
COLD WAR – THE FORGOTTEN FRONT 

BATTLEFIELD ANGOLA – BRIDGE 14 

 

1. THE BACKGROUND 1 
 
The so-called "Carnation Revolution" of the 25th April 1974 ended Portugal's colonial government, but 
Angola's three main independence forces, National Liberation Front of Angola (FNLA), National Union for 
the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) and the People's Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) 
began competing for dominance in the country. 

Fighting began in November 1974, starting in the capital city, Luanda, and spreading quickly across all of 
Angola. The country was soon divided among the combatants. The FNLA occupied northern Angola and 
UNITA the central south, while the MPLA mostly occupied the coastline, the far south-east and, after 
capturing it in November 1974, Cabinda. Negotiations for independence resulted in the Treaty 
of Alvor being signed on 15 January 1975, which set the official date of independence to be 11 November 
1975.  
 
The agreement ended the war for independence but marked the escalation of the civil war. Two dissenting 
groups, the Front for the Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda and the Eastern Revolt, never signed the 
accords, as they were excluded from negotiations. The coalition government established by the Treaty of 
Alvor soon ended as nationalist factions, doubting one another's intentions, tried to control the country by 
force.  
 

Fighting between the three forces resumed in Luanda hardly a day after the transitional government 
assumed office on 15 January 1975. The liberation forces sought to seize strategic points, most importantly 
the capital, by the official day of independence. The MPLA managed to seize Luanda from the FLNA whilst 
UNITA retreated from the capital. By March 1975, the FNLA was driving towards Luanda from the north, 
joined by units of the Zairian army which the USA had encouraged Zaire to provide. Between 28 April and 
early May, 1,200 Zairian troops crossed into northern Angola to assist the FNLA.  

The FNLA eliminated all remaining MPLA presence in the Northern provinces and assumed positions east 
of Kifangondo on the eastern outskirts of Luanda, from where it continued to encroach on the capital. The 
situation for the MPLA in Luanda became increasingly precarious. The MPLA received supplies from 
the Soviet Union and repeatedly requested 100 officers for military training from Cuba. Until late August, 
Cuba had a few technical advisors deployed in Angola. By 9 July, the MPLA gained control of the capital, 
Luanda 

Covert assistance of the USA via the CIA began assisting UNITA and the FNLA in a bid to ensure that a 

neutral or friendly government in Luanda prevailed.On 14 July 1975, South African Prime Minister BJ 

Vorster approved weapons worth US $14 million to be bought secretly for FNLA and UNITA with the first 

shipments from South Africa arriving in August 1975.  An RSA team took occupation of the Hydro - electric 

scheme at Calueque – Ruacana in August 1975 to protect the infrastructure there.   The action there thus 

started the hostility against the MPLA directly and joined the actions in Angola directed at Swapo.   Much a 

case of the friend of my enemy is my enemy and the enemy of my friend is my enemy. 

 

                                                             
1Extracted from Wikipedia. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnation_Revolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portugal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Liberation_Front_of_Angola
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UNITA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MPLA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luanda
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cabinda_Province
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alvor_Agreement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angolan_War_of_Independence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angolan_Civil_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Front_for_the_Liberation_of_the_Enclave_of_Cabinda
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Revolt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zaire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Kifangondo&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuba


2. OPERATION SAVANNAH  - A SUMMARY  2 
 

Ops Savannah was authorised to put the FNLA in position in the South and support them 

in the North.   In addition, it was to be a covert operation where the support for FNLA was 

to be seen as FNLA action not SADF action.   See the Inserted Actual Authorisation docs 
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3. OPS SAVANNAH  -THE NORTHERN LEG3 
 
Ops Savannah was executed by assembling a task force – made of conscripts of 18-19 year olds.  
These young soldiers were armed and dressed with equipment that originated in the 2nd world war 
and they set about positioning the FNLA before independence day.  
 
“..   Task Force Zulu advanced very quickly from the Namibian Border into Angola. In thirty-three 
days and nights they had fought twenty-one battles / skirmishes in addition to sixteen hasty and 
fourteen deliberate contacts.” 

 Task Force Zulu started with limited resources but along the way resources were added and where 
possible these are indicated below. 

Task Force Zulu – Route - (Distances Approximate) 

 14 October ZULU HQ and Battle Groups Alpha and Bravo leave Namibia -  
 15 October Border to Caiundo 
 17 October  Caiundo to Serpa Pinto  to Cuchi 
 18 October  Cuchi to Evale 
 19 October  Eavale to Perreira de Eca 
 20 October Naulila (2SAI) to Rocades (Xangongo) - 65 km 
 20 Ocober Perreira de Eca (TF ZULU) to Rocades (Xangongo) 
 21 October  Rocades to Chibemba - 120 km 
 22 October Chibemba - Joao de Almeida (Chibia) - 80km 
 23 October Joao de Almeida (Chibia) to Sa da Bandeira (Lubango) - 36km  
 27 October Sa da Bandeira (Lubango) to Mocamedes (Namibe) - ??? - Sa da Bandeira to  

  Cacula - 89km  
 29 October  -  The armour complement is supplemented with a troop from 1SSB after their 

   involvement in the Battle of Norton de Matos 
 30 October Cacula to Quilengues - 53km 
 31 October Quilengues to Chongoroi - 63km 
 1 November Chongoroi to Catengue - 67km 
 4 November Catengue to Caibambu - 33 km 
 4 November Caibambu to Cubal - 29km 
 5 November Cubal to Catengue - 62km 
 6 November Catengue to Benguela - 75km 
 6 November Benguela to BaiaFarta - 44km 
 7 November Benguela to Lobito - 50km  
 11 - 13 November Lobito to Novo Redondo - 178km  

  (An artillery battery consisting of 4 20 pounder cannons is added to TF Zulu) 
 22 November Novo Redondo to Alto Hama - 260km 
 23 November Alto Hama to Cela - 112km 

The next push would be from Cela to Qibala. With the battle groups on different legs – one to EBO and 
the other more East.  It was on this leg that the events around Bridge 14 occurred and after which the 
Recce Forces deployed were withdrawn. 
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4.  The Battles at Bridge 14 – The DANNY ROXO Reconnaissance. 
 
The Battle for Bridge 14 occurred after the battles at EBO in Late November – early December.  It was at 
EBO that the RSA Force had suffered their first heavy losses and could not advance.    They had to regroup 
and needed a different route.  Bridge 14 was located on the Nhia river, on the route from Cela to Quibala. 
In November Battle Group Foxbat had engaged an MPLA force at the bridge.  FAPLA retreated across this 
bridge and placed demolition charges on the bride that left the bridge partly damaged.  The advance of the 
South African forces along the only tarred road to Quibala was brought to a halt at the Nhia river.  As it was 
in the peak rainy season the river was full and the low lying riverine area was swampy. The bridge would be 
the only means of crossing with heavy vehicles.  The crossing would be a hard fought battle. 
 
At the time of this battle, the South African Government had already made the decision to withdraw its 
forces from Angola in view of the lack of International support for South Africa and Unita.As these decisions 
was being made, the battle for Bridge 14 took part – the message hadn’t been sent yet. 

Cmdt JD Breytenbach, the commander of 1 Reconnaissance Commando that was assigned to Task Force 

Zulu was tasked to assist the Task Force and would do various tasks at the bridge.   These would include 

deploying an observation team on the nearby hill called Top Hat, deploy another team behind the enemy 

positions to conduct harassing actions like mine laying and ambushes, as well as to do a reconnaissance of 

the bridge and the positions. He tasked one of his team leaders - Danny Roxo - to do the reconnaissance of 

the bridge.  

 

Danny Roxo was a seasoned fighter, having spent 

most of his life in the bush of Mozambique.   Roxo 

was of Portuguese birth and had won acclaim as a 

seasoned hunter – he clearly knew the bush.  For the 

previous 10 years he had been in Mozambique 

fighting terrorists and rescuing hostages and had 

earnt the reputation as the Phantom of the Forest.   

In Mozambique he was a living legend. FRELIMO 

commanders in Mozambique had put a $100 000 

bounty on his head—an astronomical amount of 

money by contemporary standards; however, 

nobody even dreamed of trying to collect it.   

 

In early 1974 he did the 1 Recce selection at the ripe old age of 41. After passing this he Joined Cmdt  

Breytenbach as a Sergeant just prior to Battle Group Bravo setting off on Operation Savannah from Calai on 

14 October 1975.  Bravo Group’s first action of Operation Savannahwas on 17 October when the lead  

company were ambushed by UNITA at Cuvelai. After the company had formed an assault line the UNITA 

ambushers fled into the bush. The fact that the FNLA and UNITA were supposed to be on the same side had 

obviously not reached all ofSavimbi’s men in the field.  

 

Back to Bridge 14.4 The bridge could not be seen from the South Africans positions some 8km back. On 27 

November Roxo was tasked to see if the bridge was intact and try and determine where FAPLA were.   He 
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was assigned an infantry platoon and 4 Eland 90 armoured cars. Not too long after Daniel and hismen had 

moved out the distinct sounds of gunshots from a contact could be heard by those in the rear. In the words 

of Col Jan Breytenbach “….Danny’s story was remarkable, he arrived with his patrol at a hill at the 

bridgearea where he decided to leave all his men and the cars, while he went ahead on foot, on his own, to 

reconnoitre the bridge. Unbeknown to him there was a strong FAPLA position slopes of the hillthat he 

passed and  they watched Danny with eagle and expectant eyes as he marched his solitary way to the 

bridge. 

Danny arrived at the bridge, saw that it was partially blown and also that there were 3 Cubans standing 
around what appeared to be a 14.5 anti-aircraft gun on the far side of the river. He promptly shot 2 of them 
after which all hell broke loose as all sorts of weapons opened up on him from the far side.  
 
So he decided to beat a hasty retreat back to his own patrol, 
along the same route that he had come. He ran slap bang past 
the FAPLA on the slopes of the hill who had a glorious view 
of the speeding little man thumping the tar road past their 
positions. They opened up with relish but somehow it did not 
quite work out the way they had planned”.Danny told me the 
story in his own inimitable Portuguese way. “Coronel I run and 
go tat tattat – and I run and I go tat tattattat – and I run and go 
tat tattattat – and suddenly the shooting it stops; no more 
FAPLA” he smiled from ear to ear. Danny claimed to have shot 2 
Cubans. He did not claim more….” 
 
Unknown to Danny some FAPLA forces had caught 2 partisan force soldiers assigned to the Task Forcethat 
had strayed as they tried to round up some cattle while he busy at the bridge.  “….Both were kept 
separately as prisoners at Catofe – a little town some 20km North of the bridge  - and  both escaped 
separately within a 2 day interval between the escapes. While we debriefed them it transpired that Danny 
had shot a total of eleven, 2 Cubans and 9 FAPLA, the latter while dashing through the ambush.  Danny was 
evidently the talk of the town in Catofe and both escapees overheard the troops discussing the incident 
while their captors were having a booze up the night after it happened…”.      
                                          
For this action Daniel was recommended for and later awarded the Honoris Crux, Daniel became the first 
non South African to win South Africa’s highest award, a medal he was never to receive due to his untimely 
death in August 1976.5 
 
Aug 1976.   During a patrol near the Okavango river, his personnel carrier struck a landmine and 
overturned, killing one man and crushing Roxo beneath it. The rest of the vehicle's crew tried to lift it free, 
but it was too heavy. Breytenbach wrote:  
"Roxo, in keeping with his dauntless character, decided to make the best of things, lighting a cigarette and 
smoking it calmly until it was finished, then he died - still pinned beneath the Wolf. He had not complained 
once, nor uttered a single groan or moan, although the pain must have been excruciating." 
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5. The Battle at Bridge 14 – “ Eyes On The Ground”  - A Diedericks6 

Corporal "Diedies" Diedericks from 1 Recce was sent to reconnoitre a safer route for infantry on foot along 
the western flank of Top Hat.   He was also told to determine the location of enemy positions covering the 
bridge and the main road to Quibala and try and pinpoint their artillery and BM-21 Stalin Organs' positions.  
A helicopter dropped the two man team –  over the river one evening. They sneaked to the summit of Top 
Hat during the night where they established an observation post in the midst of the FAPLA positions. In 
fact, because of the large number of enemy around, they were forced to stay hidden in position for the 
whole day. From here they could see the bridge plus they were also able to observe the enemy setting up 
mortar positions in a nearby kraal.   By radio they called in South African artillery fire, which soon 
eliminated the position. The observers were also able to direct fire onto an BRDM type armored car on the 
road and against a "Red Eye" rocket position, both of which were neutralized. 

On 2 December, from this vantage point, the South Africans were able to watch Fapla and Cuban troops in 
the river near the site of the bridge. Againthey called in artillery fire, creating havoc amongst the surprised 
enemy who had to evacuate the bridge area.  Two Fapla helicopters were sent out to scour the hill for the 
OP, which the enemy by now knew must be in that area, but it was not discovered. Diedericks and his 
teammate remained there for over 4 days before returning to the South African lines.Diedericks was a 
member of the elite Recce Commandos, but he had little experience as an artillery observer, and had to be 
coached on the spot by radio on the correct procedure. He was given a quick radio brief/instructions by 
Frank Bestbier.  The continuously exploding shells caused a scene of carnage that Diedies found hard to 
describe.  Diedies and his buddy soldier remained at this vantage point between enemy forces and 
continued to cause havoc amongst the FAPLA and Cubans with his directives to the South African artillery 
guns.   On day four they managed to exfiltrate unseen to the area where they last saw their comrades.  
CplDiedericks was awarded the Honoris Crux for his courage and steadfastness.   
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6. The Battle at Bridge 14 – From conventional to guerilla warfare” 

During the first week of December the enemy sent a new commander and reinforcements to some 20km 

north of Bridge14  -ie the village of Catofe.  This meant that a considerable FAPLA force was in the area that 

consisted of over 1000 Infantry, artillery, and APC.   The FAPLAcommander used a house a few km North of 

the Nhia river as an HQ and ammunition depot.   

 

The rainy season was in full swing, and the advance became increasingly difficult on account of impassable 

roads, strongly flowing rivers and bridges that had been blown up by Fapla and the Cubans.  At Cela, Bravo 

Group was split up and the once successful group splintered into different groupings. Breytenbach and 

what remained of Bravo Group now deployed about 5 km South from Bridge 14 over the Nhia River, just 

south of Catofe, where fierce battles broke out the following day. Breytenbach suggested that they switch 

over from conventional to guerrilla warfare to compensate for the adverse influence of the weather 

conditions.  

 

He assembled a team with their mission to reconnoitre the area and execute guerrilla actions behind the 

enemy lines on the basis of their observations.  The team was made up of: 

1. Capt H Venter - Team Leader 

2. WO2  KConradie 

3. Sgt F Wannenberg 

4. Sgt HAP Ferreira 

5. Sgt Anton Retief 

6. Sgt BoatsBotes 

7. Cpl M Boonzaier 

8. Cpl Nella nel 

 

For two nights they were held back  due to the strong flowing river so on the third night - 7 December 1975  

-  a puma helicopter landed the team North of the river a few km east of the bridge. They team set off in 

the dark with SgtWanneburg and SgtBotes in front as the scouts. Even though SgtWannenberg had just 

completed the first snipers course ever held at 1 RECCE he had opted to carry the RPG7 and an AK47 and 

his snipers rifle was carried by SgtBotes.  In the dark they made their way towards the target area.   As they 

came closer and passed the local cattle kraal the terrain formed a gulley/donga like depression. This would 

obscure them so theyused it as cover.  Unbeknown to them they were advancing directly past some FAPLA 

soldiers that were positioned there and they were noticed.   The FAPLA soldiers laid a quick ambush.   Once 

the 1 Recce team was close enough the enemy opened fire from the higher ground above them at almost 

point blank range.    The flashes of the AK47 that opened upon them was blinding – it was that close.   

Without regard for his own life Wannenberg remained standing firing back and started to moved to a 

better position higher up the slope. In the process he got hit in the loins and stomach.   Capt Venter had 

also been hit twice – once in the arm and one in the shoulder whilst Sgt Botes had his AK 47 shot out of his 

hands – leaving him only with the Manlicher Sniper weapon he was carrying. He now had only a bolt action 

rifle in this heavy exchange of fire.  

 

With the Team leader wounded WO Conradietook over the Command of the team and maneuvered 

himself into position by moving from one firing position to another whilst applying effective fire on the 

enemy. He shouted and organized the team as they swiftly scampered into formation that resulted in them 



almost flanking the enemy.  M Boonzaaier had retrieved the RPG7 launcher from the wounded 

Wannenberg and managed to load and fire theRPG 7 rocket into the enemy position.  This had a dramatic 

effect and the incoming bullets slowed down.   Unfortunately for HAP Ferreira that was almost directly 

behind the launcher the blast had burst his eardrums and he couldn’t hear anything, He couldn’t hear the 

instructions and didn’t understand how load he was shouting to his comrades. Maybe it was this loud 

shouting that was the final straw for the enemy and the two sides broke contact.   The team collected F 

Wannenberg who was bleeding profusely from his wounds.   He hastily received a morphine injection and 

then got carried out in a groundsheet with some branches that was made to functioned used as a 

stretcher.  They set off as fast as they could knowing that they would be pursued as soon as the enemy 

regrouped and got support from the nearby troops.  CplDiederickshad heard/seen this action against his 

comrades from the hill but could not do anything about it.   

 

The team called in their need for an extraction by helicopter to Cmdt Breytenbach.  He relayed this to the 

Air Force but the Air Force couldn’t be raised at that time of the night.     They waited at the fast 

flowingriver.  SgtBotestriedto stem the flow of Wannenberg’sblood by pushing the bomb bandages into the 

gaping wounds of his wounded comrade.  Even using his fingers to try and close the artery didn’t workand 

he continued to lose blood.  Sgt F wanneberg died whilst waiting.   The threat of being caught against the 

river was too big so the team swam the swollen river with their dead comrade.    The next day they were 

retrieved and joined their Bravo group  

 

The actions of the team in this deployment forms part of the legendary motto of the RECCES – WE FEAR 

NAUGHT BUT GOD.    In the face of overwhelming fire they acted without regard for their own lives and 

survived by going on attack – instead of retreat.   This action had surprised the enemy so much that it 

turned a sure massacre into an incredible escape.   Sgt F Wanneburg was awarded the Honoris Crux 

posthumously.    

 

WO Conradie also received a Honoris Crux for his brave actions on the day.  This would be his second medal 

for bravery as he had been awarded the Van Riebeeck medal in 1974.   WO Conradie was killed in action in 

Angola on 4 June 1978. 

 
 

  



7.  The Battle at Bridge 14 – Douw Steyn  

The engineering section of the task force was under command of 2L/T Daniel Steyn, who was 19 at the 
time, and whose inspired leadership, often under heavy fire, contributed to the mobility and success of this 
group.  The enemy mined a road junction north of Bridge-14, and on 20 December 1975 Steyn was sent 
with a section of National Servicemen to clear the mines.  Steyn had joined the Permanent Force two 
weeks earlier and he considered that he should not expose the five other youngsters to the danger, so he 
would execute the task himself.   

They arrived at the road crossing in two Unimogs and saw dozens of sandy bumps at the crossing, that 
turned out to be badly camouflaged landmines.  Steyn laid flat on his stomach and began the dangerous 
task of clearing the mines.  Each mine had to be carefully lifted and inspected for anti-lift devices 
underneath the mines.  After clearing one road they received a radio signal that the enemy had launched 
“Red-Eye” rockets.  The team knew that the enemy had the crossing registered as a target, so they hurried 
to cover, of which there was virtually none.  The six-man team crouched in a shallow depression while the 
rockets exploded nearby. 

The South African artillery replied with a counter-barrage and during respites Steyn continued to clear and 
lift more mines, taking cover when the enemy rained missiles down on the team.  He lifted 36 mines which 
the national servicemen loaded onto the Unimogs.  As the order came to withdraw one of the Unimogs was 
hit by a missile and was blown up.  Steyn marked the remaining mines and left the scene while towing the 
burning and damaged Unimog out of the area.  Steyn was awarded the Honoris Crux for his actions.  Shortly 
after this operation he joined the Recce Commandos and went on to become one of the legendary 
seaborne Recce Unit’s operational commanders. 

There was bravery displayed and casualties sustained by many of the other arms of service and different 
units during the Battle for Bridge-14, and during Operation Savanah in general.  Four men lost their lives at 
Bridge-14 and the enemy losses were estimated to be between 400 and 800.  This was the first major 
battle against the forces of Angola and their Cuban advisors. 

 

 

  



 

 



 


