InterCulture 5-3 (October 2008)

Blame, Shame or Reaffirmation? White Conscripts
Reassess the Meaning of the “Border War” in Post-
Apartheid South Africh

Gary Baines

If one person’s “terrorist” is another’s “freedomgdhter”, then South Africa’s white
minority’s “Border War” was the black majority’s fberation struggle”. The term
“Border War” was usually assigned to the war wagedAngola/Namibia but this
conflict was actually an extension of the civil waaged within South Africa to the
wider region. The term was ubiquitous in white tBoAfrican public discourse
during the 1970s and 1980s. As a social construencoded the views of (most)
whites who believed the apartheid regime’s rhetthiat the South African Defence
Force (SADF) was shielding its citizens from theftaied threat of communism and
African nationalism. But the meaning of the “Bord#ar” is not fixed; it has had to
be constantly renegotiated during the country’sngidion by ex-conscripts from the
SADF, as well as ex-combatants from the ranks efitferation armies. This paper
asks how white conscripts have chosen to remerhberdaxperiences of the “Border
War” against the background of the changing poditiandscape to which they have
had to adjust. It argues that conscripts’ early eade of victimhood has recently
given way to by a reaffirmation of their contrilariito the “new” South Africa.

! This is an expanded and revised version of aflediven to the National Arts Festival Winter
School, Grahamstown, 1 July 2008. It borrows fronB@ines, ‘Introduction: Challenging the
Boundaries, Breaking the Silences’ in G. Baine$&Vale, edsBeyond the Border War: New
Perspectives on Southern Africa’s Late-Cold Warficis (Pretoria: Unisa Press, 2008).
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This article considers how white SADF conscriptgehahosen to remember
their experiences of the “Border War” in view okthhanging political landscape to
which they have had to adjust. During the earlyryed the transition that coincided
with the Mandela presidency (1994-9) when recoaiwidn was the buzzword, some
former national servicemen acknowledged compligityupholding apartheid. But
during the Mbeki presidency (1999-2008), attitudesse hardened, polarization
increased, and political correctness disavowed s€guently, certain former national
servicemen have insisted that they won the war i(vthey actually only won some of
the battles and/or engagements). They have takeehwarsing the arguments of
retired generals who hold that by fighting the GwyaRussians and the liberation
movements, the SADF held the line untii communismllapsed and thus
(paradoxically) made possible a relatively peacefmsfer of power. The demise of
apartheid and the end of the Cold War was for tlaefartuitous coincidence. They
have also expressed the view that their contributm building the “new” South
Africa has not been recogniz&do such astounding or extraordinary claims warrant
serious attention? Does post-apartheid South Aaataally owe the national service
generation anything? How are we to understand cims’cperspectives on the past?

The militarization of South African society durirthe apartheid era was
comprehensive. Almost all able-bodied white maldsovattained the age of 18
donned the nutria brown uniform of the South AfricBefense Force (SADE).
Between 1967 and 1994 approximately 300 000 youmitewnales were conscripted
by the SADF. As far as most of these conscripteveencerned, there was no option
other than to heed the call-up and perform natigeatice odiensplig Failure to do
so meant harsh penalties. The alternatives wenbjict on conscientious (actually
religious) grounds and face a six year jail sergenc flee the country. If conscription
was the only form of discrimination against younbite males, it was certainly not
universally resented. Indeed, many (including somethers) welcomed national
service as a rite of passage whereby boys became Must served willingly, some
with patriotic fervour. Others did so reluctantlydawith little enthusiasm.

The SADF gradually extended the period of consiciipfrom 9 months to
two years as increased manpower demands were npatieaucohort of white males.
And the obligations of white males did not end wititional service as they were
assigned to citizen force or commando units thaieviable for periodical call-ups for
camps. Such camps usually lasted three months raradved deployment in the
“operational areas” from 1974 or tours of duty he tblack townships from 1984.
“Dad’s army”, as the older soldiers were sometiroaited, found themselves having
to undergo regular (re)training so as to mainthwirtfighting — as opposed to their
physical — fitness. They often served alongside imdakes of national servicemen.

2 See, for example, ‘Some Thoughts of a NSMifmy Talk MagazineJ{st Done Publications), Issue
#1, April 2008, 12-13, reproduced as Appendix Nam Breytenbaclitagle Strike! The Story of the
Controversial Airborne Assault on Cassinga 19%&ndton: Manie Grove Publishing, 2008), 585-7.

% This statement requires some qualification a#tleup was extended to “coloreds” and Indiansrafte
the creation of the tricameral parliament that aded these groups token rights and added
responsibilities of citizenship. White males in 8oMVest Africa were also conscripted by the SADF
and from 1980 national service was extended tdNalhibians - excluding Owambos because they
were deemed to be South West Africa Peoples’ Orgdéion (SWAPO) supporters - who were
assigned to the South West African Territory FOo(B88/ATF) and the South West African Police
(SWAPOL).

* Peter Vale, ‘The Cold War and South Africa: Refp@is and Revisions on a Prolegomenon’ in
Baines & Vale Beyond the Border WaB5.
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Thus those belonging to this national service ger@r were part-time soldiers for
much of their adult lives.

Despite efforts to minimize deaths among white isofd by waging the
“Border War” by way of proxy and surrogate forc#ss did not stem the growing
number of casualties in SADF ranks. The toll ofséhilled while on active duty
remains uncleat.Nearly 2 000 names are inscribed on the bronzqupk on the
walls of the memorial erected on Fort Klapperkojtito honor all those who had
lost their lives in defense of the Republic of $oéfrica [Figure 1].

Figure 1: Fort Klapperkop Memorial Wall (Photo: Diay Baines)

® In a statement to Parliament in 1982, the thenisttn of Defence Magnus Malan reckoned that the
SADF had a casualty rate of 0,012% (or 12 in exXt&®§ 000) of the average daily strength of its armed
forces in South West Africa. It is not clear whettigs figure includes casualties from accidents an
suicides but this figure is a gross underestimatbevactual situation. According to Professor R.
Green, the official death rate of white troopsddllon the border, expressed as a proportion oftate
South Africans, was three times that of the USderia Vietham. Se€he Cape Timedg Jan. 1985,
guoted in Catholic Institute of International Rédas, Out of Step: War Resistance in South Africa
(London: CIIR, 1989), 31. My research suggeststimanumber of national servicemen who died in
accidents or by their own hand whilst in uniformtraxmbered those killed in action by about 3:1 and
that the total number of troops killed during tle@s and 1980s numbered about 5 000. This figure
does not include black members of the SADF oritsogjate forces. Willem Steenkamp’s estimate of
715 SADF personnel killed in action between1974s88early too low. See his ‘The Citizen Soldier

in the Border War’Journal for Contemporary History81, 3 (December 2006), 20. John Dovey'’s roll
of honor lists 1 986 SADF members killed on activty over the period 1964-94 (but has no data for
1980 and 1981). Sdwatp://www.justdone.co.za/ROH/stats _Static.hBeter Stiff's roll of honor of
those killed in active service (see Appendix tovBteWebbOps Medic: A National Serviceman’s
Border War(Alberton: Galago, 2008) is based on the namé&sdiat Fort Klapperkop supplemented by
his own research. His tally is more than that of'/®pand about double that of Steenkamp.
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Figure 2: Fort Klapperkop Statue of Uniformed SeldiPhoto: Dudley Baines)

A twice life-sized statue of a soldier in uniforrandronted visitors to the site [Figure
2].° At the unveiling of the memorial on 31 May 1978g tthen Prime Minister,
Minister of Defence and National Security, P.W. lBntintoned the following words:
... if you become faint hearted, and if you becomedtiand if you are
filled with despair, go to Pretoria, to Fort Klapkep, and look at the
simple statue of a soldier in combat uniform whaegafar over the
horizon of the future, and look at the symbol @fttthonument which
looks to the future and not the past, with faithhie Lord and with the
knowledge that civilization must triumpgh.
The confidence that Botha sought to inspire induslience that day rested on the
myth of the invincibility of the SADF and a faithdt God was on their side. In spite
of annual parades at the site that served to nei@fsuch sentiments, these ceremonies
failed to reproduce the ritual of national self+#fme. Moreover, the mounting death
toll of national servicemen during the 1980s danegethe enthusiasm for a war
waged beyond the country’s borders. Unlike the naet Veterans’ Memorial Wall in
Washington D.C., the site did not become a welipiented place of remembrance or
mourning for friends and families of deceased SA&fdiers. In fact, the Fort
Klapperkop memorial is barely known to the generdilic.

The “Border War” also had its fair share of psyduowial casualties, although
the extent of the problem is difficult to gauge.ldters were seldom afforded any
opportunity to face up to traumatic and life-akgriexperiences. One account relates
how soldiers involved in some of the fiercest figgtin Angola in 1987/8 were
rounded up before thatklaar (demobilization) parade and given a pep talk ®jirth
commanding officer, offered a perfunctory prayer thg military chaplain, and a

® The statue was a replica of the statuette postbelyppresented in 1976 to the next of kin of those
who died in action during the invasion of Angolaaim operation codenamed SavanriRdratus
supplement, February 1978, v.

" ParatusSpecial Supplement, 30, 7 (July 1979).
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superficial collective counseling session by aicih psychologist. There was no
debriefing whatsoever and the soldiers were semiehto resume their lives in civvy
street. There was little or no treatment for thegid the symptoms of post-traumatic
stress syndrome (PTSD) or what went by the colkicum bossies Whilst the SADF
was not inclined to acknowledge the distressedsofdot soldiers, there has been
belated recognition by medical health practitionefs the existence of such
psychosocial problems amongst former national semen’

In some quarters, the needlessness of these yoen(s rdeaths occasioned
responses such as anger and cynicism. This is revideRocky Williams’ poem
called “Cuito Cuanavale: For Gary, 1987"a title that references the massive
conventional battle in southern Angola that shatteahe belief of the SADF generals
that the war could be won. Whilst they scrambleddae face, it was conscripts such
as (the imaginary?) Gary who paid the ultimateepric

My boyfriend on the border

she used to say,

and smile (appropriately) -- late-night-Saturdagedi-high
when the time was ripe for sentiment.

His father

through miles and miles and miles of cordoned matho
would drip memories of Tobruk into his brandy

as he dragged himself

melodramatic and maudlin

through the corpulent years.

And his mother and Pat Carr

were at one with the love

that crucifies itself between the armour

of the Southern Cross

although she would halt in her giving

when the stories exploded in her chiffon living moo
from his mouth.

Scrolls in his memory

Fort Klapperkop in his eyes

8 B. Fowler,Grensnvegter? South African army psycholoffsilifax: Sentinel Projects, 1996), 123--7
outlines the SADF's ‘model’ debriefing session.v@liHolt, At Thy Call We Did Not Falte(Cape
Town: Zebra Press, 2005), 116--20 reproduces isad@2 relates how it worked in practice.

° Bossies is an abbreviation foosbefokkediterally “bushfucked”) which means losing onejsp on
reality and exhibiting symptoms of a troubled staitenind.

19 For a pithy review of the extent and nature oftfmamflict trauma and other psychosocial problems
amongst former national servicemen (and ex-comb&feom the ranks of MK and APLA), see Sasha
Gear, ‘The Road Back: Psycho-social Strains of Jiteom for South Africa’s Ex-Combatants’ in
Baines & Vale Beyond the Border WaR45-266.

1| have sourced the undated poem from Karen Bafimcuments of Life’: South African Soldiers’
Narratives of the Border War’ in Baines & Vakeyond the Border Wafl90-2. My analysis owes
much to her. It is worth pointing out that the I&®lonel) Rocklyn Williams had gathered military
intelligence for the ANC while a Communication @#i in the SADF from 1978 until his arrest in
1986. While on bail he fled the country to join thrganization’s armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe
(MK) and returned in an operative capacity. After teturn from exile, he played a key role in
transforming the SADF into the South African NatbDefence Force (SANDF). See TRC Amnesty
Application AM7306/97 for Rocklyn Mark Williams, gnted 21 February 2000 (AC/2000/020),
http://www.justice.gov.zaltrc/decisions/2000/ac220®tm and Address of the then Deputy Minister
of Defence, Mr Mluleki George, on the occasionta funeral of Williams, Johannesburg, 31 January
2005, http://www.info.gov.za/speeches/2005/0503160945 a1
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tears behind the cannon

and a sermon packed with lies.

And all this time he lay

womb warmthed in the curve of the Angolan earth

with a hole in his head in which

the starmoondarkness and veld stood vigil

without even as much as a simple letter

to tell them

the uncensored bloody truth.
Gary'’s girlfriend’s response to his death is no¢mlg felt, whilst that of his parents
reveals their double standards: the father whovistaran of the North African Desert
War becomes maudlin when recalling his own war-tgtagies but has no stomach or
time for those of his son, whilst the mother shutsself off from her son’s stories
because she regards them an affront to her midaés-sensibilities. The disdainful
description of the military funeral replete withetkonventional images and practices
of the occasion are revealed as hypocritical anlfiowwo The sermon obviously
referenced apartheid ideology in order to justiig tSADF incursion into Angola.
This was in line with many mainstream churches tivatritically supported the war
and sought to invoke God’s name so as to sandtdystate’s sacrifice of its young
men. By criticizing what he sees as the threergiltd support for the war, namely the
army, the church and the civilian population, th&av seems to suggest that Gary is a
victim of the war in more than one sense of thedvdihe poem, though, is not so
much a tribute to conscripts like Gary as muchtas an indictment of society’s
indifference to their fate and neglect of those tethind.

Conscripts were subjected to indoctrination thatppgated the view that it
was their duty to fight the enemies of the stateetiver they were Cubans, the armies
of the frontline states, guerrilla insurgents oralationaries operating in the country.
Such views were reinforced by social institutiongls as the family, education
system, mainstream media and the churches. Soneerciforce soldiers were
reluctant to be deployed in Angola, but by far thajority regarded “border duty” as
a necessary commitment to make in order to ensigredntinuation of white power
and privilege. Occasionally, conscripts defied Bystem and joined oppositional
organizations such as the End Conscription Campd@@tC). And in rare instances
national servicemen even went into exile to joia thnks of the armed wings of the
African National Congress (ANC) or Pan-Africanistr@gress (PAC)> By and large,
South Africa’s citizen soldiers believed the donminadeology that held that
“terrorists” aided and abetted by communists wdredtening to destroy white
society in the country?

When the military conflict ended twenty years agul aational service was
subsequently phased out, former soldiers sougiuatice sense of the time they spent
in uniform. Many could not understand why they hagn asked to sacrifice so much
only to surrender power to those whom they hadipusly regarded as “the enemy”.
Some were convinced that their erstwhile leadedslerayed them. However, most
remained silent: either out of a (misplaced?) serisleyalty to the old regime and
fellow soldiers, or for fear of being held accoum¢aby the ANC government for war
crimes or human rights violations. Whatever theecttsere can be little doubt that the
national service generation paid a price for defemdhe system of white minority

12 5ee, for instance, Richard Jiirgens’s partly fidlsed autobiographylany Houses of Exile
(Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 2000). The abovemedtRocky Williams also fits into this category.
13 Steenkamp, ‘The Citizen Soldier in the Border \W48.
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rule (although this has been nowhere near as castigr those who collaborated with
or who were co-opted by the SADF).

In what follows | propose to examine how former JARonscripts have
sought to come to terms with their war experieripesvay of: (1) ignoring the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) despite itscgdeplea for recognition of their
particular circumstances; (2) seeking catharsitebing and publishing their stories;
(3) establishing alternative outlets in cyberspBwetheir stories; and (4) contesting
the official version of the past commemorated bymogals such as Freedom Park.

Few former national servicemen deigned to test#jole the TRC because
most believed it to be biased against the SADFjr&gtution which they had served.
Karen Whitty explains their reluctance to testifiythe following terms:

Bound by a sense of honour to their fellow troopsd the

patriarchy still espoused by white South Africawfenen have

come forward and spoken about their experiencesjewer

barbaric and mundane, in South Africa's border Wars
If ex-conscripts were suspicious of the TRC, thegravequally wary of public
reaction to the divulgence of heinous acts. Thisoisto imply that soldiers routinely
engaged in atrocities. Rather, there were misgsvititat their conduct might be
equated with that of other branches of the secdoitges that engaged in political
assassinations, kidnappings, torture, and other @fcterror. Their unwillingness to
accept blame was compounded by the fact that themisgion by a clique of retired
SADF generals refused to acknowledge their rolgeirpetrating human rights abuses
both in and outside South Afri¢d.Under these circumstances, certain conscripts
reported that the lack of public knowledge abowt War created suspicion of their
stories, while others were summarily dismissedyaspsithy seekers or outright liars
by the former SADF generals and their apolodi5tshus ex-soldiers felt betrayed
when the very authorities that they were convinegaild defend their actions left
them in the lurch. If trauma involves a betrayakroist and the abuse of relations of
power?® then it is not surprising that many veterans emddavictimhood. Thus, the
selective amnesia of the retired generals was canged by “ordinary” soldiers’
self-imposed silence.

14 For instance, San or Bushmen trackers and gaeimi#gulars from Daniel Chipenda’s faction of the
National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLAQrces recruited to units such as 32 Battalion have
been displaced and marginalized in post-apartheigiSAfrica. In the case of 32 Battalion veterans,
their difficulties include deprivation, an uncertduture as a refugee community shuttled from céonp
camp within some of the most desolate areas ofcthmtry, unsympathetic treatment by the ANC
government, and easy prey to mercenary recruifetsief summary of their conditions can be found
at http://www.mg.co.za/articlePage.aspx?articleid=8f8area=/insight/insight _nationalSee also
Jan BreytenbachBuffalo Soldiers: The Story of South Africa’s 32ttBlion 1975-1993(Alberton:
Galago, 2003). For the plight of the Bushmen, segidRobbinsOn the Bridge of Goodbygape
Town: Jonathan Ball, 2007).

15 Karen Whitty, Review of Clive HoltAt Thy Call We Did Not Faltesiccessed on 22 August 2005,
http://www.iafrica.com/pls/procs/SEARCH.ARCHIVE?mrient id=474801&p_site id=2

' The submission was co-ordinated by General Dirkaidaformer Deputy Chief of the Army, on
behalf of his peers. It was entitled: “The Militarya Political Arena: The SADF and the TRC". See
HamannDays of the General4.30.

¥ For instance, the testimony of conscript KevinlHels been carefully scrutinised and rebutted by
Hilton HamannDays of the GenerdlCape Town: Zebra Press, 2001), 221-3 and Maltalan, My
lewe saam met die SA WeernfBgetoria: Protea, 2006), 474-6.

18 Jenny EdkinsTrauma and the Memory of Politi¢€ambridge: Cambridge University Press), 2003,
4.,

Baines, “Blame, Shame, or ReaffirmatioB2C



InterCulture 5-3 (October 2008)

TRC amnesty applications were primarily from th@ks of the liberation
armies or non-statutory forces. “Of the 256 memb¥rshe apartheid era security
forces that applied for amnesty . . . only 31 haxved in the SADF. In contrast, there
were close to 1 000 applications for amnesty froemiers of the various armed
structures aligned to the ANC®.Relatively few ex-combatants made statements as
victims, choosing not to represent themselves imway. Conversely, a former ECC
organizer, Laurie Nathan, explained to the TRC tmatbelieved SADF conscripts
were “both victims and perpetrator®"The TRC characterised a special hearing on
conscription as “neither an attempt to look forpetrators, nor a process that will
lead to the awarding of victim statu&.Consequently, the TRC “left the experiences
of ‘ordinary’ soldiers largely invisible - not mdyeforgotten but ‘wished away™ as a
report of the Centre for the Study of Violence &etonciliation (CSVR) declarés.

The TRC provided some recognition of the traumdtesd by troops and
their families. SADF veterans tended to repress theeumatic memories so as not to
admit recollections too painful to recall. And s&tgilargely failed to acknowledge the
hardships that “regular” soldiers who were not ssaeily involved in abuses or war
crimes faced in coming to terms with their exper&s These veterans of the “Border
War” are unlikely to heal their psychological wognantil such time as they receive
therapy. This is not to insist that healing is asduor that closure is attainable for
“questions remain about what constitutes ... a sldtatauma history, and what
sentiments can be expressed in the national papliere’ In other words, there is
still an unresolved tension between society’s uogknow and the need to deny what
acts were committed in its name.

In its concern about the consequences of the wae, TRC Report
acknowledged the need to “raise public awarenessitaihe reality and effects of
post-traumatic stress disorder” and to encouragado conscripts and soldiers who
participated in the conflict ‘to share their paindareflect on their experiences.’
Aside from proposing projects aimed at rehabilitgtand rebuilding the lives of ex-
combatants, the TRC envisaged that they could lpigsise ‘help[ed] to tell and write
their stories®® Some have begun to do so although not necessarity result of the
TRC'’s suggestion.

Certain former SADF conscripts have attempted t@l dath guilt and shame
by telling their stories. Indeed, the apologetiteim of soldier-writers is readily
apparent from the autobiographical component ofséhaexts that relive war
experiences. Mark Behr’'s nov@ie Reuk van Appeld993) - translated a&he Smell
of Apples(1995) - tells of a young white Afrikaans-speaklmgy being groomed to
follow in his father's footsteps as a soldier ire timilitarized society that was

D, Foster, P. Haupt & M. de Bedte Theatre of Violence: Narratives of Protagonistthe South
African Conflict(Cape Town: Institute for Justice and Reconciiati2005), 15—16.

20 TRC Special Submission, cited in Daniel Conwagrt®@where on the Border — of Credibility’: The
Cultural Construction and Contestation of ‘the Botdn White South African Society’ in Baines &
Vale,Beyond the Border War 92.

2L Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Af@®C) ReportVol. 4 (Cape Town: TRC,
1998), 221.

22 sasha GearWishing Us Away: Challenges facing ex-combatantsthia ‘new’ South Africa
(Johannesburg: Centre for the Study of Violence Redonciliation, 2002), accessed on 14 June 2006,
http://www.wits.ac.za/csvr/papers/papvtp8e.htm

% L. Meskell, ‘Trauma Culture: Remembering and Fatigg in the New South Africa’ in D. Bell, ed.
Memory, Trauma and World Politi¢Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 164.

2 TRC Reportv. 4, 221.

B TRC Reportv. 4, 242.
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apartheid South Africa. It frames the Border Wathwi “a brutal patriarchy that
victimizes mothers and son& The timing of the author’s revelation that he seras

a spy for the security forces while a student atUimiversity of Stellenbosch so as to
coincide with the publication of his book, undegiththe cathartic purpose of Behr's
writing. His confessional narrative functions as aamission of guilt and act of
exculpation on his part. But such “confessiondiidit’ is invariably ambivalent and
frequently accommodates rather than confronts thpability of the authof’ For
confessing complicity is not the same as admittigability.

Tony Eprile’s novelThe Persistence of Memof005), addresses the manner
in which the memories of “ordinary” soldiers comachk to haunt them. Eprile has his
narrator-protagonist (an inept soldier and somethiof an anti-hero), Paul
Sweetbread, testify before the TRC as a rebuttadess to former SADF Captain
(now Major) Lyddie who claims amnesty for atrocticommitted after a ceasefire
had effectively terminated South Africa’s occupatiof Namibia. Lyddie had
implicated Sweetbread in a calculated massacrd ANRPeoples’ Liberation Army
of Namibia) combatants crossing the Angolan-Nanmmbiaorder following the
announcement of the ceasefifeLyddie’s self defence amounted to offering stock
answers and eschewing responsibility for his asti6War is war. It is not a picnic.
When elephants fight, the grass and trees suffte.tlaimed to regret any loss of life
but insisted that his job was to defend his couatrgt his people. “We all believed in
what we were doing,” he says pointedly, “That's whg gave the best years of our
lives to the army®? While conscripts clearly did not volunteer thednsces to the
SADF, the story illustrates the dilemma they confed if they fingered their superior
officers in war crimes in which they themselves evenplicated. They were not about
to admit culpability for the very acts for whicheth superior officers repudiated any
responsibility. This might prove self-incriminating the new government pursued
recrimination rather than restitution.

Since the political transition, there have appeaedimber of publications in
English penned by former conscripts who relateiestonbout aspects of military
service in the SADF. These include Barry FowldPso Patria (1995), Anthony
Feinstein’sin Conflict (1998), Rick Andrew’8Buried in the Sky2001), Clive Holt's
At Thy Call We Did Not Falte¢2005), and Steven Webb@ps Medic: A National
Serviceman’s Border Wa(2008). It would appear that the passage of time f
reflection has given soldier-authors the space ridetstand their experiences and
shape them into narratives. A number have undolibfednd their writing cathartic
and thereby achieved a degree healing and reini@giiato post-war society. Others
are still dealing with traumatic episodes and repee memories. These confessional
texts of (sometimes) reluctant soldiers seldom admmplicity in upholding the
apartheid system, and in the event they do it it a0 account of ideological
convictions or patriotism but rather because thelieled that they were duty bound
to do so. Their life stories are also frequenthareleterized by a telltale political
naivety that suggests the SADF was a neutral biliziag force in a situation where
violence was endemic.

26 Lesley Marx, ‘Bodies and Borders: Vietham/NamibBafundi: The Journal of South African and
American Studie8, 1 (2007), 100.

2" Henriette Roos, ‘Writing from Within: Representats of the Border War in South African
Literature’ in Baines & ValeBeyond the Border Wat 50.

8 Thjs refers to an incident in April 1989 detailecPeter Stiff'sNine Days of War: South Africa’s
Final Days in NamibigAlberton: Lemur Books, 1991).

2 Tony Eprile, The Persistence of Memafape Town: Juta & Co, 2004), 252.
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The most popular of the “confessional” texts hasvpd to be Jacqui
Thompson’s collection of conscripts’ reminiscengasblished under the titlé&n
Unpopular War(2006)° It is an inappropriate title as the “Border Warasvnever
unpopular amongst the majority of conscripts othvitie white populace at large.
However, citizen force members increasingly soughevade call-ups, especially
when they were pressed into backing the South &fri®olice (SAP) efforts at
crushing resistance in the townships. Even duruggessive states of emergency in
the 1980s, military service was still regarded Iy majority as a necessary price to
pay for white rule. The moral ambiguity conferredtbe war by white South Africans
has happened retrospectively. Many of those whe snpported the war do not now
think it was worth fighting and this is evidentsome of the stories told to Thompson.
These stories are recounted with a blend of horestly self-delusion, candour and
scepticism, and self-deprecating humour. Somewdfesed in nostalgia for the “good
old days” while, contrarily, evincing a modicum gfiilt about the part that the
narrators played as perpetrators of intimidatiod wiolence. But the overwhelming
impression is that these ex-soldiers see themsalvdmving simply performed their
duties.

Obviously not all soldiers who wish to tell theibses have managed to get
into print. Thus some SADF veterans have ventunealthe apparently neutral terrain
of cyberspace to tell stories that might be deefpeditically incorrect” in the “new”
South Africa. For them the camaraderie of cybersp&as largely replaced
bonding/drinking sessions in pubs and reunioneténans’ associations. In fact, their
disembodied voices speak via informal networks l{sae email listservs or websites
hosted outside of the country) serve as sometlikegvirtual veterans’ associations.
Such veterans have established a network of sitesdhange memories and, in some
cases, provide platforms for advice on matters RR&SD>? They constitute “cyber-
communities” in which hyperlinks, multiple postingand cross-citations facilitate
communication between individuals who shared siméaperiences. Certain web
authors and their readers share membership ofrauali community that serves to
validate their identities as war veterans.

Why should former SADF national servicemen haravigated to the internet
in order to share their stories? Do they see themseas contesting their invisibility
in post-apartheid South Africa occasioned by tfaigotten war and what Sasha Gear
calls the “silence of stigmatized knowledg&?Such knowledge maintains an
uncertain status even though it might enjoy wideuation in the ether or other
unregulated networks of communication. Howeverugeosidelined in the realm of
realpolitik are unable to challenge the consensus or pregailance established and
maintained by cultural and political brokers. Thésbecause virtual communities

%0 J.H. ThompsonAn Unpopular War: From Afkak to Bosbefok: VoicesSefuth African national
servicemer(Cape Town: Zebra Press, 20@&nt through six reprints in almost as many morsihg
was subsequently translated into Afrikaan®ésvas oorlog: van afkak to bosbefok: Suid-Afrikaa
dienspligtes praafCape Town: Zebra Press, 2007).

%1 This is borne out by numerous surveys of whitelipupinion undertaken by independent agencies
and the Defence Ministry’s public relations divisio

%2 5ee, for instance, Army Talk http://moo.sun.ac.za/mailman/listinfo/armytalkich hosted a chat
room utilised mainly by ex- Citizen Force SADF mearsh But it is likely that such sites are also
accessed by military buffs, as well as veterarSamfth Africa’s and other recent wars. This sitersee
to have been shut down or relocated, and its ngglilsh discontinued.

33 Sasha Gear, ‘The Road Back: Psycho-social Stddiisansition for South Africa’s Ex-combatants’
in Baines & ValeBeyond the Border WaR54.
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remain on the fringes of the power brokering oéiest groups and political elit&s.
These ex-conscripts have created internet sites mhastly disclaim political
affiliations, although a few webmasters advertigeirt (invariably right-wing)
political orientations and reminisce nostalgicadlyout their time in the army. They
have arguably contested the prevalence of legiéfotiicial knowledge, and created
the (cyber)space to have their previously disceeditoices heard in post-apartheid
South Africa.

The earnestness of this quest by conscripts foffimeation of their
contribution to the “new” South Africa is suggestsdthe recent controversy over the
Freedom Park’s wall of names. As one of the mosbitimus heritage projects
championed by the ANC government, the constructibnthe elevated site on
Salvokop outside of Pretoria (Tshwane) seeks tereber the struggle for humanity
and freedond® Its vision is derived from the TRC that suggesteat there should be
some form of symbolic reparations for those whdesefl during the apartheid years.
The precinct includes the wall of names — actualBeries of walls — that pays tribute
to those who died during the conflicts that shapeskent-day South Africa [Figure
3.

Figure 3: The Wall of Names, Freedom Park (wwwdoeepark.co.za)

The bone of contention concerns both the questiamhose names should be
included on and whose names omitted from the walbmes. Specifically, a pressure
group led by Afriforum executive Kallie Kriel andnger Steve Hofmeyr sought to
have the names of SADF members killed while figitiar their country included in
the roll of honor. The group also objected to thet fthat the memorial wall was to
include the names of Cuban soldiers who died inodadighting the SADF® Their

3 Michael BarkunA culture of conspiracy: apocalyptic visions in temporary AmericgBerkeley,
Ca.: University of California Press, 2003), 185-6.

% Freedom Park is to be completed in 2009 at amastd cost of R719 million accordingThe Daily
Dispatch 17 January 2007 (‘Unbiased’ monument unveiled),
http://www.dispatch.co.za/2007/01/17/SouthAfricafim.html

% A Freedom Park Trust Media Release dated 31 AWfiG% announced that the names of more than
2 100 Cuban soldiers would be inscribed on the.Wdlis has since been accomplished. See
http://www.freedompark.co.za
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request for “fair treatment” was dismissed by Walgrote, the CEO of the Freedom
Park Trust, on the grounds that SADF soldiers lmagytit to preserve apartheid and
defeat the struggle for liberatidh.

The group responded to this perceived snub byiageds own memorial at
the access road to Salvokop in January Z807was dedicated by Hofmeyr [Figure
4].

Figure 4: Steve Hofmeyr salutes the alternative unoent
(http://www.centurionnews.co.za/artikel.asp?nID=813

The plaque mounted on the memorial bears the faligvinscription in Afrikaans,
English and north Sotho:
For All Those Who Fell heeding the Call of Theirttry including
those whose names are not on the Freedom ParkSeaiWe May
never Forget the Dearly Fought Freedom of all Idgigls, Credos, and
Cultures and their Respective Contributions torathr South African
Heritage.
Although not all ideologies are committed to theism of freedom, Hofmeyr and his
supporters recognised that those groups whoseribistoecome peripheral to that of
the nation are likely to be relegated to the margifisociety and become powerless.
For the question of whose version of history becornstitutionalised is a political
one® However, Homeyr fails to realise that the shaofig common history is itself
a form of manipulating the past to serve a politmarpose. This is evident from the
plague’s explanation of the alternative memoriaymbolism:
This triangular monument’s various sides symbdieefact that
history is not one-sided. It is erected to enshat those who will, as a
result of Freedom Park’s one sided usage of histagynot being
honoured, will get the recognition they deserveeriethough this

3" pretoria News 17 January 2007 (“Include us, says ex-SADF mesiper

% The Herald 17 January 2007 (“Alternative ‘freedom’ wall uner’).

% David Glassberg, ‘Public History and the Studyvtgfmory’, The Public Historian18, 2 (Spring
1996), 11.
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monument does not cost the R16 million that FreeBamk costit is a

sincere effort to pay homage to those who diednflts.
The unnamed conflicts presumably refer to the “BordWar” waged in
Angola/Namibia. The plaque also, rather pointedyotes a statement attributed to
Serote: “Because at the depth of the heart of enery beats the love for freedom.”
The citation of the Freedom Park CEO suggests &sronsincerity and even
hypocrisy in not including SADF members on the vadlhames. The erection of this
cheap counter-memorial was a token but symbolicbgicd group of former SADF
national servicemen protesting the exclusivenedsreédom Park’s remembrance of
conflicts in the country’s past. And their caset i@ Trust has not been consistent in
upholding the principle of inclusivity seems to lberne out by the fact that
combatants on both sides of the South African (oeglé-Boer) War are inscribed on
the wall of names whereas the names of heroesfiesroif the Liberation Struggle are
not balanced by those killed in the “Border War”.

It is my contention that certain ex-SADF nationagécemen believe that they
have not been acknowledged for doing their duttesraaking sacrifices on behalf of
their country. They obviously believe that the timeight for a re-evaluation of their
roles in the country’s recent conflict. Some wishshrug off the shame of being
regarded as vanquished soldiers who lost the wéisarended on the wrong side of
history. Others have dismissed any suggestionttiggt share a measure of blame for
being complicit in an oppressive system and havieraced victimhood instead. Still
others have celebrated the part that they as mendbehe SADF played in making
South Africa safe for whites, only to be sold outumtrustworthy politicians. Clearly,
ex-conscripts are not a homogeneous group and tdgpeak with a single or cohesive
voice. Nor should they shoulder the guilt and resjality alone for civilians, too,
supported the system. My appraisal of conscripesSpectives of their experiences
should be seen as an attempt to interrogate thenpathetically but critically. For
neither silence nor ignorance is conducive to cgmamterms with the legacy of the
“Border War".

Gary Baines is an Associate Professor in the Hidbapartment at Rhodes University in Grahamstovauitis
Africa.

Works Cited

Andrew, Rick.Buried in the SkyJohannesburg: Penguin, 2001.

Baines, Gary and Peter Vale, EBeyond the Border War: New Perspectives on
Southern Africa’s Late- Cold War ConflicRretoria: Unisa Press, 2008.

Barkun, Michael A Culture of Conspiracy: Apocalyptic Visions in @G@mporary
America Berkeley, Ca.: University of California Pressp30

Behr, Mark.The Smell of Apple€"® edition. London: Abacus, 1998.

Breytenbach, Jahe Buffalo Soldiers: the Story of South Africa2sBattalion,
1975-1993Alberton: Lemur, 2002.

Breytenbach, Jartagle Strike! The Story of the Controversial Ain® Assault on
Cassinga 1978Sandton: Manie Grové Publishing, 2008.

Catholic Institute of International Relatior@ut of Step: War resistance in South
Africa. London: CIIR, 1989.

Edkins, JennyTrauma and the Memory of PoliticSambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003.

Baines, “Blame, Shame, or Reaffirmatiof2¢



InterCulture 5-3 (October 2008)

Eprile, Tony.The Persistence of Memoi@ape Town: Double Storey Books, 2004.

Feinstein, Anthonyln Conflict Windhoek: New Namibia Books, 1998.

Foster, Don; Haupt, Paul. and de Beer, Maréba.Theatre of Violence: Narratives
of Protagonists in the South African ConfliCape Town: Institute for Justice
and Reconciliation, 2005.

Fowler, Barry, edPro Patria Halifax: Sentinel Projects. 1995.

Fowler, Barry.Grensvegter? South African army psycholoditdlifax: Sentinel
Projects, 1996.

Gear, SashaVishing Us Away: Challenges facing ex-combatanthémew South
Africa.Violence and Transition Serid¢o 8. Braamfontein: CSVR, 2002.
http://www.csvr.org.za/papers/papvtp8a.htm

Glassberg, David. ‘Public History and the Studyamory.’ The Public Historian
18 (2) 1996.

Hamann, HiltonDays of the General€ape Town: Zebra Press, 2001.

Holt, Clive. At Thy Call We Did Not FaltelCape Town: Zebra Press, 2005.

Jirgens, RichardMany Houses of Exilelohannesburg: Ravan Press, 2000.

Malan, MagnusMy lewe saam met die SA Weermagetoria: Protea Boekhuis, 2006.

Marx, Lesley. ‘Bodies and Borders: Vietham/NamibBafundi: The Journal of South
African and American Studi@&s(1) 2007: 91-102.

Meskell, Lynn. ‘Trauma Culture: Remembering anddetting in the New South
Africa.” Memory, Trauma and World PoliticEd. Duncan Bell, Basingstike:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006.

Robbins, DavidOn the Bridge of Goodby€ape Town: Jonathan Ball, 2007.
Steenkamp, Willem. ‘The Citizen Soldier in ther@er War.’Journal for
Contemporary Historg1(3) 2006: 1-22.

Stiff, Peter.Nine Days of WarAlberton: Lemur Books, 1991.

Thompson, J.HAn Unpopular War: Voices of South African NatioBarvicemen
Cape Town: Zebra Press, 2006.

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South AfiRegport Volume 4. Cape Town:

Juta & Co. 1998.

Webb, StevenOps Medic: A National Serviceman’s Border Walberton: Galago,

2008.
Whitty, Karen. Review of Clive Holtt Thy Call We Did Not Faltesiccessed on 22
August 2005

http://www.iafrica.com/pls/procs/SEARCH.ARCHIVE?mrdent id=47480

&p_site_id=2

Baines, “Blame, Shame, or Reaffirmatiod27



