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Chapter 1

Para Angola rapidemente e em força! To Angola swiftly and in numbers!


Portuguese authoritarian leader António Oliveira Salazar’s address to the nation in 1961 after revolts in Angola, the jewel in the crown of the Empire, came as Salazar still saw a bright future for an empire stretching across Africa to Macau and East Timor in Asia. A Portuguese liner, the Santa Maria, was hijacked mid-Atlantic by opponents of the Salazar regime to alert the world to the lack of full democracy in Portugal. The same year saw a failed army coup in Portugal, probably the closest Salazar came to being ousted since taking power in 1932. The attempted putsch was intended to moderate the Portuguese government’s attitude to the demands of nationalist movements in its five African territories, Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau and Sao Tome.  In December 1961 Portugal was further humiliated when Indian forces invaded Goa to liberate the territory that had been under Lisbon’s control for over 400 years. Salazar’s response to losing Goa was to warn that no more colonies could be lost and that Portugal would take on any independence movements emerging in Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau and Sao Tome. Portugal was the second-poorest European state behind Albania but the African colonies had been rebranded as overseas provinces and were probably a security blanket to many Portuguese.  
By 1960 the Força Aérea Portuguesa (FAP) had yet to develop any counterinsurgency doctrines based on how aviation had been used in colonial conflicts such as Kenya, Algeria and French Indochina. But in that year FAP Lieutenant Colonel Amadeu Ferreira wrote in a key article  that the new types of wars would see air force close air support (CAS) as its primary role. Later the same year WW2 Royal Air Force Free French Ace Colonel Pierre Clostermann, at the Insituto de Altos Estudos Militares (IAEM) staff college in Lisbon, gave Portuguese military commanders  an influential lecture on  “Aviation in Subversive War” which reflected on the French experience in Algeria.
Clostermann, who had re-enlisted in the Armée de L’Air for a few months in 1956 to fly the Broussard MH 1521 high-wing monoplane on armed reconnaissance missions in Algeria where the independence war was still in progress, told officers from the three branches of Portugal’s armed forces that the air force had to work with land and naval forces to win a guerrilla war, but without air power, the counterinsurgency would be lost. France had also learned from its Indochina and Algeria campaigns that airpower did not need a high-tech solution because modern aircraft and their weapons systems did not cope with an austere support environment. Rotary-winged aircraft could also play a key role in future guerrilla wars, Clostermann spoke to Portugal’s top  brass in Portuguese, which he was fluent in as born in Brazil to diplomat parents. The French aviator had become friendly with Portuguese leader Salazar in the 1950s.  
In its guerrilla war in Algeria against the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) from 1954 to 1962 France soon replaced fixed-wing aircraft with Sud-Aviation built Sikorsky H-34 and Vertol H-21 to transport quick-reaction commando teams. In 1955 in the Atlas Mountains south of Algiers a quick-thinking helicopter commander Colonel Felix Brunet put two troops with machine guns strapped to the litters of a Bell H-47 to successfully rout FLN fighters, pinning the French down from higher ground. The ad hoc helicopter gunship would be developed into the first helicopter to be armed adequately, the Sikorsky H-19 with a 20mm cannon, two rocket launchers, two .50-calibre machine guns and a 7.5mm machine gun mounted in the cabin.
[image: ]
But the H-19 was underpowered for its new role and only in 1956 with the advent of the Sikorsky H-34 did the French manage to deploy the gunship with the MG 151/20 20mm cannon, two .50-calibre machine guns and batteries of rockets. The gunships, dubbed Pirates, were used to support troop landings and remain on the scene if needed. In Algeria the French developed a coherent doctrine for helicopter use based on one Pirate and six troop transport helicopters. France’s development of vertical firepower and manoeuvrability, as well as air transport logistical supremacy in Algeria, meant it beat its guerrilla adversary the FLN on the battlefield. But the FLN won the insurgency on the diplomatic and global public opinion front, so the French authorities were obliged to hand over Algeria to the FLN. 
 Pierre Clostermann’s paper was enthusiastically digested by Portuguese aviators at home and in the farthermost corners of the Empire. His shared experiences in Lisbon helped to either reinforce or refine the FAP’s notions of its role in counterinsurgency. The FAP had also looked at British lessons from Malaya and Kenya and other post WW2 insurgencies where airpower had to project over vast areas with terrain and limited resources. The air force would be most effective with decentralised command structure in each theatre with local FAP commanders, often junior officers like lieutenants, responsible for devising missions to monitor and contain insurgent activity. Twin rebellions erupted in northern Angola in 1961 against Portuguese rule that had lasted nearly 500 years. The first came in February when brutally exploited cotton workers in Baixa do Cassange went on strike. A few days later the Uniāo das Populaçoës de Angola (UPA), formed in the mid-1950s and led by Holden Roberto, launched deadly attacks in northern Angola. 
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Harpoon at BA 9. FAP
The UPA was backed by the US, Algeria and Congo-Kinshasa backed the UPA and used mainly weapons from Eastern Europe. Holden Roberto was born and had grown up in the Belgian Congo. On a visit to Angola in 1951 Roberto had witnessed Portuguese officials mistreating an old African man and he later said this incident had driven him into seeking a career in independence politics, albeit the armed side of things. By May the UPA had taken control of an area nearly the size of mainland Portugal but the FAP was soon involved in the military response to the violence that left 500 Portuguese settlers, mainly farmers, and 20,000 Africans dead in the jewel of the
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Portugal's answer to US Spooky in Angola shows its engine power. 
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