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Where dust can tell time ... for the first time, a Koevoet operative’s story of the bush warThis is
the story of a Kavango tracker who served for six years with Koevoet (‘Crowbar’), the elite South
African Police anti-terrorist unit, during the South West African–Angolan bush war of the ’80s.
Most white team leaders lasted only two years;the black trackers walked the tracks for years.
Sisingi Kamongo tells the story of the 50 or so firefights he was involved in; he survived five anti-
personnel mine and POMZ explosions and an RPG rocket on his Casspir APC vehicle; he was
wounded three times; he tells of the trackers looking for the shadows on the ground, facing
ambush and AP mines at every turn; he tells of the art of tracking ... where dust can tell time.
Kamongo’s story is supported by two accounts from renowned Koevoet team leaders, Herman
Grobler and Francois du Toit—a powerful collection of experiences from South Africa’s most
successful counter-insurgency unit.

About the AuthorSISINGI KAMONGO was born in 1965 in the rural area of Ndonga Muramba in
Kavangoland in northern Namibia (formerly South West Africa). As child he spent his time
between the bush where he looked after his grandfather’s cattle—learning his tracking skills—
and school. After school he joined the police and was based with Koevoet at Rundu for six years.
He became an elite tracker and car commander. In 1990 he came to South Africa where he
worked in the security industry as a tracker until he lost the use of his legs due to a piece of
shrapnel still lodged in his back, the result of his last POMZ incident. Now wheelchair-bound, he
survives off a meager disability grant. He is a community leader and a soccer coach at Radium
in Limpopo Province.LEON BEZUIDENHOUT was born in 1966. He grew up in Pretoria and
attended Pretoria West High School and the University of Pretoria. He did his national service in
the South African Police, after which he lectured at the University of South Africa. He later
entered the private sector and is a businessman and company director. He is a keen runner and
military historian. “My biggest disappointment in life was when, aged seven, I found out that we
Boers lost the Boer War.” --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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1989)The idea of a civil war (Rundu, 30 October 1989)From Rundu to Walvis Bay and beyond,
1990A sacrificial lamb (Vingerkraal, 1993–1994)Farm protection, burglar on a bicycle (Levubu,
1997)Smuggled away like a thief in the night (Gravelotte, 2002)A champion bull (Tzaneen,
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published by people who fought in the Border War—some in book form, others on the Internet.
At the highest level former minister of defence, General Magnus Malan, put pen to paper, as did
the chief of the defence force in the latter half of the 1980s, General Jannie Geldenhuys. The
others are troops, all of them from the South African army, people who tell of the endless patrols,
the flies, the heat, the boredom, or of the fear, blood and guts of conventional cross- border
operations in Angola.The stories of some SWAPO members have also been recorded. However,
there are two important lacunae in this literature. Firstly, there is one unit on the South African
side from which not a single member has told his story: the South African Police’s special
counter-insurgency unit, known as Koevoet. The writer Peter Stiff has, it is true, written a book
about Koevoet, based on interviews with ex-members, but that is that. Secondly, not a single
black member of the then security forces has dared to present his story to the world.In this book,
Sisingi Kamongo, nicknamed ‘Shorty’, fills these two lacunae. Kamongo, who hails from the



Kavango, was a black member of Koevoet who fought in the ’80s in Ovamboland and the
Kavango against SWAPO insurgents. For the first time, the public may now view the war through
the eyes of a black man on the South African side.Kamongo has indeed a story to tell—and
what a story. His remarkable memory is proven by the statistics of the various fights he
describes and from the verbatim quotes of radio conversations. More importantly, he explains
why he fought on the side of the South African ‘racists’, and against SWAPO, which was, after
all, recognized by the United Nations as the ‘only legitimate representative of the Namibian
people’.Kamongo does not spare his readers. He tells of the contacts, the sweat, blood and
guts. Without him spelling it out expressly, his story illustrates the blunting effect on feelings
which every war has. He relates very honestly the human-rights violations which he and fellow
members committed against SWAPO prisoners. But he also makes clear that the political
propaganda against Koevoet was highly exaggerated, that it was a very disciplined unit, that
those guilty were strictly, and sometimes summarily, punished. He places this propaganda in the
context of war, of the crimes SWAPO itself continually committed and the bitterness this created
with him and his comrades. (As a matter of fact—and Kamongo does not go into it—but
SWAPO’s crimes against its own supporters in exile have been excellently
documented.)Kamongo does not hide his bitterness against the then South African government.
Though he and his fellow black members of Koevoet often put their lives on the line (he himself
was thrice wounded severely), they were paid a small salary of just R280 a month together with
‘head money’ for insurgents killed or captured. And when SWAPO took over, they had to flee for
their lives to South Africa, with no help from the South African government, without recognition,
with nothing. Today they live in poverty, Kamongo in a wheelchair because of his wounds.To
what extent is Kamongo’s story simply a question of self-justification? This is a legitimate
question. Memoirs like those of Generals Malan and Geldenhuys—and others—always contain
an element of that. There can be no doubt that Kamongo tries to justify his actions, and
undoubtedly some people will not be convinced by it. So be it.But this does not detract from the
fact that his is a dramatic story, which is told factually and soberly, without too much
commentary. After reading this book, everyone is entitled to think what he wants about Kamongo
and his case. But what nobody can deny is that Kamongo’s story is worth telling, even less so
that he has done it well. I am glad that I made Sisingi Kamongo’s acquaintance by reading the
manuscript. It was an enriching experience.Leopold ScholtzBrusselsMarch 2011Introductionby
Leon BezuidenhoutShadows in the Sand is the story of Special Sergeant Sisingi ‘Shorty’
Kamongo, a Koevoet tracker in the Namibian insurgency bush war. The appendices include
accounts from Koevoet combat team leaders, Francois du Toit and Herman Grobler; the story of
a (previously) inexperienced SADF Ratel gunner, Jacques Myburgh, who gives his account of a
day spent in action with Koevoet in April 1989, is also included.Cold war, hot warNamibia,
previously South West Africa, eventually obtained its independence in 1990. Had it not been for
world macro-politics, it probably would have happened sooner. South Africa had wanted to rid
herself of South West Africa for a long time but her fear of communism and the reality of



communism in Africa caused the delay. When South Africa sent troops over the Angolan border
in 1975 to prevent the communist MPLA from taking power, Cuba in reaction—with support from
the communist bloc—sent 20,000 troops to the country. The number of Cubans in Angola would
later rise to more than 50,000. The door to Namibian independence only opened after
communism fell in Europe and the Cubans announced their willingness to go home.Over the
next two decades of the Cold War, the South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) was
supported by the USSR, the communist Eastern Bloc (particulary East Germany), Cuba and a
host of pro-communist African and Asian countries (all from the so-called Non-Aligned
Movement), not to mention many other liberal groups and governments such as the
Scandinavians.The bush war in Namibia and southern Angola took place against this
background. It was in essence a hidden element of the Cold War, which eventually developed
into a drawn-out insurgency war, spanning 23 years.The collapse of communism in the USSR
also spelled the end of many governments and movements with Marxist/Leninist ideologies.
SWAPO also had to change; they had to quickly reposition themselves; communist systems
were not attractive any more. The removal of hard-line communism from the SWAPO mindset
and the possible withdrawal of the Cubans allowed the South Africans an opportunity to talk
peace. The result was a democratic constitution in Namibia.The impact of South Africa’s
administration of Namibia, as well as the South African forces who served in Namibia, can never
be denied; they ensured that Namibia did not become another war-torn African country. Contrary
to many other countries in southern Africa, there are no signs today of the war that took place
there: no buildings damaged by war, no landmines making the countryside unsafe and, ironically
enough, a working infrastructure which is better than the current one in South Africa.For this turn
of events the South African Police and South African Defence Force must be credited. During
the last years of the war, the anti-communist banner was carried by the Namibians themselves.
Units such as 101 Battalion of the South West African Territorial Force (SWATF) and Koevoet of
the police consisted mainly of Namibians. By the end of the war, 70 per cent of all the security-
force members were non-white and non-South African. With Namibians to the fore, SWAPO was
fought to a standstill and was so battered that the eventual peace agreement was negotiated
between South Africa and Cuba, and to a lesser extent Angola. SWAPO was not included in the
peace agreement at all, although the UN recognized SWAPO as the ‘only legitimate
representative of the Namibian people’.It must have been very difficult for the Namibians to
decide which side to support during the war. In most cases they were not given a choice:
SWAPO simply kidnapped their recruits from the schools. Conversely, it is also true that many
SWAPO insurgents left Namibia and joined PLAN, with valid political reasons. In a similar vein,
poverty was a motive to join the army and the police—just like in many other places in the world;
many policemen joined Koevoet for a better future. Much has been said about the so-called
violent and reckless behaviour of Koevoet. As a result, the unit has been much maligned. It is a
fact that some incidents did take place, but these were blown completely out of proportion
considering the size of the unit. If there were a few bad apples, was the whole orchard rotten?



The problem with this war was the one-sidedness of information. People with anti-apartheid
views and, in other instances, people with pro-communist and liberal views, unfortunately never
made the distinction between South Africa and her allies, often deliberately and mischievously
so. The South African approach did not help either; their secretiveness and unwillingness to trust
journalists in the operational area prevented the ‘other’ side of the story from being told.This
book is by no means an attempt to voice support for Koevoet or glorify the war. It merely tells the
story of an outstandingly brave, talented individual who was involved with Koevoet. This is
simply his story. He is highly critical of the South Africans’ handling of the war and, more so, the
handling of the black policemen during and after the war.On the ground, in the bush, a Koevoet
prisoner was summarily shot by SWAPO. If you were a member of SWAPO and were caught by
Koevoet, the chances were that you would still be alive a year later. SWAPO prisoners were
treated humanely and kept in prison. However, not one captured or abducted Koevoet member
lived to tell his tale.In nearly every SWAPO camp that was liberated by the South African army,
cases of torture were reported. Prisoners were kept in holes in the ground. Hundreds were
murdered, not because of proven facts but because of suspicion. Unfortunately, some SWAPO
members brought this conduct with them after independence and the National Society for
Human Rights found in 2008 that SWAPO had been responsible for a number of mass graves of
Koevoet members after independence. These atrocities took place between 1999 and 2002, but
this is also part of history now.A fresh breeze of reconciliation is blowing over Namibia.The
Anglo-Boer War was fought more than 100 years ago and a measure of bitterness continues to
this day. Two cases are worth mentioning, both of which concern guerrilla incidents. In one, a
Boer commandant named Gideon Scheepers was executed, in a cruel travesty of justice, for
‘war crimes’ in the Cape Colony, The same deeds—arson, destroying infrastructure, killing
enemy sympathizers—were in fact official policy of the British occupation forces in the Transvaal
and the Orange Free State. The second case concerns the execution of an Australian officer
serving in a counter-insurgency unit in the Transvaal. Lieutenant Henry ‘Breaker’ Morant was
executed after he’d shot Boer prisoners and a German missionary, supposedly out of hand. As a
result, the British army lost its authority to court-martial Australian soldiers during the First World
War.The lessons learned from these examples are blunt: an insurgency or guerrilla war is
merciless and bitter, sometimes with more emotion than blood. There are times when the
boundaries of war are blurred or even disappear completely. This is not easily forgotten, on
either side of the struggle. We can only hope that the bush war in Namibia will eventually be
remembered as a period when both sides fought for reasons they considered honourable—a
period when the keepers of the law did what they felt was right. Their legacy is a peaceful
country with an intact infrastructure. Hopefully the scars among the Namibian people
themselves will also heal.This book has been compiled from the stories of Sisingi ‘Shorty’
Kamongo. It was first written in Kavango Afrikaans and then translated into standard Afrikaans
and eventually into English. It consists of a number of incidents put into chronological order.It is
the first, and thus far only, account by a non-white member of the South African security forces



during the bush war. Sisingi Kamongo has the most wonderful memory; he would give me
handwritten pieces of paper with his stories, each ending with an inventory of captured weapons
and equipment: ‘We fought against five insurgents in this contact. We found three AKs with six
full magazines, one RPG with five rockets and one SKS with five pencil grenades.’ When reading
the proofs, he would also say: ‘This day we took three AKs with six full magazines, one RPG with
five rockets, one SKS with five pencil grenades, after this contact.’ I have left out most of this
type of detail to prevent the book from becoming a tedious inventory. I mention this only to
highlight how, nearly 25 years later, he remembers everything and can provide precise details of
the contacts he took part in.His account is supplemented by two incidents that happened to a
Casspir driver, Sakkie Kaikamas.Appendix I is dedicated to a few incidents that happened to
Sergeant Francois du Toit, recounted from his time spent with Koevoet and later. He was the
most successful Koevoet team leader during his service with the unit.The story of Sergeant
Herman Grobler is told in Appendix II. His one action is probably the most heroic ever to come
out of the Namibian bush war, something for which he never received any recognition (like many
other Koevoet policemen). It is not included as an afterthought; indeed, his story is another that
warrants a complete work. It is nevertheless important to write a concise history of his
involvement; the world needs to know about this brave man. He also gives his views how the
black members were ill treated after the war.Appendix III is the story of a 19-year-old SADF
Ratel gunner who went from a raw soldier to fighting some of the fiercest battles of the war. He
tells of his experience working with Koevoet trackers.Police as militaristsThe militarization of
police in South Africa has its origins with the Dutch in the 17th century when soldiers were
utilized as policemen. By the 1880s, the republic had its own police, the Zuid-Afrikaansche
Republiek Politie (ZARP). The ZARP’s hour of glory came on 28 August 1900 at the battle of
Berg-en-Dal during the Anglo-Boer War. Their last stand against a superior force gained even
the respect of the British.With the advent of the First World War the police sent mounted units to
fight in the then German West Africa (Namibia). They were also used to quell the 1914 Boer
rebellion. Major Trew and his policemen forced the rebels of Jopie Fourie to surrender near
Hammanskraal. Trew’s men were mostly attached to General Louis Botha’s personal
bodyguard.During the Second World War an attempt was made to recruit a division of
policemen to fight in North Africa. This was not achieved and eventually only two battalions were
formed. To complete the brigade the Transvaal Scottish offered their 3rd Battalion. The fighting
policemen of the 6th Brigade (the Police Brigade) unfortunately had to surrender with General
Klopper at Tobruk.When the bush war began in South West Africa the South African government
decided to contain the war with policemen rather than soldiers. The initial involvement of the
police was linked to a few factors, one of which was an obvious political decision to portray the
war as a low-intensity insurgency affair. Another was the powerful influence of former policeman
General Hendrik van den Berg in the government of John Vorster, the South African prime
minister of the time. The first skirmish took place in 1966 when a few men from the soon-to-be-
established South African Defence Force (SADF) Special Forces and the police destroyed a



SWAPO base at Omgulumgashe. The police shouldered the security burden until 1973 when
the SADF took over control of the war on the ‘international side’, i.e. across the Zambian and
Angolan borders, with the police maintaining control within South West Africa.The police in
Rhodesia and South West AfricaThe police were also deployed in Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) from
1968 to 1975, as a result of the same political considerations as in South West Africa, but this
time contesting ANC guerrillas infiltrating from their bases in Zambia. The South African Police
(SAP) would eventually be withdrawn but remained involved in a non-official capacity until 1980.
Apart from the militarysuccesses, their most famous ‘battle’ was the ‘Battle of Bulawayo’ when
they were ‘withdrawn’ in 1975; two trucks loaded with policemen encountered some of their men
in front of a Bulawayo hotel in a fight with a group from the Rhodesian Light Infantry. The two
groups then ‘greeted’ each other. The police claimed to have won the battle.Meanwhile, the war
in the north of South West Africa was heating up and the police had to jump to counter these
developments. With the knowledge obtained by a few of them who had fought in Rhodesia, it
was decided to establish a reaction unit to stop the enemy, SWAPO, inside the country.In
cooperation with the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), the police decided to
build a vehicle that was mine-proof and that could withstand small-arms fire without injury to the
passengers. So was the Casspir born. A number of local trackers were recruited and the end
result was a unit consisting of about 2,500 men. The unit that would be known colloquially as
Koevoet (‘crowbar’), or Operation K, developed unique, highly successful tactics designed
mainly around the Casspir’s mobility and firepower.In time, Koevoet would be vilified by the world
as ‘murderers’ and ‘violence-prone’, a unit that would burn, plunder, destroy, rape and torture
unrestrainedly—unfounded information disseminated by propagandists. Koevoet was subjected
to this type of propaganda more so than any other military or police unit of its time. Newspaper
journalists, often nothing more than liberal or pro-communist mouthpieces, spread their stories
of Koevoet ‘murders’ across the world. The local police read about these so- called murders in
the papers and investigated, only to find that there was no substance to the allegations; they
were works of fiction trumped up to discredit the security forces. Take for example the
destruction of a kraal that took place many months before, done by ‘soldiers’ in armoured
vehicles. Everybody drove Casspirs and Buffels—32 Battalion, 101, Koevoet— and they all
wore camouflaged clothing. So who was it? Blame the most successful unit: Koevoet. But it
could have been anybody.It must also be remembered that there was financial gain to be made
from allegations against the security forces. If a kraal was damaged by fire or a crop by a vehicle,
a claim could be made against the government. Again, the easiest option was to blame Koevoet.
Herman Grobler was a detective in Ovamboland before he asked to be transferred to Koevoet. In
a number of interviews he made it very clear that he did in fact investigate a number of serious
allegations against his later unit and he did help prosecute a number of Koevoet members. But
he also helped successfully prosecute a white paratrooper who killed an officer, as did he
prosecute other policemen and soldiers who broke the law. That there were cases against
Koevoet members is indisputable, but as an old member of the unit later said: “There were two



groups among us: those who fought with rules and those who fought without rules. But we, the
ones with the rules, far outnumbered those without. They were by far the minority and what
some of them did could never be seen as the norm.”However, in essence, it was a highly
motivated, extremely disciplined unit of ordinary white policemen from South Africa who led
black Ovambo, Kavango and Himba policemen from the north of Namibia. Together they would
arguably become one of the most successful—if not the most effective—counter-insurgency
forces of the Cold War era.This era cannot boast many success stories of outright victory
against communist insurgents. Those of the British in Borneo, Malaya and Kenya are probably
the most notable. But the British had one advantage—they could kill the insurgency at the roots.
Unhindered, they could suppress the insurgents in their home bases, i.e. before the act of
insurgency could take place, the insurgents were destroyed, a luxury the South Africans seldom
had. SWAPO was protected by the Angolans and the Cubans, the ANC by the Angolans,
Tanzanians, Zambians and latterly the Zimbabweans. The South African Defence Force at
stages controlled southern Angola, which forced SWAPO farther north but SWAPO was always
somewhere, under Cuban or Angolan protection. It must be said though that 32 Battalion was
deployed in southern Angola on a virtually continuous basis and did great work to hinder, and
sometimes totally destroy, the insurgents on their way south through southern Angola. Even so,
the SADF and police were engaged in a passive ‘defence of the border’ position, a situation to
which the police quickly adapted tactically. The recruitment of the local population into the
counter-insurgency forces, with the requisite tactics and equipment, meant success against the
insurgents unrivalled elsewhere in Africa. In hindsight, the result of the counter-insurgency
operations by Koevoet and the South African Army in Namibia, will likely fall in the same bracket
as the British conflicts in Malaya and Borneo. The SADF would eventually blunt the insurgency
which ultimately proved unable to undermine the administrative and military powers in control at
the time.Koevoet: a short reviewKoevoet—or Operation K, SWAPOLCOIN (South West African
Police Counter-Insurgency)—was the counter-insurgency unit of South West Africa, established
in January 1979 and officially disbanded in January 1990. A series of meetings took place
between the SADF and the police in 1978 concerning the amount of intelligence provided to the
army by the police, which, according to the police, did not receive the attention it deserved. The
result was that the police established their own unit to immediately act upon the information. The
man in command of the unit was Colonel Hans Dreyer who exploited the experience gained by
the SAP in Rhodesia. Project Koevoet would fast develop into a unit with its own trackers and
reaction units.The police quickly realized that they were not equipped for the new task. They
enlarged the unit by appointing trackers from the communities in the tribal areas along the
border of Angola—Himbas from Kaokoland; Kwanyama, Kwambi and Ndonga from
Ovamboland; and Kwangali and Shambyu from Kavangoland. These were all people of the veld
—every one of them exceptional trackers. In time, the South African Police and the CSIR would
develop the armoured ambush- and mine-resistant troop carrier, the Casspir. This came about
as a result of the large number of landmine incidents. The vehicle could also withstand small-



arms fire. The Nambian/South West African- designed and -manufactured Wolf would also later
be used. In conjunction with the South African Air Force’s Alouette helicopters (armed with
20mm cannons), the unit fast developed into a formidable fighting force.Koevoet would officially
take part in more than 1,600 contacts, or firefights. More than 3,200 PLAN fighters were killed or
captured; 161 policemen lost their lives, with more than 950 being wounded during the course of
the war. Koevoet predominantly consisted of fighter teams of about 45 men—four Casspirs,
each containing ten men, a support vehicle and an operational medic. Initially, each of the four
fighting vehicles had a white commander.This arrangement later fell away and in many cases
the commanders were black Namibians.The team was usually under the command of a
sergeant or warrant officer, but some teams had a junior officer in command. Eventually there
would be 42 combat teams: 30 in Ovamboland at Oshakati (callsign Zulu), another eight at
Ongwediva (Zulu 1), eight in the Kavango at Rundu (Zulu 4) and another four at Opuwo in
Kaokoland (Zulu 5). There was a relay station at Eenhana in eastern Ovamboland (Zulu 2).The
name Koevoet was changed to the South West African Police Counter-Insurgency Unit
(SWAPOLCOIN) in 1985. Throughout its existence, Koevoet would constantly be exposed to
unfounded malicious propaganda and the defamation continues to this day. Much brouhaha was
made of the fact that money was paid per head. It is true that head money was paid—not only for
dead insurgents but also for captured ones. Payments were also made for captured weapons,
landmines, etc. Civilians could also claim the money—anybody could—with the army managing
the money, not the police.The fact that dead SWAPO members were strapped to the front
fenders and wheel arches of the Casspirs also drew much comment. The plain fact was that
there was nowhere for the bodies inside the vehicles. To carry a bloody body inside a troop-
carrying vehicle in the African sun was also a health hazard. Many lies did the rounds claiming
that live insurgents were tied to the fenders for bush clearing. This was never proved and is
simply untrue.When the United Nations took over control in 1989, they initiated and investigated
the more serious complaints. Of these 41 were totally unfounded, 18 could not be substantiated
and 25 warranted further investigation. Three of the 25 were passed on for possible prosecution.
In virtually all cases the complaints were against off-duty members of the unit in a civilian
capacity.The SWAPOLCOIN units were eventually demobilized in October 1989. A meeting took
place on 8 October in Oshakati. Nine hundred members were given their discharge certificates.
Nearly 1,700 members were eventually honourably discharged on 30 October 1989. Initially, the
plan was to resettle the nearly 2,500 members in South Africa; this was never done. From late
1989 to 1990 about 600 former members and their families realized it was unsafe to stay in
Namibia. They fled either to Angola or South Africa. The ones in South Africa were re-instated in
the police as ‘auxiliary policemen’.Unfortunately, the ruling National Party, as well as some
senior policemen, betrayed these former fighters shortly thereafter, forcing the former Koevoet
members to break all contact with the police. This was a deed of utter betrayal perpetrated
against people who had sacrificed their all, even their country.Shortly after this, some members
bought the farm Vingerkraal, under acrimonious circumstances, near Warmbaths (now Bela-



Bela), where most of them still live. Most former Koevoet men work in the security industry in
South Africa; some of them are also in places such as Iraq, Afghanistan and Sierra Leone. The
last of the white Koevoet members came home on 12 January 1990, their Casspirs already on
the train to South Africa. All white members were transferred to police stations across the
country. One of the final ten policemen to return was sent to the most densely populated place in
South Africa: Hillbrow, Johannesburg—the ‘concrete jungle’. He resigned on the Monday after
his arrival.The manner in which the government treated the black members of Koevoet would
soon be the cause of the resignation of many white members. The refusal of Police
Headquarters in Pretoria to do anything about the situation resulted in further resignations.Lost
brothers: the start, January 2010Francois and I, Leon, are waiting in the parking lot at the
Shoprite supermarket in Warmbaths on a Thursday morning. We are there to meet ‘One-Four’.
He was Francois’s Koevoet driver, and he is late. After a few minutes, an early- model white
Toyota Corolla drives into the parking area. There are five men in the car. Four of the occupants
get out and greet Sergeant ‘Toitjie’ with warm handshakes and embraces: clearly men who have
walked a long road together—good friends glad to see each other.After Warmbaths we travel in
convoy west toward Thabazimbi, then 35 kilometres later, onto a dirt road. With the onset of the
rainy season the road is washed away and full of potholes. There are high game fences on both
sides of the road. After ten kilometres we arrive at a boomed gate manned by two smart, alert
guards. We are required to fill in our particulars and are then permitted to proceed. Two hundred
metres farther on is a new school building. From there a small track turns left, with galvanized-
iron huts standing everywhere—bright iron, like the storerooms in Ovamboland. Here and there
small patches of maize and mahango (pearl millet) are evident. We drive another 200 metres on
the nearly impassable track to one of the houses.A few middle-aged men welcome us. Once
again, Francois is greeted like a long-lost friend. The passengers of ‘One-Four’ get out. The boot
is opened and a wheelchair is taken out and unfolded on the wet ground. The fifth occupant is
helped into the wheelchair. He wheels himself to us and introduces himself in perfect Afrikaans
as Shorty. The number of men around us has now grown to about thirty-five or so. Francois and I
retreat to my vehicle about ten metres away from the group of men under the two red-bush
willowtrees where animated discussions are taking place. A list is completed by those present
and after about 30 minutes of ‘pre-meeting’ negotiations and talks, Francois and I are invited to
take part in the meeting proper. This is how the Ovambos conduct meetings, Francois whispers
to me. Most of them stand and Francois and I are given two green plastic chairs on the edge of
the circle. I am uncomfortable because I am sitting while the others have to stand, but Francois
and I are the guests.We start off with a prayer. With my eyes closed and the Ovambo praying in
their strange language, I am suddenly swept away to a place 20 years earlier— in another
country, with the same people, a time when the hot Namibian sun shone on one of the most
feared counter-insurgency units of the modern era—Koevoet, Ops K. We could just as well have
been back in some Ovambo kraal far away in northern Namibia, but we were not.This was
Vingerkraal, ‘farm of sorrow’, the farm ‘purchased’ by former Koevoet members because the



SAP had thrown them out like soiled linen and left them to fend for themselves. The place of
galvanized-iron huts, away from everything, 15 kilometres from the nearest tarred road, hidden
away, like a big embarrassment.The prayer ends. Francois is given the opportunity to speak. He
asks permission to pray as well. He prays in Afrikaans, but it is different from the prayers of 20
years ago when we were warding off communism. It is short and powerful and asks only for a
blessing for these children of Africa.Francois continues and explains the reason for our visit. We
are here to write a book. We can see the suffering. We want to make a difference. All the
previous books have been written by white men about white men. Where do you fit into history?
We want to tell the world about the role you played.In a community where unemployment is rife I
expect a lot of drunken people. But apart from the chairman who had taken one for his nerves,
everyone is sober. They drink in every word. Then the discussion starts.“You shirumbu left us
here.”“Where is the money owed to us by Fouché?”“When we saw you the last time, you were
the paymaster!”“You abused us.”Francois whispers to me, “This is bad, very bad.”These people
are bitter. Twenty years of rage aimed at the white man. Francois has to bear the brunt of it. I sit
and watch. This is not a good time to ask people for help or to ask them to open their hearts.But
Sergeant ‘Toitjie’ of Zulu Quebec did not work with these people for six years in vain. He knows
them, he knows their pain, he saw it coming. He and a few other non-commissioned officers
tried to help. He took a police vehicle at Rooiberg without permission and drove 190 kilometres
to Pretoria to go and see the Commissioner of Police. The commissioner was not in town, but
the senior staff officer, a brigadier, was. He offered the warrant officer the rank of major to keep
quiet. He relates all this to the Ovambos and also says he was not the paymaster. It was
somebody else. Some at the meeting concur. It was a Portuguese sergeant, Sergeant Tony da
Costa, not Sergeant Toitjie. Francois explains that Tony da Costa was also not guilty; he could
only pay out what he received.Then I am asked to speak. In front of me in the sand lie two five-
cent pieces. Someone must have dropped them; maybe it was a sign of the 50 silver pieces
symbolic of treachery.“I am not here to make you any promises. I don’t know you. I only know two
Koevoet people and they are both white. All I ask is that you trust me.” Then there is chaos. I am
not finished, but everyone has something to say. They speak in Ovambo and I don’t understand
it, but the aggression and fire in their voices is unmistakable. The word ‘trust’ does not go down
well. The chairman tries to intervene, but to no avail.After some minutes order is restored.Shorty,
the man in the wheelchair, starts talking. Once more the conversation is in Ovambo. The
aggression does not abate A younger man has also joined in at the back of the crowd. He has a
beer in one hand, he also says something in Ovambo. We will not get any help here; we must go
and look somewhere else, I think to myself.Then the conversation reverts to Afrikaans. “Fine, I
cannot change your past, but we can try and make a difference to your future. I work with people
who want to work. If you do not want to, take your name off the list.”One man takes the list. He is
definitely going to remove his name. The chairman adjourns the meeting. They will let us know
what they have decided. They will have a meeting on Saturday.Francois and I get up and walk to
my vehicle. Two of the Ovambos walk with us. One of them is still working in Iraq. “Don’t worry,



sir; it will work,” he says. The other agrees.Shorty asks if we can drop him off at Radium on our
way back and we agree to. We load his wheelchair into the back of the car and put him in the
front seat. We say our goodbyes and leave.On the way back Shorty explains the whole debate.
He told the men that the past is over. Life goes on. If the shirumbu did not treat you right, this is
another time, other people. Let us work together. The young beer drinker had agreed with him,
but not everyone had.Francois says we will get their permission. This is just their way; the
Ovambo have a way of furious debate. The rage and disappointment has to be vented; it has
festered in their isolation.Shorty tells us how he lived through five POMZ mine incidents. Three
times he got up and brushed the dust off but once a piece of shrapnel lodged in his back. Fifteen
years later he would lose the use of his legs. The legacy of that day. He would not be able to walk
any more after that.We arrive at a neat little RDP (Reconstruction and Development Project)
house in the Mashakane township. The dirt roads are muddy. Next to the house is another
Vingerkraal-type galvanized-iron hut. Shorty, his uncle and his aunt live in these two little houses.
His uncle, Daniel Kambungo, was in 32 Battalion. He works in Johannesburg. Shorty gets a
disability pension ofR1,000 per month from the South African government. It was too difficult on
the farm so he moved away because of the limited possibilities and the inconvenience for a
person in a wheelchair. His second wife left him because of the wheelchair and she and their
children went to Venda.We get out and unload Shorty and his wheelchair. This man impresses
me immensely. He gives me a blue-lined school exercise book: his story, handwritten in Kavango
Afrikaans. He knew beforehand what we wanted to discuss and started to write down his story
prior to the meeting. I feel this man has every reason in the world to be bitter, but he isn’t. He
stands up for his people and his community—even though he cannot walk.We say goodbye and
get back into the vehicle. I reverse and when I get to the gate, Francois says, “Stop, I want to
pray for him.” We get out again. Francois asks Shorty if he may pray for him. He puts his hand on
Shorty’s head and with his left hand clasps Shorty’s left hand. Francois prays for a miracle, for a
cure. When he says amen, the man in the wheelchair turns around without saying a word and
rolls to the front door of the galvanized- iron mukuku. I know their eyes are wet, but so are mine.It
is only when we are on the tarred road a kilometre away that Francois and I are able to talk
again.Billy Joel sang, “We never knew what friends we had, until we came to Leningrad.” I felt the
same after we left Shorty.The project would go ahead, even if we only did it for this brave
man.The start: through the eyes of a man from the KavangoKoevoet originated as home guards
for the tribal offices because the local communities governed themselves through the tribal
chiefs in the apartheid era. The tribal chiefs sat at these offices. The tribal messengers, and later
the special police, guarded the chiefs.When the war started the chiefs were intimidated,
assaulted and often murdered. The Special Police unit was established to help guard the chiefs.
Because of the politics, the country was uneasy at that time. SWAPO started kidnapping
children from schools, performing deeds of sabotage, planting landmines and blowing up
telephone and electric lines. Some of the chiefs’ kraals were also attacked with mortars, RPG-7s
and small arms. The Special Police were trained for these eventualities. The tribal messengers



were not armed, but the special policemen were. By 1979 some of the Special Police
volunteered for the new Koevoet unit.The police and security forces fighting terrorism in South
West Africa consisted of many different units. The Special Task Force fought terrorism inside
SWA and specialized in counter-terrorism. The Koevoet unit operated on the northern border.
They could follow terrorists and retrieve kidnapped children—even over the border. Internal
safety was the responsibility of the South African Police and the SWA Police, while Koevoet
protected the border to the north. Then there were also the Security Branch, the SADF and later
the SWA Territorial Force and the SWASPES (special forces).Koevoet patrolled the border and
tried to intercept PLAN fighters. Policemen always tried to apprehend their quarry, but with
armed insurgents it more often than not ended in a shoot-out. We obtained a lot more
information from living SWAPO members than from dead ones. Although the security forces
were different, they were all there for one purpose—the protection of the civilian population.The
effect was impressive, for although there was a war in northern SWA, the area today does not
have landmines, as do Angola and Mozambique. There are no damaged buildings and the roads
and infrastructure were maintained throughout the war.Because of some politicians, there were
people who hated us and still do. But the facts can never be denied: right through the war,
people came to us (Koevoet) for help, people and families of those who had been murdered,
kidnapped by SWAPO, assaulted by SWAPO and whose cattle had been stolen or slaughtered.
We always helped. It was dangerous work because SWAPO set anti-personnel mines and
ambushes which injured our people. We always tried to capture PLAN members but usually it
ended in a firefight. We would take the captured PLAN prisoner to the kraal which had lodged
the complaint, for identification.“Yes, that is the man who fired the shots. He is the one who hit
us,” we would often hear.Many of the PLAN members eventually turned and became Koevoet
members. They were our brothers, even if it was war. No Koevoet member was ever shown any
mercy by SWAPO. We were shot or bayoneted to death. Sometimes our throats were cut.But
there were also many questions. Those of us who had to protect the country also had to eat. We
placed our lives on the line for very little money. The whites received ‘bush pay’, but we black
members had to exist on a meagre salary. If we did not make a contact for a week or two in the
bush, we did not get anything extra. If we were not on patrol because of ill health or other
circumstances, we also got nothing. Contractually, we were treated as day labourers.When we
made contact with SWAPO we were paid ‘head money’: whether our contact was dead or alive,
the number of rifles, landmines, mortar pipes, mortars, uniforms etc. recovered, was paid for. But
all the money was divided up among the team members and sometimes among members of
other teams who had helped. It was still very little. The most money I ever got was R370 ($50)
when we found a B10 cannon and rounds. More often than not it was just R10 or R20 per
contact. We were robbed by the police.If I think about it today I want to cry, when I think of all the
people who lost arms, legs and eyes. They were never compensated after the war. I am sitting in
a wheelchair.Is there a white member who only gets R1,000 ($130) per month?I was never paid
for three months, another three months, and later the six months I spent in hospital after I was



wounded.We will see, God knows.The culture of tracking: from a Kavango boy to KoevoetThe
Koevoet trackers came mainly from the kraals in the Kavango, Ovamboland and Kaokoveld.
Some of us went to school; many never did. Some of us came from the south of Angola. The line
between all the fighting factions was very thin: Unita, FAPLA, Koevoet, 101 Battalion, 32
Battalion and SWAPO.I grew up as a temporary cattle herder at Ndonga Omuramba in
Kavangoland. In the afternoon after school, with no homework to be done, we had to care for the
cattle. The herd was my grandfather’s pride. Just as in the rest of Africa, a man’s pride is his
cattle. His children and grandchildren were responsible for guarding and looking after them. By
the age of eight or nine I was in the veld every day.Together with some older boys, we started a
game of trying to differentiate between the tracks of individual cattle. A herd of cattle could stray
into a mahango field, and then we had to find out who the owner of the cattle was. We were
quickly able to say whether it was ours or the neighbour’s. In a herd of cattle we could very easily
identify the tracks of one of our own. We learned the shape and pattern of a cow’s hoof by the
way it was placed and the specific impact it had on the ground, and a lot of other smaller details,
like defects on the hooves and marks from injuries.Finding a lost cow was always a challenge.
But it would not only be animals: people also make tracks. We knew the difference between the
tracks made by a woman and those made by a man; we could differentiate between tracks made
by a large woman and a small man. We could also tell the difference between the tracks made
by a proud upright man and one less so. Everything by how one walks, how your foot makes
contact with the earth. The tracks of an old person and those of a young one differ. We knew the
differences. It was our way of living—a culture.It was important for the young men in our area to
know this type of thing. There was no television or any other Western distraction. We spent hours
in the bush where there was nothing else but tracks. It was what we were exposed to. It was the
logical result of our lives.During the 1970s and ’80s, the Kavango was still a rural area. The war
had just begun and Western influences in that part of Africa were limited. There were masses of
game in the tribal areas of the Kavango. Guns were scarce. I and the other boys of my
generation had to look after the cattle and protect them against the dangers of the land: lions,
leopards and wild dogs; elephants were a threat to our crops. Our senses were so well
developed that we could literally smell danger.A big danger in the hot African sun was the Black
mamba. We could smell if there was a snake in the area. We were so at one with the
environment that we could see things others could not. If we told somebody in a Western city
they would find it hard to believe us. We could hear the sounds made by the wild dogs from far
away. We were attuned to smells and sounds. Using these same senses later in a war situation
was therefore easy.I was the second of six children and we were brought up as Kavangos. My
parents moved to Namibia from Bie in Angola when they themselves were children. My
grandparents were from the Mbungu tribe in southern Angola, and we were related to Jonas
Savimbi. My grandfather worked on the mines of the Transvaal in South Africa. There were
recruiting centres for the mines in northern Namibia. This way I ended up with my grandfather,
who had by then retired.It was a difficult time with six children in the house. There was no money



and schooling was not as important as it is today. By the age of 18, I had completed Standard 7
(Grade 9) and was finished with school. The younger children also had to go to school. I had to
find my way in the world.We were never politically inclined and when the police started recruiting
special constables the decision to join up was simple. Apartheid and those kinds of things were
not factors in the Kavango bush. Other people were willing to make war because of it but it was
not a factor in our lives. A paying job was better than politics, which we did not understand in any
case. So I became a member of the South African Police. Later I would hear the term ‘apartheid
police’. For me, it was never anything other than police. I was to start off unaware that Pretoria,
which was 3,000 kilometres away, followed a strange policy that made me a lesser person.What
I did know was that these people were strict. They called it discipline, and as an 18-year-old boy
I learned the lesson very quickly. Respect for everyone—white and black and superiors. Rifle
drills, shooting, be neat and clean. You can call these guys whatever you want, but they were
proud; proud of who they were and proud of what they were doing. No half measures. They did
everything to the fullest extent and when you were training, you worked hard. Everything was
done thoroughly. When I completed my basic training after three months, I was a better person—
one with respect.Koevoet started recruiting special constables for a new combat unit in the
Kavango while we were still busy with our training. It was during 1984. Zulu-4 Sierra would be the
callsign. Sergeant Hendrik Engelbrecht, who was helping us with our training, would be the
commander of the new unit. As a Kavango, it was natural for me to go to Rundu where Zulu-4
Sierra would have its base.Sergeant Hendrik Engelbrecht and I had a great relationship right
from the start. After our basic training, we went into the bush for more training. Now it was
combat training. We received medical, tactical, driving, heavy machine-gun, mortar and rocket
training—and a huge amount of other stuff that we had to know. For the time being we were the
‘Tiger’ group, adopting Hendrik Engelbrecht’s nickname.We trained in the operational area so
the chances that a training session could turn into a live contact were ever present. We had our
first live contact experience with Zulu-4 Juliet in April 1984. After the first contact we were
awarded our own shoulder patch; we decided among us that we would choose nge (scorpion)
as our insignia.There were not enough leaders available and I was promoted to lance-sergeant. I
was barely 19 and had only been in the police for five months. About three months later,
Sergeant Hendrik Engelbrecht called me. He said he had been keeping a close eye on me over
the past eight months and although I was still very young, he could see I was determined and
that I had leadership qualities. He said I had already distinguished myself in the bush and that
the initiative and leadership I had shown during tracking operations had not escaped him. He
said he thought I had a natural affinity for what we were doing and that my knowledge and
senses as a tracker were unequalled in the team. He thought I would be an asset in the future
and that the SAP must invest in a future leader. He had recommended that I be promoted to full
sergeant with immediate effect. All while I was in the bush! When I arrived back at Arendsnes, I
was officially given the three stripes with the castle in the middle of a full sergeant in the South
African Police. I was now Special Sergeant Sisingi Kamongo.Shortly afterwards—and befitting



my new rank—I was tasked with checking the supplies in the supply store. I had to see what we
had and what we did not have. I counted the tins of beans—and they were short. The SAP store
at Arendsnes was therefore in a crisis: someone had helped himself to SAP rations in the form of
baked beans—and I had to explain the situation. When I reached the warrant officer who had
given me the order to check the store, he was already busy with the war again. I told him that the
beans were short.“We have a war on here, and you are worrying about short baked beans!” he
shouted. “Short, my arse!”The warrant officer’s tirade had not escaped some of the men. That is
when I received a new nickname, Shorty—not because I am short, but because the tinned
baked beans were short!Now I was a 19-year-old sergeant. In police terms, this did not happen
often. I was one of only a handful. I would take over command of our combat team for the first
time at the age of twenty-one.As the commander of Casspir 2, I would be in command of the
tracking and in command of all forward tracking actions. My friends would call me commander. I
loved the action and we would go on many more night foot patrols than did any of the other
sections. Night ambushes along footpaths would become our speciality.The leadership of a
combat team has a lot to do with who is available. Usually the command of the four cars was
divided among the white team leader in his Casspir and three other whites. The commanders of
the cars were all white—in theory. In practice, it was an entirely different matter. Koevoet was a
dynamic organization. White commanders went on leave to South Africa, or when they became
ill or were wounded. Sometimes there were not enough white members to fill the leadership
positions. The unit did not come to a halt because the whites were not there.The war carried
on.Within each team there were also black leaders—sergeants and warrant officers, men with
years of experience gained from many contacts. If there were not enough whites the leadership
fell to the black members. In many cases, the white was the apparent leader but the decisions
on the ground were made by the senior black non-commissioned officers. They knew the
situation on the ground. They were experienced and understood and lived nearer to the people
here than the men from the cities. I was involved in many situations where there were no white
members and many more where there was only one. The white team members made
communication easier but they were not indispensable. The war could go on without them.
Warrant Officer Simon Nkwezi was the most respected of the black leaders, and highly regarded
by all. By the end of the war, he would command a complete team consisting of black
policemen, although officially the police would deny it.First contact (Namungundo, April 1984)It
is cold and rainy in April 1984. Somewhere in the area of Namungundo, an experienced Koevoet
team, Zulu-4 Juliet, is working. The commander of Zulu-4 Juliet is Sergeant Southie. They have
found five tracks and inform Zulu 4. Our new team, Zulu-4 Sierra, now for the time based at
Nepara in Kavangoland, is asked to assist. The tracks are about 90 minutes old and Zulu 4
sends us in support of the veterans.We arrive at a kraal and the locals show us the tracks of the
Zulu-4 Juliet Casspirs; we follow the tracks. Our team is under the command of Sergeant
Hendrik ‘Kwang’ Engelbrecht. (Kwang was the name of honour given to him because of the
respect the Kwangalis have for him.) He has just taken us through our training. Now he is the



commander of the new team.We are in Casspir number 1. With me and Sergeant Engelbrecht
are four of the best young trackers—Janangura Palata, Rocco Dimbu, Blasius Kutenda and
Moses Ulombe. They are all fit, energetic, sharp young men. Kutenda will be killed in action
within a few months.None of us has ever fired a shot in anger, in spite of the hours of training
which have been drilled into us.“Don’t close your eyes when you pull the trigger!” Sergeant
Engelbrecht would shout.Now we could shoot and hit what we were aiming at with our eyes
open! We had all heard of contacts. We had all heard of the ‘terrs’; we practised hundreds of
follow-up actions but now we are at the point of doing it for real. While we are on the Zulu-4 Juliet
tracks, Southie calls the gunship. It is close and the small radio’s channel is changed to channel
16, the channel reserved for the air force. Each team has a large long-range radio and every car
has a smaller tactical radio. The cars talk to each other over the small radio. As soon as the
gunship arrives, the team leader changes the channel to 16. Then it is the tactical radio with
which the teams speak to the gunshipand with each other. We are 20 minutes behind Southie
when there is suddenly radio silence by all other cars except Zulu-4 Juliet, which makes contact;
one of the insurgents is captured. We join them while they are cleaning up the area. We have
missed the action but the enemy is far from done with.Southie’s team have captured an
important insurgent, a PLAN commander by the name of Kamati. We are now part of the follow-
up. For the first time I am a tracker on an enemy spoor. We chase four running tracks in a
southwesterly direction. With me on the ground are the trackers from Zulu- 4 Juliet. Hard,
experienced men: Sergeants Paulus, Willem and Wengi and Constable Stanslaus. My heart is
beating in my throat with excitement and apprehension. The older Zulu-4 Juliet trackers talk to
me the whole time.“Young man, do you see the tracks?”“Yes, sergeant.”“Do you know whose
tracks these are?”“They are terr tracks, sergeant.”“Good, you are sharp, you must be awake; you
know this is a dangerous thing we are doing. We aren’t chasing cattle. The owner of those tracks
wants to kill us. You must look for movement in front of you. If you stop focusing we can all get
hurt. Concentrate!”It starts raining. We lose all the tracks except for one man wearing boots. The
tracks are now about 15 minutes old. Paulus gives the information to Sergeant Southie and they
call the gunship again.The cars in front cut the tracks every now and then. We climb into our cars
and go to the new tracks. We rapidly catch up to where the tracks are now only a few minutes
old.We at Zulu-4 Sierra are still issued with Portuguese G3 rifles. They are heavy and clumsy but
we are so pumped up that we do not even notice. The whole atmosphere is one of expectation
and adrenalin.Above us is the gunship. The pilot’s name is Leon van Tonder. We will work with
this man in the future in many contacts. He is a veteran of dozens of Koevoet contacts and is
very experienced. I am scanning ahead and see movement in front of me. Above me the gunship
also fires at the movement. I fire a few shots like everybody else.The pilot shouts over the radio,
“Stop, stop firing!”Southie agrees. The insurgent does not seem to have a weapon on him, and
the helicopter is covering his every move. We are going to try to capture him.The cars converge
on him, but when they are a few metres from him he pulls a pistol from his belt and shoots
himself through the head. Our shouts of “No! No!” do not help.My first contact ends with a dead



insurgent, but not by our rifles: a SWAPO ‘own goal’.The dead man is a very senior SWAPO
commander, clad in a neat camouflage uniform. He is also a member of a SWAPO special unit.
We find his RPG in the bush near him. Also a Scorpion machine pistol and a Makarov 9mm
pistol, the weapon he took his life with.More important are the documents he has on him. There
is a lot of information obtained from the dead guerrilla and the one Zulu-4 Juliet captured earlier.
We now know who the SWAPO leaders in the area are and at which kraals they operate. The
SWAPO ringleaders in the Kavango are Hamutumwa, Kavango, Haruwadi/Danger, Janangura
and Katjama. Their commander is Hakushinda Yakula, the Typhoon commander at Mpunguvlei.
We take the handcuffed Kamati, and put him in the back of the car with us. I later learn that it is
usually not difficult to ‘turn’ a PLAN prisoner. But then there are also the hardened communists
who have received training in Eastern Europe and Cuba. They are sworn and hardened ‘freedom
fighters’. While riding back with us, he preaches the SWAPO doctrine: “You will see, SWAPO will
rule the land. Sam Nujoma will be president of Namibia.We will drive away all the white
colonialists.”Initially he says all these things while looking past the white commanders. Later he
closes his eyes to make sure he does not see them. He talks of racists but he himself is guilty of
the same thing.I am just 19 and it does not bother me; I just want action.At Nepara we find the
other teams of Zulu 4. Except for the veteran Zulu- 4 Juliet, none of the other teams has
encountered a contact. We are the local celebrities among the new teams. When we arrive, we
sit around; the other teams want to know what we saw and did. Rocco is bragging. He sits there
and tells everyone that he saw the insurgents during the follow-up before the trackers of Zulu-4
Juliet saw them.But a tracker from Juliet-4 hears him. The ‘old man’ walks over to him and kicks
him in the ribs. He grabs him and says, “You were lucky. If you ever see an insurgent again and
do nothing, I will personally shoot you.”This closes Rocco’s big mouth. If the threat weren’t so
serious we would all have laughed. Rocco will nurse his sore ribs for a couple of days.Our first
contact has been made. We have seen the gunship in action and we were with the trackers in
action. We understand the mechanics of a follow-up.Later that afternoon, one of the Zulu-4 Juliet
trackers comes to me: “What is your name?”“Sisingi Kamongo, sergeant.”“You are young. You
must be careful. Many of the men around us will not see this through.”High above us a gunship
dances, playing like a young eagle. I do not understand what this man is trying to tell me. His
prediction will prove correct. Much young blood will flow for a war that will later be little known
and almost forgotten as a small offshoot of the Cold War and African liberation, concepts alien to
me. We were caught between two sides, of which none of us understood much.The next
morning during church parade, Kwang talks to us: “You did good work. We adapted well to the
circumstances. If we stick to discipline and everyone does his bit, we will have fewer casualties
than others. We will be just as brave but we will do things right. You are part of a team. You don’t
mean much alone—that’s why we try to isolate the terrs, to get them alone.You saw what Zulu-4
Juliet did. Their habits are good. Learn their good habits. If you do these things you will stay
alive.”The first contact is over, and I am impressed with the tactics and execution of the whole
operation. I am proud to be part of this unit.The elephants are on their way to water. Nothing will



stop us.I am young and invincible.SAAF: 1—Kudus: 0 (Gcama Karukuvisa, 1984)We are
camped at Ncaute, one of the Zulu 4 forward bases. Relatively few of our contacts take place in
the Kavango. Most of SWAPO’s intimidation and terrorist action takes place in Ovamboland. The
macro-politics play a big role. The southeast of Angola is dominated by Unita, an ally of South
Africa’s. The South Africans send a lot of supplies and weapons to Savimbi through Rundu. In
exchange, they keep the place free of SWAPO.The absence of SWAPO bases across the
Kavango border forces all insurgents wanting to get to Kavango to cross the border in
Ovamboland and then to move east to get to Kavango. The effect is that we mostly pick up the
tracks of insurgents in the drier western part of Kavango and then try to cut them off before they
reach the dense bush of eastern Kavango. But if the tracks dry up we move into Ovamboland
where there is always action.Zulu 2 at Eenhana is the radio relay station on the way to Kavango.
We operate there a lot. We also see much action in the Okongo area, outside Kavango. But this
means that we sometimes have to move 400 kilometres from our base in Rundu to find the
action.Early one the morning, we move to Karukuvisa. I have not been with the unit for long. We
obtain information that there are two PLAN members in the area. We start questioning people at
the kraals. One of the seniors, Warrant Officer Clemens Kamberuka of Section 4, reports that he
has found someone who has seen the insurgents at a kraal at Gcama.He calls all the cars to the
kraal. While we are still on our way, the warrant officer starts questioning an old man at the kraal
where the enemy was last seen. The old man says he knows the insurgents were at a well not far
from there. The team leader, Warrant Officer, later Lieutenant, Lukas Koen also arrives. Now all
the cars are at the well. We are in car 3 and Sergeant Hendrik Engelbrecht is in command of the
car this day.There are many tracks at the well. The PLAN members forced the local people to
walk over their tracks. But we are not the best trackers in the world for nothing. Times such as
these mean that you employ all your senses and your feelings. The faintest smell means
something to people who spend weeks in the bush. A human starts smelling like dust. You can
smell him when he passes you, or if he was there before you. Gun oil is a giveaway: you can
smell it for miles. You do not have to see the tracks. Stick to the smell and if the wind is calm you
will find the tracks.We find the tracks after a while. Two tracks going west. Hendrik Engelbrecht,
Clemens Kamberuka and Lukas Koen confer. We have a plan. Hendrik asks 12 trackers to follow
on foot. The Casspirs turn around and proceed in the opposite direction. It is a quiet follow-up on
tracks that are four hours old. The follow-up is fast and we catch up quickly. There is a small hill
in front of us and we climb it to see if we can spot them. While climbing the hill, we and the
insurgents see each other simultaneously. They start running but they are too far away for us to
catch them. Plans change. We call the cars. Following them on foot does not work well today.
And now they know we are tracking them. The element of surprise is gone.
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T.A.L. Dozer, “Tactical Follow-ups by the BEST Trackers of the Time!!. For the American reader it
is import to understand some background on this unit to really appreciate this book. Koevoet
(Afrikaans for crowbar), also known as "Operation K" and officially known as the "South West
Africa Police Counter-Insurgency Unit" (SWAPOL-COIN), was a police counter insurgency unit
in South-West Africa (now Namibia) during the 1970s and 1980s. Koevoet was the most
effective paramilitary unit deployed against SWAPO fighters during the Namibian War of
Independence. It was particularly known for its indiscriminate brutality during that conflict.
Koevoet operations were devoted to tracking groups of SWAPO fighters who were on foot, using
the mobility of their Casspirs as tracking platforms, to close the time and distant gap between
them and their quarry using visual tracking techniques and in some instances K9 tracking
dogs.This book is written by Mr. Kamongo, the only black member to have published his exploits
from his service in this notorious para-military combat tracking organization. This books covers
all the major operations, battles, as well as organization and history of the unit. But what I really
like the most about this book is all the tactical visual tracking references throughout this book. It
has gold nugget after gold nugget of valuable tracking information and lessons learned, that are
just as relevant today. It is amazing to see how tracking can be applied and employed in counter-
insurgency operations. The Rhodesian also knew this and trained all their army members in
"track & sign" awareness, as well as maintained numerous dedicated tracking type units. It has
taken the American military since the end of the Vietnam War to realize the operational potential
of combat tracking as counter-insurgency tactic still applicable today in Afghanistan and Iraq.If
you enjoyed this book and topic, I would look into this list of books;"
  
The Covert War: Koevoet Operations in Namibia, 1979-1989

  
  
" by Peter Stiff. This is part of a three-volume set on South African Special Operations. This is
very good historical look at Koevoet."
  
Koevoet!



  
  
" by Jim Hooper. This is the first book written on Koevoet from the inside of the unit by an
embedded reporter. This is very good look at this elite unit."
  
Pamwe Chete:The legend of the Selous Scouts

  
  
" by Ron Reid-Daly. The Rhodesian Selous Scouts exploits were instrumental to the
development of Koevoet. This book is the ultimate historical recount of this unit by its founding
farther."
  
Zulu Zulu Golf: Two Years with Koevoet

  
  
" by Arn Durand. This memoir is one of newest release about this elite unit and how combat in
Koevoet affected its members.Highly recommend this book and all the listed books above.”

Nobody73, “A one of a kind memoir. I picked up this book after eyeing for several months. It dealt



with the little known and much maligned Police Counter Insurgency Unit called Koevoet or
Crowbar in Afrikaans.Very few books have been written by members of the unit and this is the
only one that was written by a black member of the unit. The topic of the Border War in South
Africa is a complex matter. Many will use it as a battering ram on Apartheid and can think no
further. Viewed in its proper context, the wars in Rhodesia and South Africa were wars against
Communism.The war against Communism to the American psyche was fought in Vietnam in a
Hot Fashion and then during the Reagan years through proxy wars and direct political
challenges culminating in the dismantling of the Berlin Wall. Little known or cared about is that
during the years between the end of Vietnam and Berlin, Russia, Cuba and East Germany were
pushing across the continent of Africa, using the guise of nationalism and post-colonial fury to
take hold of African resources.After the fall of Rhodesia, the last holdout was South Africa. Much
like America and Rhodesia in the beginning of their Bush War, terrorists inside their borders
were considered a police matter. It was not to be a military matter. In South West Africa, now
Namibia, the forces of SWAPO and PLAN began to drive down closer to home for the South
Africans. Since it was considered a police matter, they began to operate against a well armed
and trained foe. The policemen were severely outgunned and outmanned. A specialized unit
was needed, much like Americans realized that there was a need for SWAT teams to deal with
situations beyond the local patrol and drunk tank in Mayberry.Koevoet members were drawn
from the police ranks, both black and white and were trained by the military to learn to fight a
COIN campaign. They adopted tactics and weaponry to fit the terrain of the border area of
Angola/Namibia. Perhaps their greatest tool and the key to their success were their trackers.
Men of the bush their whole lives, Ovambo, Kavango and other tribesmen who tracked animals
for their livelihood were taken in and gave an advantage to Koevoet. Enter Sisingi Kamongo, a
young man who looked after his families cattle daily, following their tracks.Sisingi gives us the
insight into the mentality of the time and that of his people that we have yet to hear. He describes
his peaceful life in the bush until the coming of SWAPO. They kidnapped, stole, shot, murdered
and took cattle away from families. Something had to be done. The people went tothe police for
help. Things intensified. As he saw his world collapsing around him due to Communist thugs, the
idea of becoming a policeman was a simple decision. He states that he was later called an
Apartheid Policeman. Living in the bush, he was quite unaware that 3000 km's away the
politicians dictated a law that separated the whites and blacks and gave preference to whites.
None of this was a concern to him because he was a Kavango and they were being
savaged.The Police and Koevoet were, to him, protectors of the peace and of the people of the
borderlands. He did not have the luxury of sitting in an ivory tower and debating the politics and
morality of a set of laws that most people could not even read. For six years, Sisingi fought as a
soldier against Communism and `soldiers' that were anything but and were cold blooded
terrorists.His descriptions of combat are blunt and forthright. He believes he has no need for
remorse or to ruminate on the goings on in Pretoria. He does, later on come to realize that
Apartheid did have an effect on others besides himself but regarding his own war with Koevoet,



he writes as a proud man who did what was right and deconstructs many accusations against
the unit and quite frankly makes sense. This is no blind and dumb piece of literature. He
addresses the rumors of killing prisoners and other issues within Koevoet but this story is a
unique insight into the simple way he saw the war. Its simplicity also drives the thinking man into
the bigger questions and the complexity of war and politics.Rather than cast dispersions on a
whole unit or a whole country, this book is part of the puzzle of learning about the Border War
and one of the units pressed into action against the backdrop of world history.D.R. Tharp Author
of Task Force Intrepid: The Gold of Katanga and Highway to Hell”

Michelangelo Jack, “SWAPO- "Crimes against humanity". What a brilliant read; amazing detail,
ordinance (weapons/vehicles/helicopters), described like you felt 'you-were-there'. Action never
lets up and B&W prints sparkling. "Koevoet=crowbar" is significant & you will have to read it to
get its full meaning. A unique and little known part of Africa is traversed over and over again,
fascinating. A rare style of writing, personable and involves the reader, thoroughly enjoyable
despite the grim subject. An eye-opener learning about Cuban involvement, plus Soviet/Eastern
Bloc/OAU & western liberals - Phew. The way these soldiers were treated after 23-years of
hostilities was(is) scandalous.  Finally,  the colour pix at the back most rewarding.”

David, “Excellent Read. Well written and easy to read. The book gives a very clear and accurate
view of police life at the time. The author is very honest in his views and opinions. He clearly
depicts insurgency war and also reveals the successful tactics used. His sharing of knowledge
about tracking is good. Although he leaves out the bits that can only be explained with extensive
experience. The author's humility is always present as is often the case amongst those with real
and extensive contact experience.One of the best books I have read.”

M. O'donoghue, “Honest, Brutal account!. This book tells the story of a man who partook in
many contacts with an elite force during a bloody bush war.The matter of fact manner in which
he narrates his tale only serves to enhance the feeling that Mr Kamongo wants to tell you about
his experience and his respect for his peers. Although there are elements of his personal
grievances towards the 'powers that were', he doesn't try to look for redemption or self
gratification.Koevoet were infamous because they were so efficient, and the black trackers were
instrumental to its success.I have witnessed the talent of bush tracking for Game in the bush and
I am always impressed with the information a game ranger learns from an impression in the
sand.These men deserve better, whether the war they fought was right or not!”

P JOHNSON, “I found this book an excellent read, Shorty memory is fantastic. I am from the
north of Namibia and lived through all the conflict years. I found this book an excellent read,
Shorty memory is fantastic. I knew of Koevoet, but I did not know how effective they were.
Without these excellent trackers, they were simply the rock of Koevoet.”



Kat Z, “Excellent. My husband was in the South African army in the mid eighties. He appreciated
how skilled these native trackers were at their craft. He liked this book very much and said it was
interesting to read it from a tracker's perspective. Highly recommended.”

Lee, “Truth. It is refreshing to read a trackers version that confirms and supports the other
versions. Extreme respect to a very brave soldier and person.”

The book by Sisingi Kamongo has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 56 people have provided feedback.
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