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INTRODUCTION

The Rhodesian Light Infantry (RLI) existed for only two decades. During that time, however, it rose from difficult beginnings to become the cutting edge of the Rhodesian military during the bush war. Its ranks were filled by Rhodesian regular soldiers, National Servicemen and foreign volunteers from around the world. Although its equipment was limited to what a small country could afford, and what could be obtained under international sanctions, it pioneered innovative tactics, including the air-mobile counterinsurgency ‘fireforce’ and took part in some of the most audacious airborne operations in history. Moreover, its soldiers repeatedly engaged many times their own number and emerged victorious, inflicting 35 enemy casualties for each of their own.

Despite these battlefield victories, Rhodesia could not survive political isolation and economic sanctions, nor could the small white population meet the financial and manpower demands of high-intensity guerrilla warfare. Yet the RLI and the rest of the security forces were able to convince their enemies that they could not defeat the Rhodesians outright in the field, and forced them to accept a negotiated political settlement to end the war.
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Corporal Bruce Kidd of 3 Cdo after a fireforce operation. Note the rifle magazines taped together for a fast reload, and the radio handset attached to the webbing. (RLI Regimental Association)




CHRONOLOGY

August 1953

The Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland formed, uniting Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland.

June 1960

The Belgian Congo gains independence, but slides into anarchy as black troops mutiny and the rich province of Katanga secedes.

September 1960

No. 1 Training Unit formed at Brady Barracks, Bulawayo.

February 1961

No. 1 Training Unit becomes 1st Battalion, The Rhodesian Light Infantry.

December 1961

The Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) is formed after previous nationalist groups have been banned.

April 1962

The RLI moves to Cranborne Barracks, Salisbury.

August 1963

ZAPU dissidents form the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU).

December 1963

The Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland is dissolved. Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland become independent as Zambia and Malawi. Britain refuses Southern Rhodesia independence without immediate majority rule, while the Rhodesians offer a phased transition over 15 years.

September 1964

Marxist FRELIMO (Frente de Libertação de Moçambique – Mozambique Liberation Front) rebels begin a campaign against Portuguese colonial government in Mozambique.

November 1964

The RLI becomes a commando battalion.

November 1965

Rhodesian Prime Minister Ian Smith announces the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI). British-inspired UN sanctions ban the sale of goods (including fuel and military equipment) to Rhodesia, and the purchase of Rhodesian exports.

April 1966

Battle of Sinoia; the members of a guerrilla band are arrested or killed by security forces. The ‘bush war’ begins.

1967–68

ZIPRA (Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army) forces infiltrate Rhodesia, but are tracked down and eliminated (operations Nickel, Cauldron and others.)

December 1972

The Altena Farm attack marks intensification of the ‘bush war’.

July 1973

The RLI begins to accept National Service conscripts.

April 1974

Leftist military coup overthrows the Portuguese government. The new government abandons its colonial possessions; Mozambique becomes independent from June 1975. The new FRELIMO government allows ZANLA (Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army) to use the country as a base from which to attack Rhodesia.

June 1974

The first experimental fireforce operation takes place.

December 1974

South African pressure forces a ceasefire. Imprisoned nationalist leaders are released for peace talks at Victoria Falls in August 1975, but no settlement is reached.

July 1975

The RLI is granted freedom of the city of Salisbury.

September 1976

Ian Smith accepts the principle of majority rule under UK, US and South African pressure. The Geneva peace talks begin, but collapse without resolution when the nationalists cannot agree amongst themselves.

1977

The RLI becomes a parachute battalion.

April 1977

The reserve call-up is extended to all white males aged between 38 and 50.

August 1977

A snap election gives Ian Smith an 85 per cent mandate for peace negotiations on the basis of majority rule.

November 1977

Operation Dingo takes place, a massive cross-border strike against ZANLA training camps in Mozambique.

September 1978

ZIPRA forces shoot down a Rhodesian Viscount airliner with a SAM-7 missile, and massacre the crash survivors. Rhodesian air strikes and airborne assaults against ZIPRA bases in Zambia are launched. A second Viscount is downed in February 1979.

April 1979

Elections are held after an ‘internal settlement’ is reached with nationalist groups willing to renounce violence. Moderate black nationalist Bishop Abel Muzorewa replaces Ian Smith as Prime Minister of Zimbabwe Rhodesia. ZIPRA and ZANLA boycott the elections and do not accept the results; sanctions continue.

September–October 1979

The RLI, SAS (Special Air Service) and Selous Scouts conduct significant cross-border attacks into Mozambique (operations Uric, Miracle and Tepid).

December 1979

The Lancaster House agreement ends the UDI.

February–April 1980

New elections are held, with significant voter intimidation despite international monitoring. ZANU leader Robert Mugabe becomes prime minister, and announces independence as the Republic of Zimbabwe.

October 1980

The Rhodesian Light Infantry is disbanded.
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Rhodesia and the surrounding states. (Author’s collection)




THE RHODESIAN WAR

Rhodesia was roughly the size of California, or 1½ times the size of the UK. The uplands around Salisbury were relatively cool, but dropped away to the scorchingly hot Zambezi valley in the north, and into wide plains to the south. Much of the country was sparsely inhabited and ‘big game’ such as elephant, lion and rhino could be a genuine danger on operations, though the ever-present Mopani flies were often regarded as a bigger nuisance.
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A young trooper from 2 Cdo in the Zambezi valley, in the late 1960s. (RLI Regimental Association)



Although whites formed only 225,000 of Rhodesia’s population of 5 million, they controlled the majority of the land and wealth. The government proudly maintained that Rhodesian blacks had a better standard of living than any other blacks in Africa. This was probably true, but it was enormously below that of Rhodesian whites.

The Rhodesian franchise was theoretically non-racial, but educational and economic qualifications meant that although almost all whites had the vote, very few blacks did. Although the council of chiefs provided some representation, and was taken seriously by the white government, it only reflected the more conservative rural blacks, not the increasingly radical nationalist urban blacks.

By the early 1960s, the nationalists formed two main parties. The Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) and its military wing, the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA), originally claimed to be non-tribal and to represent all black opposition, but the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) and its military wing, the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA), broke away in 1963 and ultimately became the larger of the two.

The two movements differed in their tactics and the ethnic groups from which they drew support. ZIPRA primarily recruited from the Ndebele ethnic group, and was led by Joshua Nkomo. It was Soviet-backed and although it did infiltrate guerrillas into Rhodesia, particularly in the early years, it focused on building a conventional force including artillery and armour. Many suspected that this force was primarily intended to fight ZANLA after any settlement, rather than the Rhodesian forces. ZIPRA troops were generally better equipped, trained and disciplined than those of ZANLA. They were usually uniformed, whereas ZANLA fighters often wore a mix of uniforms and civilian clothes.
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MAG gunner Marius Marais. The picture was used in a recruiting poster with the slogan, ‘It takes more than long hair and beads to win a war’. (RLI Regimental Association)



ZANLA recruited mostly from the Shona, the other main ethnic and linguistic group in Rhodesia. It was Chinese-backed, and advocated a Maoist campaign to control the black population by persuasion, indoctrination and intimidation. It focused on conducting guerrilla warfare within Rhodesia, initially from Zambia, and later Mozambique. It was led by Robert Mugabe during the main period of the war. ZANLA saw little benefit in confronting the security forces directly, preferring to force them to over-extend by attacking ‘soft’ targets such as farms while politicising the masses in preparation for a general uprising in the final phase of the struggle.

Although both movements were theoretically communist, their ideology had a definite local flavour, including the use of traditional ‘spirit mediums’ and propaganda referring back to the First Chimurenga, as the Ndebele and Shona called the Matabele uprising of 1896–97. Many hoped as late as 1968–69 that Britain would intervene on their behalf, and only looked to the communist bloc when Western aid was not forthcoming.

Guerrilla tactics typically involved entering a native village, demanding food, beer and women, conducting indoctrination sessions and leading the villagers in singing ‘liberation songs’. They would then punish any villagers accused of supporting the security forces. Such ‘sell-outs’ were beaten or bayoneted to death in public rituals; informers often had their eyes gouged out or their lips cut off beforehand.

Young men would be recruited for guerrilla training, while younger teenagers would become majibas, providing lookouts, couriers and informants. Recruitment often emphasised material benefits (pay, loot and status) as much as political ones, and some men said that they would have joined the Rhodesian African Rifles (RAR) to fight for the government equally willingly. Not all were willing volunteers; some were press-ganged, and guerrillas even raided rural schools to take the pupils away as recruits. Training emphasised political indoctrination as much as military skills and recruits were rarely warned about the firepower of the Rhodesian forces.

The guerrillas were generally equipped with Warsaw Pact small arms – PPSh sub-machine guns were common in the early days, though replaced later by SKS semi-automatic rifles, AK47 assault
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