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From the pen of Robbie

In this First issue of 2022 I wish to 
express the hope that all our mem-
bers have experienced a happy 

transition from 2021 to 2022 and that 
you all are experiencing good health 
thus far.

2021 has once again be a ‘rustige’ 
year for us mainly due to the epi-
demic which keeps on preventing us 
from doing a number of things we 
were hoping to achieve. However, it 
seems promising that 2022 appears 
to be heading towards a lesser Covid 
stressed situation.

Welcome to 2022. A year that will 
probably be filled with surprises, 
whether pleasant or not so pleasant?

The only way we will survive the 
surprises will depend on our how we 
tackle them.

Personally, for me, it will more than 
likely be to face them as they come, 
or be annihilated in the process. Let’s 
hope that does not happen. I am often 
in two minds as to whether I need to 
start working on a brand new “idea”, 
or to try and resist the temptation. 

What would it take to get a new 
project going and how much am I pre-
pared to spend on getting something 
going again. Often I ponder and pon-
der and then our Vice Chair or another 
manco member comes up with new 
enthusiasm. It seems to me like an-
ything is possible at this stage and I 
am indeed thankful and blessed with a 
fine and continuing cooperative man-
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agement committee (Manco) to sup-
port our endeavours. 

The year is still young and I am sure 
it’s going to take a while to get back 
to the former enthusiasm that existed 
over many years amongst veterans 
from all over the veteran organisation 
spectrum in South Africa.

Whatever the case may be, I am 
hopeful that there will be more move-
ment out there and if that is one way to 
beat the current blues and state of lim-
bo, then that’s what we need to do. We 
do not need to bother about the bad 
things in life when there is so much 
good to be had, most of all in our sit-
uation by remembering and honouring 
the veterans who passed before us and 
in restoring the historical sense of pas-
sion towards our fallen brethren and 
those who follows after us 

I have just finished writing this ed-
itorial when we once gain received 
an invitation from the Rotary club of 
Claremont to again help out as Mar-
shals at the 2022 Cape Town Cycle 
Race, which is planned to take place in 
two week’ time, on Sunday, 13 March 
2022. Some of our locals cannot wait 
for this annual event to take place as it 
provides the opportunity of being an 
integral part of excitement that goes 
with witnessing more than 50,000 cy-
clists from all over the globe coming 
together, and with everything else as-
sociated with such a large happening.

At this stage it appears that our most 
important event, being our Annual

Continues on page 19
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Excellence in Extremis: The Rhode-
sian Corps of Signals 
Originally published in the Journal of the Royal Signals Institution, Spring 
2008. Published here with the permission of the Journal and of Dr Brian Aus-
tin. Introduction abridged by Ed Potterton.

The Rhodesian Bush War was a 
civil conflict from July 1964 to 
December 1979 in Rhodesia.

The conflict pitted three forces 
against one another: the Rhodesian 
forces under Ian Smith, the Zimbabwe 
African National Liberation Army, 
the military wing of Robert Mugabe’s 
Zimbabwe African National Union; 
and the Zimbabwe People’s Revo-
lutionary Army of Joshua Nkomo’s 
Zimbabwe African People’s Union.

Early Days
In 1965 Ian Smith, elected Prime 

Minister the year before by his Rhode-
sian Front Party after drawn-out nego-
tiations with Britain had got nowhere, 
took the fateful decision unilaterally to 
declare Rhodesia, as the country was 
now known, independent of Britain. 
His country was now on its own.

At the time of UDI the Rhodesian 
Army numbered around 3400 regu-
lars and 8,400 territorial troops. The 
Air Force had about 1,000 men and 
100 aircraft. The manpower figures 
were soon to increase substantially as 
peacetime soldiering turned rapidly to 
counter-terrorist operations and then 
almost to outright war.

The oldest regiment in the army 
was the Rhodesian African Rifles 
(RAR), formed in 1916 as the Rho-
desian Native Regiment. It had a dis-
tinguished fighting record beginning 
in Tanganyika during the First World 
War and continuing, as the RAR, in 
Burma during the Second World War 
and again in Malaya in the mid-fifties. 

The Rhodesian Light Infantry (RLI) 
was formed in 1961 as one of five bat-
talions of the Federal Army. Unlike the 
RAR with its black troops and NCOs 
under the command of white officers, 
the RLI was an exclusively white unit 
reflecting the concerns then emerging 
in Southern Rhodesia as the former 
Belgian Congo burst into flames and 
the Federation’s own foundations be-
gan to crumble. 

At around the same time an ar-
moured car squadron (equipped with 
Ferrets) was formed, as well as a par-
atroop squadron, essentially a resusci-
tation of the Rhodesian C Squadron, 
Special Air Service (SAS) that had 
also operated in Malaya. All were 
served by the Rhodesian Staff Corps 
of some 47 officers and men with its 
HQ in Salisbury and amongst whom 
was 1 Commander Signal Squadron.

The Southern Rhodesian Signal 
Corps was gazetted in 1948 and affil-
iated to the Royal Corps of Signals a 
year later. Its predecessor was the No 
1 Signal Company, numbering some 
50 men, almost all of whom had been 
recruited from the Southern Rhode-
sian Posts and Telegraphs Service 
soon after the outbreak of the Second 
World War. 

They soon found themselves with 
numerous other Rhodesians fighting 
alongside British and other Common-
wealth troops in the Western Desert. 
Rhodesia’s contribution to the war ef-
fort was some 26,000 troops, of whom 
15,000 were Africans and 1,500 were 
women. It was said to have been the 
largest contingent per head of popula-
tion from any country in the Empire.

With the setting up of the Central 
African Federation in 1953 many 
changes occurred within the military 
establishment tables. The Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland Corps of Signals (RN 
Sigs) came into being in February 
1957, though 1 Commander Signal 
Squadron had been in existence before 
then and continued thereafter. 

The first Staff Officer Signals at 
Army HQ in 1953 was Major D H 
Grainger. In 1957, Lieutenant Colonel 
Grainger OBE, ED, became the first 
Director of RN Sigs and served in that 
post until 1963. As a colonel, he then 
commanded 3 Brigade on its forma-
tion in 1967 before retiring to become 
the first (and only) Honorary Colonel 
of RhSigs until 1971.

The pool of Signals talent in Rho-
desia was to be increased significantly 
during those early years as a result of 
the influx of a number of experienced 
officers and NCOs from the South Af-
rican Corps of Signals (SACS). 

This occurred following the defeat 
in the general election of 1948 of Field 
Marshal Smuts’s United Party govern-
ment in South Africa by the National-
ists who had attempted, by both fair 
means and foul, to keep South Africa 
out of the war - especially if that meant 
being on the side of Britain! Memories 
of the Boer War were both long and 
bitter. Dr DF Malan’s National Party 
government soon lost no time in purg-
ing the Union Defence Force (UDF) 
of senior officers who were perceived 
to be “too British” in philosophy and 
outlook. 

In their place came men whose sym-
pathies were much more in line with 
those of the new government. Many, 
of course, had seen little or even no 
wartime service. The rapid promotion 
of officers for reasons of their political 
compliance rather than their military 
credentials was soon evident even at 
much lower levels within the rank 
structure and many English-speaking 
officers, seeing their careers suddenly 
blighted, left the UDF. 

The immediate beneficiaries of this 
haemorrhaging of talent were the Fed-
eral Army and Air Force across the 
Limpopo River to the north. As a re-
sult, by 1960, some 40 per cent of the 
European element of the Federal forc-
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es were South Africans.

Rhodesian Signals: the Sixties
It was not just the South African 

military that was losing men of cali-
bre. With the break-up of the Feder-
ation in 1963, there was no real drive 
to improve conditions of service and 
thereby to make a career in the army 
seem particularly attractive. Instead 
the financial brakes were applied af-
ter the Federation’s demise and many 
men therefore left the colours.

The Director of Signals (D Sigs) 
at this time was Lieutenant Colonel 
Denis Mathews, who had previously 
been OC, The School of Signals of 
the SACS. Mathews was faced with 
a number of immediate tasks: to pro-
vide adequate fixed communications 
for the Army; to recruit personnel into 
the Corps; to ensure that the Corps 
had sufficient competent instructors 
as well as equipment and vehicles 
for its training role and for the vari-
ous squadrons, and most importantly, 
to replace the radio and other equip-
ment inherited from the Federal Army 
that was now both inappropriate and 
chronically unserviceable.

The HF radio equipment used by 
the Rhodesian Corps of Signals at the 
time consisted of the SR 62 at Battal-
ion/Company level and the SR A10 at 
Company/Platoon level. A note on the 
nomenclature is in order at this stage. 

Whereas the wartime British Army 
radio equipment was prefixed by WS 
for “wireless set”, the form changed 

thereafter and the Rhodesian Army 
used SR for “station radio”. Hence the 
SR 62 was the former WS No.62, de-
veloped immediately after WWII and 
based on those two workhorses, the 
WS No.19 and WS No.22. 

But from here on in this account 
of Rh Sigs the numbering system 
will deviate markedly from the Brit-
ish scheme of things and even though 
some numbers may suggest direct 
equivalence, it may no longer be the 
case and readers should be aware of 
this fact. 

It is of interest, too, to note that the 
A10 was actually an Australian de-
sign known there and elsewhere as 
the A510. The Rh Sigs radios were 
therefore unique unto themselves and 
in many cases this was true in many 
more ways than one!

For communications within infan-
try battalions the Army used the SR 
31 and the SR 88 sets, both of which 
operated on FM within the 38 to 48 
MHz or “low-band” part of the VHF 
spectrum. 

But this equipment had seen much 
rugged service with the Federal Army 
and the sets were now notoriously un-
reliable. Consequently, they were well 
nigh useless. 

An experiment, which was to prove 
to be a portent of an extremely impor-
tant development to come, saw the 
introduction in about 1962/3 of high-
band (118MHz), amplitude modulated 
(AM) hand-held radios designated the 
SR 47F. They were acquired because 

of the need for ground-to-air com-
munications at platoon level but the 
particular sets were not sufficiently 
robust and proved unreliable. How-
ever, an important “high band” VHF 
application, soon to become vitally 
important, had been identified.

The Equipment Upgrade
Ever since its inception, Rh Sigs 

had obtained virtually all its equip-
ment from Britain. If for no other rea-
son, long established ties of loyalty 
to the Royal Corps of Signals and to 
British-manufactured equipment in 
general had determined the policy. 

However, the Rhodesians had no 

influence on its specifications or de-
sign and occasionally this meant that 
equipment was in use that was not en-
tirely appropriate for the task in hand. 
In addition, there was the need to keep 
in stock costly quantities of spares 
because of the long procurement and 
delivery delays that were typical of 
the times. And so to circumvent these 
problems there was good reason to li-
aise much more closely with the rap-
idly developing South African arma-
ments and electronics industries. 

Ties were therefore established in 
the early 1960s with two companies in 
Durban that were developing military 
radio hardware. Then, in November 

MANPACK: The Racal TR28 radio.
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1965, Rhodesia’s decision to declare 
UDI made these South African links 
absolutely obligatory because the 
supply of all British-made equipment 
ceased abruptly.

As early as 1957, Second Lieuten-
ant A H G Munro, when minding the 
shop in the absence overseas of the 
Army’s Staff Officer Signals (Major 
Grainger), was instructed to prepare 
a report for the GOC’s Annual CO’s 
Conference, including a forecast of 
likely developments in the communi-
cations field. 

Gordon Munro, appreciating the 
part that transistors were now begin-
ning to play in electronics systems, 
and aware of the importance of sin-
gle-sideband (SSB) as a far more ef-
fective mode than full carrier AM, 
stuck his neck out in that document 
and predicted that within ten years 
solid-state SSB transceivers would be 
available in manpack form. 

On his return Don Grainger gave 
him a rocket for allowing his imagi-
nation to get the better of him but the 
young subaltern stuck to his guns. 
Major Munro was to be proved right - 
and almost on time too - when, in May 
1967, the TR28 (or B16 in Rh Sigs no-
menclature) 25 W PEP SSB manpack 
appeared in the signals inventory in 
Rhodesia. 

That equipment, the first SSB man-
pack in the world (which followed 
its RT14 prototype), was designed 
and developed in Durban by S.M.D. 
Electronics, soon to be Racal SMD 

and then Racal South Africa when the 
British radio communications manu-
facturer became its major shareholder.

The TR 48 (SR B22), a synthesized 
SSB manpack, was to follow and to 
become Rhodesia’s stalwart for long-
range, portable, communications. 
Thus Racal, in its various guises in 
South Africa, became a very signifi-
cant source of state-of-the-art equip-
ment for the Rhodesian military. 

In fact, the first of many variants 
of SSB equipment supplied to the Rh 
Army by S.M.D. was the SR 422B, a 
100W PEP mobile set with four crys-
tal-controlled channels. This followed 
its very successful use by the Rhode-
sian Department of National Parks as 
early as 1961. 

It was known as the SR C14 by 
the Army where it saw long service 
in logistics links. It would soon be 
supplanted in a front-line role by the 
TR15 (SR C24), a highly effective 
SSB transceiver (soon to include a 
frequency-hopping version) and both 
were designed and manufactured by 
Racal South Africa.

Another Durban electronics compa-
ny called United Electronics, special-
ising mainly in VHF equipment, had 
stepped into the breach early in 1965 
when the SR 47s were discarded by 
supplying Rh Sigs with the A60 Mk1, 
a lightweight VHF AM transceiver 
with six crystal-controlled channels in 
the aeronautical band. 

These sets were issued to 1RAR, 
1RLI and C Squadron SAS down to 
platoon/troop level for ground-to-air 
use and they soon proved their worth 
when used during a major exercise 
(Ex LONG DRAG) held in Septem-
ber 1965 just two months before Ian 
Smith announced Rhodesia’s unilater-
al declaration of independence. 

Exercise LONG DRAG
The outcome of Exercise LONG 

DRAG was to prove crucial to the sub-
sequent modus operandi of the Rhode-
sian Army and indeed to its Corps of 
Signals. LONG DRAG was organised 
by 2 Brigade for the purpose of testing 
its primary unit, the RLI, recently con-
verted from a conventional infantry 
battalion to a smaller and more mobile 
commando unit with significantly in-
creased firepower. 

The exercise also involved troops 
from the RAR, SAS, Engineers, Ser-
vice Corps as well as the Rhodesian 
Air Force to provide the necessary 
air support, reconnaissance, casualty 
evacuation and so on. 

It was, in fact, the largest exercise 
held since the break-up of the Feder-

ation. The exercise area was very ex-
tensive too, covering the northern and 
eastern regions of Rhodesia.

HQ 2 Bde functioned as higher con-
trol for the exercise with K Tp, 2 Sig 
Sqn, in the field with the new C14 ra-
dios to provide the necessary long-dis-
tance communications. 

A calamity that nearly brought the 
exercise to an ignominious close, al-
most before it had begun, happened 
when radio communications between 
the exercise area and Cranborne Bar-
racks in Salisbury proved to be well 
nigh impossible. 

However, the situation was rescued 
when WO1 Con Stuart-Steer, com-
manding K Tp, constructed and erect-
ed (in double quick time) an antenna 
system known to the international ra-
dio amateur community as the G5RV. 
Its multi-frequency capability, hori-
zontally polarised pattern and high 
angle of radiation at low frequencies 
were ideal for the sky wave propaga-
tion paths over the distances involved 
in the exercise. This proved to be a 
salutary lesson.

Maj Munro, now OC 2 Sig Sqn, 
was the Chief Technical Umpire for 
the exercise and, at its conclusion he, 
along with two colleagues from the 
Army Service Corps, had to report on 
all technical and logistics aspects and 
this, of course, included communica-
tions. 

Ground-to-air communications us-
ing the A60 Mk1 were excellent even 
up to distances of 150km, depending 

FIRE FORCE: Paratroopers prepare to 
board a Rhodesian Air Force Dakota. 
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upon intervening terrain and the air-
crafts’ altitude, of course. 

By contrast, regimental communi-
cations within 1RLI, who were still 
only equipped with the SR 62 and SR 
A10 radios (the TR28/B16 had not yet 
arrived), were generally unreliable 
and often poor. 

Again, the day was saved by the ac-
tion of an experienced regimental sig-
nals officer who set up a relay station, 
equipped with the A 60 sets, on high 
ground in his area of operation. 

As a result he achieved good 24-
hour communications for his Com-
mando and in so doing sowed a very 
important seed. Maj Munro’s umpire’s 
report made special mention of this 
and, in due course, it came to the at-
tention of the Director of Signals who, 
with his staff in the Directorate, soon 
realised that this use of frequencies in 
the aeronautical band for ground-to-
ground purposes opened the way for 
an integrated communications system 
which naturally included the Rhode-
sian Air Force. But to provide for so 
many additional functions made radio 
equipment with a multi-channel capa-
bility an absolute necessity.

Heresy and Revolution
To those who have spent their lives 

as army signallers it will immediate-
ly be evident that thinking along such 
lines bordered on heresy because army 
VHF communication took place at so-
called “low band” VHF (typically, 26 
- 76 MHz). 

In addition, the allocation of radio 
frequencies to users - whoever and 
wherever they are - is a very careful-
ly controlled and closely monitored 
activity, backed up by the rigours of 
international treaty and with the coer-
cion of international sanctions always 
hanging over those who flout them. 

Fortunately, the relevant clauses 
amongst the international telecom-
munications regulations contained the 
inevitable footnote. It allowed coun-
tries in various parts of Africa to use 
frequencies in the aeronautical VHF 
band (or “high-band”) for mobile 
ground-ground purposes provided the 
local frequency registration authori-
ties agreed. 

In Rhodesia’s case such agreement 
was readily forthcoming because the 
Department of Civil Aviation was the 
authority immediately concerned and 
it had long-since accepted the situa-
tion.

But another hurdle had to be over-
come and it had the potential of being 
equally as damaging were agreement 
not reached. Local alliances between 
some countries of southern Africa 
were strong: Rhodesia and South Af-
rica, particularly, were bound in many 
ways by ties of kith and kin while both, 
in the late 1960s, both were facing the 
twin pressures of African nationalism 
and negative world opinion. 

In addition, the two Portuguese ter-
ritories of Angola and Mozambique 
were in the same boat. The natural 
inclination was for the military estab-

lishments in the three countries to li-
aise very closely and nowhere is such 
cooperation more crucial than in the 
area of radio communications. 

Both South Africa and Portugal fol-
lowed the policy of equipping their 
forces along Nato lines, the latter 
for the obvious reason that she was 
a founding member of that alliance. 
And standard NATO policy was to 
use “low band” VHF, with frequen-
cy modulation (FM), for ground-to-
ground communications within and 
between armies. 

Any Rhodesian decision unilateral-
ly to use “high band” VHF, and with 
amplitude modulation (AM) to boot 
(since aeronautical VHF communi-
cations were all conducted on AM), 
would cause much concern and not a 
little chaos.

The Rhodesian Signals Directorate 
well understood all this. Fortunately 
their links with their South African 
colleagues were very harmonious. 

Following UDI and the immediate 
exclusion of all Rhodesians from any 
contact with the British military es-
tablishment, those ties became even 
stronger with contact and collabora-
tion at all levels. 

Many Rhodesian officers who 
would have attended Sandhurst as 
cadets and then returned some years 
later as students on Staff Courses at 
Camberley, now found themselves on 
such courses in South Africa instead. 

Indeed, possibly the last Rhodesian 
to see the inside of Camberley was 

Major Norman Orsmond who was 
destined to become Director of Sig-
nals of the Rhodesian Army. He com-
pleted his staff course there the day 
before UDI was declared!

Terrorism and Contingent
Communications

Though Exercise LONG DRAG 
had clearly indicated the advantages 
to be gained by going the “high band” 
route, and both the 12 channel A60 
Mk2 and then the 24 channel A63 
were obtained from the manufacturer 
in Durban, other factors necessitated 
closer liaison between the southern 
African allies. 

By 1970 all three countries were 
facing either incursions by Marx-
ist-trained and inspired terrorists 
(ZANLA and ZIPRA) or, as in the 
case of Mozambique, an internal in-
surrection by FRELIMO, the nation-
alist movement bent on driving the 
Portuguese out of the colony.

Rhodesia set up a number of opera-
tional areas as the terrorist incursions 
spread across the country. Each area 
was given a highly distinctive name 
such as Op Hurricane which extended 
through the north and northeast; Op 
Thrasher that covered the eastern re-
gion, Op Repulse, the southeast, and 
so on. 

Within each was the Joint Opera-
tional Command (JOC) from where 
everything was coordinated. Sub-
JOCs existed at the various Forward 
Airfields or FAFs, while the two main 
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air bases were at New Sarum outside 
Salisbury and at Thornhill near the 
town of Gwelo. Cooperation between 
the armed forces of (some of!) Rhode-
sia’s neighbours was now vitally im-
portant too.

In the early days of the bush war 
Rhodesian and Portuguese troops 
fought almost shoulder-to-shoulder 
in some actions while South African 
troops and aircraft were to play an 
ever more important role later on. 

This cooperation between the three 
countries stepped up a gear in 1971 
when agreement was reached to stand-
ardise military communications as far 
as possible so as to achieve compati-
bility down to the lowest level. 

This, of course, meant low band 
VHF with FM as the modulation 
mode, precisely the system the Rho-
desians had abandoned five years be-
fore.

To some extent Rhodesia’s hands 
were tied because of its dependence 
on the South African armaments in-
dustry. The Signals Directorate, un-
der its new Director Lt Col Orsmond 
(who had just taken over from Lt Col 
Bill de Haast) and his Air Force coun-
terpart, therefore had little option but 
to agree and so the 24 channel SR A30 
was ordered from South Africa for use 
by the infantry. 

Both the Rhodesian Air Force and 
the para-military British South Africa 
Police (BSAP), whose history was as 
old as Rhodesia’s itself, took steps to 
equip themselves accordingly in order 

to ensure interoperability.
But the infantry were soon decided-

ly unhappy and it was the man literally 
on the ground - the infantry soldier - 
who rejected the SR A30. 

The flexible whip antenna it re-
quired at low-band VHF was too long: 
it got in the way when boarding and 
alighting from a helicopter; it made a 
noise when being dragged through the 
thick bush of the Rhodesian lowveld 
and, most importantly of all, it made 
the man carrying the radio a sitting 
duck of a target. 

These concerns were soon raised at 
the very highest level and since they 
were echoed by the Air Force, but for 
rather different reasons, they carried 
much weight.

The Rhodesian Air Force was great-
ly concerned at the switch to low-
band VHF forced upon it because of 
the need to maintain radio contact be-
tween its helicopters and the troops on 
the ground. 

Until now the existing high-band 
VHF equipment onboard the helicop-
ters served this purpose admirably. 
Changing to the lower frequencies 
would necessitate fitting antennas 
more than twice as long as the existing 
dual dipoles mounted on pylons ahead 
of the helicopter’s Perspex canopy. 

Not only would the increased length 
pose severe operational problems to 
the aircraft but, even more important-
ly, it was felt that the Becker homing 
system with which all the helicopters 
were fitted, and which played such a 

crucial role in the operations with the 
army (as we shall see), would be se-
verely compromised.

It was clear that a critical decision 
had to be taken even if that meant re-
versing the previous one and incurring 
some cost penalties as a result. 

The Director of Signals to whom 
this unenviable task fell was Lt Col 
Gordon Munro (no stranger to contro-
versy!). After studying the situation 
very carefully, and having conferred at 
length with his counterparts in the Air 
Force and the BSAP, Gordon Munro, 
in his position as ex officio chairman 
of the Joint Signals Board (JSB), pro-
duced a logical and tightly argued case 
that he submitted to the Operations 
Coordinating Committee (OCC) for 
its approval. 

It was soon forthcoming and so the 
reversion to high-band VHF was ap-
proved. In the light of the rather spe-
cial circumstances in which the Rho-
desians found themselves, the South 
African military agreed that compat-
ibility with its ground forces should, 
under the circumstances, be sacri-
ficed. The Portuguese by this stage 
had already abandoned both Angola 
and Mozambique.

Fire Force and Sticks
Throughout the Bush War the Rho-

desian Air Force flew, amongst many 
other aircraft, the Alouette III helicop-
ter, usually in very close support of 
the RLI, RAR, SAS and Selous Scouts 
below them on the ground. 

It became the workhorse of the war 
and the Fire Force tactics developed 
by the Army and the Air Force de-
pended on the very closest of coopera-
tion between them.

By 1970 the degree of “jointery” 
achieved between the Army, the Air 
Force and the BSAP made the Rhode-
sians into a formidable fighting force 
and the terrorists were very much on 
the back foot as a result. 

The country had even managed to 
ride out the privations caused by inter-
national sanctions by adapting to the 
circumstances and by exploiting to the 
full the rich agricultural harvest that 
had long made Rhodesia the breadbas-
ket of Africa. This spirit of enterprise 
paid off in other directions too with 
some individuals becoming expert 
“sanctions busters”!

The Fire Force concept was defined 
in the counter insurgency (COIN) 
manual as the “Immediate reaction to 
a reported terrorist presence by heli-
copter-mobile troops in conjunction 
with appropriate air support”. 

The Fire Force itself consisted of a 
reinforced rifle company of 120 men 
made up of the command element, 
helicopter-borne “stop” groups, a par-
achute “sweep” group and a reinforce-
ment group also known as the land tail 
or second wave. 

Its key element was the four man 
“stick” with each stick (of which there 
were usually four or five per opera-
tion) under the command of a corporal 
armed with an FN 7.62mm rifle and 
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carrying an SR A63 radio. 
With him were three infantrymen, 

one with a general-purpose MAG ma-
chine gun while the others were armed 
with FNs. One of those also doubled 
as a medic. The corporal had consid-
erable autonomy as to how he con-
ducted the operation and he exercised 
a degree of initiative not common at 
that level in many armies. 

As a result, it was very much a “cor-
porals’ war”. Working closely with the 
sticks were tracker-combat teams of 
four to five men whose tracking skills 
had been honed by the rangers of the 
National Parks Board.

The sticks went into battle in the 
Alouette helicopters led by the K-car 
carrying the Fire Force commander 

who was usually an RLI major. 
As well as controlling the action 

on the ground by radio, the K-car 
also played a vitally important at-
tack role because it was armed with a 
side-mounted 20mm cannon. 

Following immediately behind it 
were three or four other Alouettes 
each armed with twin (later quad-) 
barrelled 0.303 calibre machine guns.

Each G-car carried a four-man in-
fantry stick. Later in the Bush War, 
the RLI joined the SAS is using para-
troopers jumping from the Air Force’s 
fleet of vintage Dakotas. 

The paras set up ambush positions 
and stop groups as part of the Fire 
Force actions and also played crucial 
roles in the many cross-border opera-

tions that the Rhodesian Army mount-
ed into both Mozambique and Zambia.

From a signals point of view it’s 
important to understand how the Fire 
Force operated. Essentially there were 
three distinct types of operations: 
pre-emptive strikes, call outs and rap-
id reaction events. 

The first usually followed intelli-
gence reports from a variety of sourc-
es, e.g. captured terrorists and col-
laborators, from SAS teams or from 
airborne reconnaissance by the Air 
Force’s Canberras and Hawker Hunt-
ers. 

The second followed reports, by ra-
dio, from ground-based observation 
posts (OPs), soon to become the pre-
serve of the Selous Scouts who were 
quite unsurpassed as clandestine oper-
atives; while the third would be in re-
sponse to a terrorist attack on ground 
forces or civilians. 

All Fire Force actions clearly re-
quired excellent radio communica-
tions with the last even involving in-
flight briefing by radio when en-route. 

Not surprisingly, the conventional 
army-style voice procedure was found 
to be far too pedestrian and so a very 
slick procedure soon evolved that be-
came synonymous with the Rhodesian 
military forces. 

To increase the area of coverage re-
lay stations were sited on carefully se-
lected mountains with some being un-
manned and therefore battery charging 
was accomplished using solar panels.

Going it Alone
In 1976, when Lt Col Dick Tilly 

took over as DSigs , a title soon to be-
come Commander Rhodesian Corps 
of Signals (C Rh Sigs), the situation in 
southern Africa changed dramatically. 

First of all, following a military 
coup in Portugal in 1974 and the top-
pling of the government, the two Por-
tuguese territories in southern Africa, 
Angola and Mozambique, were grant-
ed precipitate independence. 

The outcome was that Robert Mug-
abe’s ZANLA were given free rein 
within that country by the Mozam-
bique government of Samora Machel. 

Then, South Africa embarked on 
its détente exercise of trying to reach 
an accommodation with the so-called 
front-line states. Until then there had 
been a contingent of South African 
policeman operating alongside the 
Rhodesian forces, ostensibly to pre-
vent South African terrorists from in-
filtrating through Rhodesia en route 
to South Africa. They were now with-
drawn and Rhodesia, essentially, was 
on its own.

Then, in September 1976, the Amer-
icans became involved when Henry 
Kissinger, the US Secretary of State. 
He contrived with the South African 
government to put pressure on Rhode-
sia to reach an immediate accord with 
the African nationalists led by Mug-
abe and Nkomo.

But to the Rhodesians that looked 
like abject surrender and it was made 
worse by the fact that the South Af-

AIR POWER: A Rhodesian Air Force Aérospatiale Alouette III helicopter. Used mainly 
for Fire Force missions, they were the workhorse of the Air Force.
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rican government had taken steps to 
hold back essential supplies of am-
munition and fuel that were so vital 
to Rhodesia’s military success in the 
field. In addition, South African hel-
icopters and their crews, as well as 
members of the South African Corps 
of Signals who had been engaged in 
electronic warfare (EW) on Rhode-
sia’s northern border, were summarily 
withdrawn. 

But all was far from lost, at least 
from a Signals point of view. In 1975, 
a Rhodesian company well known as 
a manufacturer of domestic and car ra-
dio receivers began producing equip-
ment suitable for the much harsher 
military conditions. 

WRS Electronics, having obtained 
the services of a highly skilled engi-
neer from South Africa, produced a 
synthesized AM transceiver that op-
erated from 122 to 142 MHz that be-
came the SR A76 in the Rh Sigs inven-
tory. It followed this with synthesized 
HF SSB radios SR B29/30, the latter 
with an automatic antenna tuning unit 
(ATU).

The intensity of the bush war in-
creased markedly and the Rhodesian 
forces were, at times, considerably 
stretched. 

In March 1977 Rhodesia appoint-
ed a Commander of Combined Op-
erations (Lt General Peter Walls, for-
merly Commander of the Army) and 
a Combined Operations Centre (Co-
mops), with Lt Col Henton Jaaback, 
who was soon to become C Rh Sigs, 

as Senior Signals Officer. Comops 
now took overall charge of the execu-
tion of the war, both tactically and, to 
some extent, strategically. 

The enemy was no longer the rather 
rag-tag bunch they were in 1966 when 
the first serious raids were launched 
into Rhodesia from Zambia. By 1978 
the Chinese-backed ZANLA forces of 
Mugabe claimed to have 15,000 armed 
men inside Rhodesia; by comparison 
Nkomo’s ZIPRA, with its Russian 
backing, never deployed more than 
2,000 inside the country. 

The bulk of ZANLA’s forces re-
mained in Zambia. This disparity in 
approach was just one of many differ-
ences between the two terrorist “ar-
mies”: ZIPRA were essentially trained 
for a conventional assault on Rhodesia 
when the time was judged to be right; 
ZANLA, by contrast, adopted Mao’s 
doctrine of infiltrating the local pop-
ulation who were then to be cowered, 
often with considerable coercion, into 
furthering Mugabe’s cause. 

However, a tenuous and often ex-
tremely fractious fusion between the 
two terrorist forces was eventually 
brought about by pressure from the 
Organisation of African Unity (OAU) 
and so the so-called Patriot Front (PF) 
came to be ranged against Rhodesia’s 
military forces.

To counter this the Rhodesians 
mounted a series of cross-border op-
erations to destroy the PF camps that 
intelligence had indicated were bas-
es from which incursions were being 

mounted into Rhodesia. 
Accounts of these highly successful 

raids have been given in considerable 
detail elsewhere, so just one will be 
discussed here, but it should be appre-
ciated that Rh Sigs played a massive-
ly important part in all of them since 
their success depended critically on 
effective radio communications. 

The fact that communications were 
so successful meant that Signals were 
frequently just taken for granted. Not 
only had the Fire Force tactics be-
come highly developed but also the 
more conventional style of warfare in-
volving much larger forces, including 
Rhodesia’s Armoured Car Squadron 
as well as the Rhodesian Artillery, was 
becoming increasingly common.

Op Uric in September 1979 was a 
classic example of a highly coordi-
nated cross-border raid by Rhodesian 
land and air forces supported by a sig-
nificant number of South African Air 
Force helicopters and ground troops 
(the South African government under 
its new Prime Minister, P W Botha, 
being considerably better disposed to-
wards the Rhodesian cause than was 
his predecessor B J Vorster). 

Since it was known that FRELI-
MO, now essentially the army of 
Mozambique, were equipped with 
Russian-made radars, the Rhodesians 
fitted a Dakota aircraft with HF, VHF 
and UHF receivers connected to clus-
ters of antennas disposed about the 
Dakota’s fuselage. 

That appearance led naturally to its 

name, the Warthog. The four signal-
lers from 8 Sig Sqn, the Army’s EW 
specialists, who manned the Warthog 
were able to monitor all possible fre-
quencies likely to be used both by the 
radars as well as the usual communi-
cations channels used by ZANLA and 
ZIPRA. 

Also on board was a Rhodesian-de-
veloped automatic encryption system 
connected to the signallers’ teleprint-
ers thereby massively speeding up the 
processing of all outbound radio mes-
sages. 

This unarmed EW aircraft was to 
prove vital in all such cross-border 
operations and it contributed greatly 
to their success.

Conclusion
Though the Rhodesians were nev-

er defeated on the battlefield, such 
conflicts as the country had waged 
for nearly fifteen years since UDI are 
never won by military means alone. 
Eventually, in November 1979, the 
Lancaster House Conference settled 
Rhodesia’s fate. 

The following February the country 
went to the polls and Robert Mugabe’s 
party won a landslide victory - though 
evidence of massive intimidation was 
stark. In a letter to The Times in Jan-
uary 1978, the retired British General 
Sir Walter Walker wrote the following 
about the Rhodesian army:

“Their army cannot be defeated in 
the field either by terrorists or even a 
much more sophisticated enemy. In my 
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professional judgement based on more 
than twenty years’ experience, from 
Lieutenant to General, of counter-in-
surgency and guerrilla type opera-
tions, there is no doubt that Rhodesia 
now has the most battle-worthy and 
professional army in the world today 
for this type of warfare.”

And undoubtedly, Certa Cito meant 
exactly what it said in Rhodesia.

Who is Dr Brian Austin?
Brian Austin is a retired academic 

and sometime soldier. As an electron-
ics engineer educated in South Africa 
he worked for ten years in the Cham-
ber of Mines Research Laboratories 
developing radio systems for use un-
derground in mines before becoming 
a senior lecturer at his alma mater, the 
University of the Witwatersrand, in 
Johannesburg. 

Then, after emigrating to England 
with his family in 1987, he joined the 
Department of Electrical Engineering 
and Electronics at the University of 
Liverpool.

His soldiering all took place in South 
Africa where, after national service in 
the South African Corps of Signals, he 
spent another twelve years in the Cit-
izen Force (TA equivalent) before re-
tiring as OC Tactical Communication 
Signals Squadron at Witwatersrand 
Command in the rank of Major.
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Continued from page 2
Luncheon on Sunday, 1 May 2022, may 
not take place as a result of members’ 
reluctance to gathering in crowds. We 
have booked the newly created Rose-
dale Club facility of the SA Legion in 
Mowbray for that day, but time will 
tell if the event will be staged, or not. 
Manco still needs to decide on this is-
sue. 

Because of the never ending ep-
idemic our Events Sub-Committee 
staged a successful social event via the 
Zoom process on Monday, 13 Decem-
ber 2021. This has set the stage for our 
sub-committee to arrange further such 
social gatherings which, because of the 
electronic process, allows much great-
er participation amongst our members 
and not only those few who live in 
close proximity of our headquarters. I 
wish this sub-committee well in their 
work. In our last issue in December 
2021 we paid tribute to Willie van der 
Merwe who was a keen member of 
this sub-committee, who sadly passed 
away on 7 November last year.

We welcome the following two new 
members:

• Maj (Ret’d) John Arenson, 
who served as officer commanding of 
71 Signal Unit from 28 February 1977 
to 31 December 1977. John now re-
sides in Los Angeles, USA.

• Tracy Lee Downing who re-
sides in Rondebosch, Cape Town and 
served as a Sparkie (Radio Operator) 
with the rank of Killick in the SA 
Navy as a cryptographer and trained 

in radios, morse code, flag semaphore 
and signal lamps.

• Frans Conradie who served 
as a Major at 71 Signal Unit. Frans 
now resides in Mahikeng, North West 
Province.

• James Tintinger, our first 
member in Australia. James served as 
a Signalman with 2 Signal Regiment 
doing national service in 1990.

Our undermentioned member sad-
ly passed away in “early” November 
2021. His former wife notified us 
when we invited the member to join 
our Zoom social meeting on 13 De-
cember:

• Johan Hendrik Beukes – Jo-
han joined us in June 2021 and 
was resident in Springs, having                                                          
served with 7 Signal Group in Johan-
nesburg.

Certa Cito veteran greetings.
Robbie Roberts
Chairman
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Farewell and Bon Voyage  
The Signals Association bids farewell to Peter Horsbrough, a Friend of the As-
sociation.

Peter has been a friend of us Sig-
nallers for many years and regu-
larly attended our functions and 

events.
Peter’s family has moved to the UK 

over stages in the past and now the 
time has come for “Dad” to also join 
them there.

Peter served in the 
Rhodesian and SADF 
and lived at Rosedale 
for 12 years where he 
took a keen interest in 
military veteran activi-
ties. 

Many ex servicemen 
will remember Peter as 
the Man with the feath-
ered hat who regularly 
laid wreaths at memo-
rial services, represent-
ing the Rhodesian Ex 
Servicemen League.

He served with 
great pride in the Rho-
desian African Rifles 
(RAR). Peter was a 
member of the SA Le-
gion as well as being 

a member of the Memorable Order of 
Tin Hats (MOTH).

We wish Peter Bon Voyage and 
well in his new environment with 
his daughter and family in England. 
We will certainly miss Peter at future 
wreath laying ceremonies in Cape 
Town.

The SA Legion Cape 
Town branch paid farewell 
to Peter at a memorable oc-
casion on 1 February 2022 
and four members of the 
Signals Association were 
present at the ceremony.

Our members present 
were Johan Johnson, Pierre 
Fourie, Tim Reilly, and Adi 
Fourie.

LEFT: Tim Reilly who also 
resides at Rosedale assisted 
Peter with his farewell gifts.

RIGHT: Our other 
members present 
were Johan Johnson 
(left) our Accounting 
Officer, Pierre Fourie 
(centre) our Public 
Relations Officer and 
Peter Napier, former 
Chairman of the Cape 
Town branch of the 
SA Legion.
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If you’re planning on 
celebrating Saint 

Patrick’S Day this 
year then you should at 
least sound as if you’re 

iriSh. 
Like most cultures around the 

world, the Irish have developed 
slang that is common to Ireland. 

Here is a small sample of some of the 
slang used in the Emerald Isle.
• Amadán - idiot.
• Arthurs - a pint of Guinness; as in 

Arthur Guinness the founder.
•  Be wide - be careful.
• Aul fella - father.
• Aul wan - mother.
• Bogs - public toilets.
• Bold - naughty.
• Cow juice - milk.
• Craic (pronounced crack) - fun 

time and good conversation.
• Dry up - Shut up!
• Eejit - idiot.
• Flea Rake - a comb.
• Git - rotten or bad person.
• Gobsmacked - very surprised.
• Grand - fine, nice.
• Hole in the wall - ATM .
• Hooley - party or celebration.
• Howya - “how are you?”
• Jammy - lucky.
• I’ve a throat on me -  I’m thirsty.

• Jammers - very crowded, busy.
• Knackered - very tired.
• Lay off! - leave me alone, stop it!
• Middling - so-so, neither good nor 

bad.
• Milling - fighting.
• Mind yourself - be careful.
• Muppet - fool, idiot.
• Nifty - very useful.
• Rabbit on - talk a lot.
• Ri-Ra - fun and excitement.
• Savage - very severe or excellent.
• Shattered - exhausted.
• Sláinte - Cheers (literally Health!).
• Sound - really good.
• Spuds - potatoes.
• Stay easy - relax.
• Vexed - upset.
• Vitamin G - pint of Guinness.
• Whack to you - well done.
• Wise Up - use your head, wake up!
• Yonks - a long time. 

Talk like a
PADDY

Irish Soda Bread
On 17 March the Irish, and all 

those that wish they were 
Irish, pay homage to the pa-

tron saint of Ireland, St Patrick.
17 March is better known as Saint 

Patrick’s Day and it’s a day when the 
Irish like to let their hair down and 
have a bit of a hooley (as if the Irish 
ever needed a reason to party).

Along with the singing and drinking 
of good Irish whisky, you also need 
something grand to eat. Whether it’s a 
Guinness pie or an Irish stew, it should 
always be served with a loaf of soda 
bread.

ingredients
• 450 g plain flour, plus extra for 

dusting.
• 1 teaspoon caster sugar.
• 1 level teaspoon bicarbonate of 

soda.
• 1 teaspoon salt.
• 425 ml buttermilk.

preparation
1. Preheat your oven to 230 C.
2. Sift the dry ingredients into a 

large bowl and make a well 
in the centre. Pour in most 
of the buttermilk. Using one 
hand with your fingers out-
stretched like a claw, bring 
the flour and liquid together, 

adding more buttermilk if neces-
sary. Don’t knead the mixture or 
it will become heavy. The dough 
should be softish, but not too wet 
and sticky.

3. When it comes together, turn onto 
a floured work surface and bring 
together a little more. Pat the 
dough into a round about 4 cm 
deep and cut a deep cross into it.

4. Place on a baking sheet and bake 
in the oven for 15 minutes, then 
turn down the heat to 200 C and 
cook for 30 minutes more. When 
cooked the loaf will sound slightly 
hollow when tapped on the base 
and be golden in colour. You can 
also turn it upside down for the last 
five minutes of cooking. Allow to 
cool on a wire rack.

5. If you choose, you can add a hand-
ful of raisins in to the mix, or a 
handful of grated apple, or both.
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Happy Birthday!

Please join me in wishing a very 
Happy Birthday to the follow-
ing members who will be cele-

brating their birthdays during the next 
three months. 

March
1st  - Joseph Zegal
3rd   - Anthony Bethke
8th  - Leeann Schmidt
9th   -  Sharon Fortuin
10th - Amanda Shagom
10th - Charl Fourie
10th - Primegann Fritz
15th - Dirk Byker
16th - Ebrahim Kenny
21st - Herman Jacobs
24th - Sinabo Mofu
26th -  Jose Pereira
29th - Chris Brandsen

April
1st - Andre Slabbert
1st - Wilna Bekker
3rd - Bjorn Pohlmann (Netherland)
4th - Phyllis Webb
6th - Piet Jordaan
6th - Taufeeq Sheik
8th – Christa Krige
9th - Marc Goodleser
9th - Brian Austin (UK)
10th - Lesley-Anne Stroud
18th - Howard Shagom
18th - Luzuko Faku
18th - Jerome Beukes

20th - Marina Valentine
20th – Andre Van Zyl
24th – Johan Marais

May
12th - Tammy Sampson
13th  - Frik Rabie
16th - Sonja Parsons
16th - Peter Longbottom
18th  - James Tintinger (Australia)
23rd - Robert Nelson
26th - Ramona Fourie
28th - Carol Dean Klaasen
28th - Wallace Green

Piet Jordaan
6 April

Wilna Bekker
1 April


