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Failure m Hgola

How Side Backed by U.S. Crumbled

By David B. Ottaway

washington Post Foreign Service

KINSHASA—At a rusted
red gate on the dark, tree-
shaded Avenue Plateau in
midtown Kinshasa, a guard
dressed in camouflage jun-
gle dress and beret opens a
small peephole and looks
out. Satisfied with the iden-
tity card, he unsmilingly
opens the door and allows

the visitor to step through
into the crumbling world of
{he National Front for the
Liberation of Angola. .

Downecast  African and
Portuguese refugees wander
about the big compound,
mixing with war veterans
hobbling along on crutches
or heavily bandaged. Babies
cry. Officials scurTy from
building to building. Sol-
diers talk in hushed voices
-about the latest news from
the battlefront.

The compound is crowded
with trucks, water and gaso-

o

HOLDEN ROBERTO
... ignored advisers

line tankers, buses with An-
golan license plates, jeeps
and Land Rovers in various
stages of disrepair.

This is the Kinshasa head-
quarters—and last retreat—
of the Western-backed Na-
tional Front—a mass of be-
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wildered refugees, soldiers,
wounded veterans and offi-
cials all wondering what
went wrong and what will
happen to them now.

For the past two months,
the news from northern An-
gola has been of one disas-
ter, after another—Caxito,
Ambriz, Ambrizete, Camaba-
tel, Carmona and Negage
and now Santo Antonio do
Zaire and Sao Salvador,
towns that were once
strongpoints in the National
Front domain that only last
November stretched from
the Zairian border to within
35 miles of Luanda, the An-
golan capital.

All these towns have since
fallen in rapid succession to
the National Front's rival,
Soviet- and Cuban-backed
Popular Movement for the
Liberation of Angola. The
National Front has been
completely wiped off the
Angolan political map, prob-
ably forever.

The rise and fall of the
National Front, the Angolan
faction the TUnited States
1chose to back, was spectacu-
ar.

Less than two years ago,
this nationalist group could
rightfully boast of being the
strongest of the three rival
factjons that had been fight-
ing to oust the Portuguese
from Angola since 1961.
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. When Lisbon was rocked
by a military coup in April
1974, the National Front had
by far the largest army
(6,000 to 8,000), the greatest
degree of natural cohesion
(almost entirely Bakongo
people and affiliated tribes)
and an undisputed, iron-
fisted, strong-willed leader
in Holden Roberto.

By contrast, the Popular
Movement was a mess—rent
by internal ideological divi-
sions and an unresolved
struggle for power among
half a dozen men while its
guerrilla war inside Angola
had practically come to a
standstill. Even the Soviet
Union had given up on it.

The National Front also
had important foreign allies,
beginning with neighboring
Zaire, which provided train-
ing camps, military instruc-
tors, arms, logistical and
diplomatic support and a 1,-
600-mile border from which
to launch guerrilla attacks
against the Portuguese.

In addition, it could boast
of important friends in both
the East and the West.
China had sent 119 military
instructors to train the guer-
rillas and provided tons of
arms. The United States,
through the Central Intelli-
gence Agency, had given
small amounts of money off
and on almost sincé the Na-
tional Front’s inception.

Indeed, Holden Roberto '

had the distinction of being
not only “Uncle-Sam’s man
in . Angola” but also Pe-
king’s.

Again by contrast, the
Popular Movement had no
friendly neighboring coun-
try from which to operate
except the Congo, which
only made possible at-
tacks into the isolated en-
clave of Cabinda. Its main
foreign backers were half a
dozen radical African states
far from Angola, plus dis-
tant Cuba.

What then happened to
the National Front? Why
did the largest and most
cohesive Angolan faction
end up the least effective?
Why did it fail to emerge
as the dominant party when
it had so many initial ad-
vantages over the rival
Popular Movement?

To hear National Front of-
ficials here tell it, none of
the faults was theirs. The
 Soviet Union showered the
Popular Movement with so-
phisticated weapons like the
122-mm, and “Stalin Organ”
rockets, tanks, Migs and ar-
mored cars. The Cubans

threw practically their en-
tire Angolan force of 10,000
to 12,000 soldiers behind the
Popular Movement's north-
ern offensive into National
Front territory begmnmg in
December.

The National Front, on
the other hand, got few mod-

ern iweapons to match the ..

Popular Movement's -arse-
nal, and much of the heavy
weaponry it did have was in
the hands of Zairians, Por-
tuguese and other foreign-
ers,

Then there was the
treacherous Western press,
Strangely enough Ied by the
Americans, which partici-
pated in a deliberate cam-
paign to discredit the Na-
tional Front through scan-
dalous and unfounded sto-
ries of CIA funding even of
its president and .of white
mercenaries supposedly
running its army. “There
was a plot to liquidate us
and you American journal-
ists were part of it said
one Dbitter front official
here.

But this self-serving ac-
count of the National
Front's failure does not ex-
plain why it was already los-
ing ground rapidly to the
Popular- Movement by the
end of last summer—hefore
more than a few hundred
Cubans were in Angola and
before the Soviet Union be-
gan pouring in heavy arms.

According ‘to most" West-
ern journalists, - diplomatic
observers, Portuﬂguese mili-
tary officers and other as-
sorted observers of the Na-
tional Front, the key prob-
lems lay much closer to
nesses in the leadership,
structure and motivation of
its organization, in, its nar-
home. There were weak-
row ethnic base and in its
faulty alliances with other
Angolan political leaders.

To begin with, Holden Ro- .

berto practically had to be
kicked out of Kinshasa last
spring by Zairian Presi-
dent Sese Seko Mobutu be-
fore he would return to An-
gola to. lead his own follow-
ers. Kven then, it was not to
be a triumphal entry into
the capital as the leaders of
the other -two groups had
made months before his be-
lated return.

Instead, Roberto  stayed
within the safe confines of
the front’s northern domain:
and went to the battle front
at Caxito, 35 miles north
of Luanda, to play the role
of commander-m chief of
his troops. '

The reason for his behav-
ior, according to his lieuten-
ants, was that. Roberto
feared assassination if he
set foot inside Luanda or
outside his own turf. But
the result was a major loss
of face in the eyes of many
Angolans, even among his

ssupporters
A shy .. introvert who .
seemed always to’ be hiding -

his’true personality behind
‘his + ever-present - dark
glasses, the 53-year old Bak-
ongo tribal chief from San
Salvador (the old Bankongo
capital) proved a disaster as
a military commander.
Essentially, he  offered
tribal-styleleadership to a
would-be conventmna;l army,
and-the two never meshed,
He distrusted ' his Portu-
guese advisers—even his

" chief of staff,” Col. Santos E.

Casto—and feared the for-
mation of a strong general

.staff. organization = that

might threaten him.’

LSO &

" He was unable 10 impatt
motivation or ideological
fervor to his troops, and his
army reamined sluggish, lac-
ing in indoctrination and un-
professional except for a
few elite ¢commando units,
To the bitter end, the 122-
mm rocket, a noisy but rela-
tively ineffectual weapon,
sowed utter panic in the
ranks of his troops who
never became assustomed to
conventional warfare.

Contrary to what many

Western press reports al-
leged, Roberto never wanted
anything to do with white
mercenaries and so never al-
lowed. more than about 150
Portuguese, many of them
Angolan-born or bred, into
his northern army. Some ob-
servers felt it was a ques-
tion of distructs, others that
it was racism of his part.
Whatever the reason, Ro-
berto had no corps of hard-

ened white mercenaries to -

spearhead his - columns, as
did his ally, the National
Union for the Total Inde-
pendence of Angola (unita),
in southern Angola. This
considerably weakened the
offensive capability - of his
northern army, according to
Portuguese and other West-
_ern military observers.

When Roberto did decide
to take on several hundred .
white Europeans in January,
it was too little and too late
to- salvage his crumbling
army. His mercenary policy
.was a fiasco.

Roberto’s undoing can be
traced back to August, when
the last of his beaten troops
were pushed out of Luanda,
leaving the capital entirely
in the hands of the Popular
Movement. At that point
Zairian President Mobutu is,
said to have concluded that
Roberto would never De-
‘come the leader of Angola
and to have begun swinging
his military aid to the umta
army in the south.

Whether the CIA led the
way or simply followed
Zaire in this switch is/ not
clear, but after August both
Zaire and the agency were
clearly disillusioned with
the National Front and ea-
ger to bolster UNITA, until’
then badly neglected.

Without a_ doubt, -ithe
worst mlhta"y Judgment %Ro
berto made in his short c¢d-"

, Teer as commander-in-chief
" came on Nov. 10, the eve of.

Angola’s mdependence He
tried to send a single col-
umn of several thousand
troops down the. road from

Caxito to seize Quifangondo, .-

where Luanda’s water isup
plies are- located, only 12
miles from the outskut:f of
the capital. |
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Dlsrevardmg the advxce of
his Portuguese mlhtary ‘ad-
visers, according to a Portu-
guese Journalist who ias
present,  Roberto did unot
even attempt any dwerswn
ary - taetics = orf
moves, and his compact} isin-

gle column was torn:apart

in hail" of 122mm. rockets.
His troops retreated in idis-
array with heavy casualties.
The defeat marked the be-
ginning ‘of the end of ithe
National Front in the notth,’
Thereafter the initiative
wes taken over by the Popu-
lar Movement's army, which
‘began . -encircling’ front
forges in ‘Caxito and cutund
its supply lines to the notrth.
There were other  prob-
lems, too. One of the Worst
of these was Daniel ‘| Chi-

flanking .

penda «a. maverick guerrilla
leader who split off from
the Popular Movement after
'Iosmg a leadership struggle
in the summer of 1974. Chi-

penda joined' the National
Front with about 2,000 to 3,
000 soldiers last spring.

‘Chipenda made use of his
close ties with the South Af-
ricans, Portuguese rightists
and mercenary circles to put
together his own independ-
ent army in southern An-
gola in the name of the Na-
tional Front.

When the National ‘Front
finally formed -an alliance
1ast fall with southern-based
UNITA;, it was Chipenda who
carried the burden of trying
to make it -work on the
ground in joint military ma-
neuvers and deployment of
troops.

But the “Chipenda Army”
proved to ‘be anything but
an asset. It spent more time
looting,! robbmg banks, rap-
“ing tand  fighting UNITA
forces than it did battling
the' Popular Movement.

Finally, in January, after
a Christmas Eve shootout in
Huambo all hell broke lose
between - Chipenda’s unruly
forces ~and UNITA - local
commanders who ' decided
to drive the National Front
out of southern Angola. Chi-
penda fled to Kinshasa,
where he continued his
wheeling and dealing with
white mercenaries.

Another serious failing of
the Natjonal Front was its
handling of the Western

press Front officials often
showed ‘an amazing igno-
rance of how to deal with
journalists and were terri-
bly awkward in explaining
their cause.

One front official was
fond of telling this corre-
spondent how the Angolan
struggle was

lattos allegedly in control of
the Populm Movement.
(There are in fact many An-
golans of mixed African and

- Portuguese blood in - high

positions the

movement.)
“The true (black sons of

inside .

Angola must rule the coun-

‘try,” the official kept say-
‘ing. “These mulattos must
be driven out of the capi-
tal.”

As for ILS “ideology,” the
National Front made much

of its anticommunism, but’
this theme rang false and

basically = a.
_“racial war” against the mu-

opportunistic. After all, had
not -Roberto -befriended
Peking?” Had not both the
Chinese and the North Ko-
reans helped to train the
front’s army? And had not
the {ront deliberately por-
trayed itself as pro-Chinese
in its guerrilla strategy?
The front’s mishandling of
press relations seemed
sometimes astounding. At
the African summit on An:

. gola i Addis Ababa last

month, the front was the
one Angolan faction that
held no press conference to
defend its cause, despite Ro-
berto’s-presence there.
Later, in January, the
front sent a high level dele-
gation to Washington in an
unprecedented open attempt
to lobby for aid with Con-
gress. But at the same time,
when it desperately needed
press coverage to prove it

still existed, front leaders -

here refused to make any ef-
fort to take correspondents

‘of The Washington Post. and

The New York Times' into
northern Angola. ‘

In the end, the front
proved as inept in the prop-
aganda war as on the battle-
field, where the Popular
Movement won an amazing
number of victories by de-
fault.

In the final weeks, the
front army often did not

_even bother to fight and

sometimes simply aban-
doned town 24 hours or
more hefore the popular
Movement actually arrived.
The National Front army
was apparently not alone to
blame for the unseemly rout

- of its forces from the north,
" according to Western jour-

nalists and Portuguese refu-

. gee accounts.

The Zairian army, which
was supposed to have pro-
vided artillery and armored
vehicle support, also fled
and in many cases fled first,
leaving the front’s army
without any defense against
the Popular Movement's
rocket fire and tanks.

Refugees and several cor-
respondents present during
the evacuation from Cama-
batela, Negage and Uige say
the behavior of the Zairian
soldiers was far more repre-
hensible than the National
Front army’s.

Zairian officers, they say,

looted houses for furniture
and rounded up cattle to
take back to sell on the
meat-short Kinshasa marker.
“I never saw one of them
shoot off a shot except to
kill cows, said a French
journalist who asked not to
be identified.

According. to Portuguese
refugee accounts, Zairian
troops in one case staged
mock raid on a village pos-
ing as Popular Movement
soldiers to frlghten the in-
habitants ~ away so they
could loot their homes.

When planes loaded with
supplies landed at Negage

~ airfield, itself totally strip-

ped of all valuable equip-
ment by Zairian army per-
sonnel, there were struggles
between the Zairians and
National Front soldiers to
see who would get the fuel
and arms that were aboard.
4“1 don’t think the Zairians
have many friends among
front soldiers” said the
French journalist.

While - front officials will
never say so publicly, sever-
al here commented in pri-
vate that they doubt that all
of the arms supposedly sent
by the United States and
other Western powers reach-
ed them. They believe, with-
out having any: definite
proof,: that some of their
arms were quietly stolen, or
bought, as - they passed
through wvarious European
and Zairian army m’termedk
aries.

But these same offxcxals
say they are also convinced
that Zairian President Mo-
butu was unaware of what
was going on and would
never have, permitted it.

Whatever the truth about
what Happened to its arms,
it is ceftain that the Na-
tional Front got- little help
from the Zairian army when
it faced its toughest hours
of the war.’

1t is unlikely that the 1-
200 to 1,500 Zairian soldlers,
with them light Panhard ar-
mored cars and only a few
heavy artillery pieces, could
have done more than delay
the Popular Movement's ad-
vance if they had dug in and
fought alongside the front
army. But without their
help, the front’s poisition
was hopeless.
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