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One of the most remarkable transformations in southern Africa in recent
years has taken place in Angola. For over forty years, from 1961, when the
nationalist insurgency began, to 2002, when Jonas Savimbi was killed,
numerous wars were fought, which killed millions of people. Since 2002,
Angola has been at peace and many hope the multi-party elections of 2008
will usher in a new era of political stability.

Much about the wars that ravaged Angola for decades remains murky.
There is no scholarly account that presents an overview of all of them.1 There
are some brilliant but very partial accounts by first-hand observers:  the
Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski’s Another Day of Life (1987) comes
immediately to mind, as does Michael Wolfers and Jane Bergerol, Angola in
the Front Line (1983) and the impressionistic account by the American
journalist Karl Maier, Angola, Promises and Lies (1996). Much about the

* I thank Colin Darch for commenting on a draft of this review, which was written
in 2008
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wars went unreported, however, so that there are scant, if any, written
records of what  happened. Even the South African military involvement in
Angola has only received patchy attention. For the first phase of South
African intervention, from the time that troops crossed the Namibian border
in August 1975 to secure the Ruacana/Calueque hydro-electric plant, to
March 1976, when the remaining South African troops withdrew, we have
two accounts in Afrikaans – F du Toit Spies’ Operasie Savannah: Angola
1975-1976 (1989) and the more popular history by S du Preez, Avontuur in
Angola: die verhaal van Suid-Afrika se soldate in Angola 1975-1976
(1989) – as well as the brilliant history of the international politics of
intervention and the Cuban role by the American scholar of international
history Piero Gleijesis (2002) of Johns Hopkins University. For the attack on
Cassinga on May 4, 1978, there are also a number of first-hand accounts,
such as that by the Cape Town-based journalist and soldier Willem Steenkamp
(1983), as well as the attempt by Annemarie Heywood (1994)to produce a
critical analytical examination of what happened. For the last phase, too, the
battles around Cuito Cuanavale, there are a number of accounts from the
South African side (see Heitman 1990 and  Bridgland 1990). For the many
interventions  between 1978 and 1987, however, there is nothing beyond,
say, the outline in Willem Steenkamp’s South Africa’s Border War (1989).

Many hoped that the withdrawal of South African forces from Angola in
August 1988, together with the withdrawal of Cuban forces, which was
completed by 1991, would usher in an era of peace for Angola, but after a brief
respite war returned to Angola in late 1992 and continued for almost another
decade. Not only is there is no comprehensive study of the Angolan wars
from 1961 to 2002 in English; the 1990s are particularly poorly documented.2

The four books here under review do not fill this gap, but are helpful in aiding
an understanding of the complex history of that war, and the eventual
transition from war to peace in Angola. They also point the way for further
research.

The books differ widely in approach. Edward George’s is by far the most
important, even if it is, as I shall show, flawed in some respects. Based on
a PhD thesis submitted to the University of Bristol, it is the first full account
of the Cuban role in Angola, from the time that Cue Guevara became involved
with the Angolan MPLA resistance in the mid-1960s to the withdrawal of the
last Cuban forces from Angola in mid-1991. The early history of that
involvement by Cuba had been treated by Gleijeses (2002), but George is the
first to survey the Cuban role over the entire period. George knows Portuguese
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and Spanish (but not Afrikaans, so did not use the books by Spies and Du
Preez in Afrikaans on the South African invasion of 1975, codenamed
Operation Savannah) and he interviewed people in Cuba, Angola and South
Africa. Though he did not have access to the kind of documentary evidence
made available to Gleijeses in Havana, or that in the Department of Foreign
Affairs Archives in Pretoria, he has pulled together a mass of material to
provide a useful overview which in places goes into considerable depth –
at key moments in November 1975 and February 1988 he even discusses
events day by day – and so opens the way for further research.

It remains an extraordinary fact that a small island in the Caribbean should
have sent, over a fifteen year period, nearly half a million of its men to fight
in Angola, some 3,800 of whom, by George’s estimation, died there (268).3

In the West, Cuban internationalism was seen as merely a mask for Soviet
imperialism, and the Cubans were called – in what was apparently Savimbi’s
phrase – ‘Moscow’s Gurkhas’, but George accepts that at key moments Cuba
acted on its own and was no Soviet puppet (esp. 276). In order to trace the
Cuban role, George considers the Angolan war in fairly general terms, and
includes sections on, say, South African involvement and how the actions
of UNITA influenced the Cuban role.  As he says, his book is ‘more than just
a study of the Cuban phenomenon in Angola and is in a broader sense a
study of foreign intervention in the Angolan war...’ (2).

There is much that is new in his book. He provides useful accounts of the
siege of Cangamba in Moxico province in July-August 1983 -  the first major
battle between FAPLA-Cuban force and UNITA since 1976 and ‘the war’s
most inconclusive (and costly) stand-off’ (166) – and the UNITA raid on
Sumbe in March 1984. But there are also many gaps in his account. He says
relatively little about the Soviet role,4 and of the Cuban role at MK camps
(when a South African agent introduced poison on one occasion, it was the
Cubans who remained unaffected and were able to treat those who became
ill). His account of the South African Defence Force (SADF) raid on Cassinga
on May 4, 1978 is weakened by his failure to consult key sources, including
the Report of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission.5 In
places he is ambiguous, saying, for example, that UN Security Council
Resolution 435 was an obstacle to the withdrawal of the South Africans from
Namibia, before going on to make the point that it was not that Resolution
that prevented South African withdrawal but the implications of implementing
it (137). I noticed a few factual errors, especially when he was discussing
South African involvement.6
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George is much less sympathetic to Cuba and its role in Angola than
Gleijeses. For him, Castro’s decision to intervene in 1975 was not so much
a heroic gesture of internationalist solidarity as ‘a last-ditch gamble to avert
disaster’ (3 and chapter 4), for ‘a catastrophic series of miscalculations ...
ended up placing the Cuban military mission in the path of two foreign
armies’ (279). While Castro did indeed take ‘a huge gamble’ (115), it came off,
even though Castro did not anticipate in 1975 that Cuban troops would
remain in Angola for fifteen years. George emphasises the ‘changing
goalposts’ of the Cuban involvement in Angola over  time (275). In discussing
South African involvement in Angola, George is right to be surprised at how
little Pretoria learned. Both in 1975 and again in 1987 the SADF launched
operations – in the latter case, to destroy the radar screen that helped to
establish MPLA-Cuban air superiority – that escalated out of control and
brought about the opposite of what was hoped for. At the same time, Pretoria
lost the propaganda war, allowing Castro to conjure up what George calls ‘an
ersatz military victory for his forces’ in 1988, allowing the Cubans to
withdraw claiming victory (278).

On the whole, George provides a good account of Chester Crocker’s
dogged linkage diplomacy in the 1980s. George points, as Pearce does
(though he gets the year wrong: 139), to the absurdity that the Cuban forces
which Washington called ‘instruments of Soviet imperialism’ were helping
to defend the American-owned oil-fields in Cabinda (190). In May 1985 a
SADF commando attempted to sabotage the Gulf Oil installations there.
Then followed the most violent phase of the Angolan war, with Soviet
military influence at its peak in the years 1985-87. After three failed offensives
launched by the Angolans under Soviet command, Castro rescued the
situation again for the Angolans by intervening massively with a new
operation, this time called Maniobra XXXI Anniversario, designed to ensure
that Cuito Cuanavale did not fall to the SADF and their UNITA allies.  Cuban
escalation led to a military confrontation outside that town second only to
the battle of El Alamein in 1942, yet one in which only 3,000 SADF forces,
alongside far more UNITA soldiers, were involved.

One realises from George’s account how much more there is to say about
the role of the vital Cunene hydroelectric scheme jointly constructed by the
Portuguese and South Africans in the early 1970s. It  formed the justification
for the initial South African invasion in August 1975, for the South Africans
said they must secure it, even though the dam at Calueque lay fifteen miles
north of the Namibian border. Calueque was also where the final crucial clash
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between the Cubans and the South Africans took place in June 1988, and
nearby Ruacana was the scene of important meetings between the Cubans,
the Angolans and members of the SADF both in 1976-77 and again in 1988-
89.7

We can also see from George’s account how restrained the Cubans were
between 1976 and 1987. After suffering heavy losses near Cassinga in May
1978, they withdrew to a defensive line which meant that they did not commit
themselves to any major action against the South Africans for almost a
decade. That changed dramatically in late 1987/early 1988. Towards the end
of his book, George provides a detailed account of the events of those crucial
months. Even more detailed accounts of the encounters that went to make
up the battle of Cuito Cuanavale were published years ago from the South
African side,8 but George is able to use Cuban and other sources to tell the
story from a more balanced perspective, with relevant context missing from
the South African accounts.

His assessment of the significance of the battle of Cuito Cuanavale is,
however, confused.  At one point he says that it ‘would provide Cuba with
the decisive military victory that had eluded it for over a dozen years,
enabling it to enter negotiations with its armed forces visibly victorious’
(213). Elsewhere, however,  he claims that it was a spurious ‘victory’ for
Cuba, which was ‘no more than a costly stand-off, its real significance lying
in the impetus it gave to the American-backed peace process’ (1,3 and
chapters 9-11).  In military terms it was indeed a very costly stand-off, which
gave impetus to the peace process, but George fails to bring out the symbolic
significance of a battle which the SADF did not win, and one in which the
Cubans fought alongside not only the Angolan army, but also SWAPO
military forces and some Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) cadres.9 This was the
second major Angolan defeat for the SADF, even if in this case, unlike in
Operation Savannah over a decade earlier, the South African troops did not
withdraw immediately. In a sense Castro was right in calling the outcome of
the battle of Cuito Cuanavale a turning-point in African history (235), for it
did lead directly to the independence of Namibia, which in turn was one of
the factors which made possible the transition from apartheid to democracy
in South Africa. Surprisingly, when Castro did eventually visit South Africa
and address the South African parliament, he placed relatively little emphasis
on the battle as a contributory factor in the fall of apartheid,10 but he
continued to argue the case for its central role in that epochal development.11

* * *
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Clive Holt was a South African conscript who found himself first in the midst
of the fighting outside Cuito Cuanavale, and then at Calueque when Cuban
MIGS bombed the dam wall on June 27, 1988, killing eleven SADF soldiers
in the process. His book’s title is taken from the English version of the South
African national anthem sung in the 1980s. He draws upon his diary to
provide a vivid and readable personal account of his involvement in what
the SADF called Operation Hooper in mid-February 1988 and of the
consequences for him, included suffering from post-traumatic stress
syndrome. No wonder he moved to Australia to start a new life. What is
interesting about his account is that it shows that, despite his horror at what
the war meant, he was taken in by the SADF propaganda that they were
fighting against communism and that the ‘communist threat’ to South Africa
was real (eg 157). He was an unusually intelligent soldier, who was able on
one occasion to copy a key map showing the opposing forces on the
battlefield (opposite 116), but he mostly had only a vague idea of what the
objectives of the fighting was, and emphasises the boredom of most days
and the desire by the South African troops far inside Angola to engage ‘the
enemy’, despite the costs in doing so. On occasions he ‘wondered if
anybody actually knew where we were or where we were going’ (145).

Justin Pearce, a South African who evaded being drafted to fight in
Angola in the late 1980s, went there in 2001 as a BBC correspondent and
remained there for some years, visiting almost every part of the very large
country (unlike UN officials whom he met in Luanda who never went to the
provinces: 169). Before he went to Angola, Pearce was told by one of its
journalists – leaving to live in Canada – that it was ‘not a country [but] a
situation of confusion’ (xix). Though Pearce follows a number of other
journalists in recording his impressions of that ‘confusion’,12 his account is
one of the best. While his account is impressionistic and anecdotal, it
conveys very vividly the transition from a time of war to one of peace. Soon
after he arrived, UNITA attacked close to Luanda, but then all changed with
the death of the UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi in February 2002, though it was
not immediately apparent that that would be the case. Pearce found it very
difficult to find out what was going on (he was told that Savimbi’s death was
the result of Israeli reconnaissance and claims to have seen a plane said to
have been responsible for finding him (168)). He was present at the signing
of the cease-fire at Luena in April 2002  and then at the ceremony in Luanda
to mark the end of the war (72,74). Why would this be different from the false
dawn of peace ten years before, he asks? ‘A peace accord or a surrender?’
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His reply is that ‘The government knew it had won, but had the good sense
not to gloat. UNITA would not admit it had lost, but its officers cannot have
failed to realise that they would have followed their leader to his pauper’s
grave if they had not got a square meal very soon. And it was the government
that held the meal tickets’ (73).

Much of the rest of his book explains why the MPLA was victorious.
Pearce interviews numerous ex-UNITA people, often asking them whether
they had been captured as children, as well as UNITA high-ups in the
Tropico Hotel in Luanda. He discovers that there was no willingness to
continue the fight, even though the demobilisation did not go as planned,
the promised allowance and kits were not provided and the handing-in of
weapons was not monitored (171). That everyone was so angry with the
government helped promote, he suggests, a form of reconciliation (178).
Pearce is cynical about most things in Angola, and vividly describes the
post-war confusion, with much of the infrastructure destroyed (roads ‘more
potholes than tarmac’, 122) and refugees attempting to return to land
covered with landmines. He has an eye for the bizarre, such as the visits, paid
for by the government, to two remote towns in which there was widespread
famine, to see solar eclipses, or the visit by the President and his wife to a
slum ‘just far enough from the city to look suitably poverty-stricken, but not
so far that the important guests would have to spend more than half an hour
getting there’. Dos Santos and his wife wore ‘red and white campaign T-
shirts. In keeping with the colour scheme, first lady Ana Paula dos Santos
was wearing diamond and ruby earrings’ (180). Pearce makes much play of
the IMF report that $4.3 billion that should have been in state coffers had
‘disappeared’ (131-2).

One of Pearce’s best chapters (8) is on Cabinda, where he finds the
Chevron-Texaco (formerly Gulf Oil) compound surrounded by mines (151)
and most of the population, led by the churches, to be supporters of the rebel
movement FLEC and wanting independence from Angola (147). Another
remote corner of Angola that Pearce visited was Lunda Norte Province, close
to the DRC border, where he finds the people not seeking independence, but
in the face of what they saw as oppression from Luanda, giving their support
to a Social Renewal Party (PRS) and an elderly Chokwe paramount (159,161).
It was possible for the war to continue from 1992, Pearce believes, because
UNITA captured diamond mines in the provinces of Lunda Norte and Lunda
Sud. When the government took them back in 1998, it was the beginning of
the end for Savimbi, who also suffered from the sanctions imposed by the
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international community on ‘conflict diamonds’ (154).
It was at Dondo in Lunda Norte province that Michael Comerford did

much of his research for his study, which is based on a Ph.D. submitted to
the University of Leeds in 2003.  He emphasises the role of the churches, the
media, civil society organisations and community based-organisations and
traditional authorities in the bringing about of peace.  He tries to argue that
peace initiatives from the grassroots were important, and contributed to the
Angolan government’s efforts to bring about an end to the conflict.  Comerford
himself worked for a civil society peace-building programme , Progamma da
Construcao da Paz (PCP), funded by international donors. A coalition of
religious and secular institutions founded in 1999, PCP sought to support
local initiatives to manage conflict after the return to war in late 1998.

Comerford’s book unfortunately does not live up to the promise of its title
and sub-title. While the local ‘peace resources’ he discusses may well in
future play an important role in consolidating peace, they have limited
capacity, as he acknowledges. He ends by saying that his book ‘has pointed
to an array of Angolan actors who potentially can play an important role in
the rebuilding and healing of a nation afflicted by decades of war’ (252).
What he has not done is provide the ‘biography of a peace process’
suggested by his sub-title; all he gives is a perfunctory sketch of that
process in the first chapter. His sub-title promises that he will tell the story
of events from the Bicesse Accords, which were supposed to end the war,
to the death of Savimbi. UNITA’s rejection of the election results of
September 1992 ushered in a new and more brutal phase of the war, and while
the Lusaka Protocol of November 1994 was again supposed to end the
military conflict, war continued.13 Only Savimbi ‘s death finally ended
hostilities and led to the signing of the Luena Memorandum of Understanding
in April 2002, which as Pearce points out was meant to give effect to the
Lusaka Protocol. When the UN Secretary-General arrived in Luanda, however,
he was cold-shouldered by the Angolans, who wanted to continue to control
the peace process without external assistance, and Pearce is right to
emphasise the ‘home-grown’ nature of that process (126).

Much of what Comerford says about the churches is merely descriptive
of what they said about the peace process. He is critical of the accounts by
Margaret Anstee, the UN Special Representative for Angola, and Paul Hare,
the American representative during the talks leading to the November 1994
Lusaka Protocol,  for being too ‘top-down’,  concerned with the high-level
negotiations about the future of Angola and not with the Angolans
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themselves (10-16).14 But it was those high-level negotiations that were
crucial in the 1990s, and the decisions of Savimbi above all, but also those
of Dos Santos and the MPLA. Comerford focuses on the grassroots to the
exclusion of such high politics. Someone should now produce the kind of
survey of the war to 2002 that George has given us for the 1970s and 1980s.
And we still await a full account of the South African intervention in Angola.

Notes
1. On the war from 1961 to 1976 the classic account is that by the American John

Marcum, The Angolan Revolution, 2 vols. (1969 and 1978). See also F Guimaraes,
The Origins of the Angolan Civil War: Foreign Intervention and Domestic
political Conflict (1998); AJ Klinghoffer, The Angolan War: A Study in Soviet
Policy in the Third World (1980); W Martin James, A Political History of the Civil
War in Angola, 1974-1990 (1992); W Minter, Apartheid’s Contras (1994).
There is a useful overview in the chapter on Angola in E Doxtader and C Villa-
Vicencio (eds), Through Fire with Water: The Roots of Division and the Potential
for Reconciliation in Africa  (2003).

2. For a brief outline, see D Birmingham, Empire in Africa: Angola and its
Neighbours (2006), ch.8, drawn from Frontline Nationalism in Angola and
Mozambique (1992), and from P Chabal (ed) A History of Postcolonial Lusophone
Africa (2002), ch.9.

3. Another 10,000 were wounded or incapacitated or missing in action: George,
Cuban Intervention, 268.

4. On which see esp V Shubin and A Tokarev, ‘War in Angola: A Soviet
Dimension’, Review of African Political Economy  90 (2001).

5. Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Report, vol. 2 (1998).  See the chapter
by C Saunders on what the TRC says about Angola and Namibia in G Baines
and P Vale (eds) Beyond the Border War (2008). Among the books that George
does not use is Heywood’s Cassinga Event.

6. When he mentions a failed attempt to bring Pretoria and SWAPO together for
talks in July 1984 (187), he presumably in fact refers to the Lusaka talks held
in May of that year under the joint chairmanship of the South African appointed
Administrator-General of South West Africa and Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia,
in which SWAPO participated. He incorrectly states that PW Botha was Foreign
Minister in the mid-1970s (62,70) and then President in 1978; elsewhere he
correctly identifies him as Defence Minister before he became Prime Minister
(35, n.3). He is wrong to say that Angola, SWAPO and South Africa engaged in
talks on a demilitarised zone at the UN (140) and he wrongly cites the MA thesis
by Nerys John (UCT 2002), the correct title of which is ‘South African
Intervention in the Angolan Civil War, 1975-1976: Motivations and Implications’.
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7. The meeting of mid-August 1988 is briefly mentioned by George, 250. Full
transcripts of what was said at these meetings are to be found in the Department
of Foreign Affairs archives, Pretoria.

8. See note 5 above. The most important recent accounts include W Breytenbach,
‘Cuito Cuanavale Revisited’, Africa Insight, 27(1) 1997; Edgar J Dosman,
‘“Breaking Pretoria’s Teeth”: Cuba’s Role in the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale’ in
Baines and Vale (2008) Beyond the Border War;  Piero Gleijeses, ‘Moscow’s
Proxy? Cuba and Africa 1975-1988’, Journal of Cold War Studies 8(2) 2006;
Isaac Saney, ‘African Stalingrad, the Cuban Revolution, Internationalism, and
the End of Apartheid’, Latin American Perspectives 33 (2006).

9. This is entirely missing from George’s account. For MK involvement see eg the
references to Tozie Majola in A Odendaal, The Story of an African Game (2004:
249-50).

10. This reviewer was present when Castro delivered his speech in Parliament in
Cape Town.

11. He did so most recently on the thirtieth anniversary of the Cuban intervention
in Angola, on December 6, 2005: Africafiles, December 27, 2005:
www.africafiles.org.

12. Cf. the very pro-MPLA account by the British journalist Victoria Brittain
entitled Death of Dignity. Angola’s Civil War (1998).

13. A. Pazzanita, ‘The Conflict Resolution Process in Angola’, Journal of Modern
African Studies  29 (1) 1991; A Pereira, ‘The Neglected Tragedy: the Return to
War in Angola, 1991-3’, JMAS 32(1) 1994; Alex Vines, Angola Unravels: the
Rise and Fall of the Lusaka Peace Process (1999).

14. P Hare,  Angola’s Last Best Chance for Peace: An Insider’s Account of the Peace
Process (1998). On the UN role see especially N MacQueen, ‘Peacekeeping by
Attrition: the United Nations in Angola’, JMAS 36(3) 1998.
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