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Abstract 
South African troops were involved in Angola’s struggle for independence from around 1975 
to 1990. Rather than support the struggle for independence, South Africa aimed to use the 
struggle for its own ends – perhaps even to incorporate the territory into the Republic. The 
problem was that South Africa was regarded as a pariah due to its policy of Apartheid, and 
would therefore not receive international support for its endeavours. This dilemma was solved 
for the Republic by the Cold War as the Angolan independence fighters were being supported 
by Cuba and the USSR. Using the struggle against communism as a front, South Africa was 
able to elicit support from the USA and Britain, the extent of which depended on who was in 
power in those two countries. 
 
In the existing literature on South Africa’s involvement in Angola references are made to 
American and British involvement. However, apart from military support being given in the 
form of the USA bypassing weapons sanctions, both countries had mercenaries participate in 
the struggles alongside the South Africans. Using archival sources in London and first hand 
accounts from South African soldiers involved in the war, this paper attempts to set out the 
extent of official and non-official British involvement in South Africa’s excursions into Angola. 
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Angola’s struggle for independence started in early 1961 and although the country obtained 
its freedom from Portugal on 11 November 1975, armed struggles continued, despite South 
Africa and Cuba signing a cease-fire in 1988, until 1991. The United States was instrumental 
in bringing about the peace, having been clandestinely involved in supporting the anti-Marxist 
UNITA. A fair amount has been written on the actions of the various countries involved in the 
Angolan struggle, and a perusal of the accounts hints at British involvement, but this has 
remained undeveloped. This paper therefore explores Britain’s involvement in Angola and in 
particular its response to South Africa’s involvement in the conflict. 
 
The relationship between Britain and South Africa dates back to 1803 when it would be more 
appropriate to talk of Southern Africa rather than South Africa, the latter denoting what 
became the Union of South Africa, is now the Republic of South Africa and the period covered 
by this paper. What is significant about this 150-year relationship is the animosity of a section 
of South Africans towards Britain. By the 1970s, this group, the National Party, had been 
running South Africa for over 25 years. Another significant feature of the time is that South 
Africa from pre-Union days had been quietly working to extend its borders and influence. This 
is most clearly evidenced during Jan Smuts’ lifetime and particularly when he was in 
government – of both the Transvaal Boer Republic and the Union of South Africa. However, 
although the Republic’s Bantustan policy appears to negate the idea that expansion was 
South Africa’s intention, the author posits that South Africa was still keen to expand, if not 
physically, then influentially. Thus, given Britain’s position within the world and 
Commonwealth, it was inevitable that the two countries’ paths would cross over Southern 
Africa. 
  
Apart from the ‘history’ between Britain and South Africa regarding Southern Africa, both 
countries had ‘histories’ with Portugal. Portugal was Britain’s oldest ally and was reliant on 
this relationship for its own status and position in Europe. This sensitivity was in turn the 
cause of tension with South Africa. From the time of the Boer Republics, Portugal was 
concerned that South Africa wanted part of Portuguese Mozambique on the East African 
coast. On the West African side though, although South Africa had made no overt attempts to 
obtain the Portuguese territory, it had been keen to incorporate South West Africa 
permanently, the British Protectorate of Bechuanaland and Rhodesia to round off the territory.  
 
Although the focus of this paper is 1975-1990, a number of the issues were already at play in 
the 1960s. South Africa’s reason for involvement in Angola was ostensibly to protect Namibia, 
previously South West Africa from insurgency attacks from SWAPO, the South West African 
People’s Organisation, which was using Angola as a base. Throughout the Angolan conflict, 
South Africa held to this basic premise which for the most part was accepted by both Britain 
and America. 
 
In a telling meeting on 12 March 1965, Britain set out why it could not adhere to sanctions 
against South Africa. Providing the UN resolution remained ‘under Chapter VI of the Charter’ 
and was ‘not mandatory’, the country could avoid placing sanctions on South Africa whilst not 
hindering other countries from doing so.  
  

‘(i) We could not afford to apply even partial sanctions (including an oil sanction) 
against South Africa in the light of the effect on our investments and our 
balance of payments. It was true that, if we opposed sanctions, we risked 
damage to our political and economic interests in Afro-Asian countries; but the 
degree of risk was less than would be involved in applying sanctions to SA.  
(ii) The enforcement of sanctions would require blockade measures, the cost of 
which would be far beyond the resources of the United Nations.  
(iii) Sanctions would do grave damage to Basotholand, Bechuanaland and 
Swaziland and this could not be effectively mitigated either by the UK or the UN. 
(iv) Sanctions were the wrong answer to the problem […]  
(v) If we endorsed sanctions against South Africa we should set ourselves a 
very embarrassing and dangerous precedent if Southern Rhodesia 
subsequently made a unilateral declaration of independence.’1  

                                                      
1 TNA: CAB 148/18/15, 12 March 1965 
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South Africa was Britain’s ‘second largest customer, taking exports worth £257million, or five 
per cent of [the] total exports’ in 1967.2 In addition to the economic importance of South 
Africa, the country was also integral to British defence strategy as noted by the Secretary of 
State for Foreign Affairs in 1965. 
 

‘(i) naval facilities at Simonstown were of value and alternative arrangements 
would be expensive  
(ii) need overflying rights to fulfil security commitments of former High 
Commission territories  
(iii) keep open the option of using the SA route for air reinforcement of the 
Middle and Far East.’3 

 
A year later, in 1966, the Foreign Office reaffirmed its stance on sanctions against South 
Africa when an official noted that ‘Our policy is to maintain and to increase our trade with 
S.Africa [sic] despite our objections to their internal policies. […] We remain firm on the Prime 
Minister’s statement of policy “except in war or near war conditions trade shd [sic] not be used 
as a means of expressing one’s disapproval of other people’s policies.”’4 This was the same 
reason for not engaging in discussions on Angola. Despite this view, the British did not want 
South Africa to rely on Britain to use the veto to support its case and was quite concerned 
about how other African and Asian countries would perceive its actions in the United Nations. 
This position was maintained until peace was achieved in the area, as seen in 1984, when 
Thatcher was accused of supporting UK business interests in South Africa over the rights of 
non-white South Africans. This included ensuring the safety of the Cape sea route.  
 
The dilemma for Britain was that as much as it needed South Africa for economic and 
defence purposes, the latter country’s policy of Apartheid proved a stumbling block. Whilst the 
majority of African and Asian countries believed that sanctions and pressure on the South 
African government was needed to bring about a repeal of the policy, Britain felt that, due to 
its vested interests, it could bring about the same change by working with the South African 
government.5 Further, as South Africa was the strongest military power on the African 
continent, any conflict it was involved in would impact on Britain’s relationship with the 
country, particularly from the 1960s when South Africa began to take control of its own 
defence. Until South Africa left the Commonwealth in 1960, the South African Defence Force 
had relied on Britain, having purchased no new equipment for fourteen-years, except for a 
few tanks in 1952 and aircraft in 1955.6 To protect its interests therefore, the 1960’s Wilson 
government took the approach that the sale of certain spares to South Africa, such as 
helicopters for carriers and survey ships, did not contravene the arms embargo as the spares 
could be used for non-military purposes.7  
 
The supply of weapons to South Africa for non-military purposes would continue to be a 
thorny issue whilst South African troops remained in Angola. But, providing members of the 
United Nations Security Council did not ask for more stringent sanctions to be placed on 
South Africa, Britain could continue to supply weapons whilst maintaining the moral ground 
opposing South Africa’s actions in Angola and the Apartheid policy. However, the changing 
geo-political situation in Southern Africa, together with a deterioration in the relationships 
between Britain and Portugal, and the United States and Portugal, made Britain’s position 
more difficult and led to Portugal, South Africa and Rhodesia liaising to protect their interests 
in Southern Africa.8 Rhodesia had declared itself independent under Ian Smith in November 
1965, thereby losing the protection it was entitled to as a British colony, South Africa was 
outside the Commonwealth and seen as a pariah state whilst Portugal’s colonial policy was 
under criticism from allies and others alike. The three Southern African governments 
                                                      
2 TNA: FCO 25/22, 24 April 1968 
3 TNA: CAB 148/18/20, 7 April 1965 
4 TNA: FO 371/187360, 10 January 1966 
5 TNA: FCO 25/21, 13 September 1967 
6 PH Frankel Pretoria’s Praetorians: Civil-military relations in South Africa, (Cambridge, 1984) 
p76 
7 TNA: CAB 148/18/9, 10 February 1965; CAB 148/18/14, 10 March 1965 
8 TNA: FCO 25/22, 8 April 1968 
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consisting of white politicians felt they had to stand by each other against the other African 
states. South Africa, apart from supporting Portugal, saw an opportunity to protect itself and 
Namibia by ensuring the safety of the Cabora Basa hydro-electric system which supplied the 
country with approximately sixteen per cent of its power.9 South Africa also provided the 
transport link between Rhodesia and the coast and was supporting the party favourable to 
Portugal in Angola. In addition, Portugal was buoyed by the fact that the United States was 
reliant on it for military bases and support in NATO whilst Britain was additionally concerned 
with the European Free Trade Association of which Portugal was also a member.10  
 
The day after Angola became independent, Britain announced in the House of Commons that 
it was following a policy of ‘non intervention and strict impartiality between the rival groups’. It 
also felt that it did not have much influence over the various parties involved and apart from 
supplying humanitarian aid, including a helicopter, had not supplied any arms to the area.11 
From then on, Britain encouraged South Africa to withdraw from the area in an attempt to 
reduce Cuban, and potential Soviet, involvement in the area spreading to Rhodesia with 
which it was still negotiating. Cuba had become involved in Angola following South African 
involvement and an attempted attack on Luanda in October 1975.12 The other reason for 
encouraging South Africa to reduce its involvement in the area was the fear of more stringent 
sanctions on South Africa being raised in the United Nations which Britain would not be able 
to oppose.13 Although South Africa seemed prepared to reduce its involvement in Angola as it 
could deal with SWAPO directly in the mandated territory, it made known to Britain that it had 
been encouraged to remain by the United States through the black states of Zambia, Zaire 
and Sengal.14 South African troops remained in Angola with involvement increasing in 1978 
when Cassinga was attacked and again in the early 1980s under the policy of ‘Total 
Onslaught’, supported by the United States through the CIA. 
 
The CIA had actively been recruiting mercenaries, including from Britain, to support UNITA, 
the pro-West faction. Numerous secondary sources make reference to mercenaries working 
with UNITA and being in the SADF, however, according to military officials in the South 
African Defence Force who fought in Angola, no mercenaries were employed in the SADF in 
Angola. Foreign soldiers were employed, however, they served under the same conditions 
and for the same pay as the regular South African troops. The official British stance was not 
to sanction the employment of mercenaries. However, over the length of the troubles in 
Angola, despite promising to amend the laws dealing with mercenaries in the UK, no 
government did so.15 In addition, MI6 was involved, however, its records are less accessible 
than those of the CIA which means that it cannot be said categorically that Britain did not 
support the use of mercenaries.16 As matters of state security, the realm of MI6, could not be 
dealt with in public, it is unlikely that the issue of mercenaries will be solved until the release 
of MI6 documentation or someone within the organisation speaks out of turn as John 
Stockwell of the CIA did.17 As Gelb noted having spoken to Henry Ford when he was involved 
in the CIA ‘“We [the CIA] and the British kept each other informed.” [… T]he British “did the 
absolute minimum just to keep their hand in” which seems to have been very prudent, since 

                                                      
9 TNA: FCO 25/25, 17 July 1968 
10 TNA: FCO 25/21, 13 September 1967; British commercial interests in Angola were 
conservatively estimated at sixty million pounds in 1975, P Hutton & J Bloch, What Britain did 
in Angola  
11 TNA: FCO 45/1685, 26 November 1975 
12 Thatcher Collection: Hansard HC [49/989-1000], 1 December 1983; Hansard HC [61/157-
66] 5 June 1984; Abdul Minty in J Marsh, Stop the war against Angola and Mozambique: 
Chronological account of acts of aggression against the Front Line States by Apartheid South 
Africa 1975-1981 (London, 1981), p4   
13 TNA: FCO 7/3129, 20 January 1976; CAB 190/100, 21 January 1976 
14 TNA: FCO 7/3128, 13 February 1976; SWAPO or South West African People’s 
Organisation 
15 TNA: FCO 7/3131, 14 April 1976; P Hutton & J Bloch, What Britain did in Angola, p240 
16 J Marsh, Stop the war against Angola and Mozambique, (London, 1981), p5; P Hutton & J 
Bloch, What Britain did in Angola, pp 237, 239, 240; F Bridgland, The War for Africa: twelve 
months that transformed a continent (Gibraltar, 1990), p254 
17 J Stockwell, In search of enemies (1979) 
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they were writing to letters to every African state condemning foreign intervention.’18 British 
documents make reference to sending observers to the Angola, or at least to withdrawing 
them19 but, even these observers, had they been with the South African forces, were under 
the same conditions as the other troops.  
 
Mercenaries were used in the Angolan conflict, mostly from America, France and Belgium, 
and worked directly with UNITA.20 The perception that South Africa employed mercenaries is 
the natural by-product of the country being secretive about its involvement in Angola and the 
fact that the SADF employed foreigners, including men who had served in Ian Smith’s army 
during Rhodesia’s period of UDI.21 A further possibility is that as a number of these ex-
Rhodesian soldiers became mercenaries and their accents are similar to those of white South 
Africans, it could easily be mistaken that South African troops were involved elsewhere in 
Angola. Secondary literature supports this interpretation as, when it does refer to the use of 
mercenaries, they are invariably found in areas where South Africans were not operating.22  
 
The 1980s saw a change in focus in Angola and the relationship between Britain and South 
Africa. The catalyst was the advent of Prime Minister Botha in South Africa in 1978, Margaret 
Thatcher in 1979 and Ronald Reagan as United States President in 1980. By the time 
Thatcher had consolidated her position as Prime Minister, after the Falklands War, South 
Africa’s leadership was in the process of dismantling Apartheid, by design or otherwise, and 
Botha was consolidating his power by adding the role of President to his remit. In line with 
both her Labour and Conservative predecessors, Thatcher’s underlying stance on South 
Africa, Angola and South West Africa/Nambia was to use British influence to bring about 
change.23 The difference between Thatcher and her predecessors was that she was prepared 
to be more open about Britain’s relationship with South Africa as evidenced by Botha being 
the first South African premier to visit the UK in an official capacity in 23 years.24 
 
With the advent of Ronald Reagan to the US Presidency, the United States President again 
took the lead in working to bring an end to the Angolan conflict through his envoy Chester 
Crocker, who employed what came to be known as ‘constructive engagement’.25 To an extent 
this worked in Britain’s favour as the country’s politicians could continue to employ rhetoric as 
needed to ensure its business interests remained protected whilst America took the brunt of 
pressure to speed up change in Southern Africa. South Africa however continued to make 
things more difficult by launching attacks in Angola and on Front Line States such as 
Botswana. Thatcher felt no compunction in doing what she felt appropriate to uphold Britain’s 
public position on South Africa, despite having received help from South Africa in the past.26 
However, she preferred not to use sanctions, as they would have a negative impact on the 
people they were intended to help and on the surrounding countries.27  
 

                                                      
18 J Marsh, Stop the war against Angola and Mozambique, (London, 1981), p239 
19 ibid., p240, 241 
20 TNA: FCO 25/306, 17 October 1967; FCO 25/25 November 1967 
21 PH Frankel Pretoria’s Praetorians: Civil-military relations in South Africa, (Cambridge, 
1984), p160; F Bridgland, The War for Africa: twelve months that transformed a continent 
(Gibraltar, 1990), p254 
22 TNA: FCO 25/306, 17 October 1967; FCO 25/25 November 1967; FCO 25/306, 7 
November 1967; J Marsh, Stop the war against Angola and Mozambique, (London, 1981) 
p240 
23 Thatcher collection: Hansard HC [13/748-52], 24 November 1981 
24 Thatcher collection: Hansard HC [61/157-66] 5 June 1984; David Owen as Labour Foreign 
Secretary had visited South Africa and ‘had conversations with Mr. Botha at that time.’ 
25 Thatcher collection: Reagan Library (NSC African Affairs Directorate Box 91026), 29 June 
1985; America’s position varied according to who was President and the relationship between 
the various US bodies such as the CIA and Senate.  
26 Thatcher collection: 4 July 1985, letter from Thatcher to Botha <www.aluka.org> from South 
African Department of Foreign Affairs; Hansard HC [61/157-66] 5 June 1984 
27 Thatcher collection: Hansard HC [84/815-24], 29 October 1985 
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A year later, Thatcher expanded on her reasons for opposing sanctions against South Africa. 
Despite Thatcher having referred to it as a ‘teeny little bit’, Britain had helped to move South 
Africa towards reform. She noted that  
 

‘[you will not] find another industrialised Western country that has done 
more – an embargo on exports of arms, refusal to co-operate in the 
military sphere, recall of military attachés, discouraging scientific events, 
except where those contribute to the ending of apartheid, cessation of oil 
exports to South Africa, prohibition of all new collaboration in the nuclear 
sector, cessation of exports of sensitive equipment to the police, banning 
all new Government loans, a commitment to take unilateral action on the 
banning of imports of Krugerrands – action that was taken – end of 
Government funding for trade missions and banning the import of all gold 
coins from South Africa.’  
 

During this same discussion, Thatcher made it known that platinum could only be obtained 
from two places in the world – one, the Soviet Union and the other, South Africa. Alienating 
South Africa through sanctions would mean that the Soviet Union would have the sole claim 
on platinum. Similarly, the Soviet Union would have the upper hand on the sale of diamonds, 
gold and various other metals which were also obtained from South Africa. As a further 
justification for not imposing sanctions, Thatcher mentioned the fact that 800,000 South 
Africans had access to the UK economy, through eligibility for passports, if the situation in 
South Africa deteriorated.28 
 
Over the years, and particularly once Cuba was involved, the struggle for Angola became part 
of the greater Cold War which was being fought between the opposing ideologies propounded 
by the United States and the Soviet Union. South Africa used the situation created by the 
Cold War to further its own ideal, ostensibly protecting the integrity of the country. The United 
States used the situation to further its ideology against that of the Soviet Union whilst Britain, 
supporting America, was able to openly use the global political situation to disguise its real 
reason for not wanting to upset South Africa through the imposition of sanctions. 
 
The interplay of events eventually meant that South Africa could no longer justify remaining in 
Namibia and granted that country its independence in 1990. This also meant withdrawing 
from Angola as the pretext for maintaining troops on the Angolan border to prevent ANC and 
SWAPO ‘terrorists’ infiltrating the Republic had been removed. Simultaneously, the refusal of 
American and some British companies to renew loans to South Africa unless Nelson Mandela 
was released from prison and free elections were held for all South Africans brought about 
the end of Apartheid, without disrupting Britain’s economic reliance on the country. South 
Africa maintained its position of power on the southern tip of the continent – the Namibian 
Dollar is linked to the South African Rand and the two economies remain reliant on each 
other, numerous South African companies have investments in surrounding territories and 
many of the original transport links to the land-locked countries continue to pass through 
South Africa. And, as seen by the recent difficulties in Zimbabwe, Britain and the United 
States continue to rely on South Africa to assist in finding a solution there. 
 
In the final assessment, Britain reluctantly supported South Africa’s involvement in Angola 
due to its subordinate relationship with the United States, providing South Africa kept as low 
an international profile as possible. This was due to Britain’s great reliance on South Africa for 
economic survival. As America played such a comparatively overt role in events in South 
Africa, Britain’s dual stance was able to remain hidden with few seeing through its strong 
moral stance. Although the main British principle appeared unchanged over the years as 
Thatcher reminded Labour in 1986,29 the extent to which it was vocalised, enforced or worked 
around varied according to which party was in power.  

                                                      
28 Thatcher collection: COI transcript, Interview with the Guardian newspaper,  8 July 1986 
29 Thatcher collection: Hansard HC [99/1193-98] 19 June 1986 
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