapse of the USSR and the shifting of the burden of maintaining long and complex logistical 
lines. It therefore became a logical trade off to weigh up the cost in human lives of not 
capturing Cuito Cuanavale, versus the benefits of withdrawing knowing that Cuba was a 
spent force. The real benefit to South Africa was to exploit the opportunity created by the 
disintegration of the USSR, and the demise of Russia as a superpower, to create a negotiated 
transition to peace inside South Africa. This became known as the Convention for a 
Democratic South Africa (CODESA) (Spitz & Chaskalson, 2000), which was only possible 
during that window of opportunity arising from the disintegration of the USSR. The negotiated 
peace in Angola enabled the Cubans to claim whatever victory they needed to justify the 
growing loss of life and financial burden, borne by an increasingly restless populace.  It was 
accepted, within the upper national security decision-making echelons at that time, that this 
was a reasonable price to pay for peace and South African lives saved. This is how the first 
phase of the Angolan Civil War ended in 1989, as it became a strictly internal affair from then 
onwards. South Africa went on to negotiate a peaceful end to the Armed Struggle as they 
became the first government in the world to voluntarily relinquish weapons of mass destruction 
and later hold a Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) where victim and perpetrators 
could meet in the interest of justice and national reconciliation.  
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