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K’s Special Operations (Ops) unit emerged
from a long debate within the ANC in exile

about the role of violence in the anti-apart-

commander, Aboobaker Ismail (Rashid), a complex
individual who was a master planner and a stickler for
detail and precision.

heid struggle. The regime was un-
likely to be defeated by guerrilla
warfare for a variety of reasons,
not least the country’s geography.
So military action alone was no
answer although MK rank and file
were agitating to return to South
Africa to fight. If there were a
point to violent action it had to be
in the service of overall political
aims and in sync with the other
planks of ANC strategy: mass
mobilisation, internal underground
work and international support.

Thus, Special Ops, an elite
force, was created to supplement
the regional units that had con-
ducted 82 attacks between 1977
and 1980. From 1980 it in turn
planned 80 operations of which
72 were concluded, all but four in the Transvaal or
Natal. The aim was the well-worn ANC tactic of armed
propaganda; to stimulate and encourage opposition to
the government and undermine rather than defeat it
by what was disparagingly referred to as militaristic
vanguardism. Thus, an emphasis on hitting economic
infrastructure and the security forces.

Yunus Carrim identifies 93 Special Ops members,
but suggests that many deaths and misidentification
may require revision of this number. Between 2016 and
2024 he interviewed 48 people, some several times. He
was not a member of MK, but the of ANC and SACP
and a journalist and academic, so his standpoint is that
of a very informed insider. The author takes particular
care to emphasise that this is a partial account based
on survivors, of whom a disproportionate number are
not African. Similarly, there are conflicting accounts
based on memories of varying accuracy, plus press
reports that must be treated with great circumspection.
Perhaps the most striking survivor is the unit’s third
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The first attacks were spectacu-
lar indeed and made a huge im-
pression, not least for the impact
of synchronised limpet mine ex-
plosions. These were not oppor-
tunistic or hit-and-run attacks but
sophisticated, carefully planned
operations involving dead-letter
boxes for materiel and thorough
surveillance and long-term plan-
ning. Sasol 1 and 2 and Natref
were hit, symbolically on 31 May
and 1 June 1980. The next action
in July 1981 also involved three
targets: power stations at Camden
and Arnot and a sub-station at
Delmas in Operation Blackout.

The following month an even
more audacious attack was mount-
ed on Voortrekkerhoogte military
headquarters in Pretoria using a Grad-P rocket launcher.
Damage was limited, but the propaganda value colossal.
The attacks are difficult to rank, but that on Koeberg
nuclear plant on 18—19 December 1982 had such an
effect that years later government officials could not
believe it was an ANC operation.

Then in May 1983, the emphasis changed with a car
bomb attack on the headquarters of the South African
Air Force in Pretoria. Premature detonation of 40 kg of
explosives left nineteen dead including the two bomb-
ers, and 217 injured.

A similar trajectory would unfold in Natal in the first
part of 1986 when Durban became known as bomb
city. A Special Ops cell headed by Gordon Webster,
who trained in Angola, drew recruits from the complex
coloured community of Wentworth such as Robert
McBride and Jeanette and Greta Apelgren. Webster
had been at school in Pietermaritzburg at Haythorne
High and returned to South Africa in October 1985. He
used a graveyard in New Hanover to cache explosives

BEEETSAREE EEEN TS

s iy =

Unit

%

T

79

Natalia 55 (2025), Natal Society Foundation

opr@cu 55



Book reviews

and grenades under a headstone. Operations were con-
ducted against electricity, water and oil infrastructure.
Jacobs sub-station in Durban was hit twice, plunging
Wentworth into darkness. Labour Party figures were
targeted and a hoax bomb placed in a parkade in Pine
Street, shutting down Durban city centre. The Mobil
pipeline burned for twelve hours. The group displayed
great ingenuity, adapting vehicles and making limpet
mines more difficult to defuse.

Then there was the daring and remarkable rescue
worthy of a film of Webster from Edendale Hospital on
Sunday 4 May 1986 by the McBrides, apparently in-
spired by Soledad Brother. Webster and Bheki Ngubane
had been spotted by police en route to bomb a Mooi
River substation on 27 April; the latter being shot dead.
The rescue was enabled by inside sympathisers and
enacted by Robert and Derrick McBride disguised as
a doctor and priest respectively. Premature shooting
broke out and Webster, unable to walk, was snatched
from ICU, transported initially on a laundry trolley
shooting at the ceiling with an AK47. Hospital staff
cheered, sang and ululated. Although a decoy grenade
attack did not materialise, Webster was transported to
Wentworth and Mlazi, then successfully evacuated to
Botswana in another feat of ingenuity using a caravan
with secret compartments. The Webster/McBride unit
moved fast and showed impressive technical skills,
although for some it took too many chances.

But with the fifteenth of eighteen Natal operations,
things fell apart as they had in the Transvaal. It was
decided to target security forces off duty in a civilian
environment. Such was the Why Not (Magoo’s) bar car
bombing on the Durban beachfront on 14 June 1986 in
which three civilians died.

Carrim also covers operations that were planned, but
not carried through for various reasons: for instance
Umfolozi bridge, the Durban-Johannesburg oil pipeline
and a tanker in Durban harbour; for reasons that varied
between incomplete reconnaissance, lost plans, faulty
materiel, bad luck and inappropriate or malfunctioning
(possibly sabotaged) equipment.

Special Ops attracted a share of criticism such as
its precise relationship with mass struggle; its au-
tonomy and demand for resources; definitions of some
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operations that appeared similar to the lower level
(potboiling) attacks typical of regional units; and the
distance between its leaders and operatives on the
ground. After the Nkomati Accord of 1984, Special
Ops lost its Maputo base. Emphasis shifted to infiltrat-
ing arms on a large scale to sustain a people’s war. But
nonetheless in the early and mid-1980s Special Ops’
high visibility attacks had made a significant impact
and marked a turning point in the struggle.

There is no doubt that the armed struggle had moral
weight and could be justified in international law.
Apartheid as a doctrine was a crime against humanity
and during the 1980s the South African government
brazenly abandoned any semblance of the rule of law
by adopting terrorist tactics. MK Special Ops involved
remarkably few civilian deaths compared with the fatali-
ties inflicted by apartheid. Infrastructure and military
and police targets were fair game. Enormous bravery
and resolve were shown by Special Ops, but a few
operations were highly questionable and deserve hard
scrutiny: those that aimed at security forces in civilian
settings. Justification for collateral fatalities was woe-
fully thin and civilian casualties probably did more
harm than good. The use of car bombs, notoriously
imprecise and unpredictable, was extremely unwise.

An important issue to emerge from this impressively
well-researched and presented account is the non-racial
composition of Special Ops. This was in part tactical:
non-Africans and white women in particular were less
likely to be suspected by South African security forces.
A dare-devil attitude and spirit of adventure infused
all Special Ops members. And the regime hindered
itself by racial profiling and assumptions based on it.
But the unit also represented a fundamental belief in
non-racialism that has been steadily trashed to a point
of non-existence by the ANC over the last thirty years.
Many of those who risked their lives would be of no
significance whatsoever in today’s ANC.

A significant number of operatives look back nos-
talgically to a unique time of moral purpose and clear
commitment to what was right at the time regardless
of what has transpired since. This might apply to many
members of the anti-apartheid struggle in general.
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