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I
’VE GONE back to indulging 
my fascination with that myth 
called the Luthuli Detachment 
which, if  you listen to the vic-
tors who inevitably write his-
tory, was the most successful 

Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) mission.
A much bigger lie is still being 

cooked up in the propaganda 
factories of  the recidivists who 
want to pervert history.

The Luthuli Detachment that 
fought at Wankie was a disastrous 
bunch of  unruly soldiers who 
thought insubordination won 
battleground skirmishes. The 
Rhodesians threw the book at them 
and sent them packing.

The victory, in the purview 
of  those who narrate the story, 
is in the form of  the killing of  a 
white platoon commander, John 
Smith. Otherwise all the Luthuli 
Detachment did in 10 hours of  that 
day in August 1967 was kill and be 
killed by black soldiers fighting on 
the Rhodesians’ side.

They brought the baggage of  
the Kongwa Camp in Tanzania into 
battle across the Zambezi against 
a disciplined force that was, unlike 
them, armed to the teeth.

The only thing going for MK 
cadres on that day was their fitness 
and zeal to fight, perhaps with the 
added advantage of  a dollop of  the 
bravery of  Chris Hani.

Otherwise they did everything 
you’d never see even in a low budget 
war movie.

The triumphalists are also 
averse to noting that Wankie was 
not strictly an MK gig – they had the 
Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary 
Army (Zipra) of  Joshua Nkomo 
firing blanks alongside them.

The understanding was that 
MK should assist Zipra to fight 
the Rhodesians so that when the 
Ian Smith regime was toppled and 
Zimbabwe rose from the ruins of  
Rhodesia, MK cadres would set 
up front-line bases in the newly 
liberated country. This would then 
facilitate easier infiltration of  
apartheid South Africa.

But while MK had its own 
Achilles heel – in the form of  
tribalism and the youthful 
exuberance of  insolent cadres 
who prematurely fired before the 
orders were given – Zipra proved 
to be a liability the South Africans 
shouldn’t have carried on the 
mission.

If  you have watched Steven 
Spielberg’s 1998 film,Saving 

Private Ryan, you would have been 
introduced to a shocking form of  
military cowardice of  a soldier on 
combat duty.

Corporal Timothy Upham, 
played by actor Jeremy Davies, was 
a subject of  much ridicule when the 
movie hit the screens.

He sits shrivelling in fear while a 
German soldier kills his comrade in 
a knife fight.

Zipra was full of  Uphams.
Thula Bopela, who fought at 

Wankie, says of  one Zipra cadre, 
in an attempt to describe the latter 
phenomenon: “There was Kayeni 
Dube – a loud-mouthed coward.”

It was the same Dube who, when 
the Luthuli Detachment launched 

across the Zambezi River, griped 
to OR Tambo on the banks of  the 
river that  Akim Ndlovu, the Zipra 
commander-in-chief, was not 
prepared to lead his men against 
the Rhodesian African Rifles of  Ian 
Smith’s regime.

Ndlovu was not going to put his 
boots on the ground in Rhodesia 
because, he argued, if  the enemy 
killed him, Zipra would collapse.

Really now! That is like arguing 

that if  Chris Hani died MK would 
also have died. Bollocks!

Such cowardice was par for the 
course as events in Kongwa attest to.

 The only commander-in-chief  
who led from the front – from 
Kongwa to the battlefield – was 
Samora Machel. He always tested 
the resolve of  his men at Kongwa 
and once threatened to kill the first 
man who ran away himself.

Kongwa was home to cadres 

from MK, Zipra and Frelimo.
But while the South Africans 

complained to Tambo that their 
leaders wined and dined women in 
hotels and flew around in planes 
and the Zipra complement wallowed 
in their pusillanimity, Machel took 
turns with his platoon doing sentry 
duty at night.

The story of  how he led them 
in battle to wrest control of  the 
country from the Portuguese and 

free Mozambique is legendary.
Less fabled are the tales 

of  timidity and spinelessness 
displayed by one MK commander-
in-chief  in particular, the late Joe 
Modise. His charges at the Dar es 
Salaam camp derisively nicknamed 
him “Muddied Boots”. 

The story behind the moniker 
is one of  Upham proportions, an 
indictment on a man who rose to be 
a decorated defence minister of  his 

newly-liberated country. 
Maybe it is unfair to expect 

Modise to have commandeered with 
the heroism of  Fidel Castro leading 
his men into Sierra Maestra. But 
when guns rang out, Modise was 
nowhere near range. Fact.

As for the Zipra forces, the 
biggest fight they fought was to 
threaten to kill their Zimbabwean 
African National Liberation Army 
(Zanla) opposite number. 

Fact.
Is it any wonder then that even 

as the geriatric despot runs the 
country into the ground, no one has 
had the gumption to pick up arms 
against him? 

This is the Zimbabwean way – 
Upham-ism.

As for the equivocators who lie 
about Wankie, the lion will learn to 
speak soon and the story of  the hunt 
will vary sharply from yours.

Lifting lid on MK’s Wankie gig
Actually they were a disastrous bunch of unruly soldiers and the Rhodesians 
sent them and Zipra packing , writes Don Makatile

I
N SOUTH Africa, perhaps more 
than in other parts of  the world, 
we are passionately protective 
of  our democracy. Perhaps it 

is because we fought so hard to 
achieve the democracy we have. 
People sacrificed family, jobs and 
even lives.

The then-National Party did not 
build its politics around human 
rights and democracy. We did not 
live in a system where everyone 
mattered – children, prisoners, 
foreigners, the poor, sex workers – 
everyone. 

Now, under democracy and 
human rights, no one is supposed to 
be either above or below the law.

Of  course the reality is that the 
rich and powerful are often above 
the law and the poor often beneath 
it. 

But the fact that the reality of  
our democracy often fails to live up 
to its promise doesn’t change the 

fact that in our democratic order 
we are all explicitly committed to a 
constitutional order that protects 
the rights of  everyone. 

When the powerful try to act 
above the law and suppress the 
vulnerable – street traders, shack 
dwellers, migrants, sex workers and 
so on – as if  they are below the law, 
we have a set of  rules that we can 
use to call people to account. 

As much as it is deeply shocking 
to see the police shooting at street 
traders and protesters, we still 
have a shared set of  commitments 
by which we can reject this as 
outrageous.

Despite all its flaws we still 
cherish this democracy, and realise 
that to protect it we have to work 
very hard. 

That protection requires all 
kinds of  people, many unpaid, 
to take forward their roles as 
critics of  elite power with vigour 

and courage. It also requires the 
integrity of  our institutions to be 
protected as one of  our highest 
priorities.

One of  the key protectors of  

democracy in any society is the 
media and in our context the SABC 
is one of  our key public institutions. 
For most of  the population it is the 
primary news source. 

When the SABC works well 
ordinary people can access quality 
programming produced with 
fairness and integrity. 

When the SABC fails, we get 
a mixture of  badly made and 
cheaply bought American shlock 
and shameless propaganda for the 
ruling party.

Mass media is essential to 
the building of  a modern and 
democratic nation. 

It is the space where we develop 
a shared sense of  who we are, what 
matters to us and what the rules of  
engagement are. 

It is also the space that enables 
elites to be called to account and 
for the public to be able to make 
informed political choices.

The recent fiasco at the 
SABC should really concern 
all of  us because the SABC is a 
fundamentally important part of  
our national media – a broadcaster 
that is accessible to all and is meant 
to function independently to help 
protect and advance our democracy.

In May, SABC chief  executive 
Hlaudi Motsoeneng indicated that 
the SABC would no longer cover 
protests on television; a move 
criticised by various sectors of  
South African society. 

And he said radio will carry 
90 percent local content with 
immediate effect; not realising the 
ramifications of  this. 

There have also been a range of  
other criticisms of  how the SABC 
was closing down some spaces 
under the current leadership.

 Quite clearly, when question 
marks are raised about the SABC, 
this poses a clear and present 

danger to the vibrancy of  our 
democracy.

We remember those bad old days 
when the apartheid government 
used the broadcaster as a 
propaganda tool because it feared 
that the media could be deployed to 
challenge the madness of  apartheid.  

In many ways, the SABC was 
successful as a mouthpiece of  the 
apartheid government and was 
used very effectively as part of  the 
ideological machinery of  the state 
for many years.

Having learnt from the past, we 
need to now make sure the SABC 
is not used as a propaganda tool for 
the ruling party or elite business 
interests with which it is often 
closely associated.  

This is especially pertinent 
in a context where many have 
expressed concern about the 
state of  our democracy following 
allegations that a number of  our 

state institutions have been severely 
compromised. 

The SABC needs to address the 
current questions that people have 
raised speedily. 

If  we are serious about defending 
our democracies from the enemies 
within, we need to be very, very 
serious about protecting our 
institutions. 

And we need to be equally 
serious about calling those who 
plunder and distort them for their 
own private or political gain to 
account. 

On this, there can be absolutely 
no compromise.

•  Buccus is senior research 
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the School of  Social Sciences at the 

University of  KwaZulu-Natal and 

academic director of  a university 

study abroad programme on 

political transformation.

We cannot allow our democracy to be compromised 

 

SOME of the placards I have seen, even carried 
by a woman, suggest that comrade Thoko 
(Didiza) slept her way to make it into the 
mayoral candidacy. There are those who 
still believe women get into positions 
through such means. The country has a 
long way to go in dealing with patriarchy, 
tribalism and so on. It is not only women 
in politics who are oppressed, all women 
suffer oppression. The league was behind 
Didiza, who is a tried and tested leader and 
rose through the ranks of the ANC. – ANC 
Women’s League president Bathabile Dlamini, 
commenting on placards brandished during 
protests in Tshwane.

Ajay Gupta, one of three brothers 
who moved to South Africa from India at 
the end of apartheid in the early 1990s 
and who now heads a business empire 
that covers the spectrum from technology 
to media and mining, commenting, in an 
interview on Wednesday, on allegations about 
the trio, among them that they offered Jonas the 
post of finance minister.

HILLARY Clinton may be the most corrupt 
person ever to seek the presidency of the 
US. She ran the State Department like 
her own personal hedge fund. Clinton 
has perfected the politics of personal 
profit and theft and is a world-class 
liar. – Republican presidential candidate 
hopeful Donald Trump, attacking his 
possible Democratic rival, Hillary Clinton, 
on Wednesday in New York.

I FOUND him, I found him! He is alive. I think he 
fell because he has a cut on his head. I think 
someone found him and took him to the 
hospital, we are at the Gandhi hospital, but 
I am taking him to a private hospital.  
I am actually shaking in relief. I am in awe 
of God’s miracle. The thought that he 
had died crossed my mind and I thought 
to myself how could such a responsible 
person do that. – A relieved Zola Ntuli, the 
wife of former SABC chief executive Solly 
Mokoetle, speaking on Wednesday morning 
after finding her husband, who disappeared, 
in the Durban area on Friday.H
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NOT SO HEROIC: Umkhonto we Sizwe 
soldiers seen here marching in Soweto. The 
Luthuli Detachment’s Wankie mission in 
1967 has been airbrushed into a success in 
the annals of history.  
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