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				The Downing of Air Rhodesia Viscounts by ZIPRA in Zimbabwe’s armed struggle: Debating the strategic logic

				ABSTRACT

				On Sunday, 3 September 1978, VP-WAS Air Rhodesia Flight RH 825 Viscount “Hunyani” was shot down around 5:10 pm by a surface-to-air missile (Strela), killing 38 passengers on board, while 10 of the 18 survivors were shot dead by Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) guerrillas. On 12 February 1979, VP-YND Flight RH 827 Viscount “Umniati” was similarly downed by the same forces, killing all 59 passengers and crew on board. This article contributes to controversies surrounding the shooting down of civilian airlines as military targets in conflict situations. Grounded in oral interviews with former armed operatives from Rhodesian Security Forces (RSF) and ZIPRA guerrillas, together with reviews of primary and secondary sources, I unpack debates over these tragedies. The research widens knowledge horizons to the enduring legacies of Zimbabwe’s armed struggle, where former Rhodesians not only remain aggrieved by the Viscount losses but have sharp divisions in their accounts of these disasters. Although the downing of the Viscounts represented victory on the part of insurgents, surviving former ZIPRA guerrillas linked to these operations live in apprehension as they think that former Rhodesians are still determined to avenge the deaths. The research adds knowledge to issues of civility of airlines in war, race and ethnicity in conflict, as well as insecurity dilemmas which haunt former combatants long after the end of armed conflict.
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				INTRODUCTION 

				At a service attended by about 200 people on 12 February 2013 in Pretoria, a former Rhodesian Broadcasting Corporation announcer, Mike Westcott, who chaired the event proceedings, said, “[…] at last we have a memorial. The families of those who died had holes in their hearts. Now they will not be forgotten”.1 The memorial was unveiled at the Voortrekker Monument in Pretoria to commemorate the shooting down of two Air Rhodesia civilian aircraft by ZIPRA on 3 September 1978 and 12 February 1979. In his address to those gathered, Westcott repeatedly described the perpetrators as “gooks” and “terrs”, and the act itself as man’s inhumanity to man and the world’s first 9/11-styled attacks to destroy passenger aircraft in flight.2 “Gooks” and “terrs” were derogatory names commonly directed by Rhodesians to guerrillas during the protracted armed struggle (early 1960s-1979) which led to the independence of Zimbabwe in 1980. Referring to insurgents as “terrorists”, “terrs”, “gooks” and “Charlie”, not only dehumanised guerrilla combatants, but depicted them as enemies of western civilisation by their act of taking up arms to fight for liberation.3 These stereotypes are still ingrained in some former Rhodesian fighters long after the war and thus remain thorny on the road to healing wounds and reconciliation of wartime adversaries. Through its exclusion of black participants, and by taking place in South Africa and not Zimbabwe (which was the theatre of the war), the memorial added another chapter to debates on the shooting down of the Viscounts, especially with regards to implications for peace and reconciliation, which have remained elusive in Zimbabwe since independence in 1980. 

				Zimbabwe’s war of liberation started in the 1960s and culminated in the 1979 ceasefire, which brought independence in 1980. The war was waged by two armed guerrilla movements, namely the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) and ZIPRA, which were armed wings of, respectively, the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU and later ZANU-PF) and the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU and later PF-ZAPU).4 For the entire war, ZIPRA used Zambia as its main rear base. On the other hand, with the attainment of Mozambique’s independence in 1975, the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique (FRELIMO), led by Samora Machel, 

				
					
						1	P Thornycraft and L Rondganger, “Air Rhodesia crashes cast in stone in Pretoria”, <http://www.swradioafrica.com/Documents/Air%20Rhodesia%20crashes.pdf>, accessed 30 September 2023.

					
					
						2	Thornycraft and Rondganger, “Air Rhodesia cast in stone in Pretoria”. 

					
					
						3	DP Mucz, The whenwes: Conflict, race and identity in Rhodesian bush war personal narratives (MA, Nipissing University, 2014), pp. 49-54.

					
					
						4	NM Bhebe, The ZAPU and ZANU guerrilla warfare and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Zimbabwe (Gweru: Mambo Press, 1999).
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				formalised its relationship with ZANLA, which then transferred its rear base to the Tete province in Mozambique.5 In their various ways, guerrillas from ZANLA and ZIPRA executed a prolonged and ferocious war against the minority regime, which was headed by Ian Douglas Smith as Prime Minister. The armed wings were fighting against the RSF, composed of various units such as the Rhodesian Light Infantry, Rhodesian African Rifles, Special Air Services, Selous Scouts, Security Force Auxiliaries and many more. The RSF dominated the airspace since guerrillas possessed no aircraft, either military or civilian. The downing of the Viscounts in 1978 and 1979 proved extremely thorny to the RSF as it challenged this air superiority.

				The Viscounts were shot down in the aftermath of the Internal Settlement agreed between Ian Smith on one hand and Abel Muzorewa, Ndabaningi Sithole and Chief Jeremiah Chirau on the other hand. On 21 March 1978, the three African leaders were sworn in as members of the transitional Executive Committee and held their first meeting with Smith, who was a fourth member, on the same day.6 The agreement, destined to bring independence on 31 December 1978, was condemned by the Patriotic Front, formed by ZAPU and ZANU, the Frontline states and the Organisation of African Unity (OAU), while the United Nations Security Council declared it “illegal and unacceptable”.7 ZAPU described the agreement as, “plain intrigue and conspiracy against the liberation struggle”, while the three African leaders were described as dangerous opportunists.8 ZAPU argued that the agreement left whites in total control.9 The main reasons for Smith’s entry into this agreement included sidelining nationalist leaders, Robert Mugabe and Joshua Nkomo, from power and setting aside the Anglo-American September 1977 transitional proposals by David Owen, the British foreign secretary and Andrew Young, the American ambassador to the United Nations.10 The most important factor in driving Smith to the negotiating table was to stop the escalating guerrilla war, which intensified with the coming of independence to Mozambique, as this development opened 764 miles for incursion into Zimbabwe by ZANLA. The war was negatively affecting the economy, leading to the devaluation of the 

				
					
						5	CVL Munguambe, “Nationalism and exile in an age of solidarity: FRELIMO–ZANU relations in Mozambique, 1975–1980”, Journal of Southern African Studies 43 (1), 2017, pp. 166-167. 

					
					
						6	“Fact paper on Southern Africa Number 6, Smith’s settlement” (London: International Defence and Aid Fund, 1978), p. 3.

					
					
						7	“Fact paper on Southern Africa Number 6, Smith’s settlement”, p. 1.

					
					
						8	“Solution or conspiracy”, The Zimbabwe Review Special Issue (Lusaka: Information and Publicity Bureau of the Zimbabwe African People’s Union, 1978), p. 2

					
					
						9	J Nkomo, “Analysis of the reported Salisbury agreement”, The Zimbabwe Review (Lusaka: Information and Publicity Bureau of the Zimbabwe African People’s Union, 2 March 1978), pp. 2 and 6.

					
					
						10	J Day, “The Rhodesian Internal Settlement”, The World Today 34 (7), 1978, p. 272.
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				Rhodesian dollar.11 It was estimated that in 1976, ZANLA had 15 000 guerrillas in and out of Rhodesia, while two years later, Nkomo had about 10 000 men under arms.12 The safest way out for Smith was to enter into an agreement with moderate African nationalists who were prepared to denounce Mugabe and Nkomo, yet at the same time ready to work with the minority whites in government. As argued by Mitchell, the internal settlement was nothing much other than a counterinsurgent strategy.13 The agreement was equally condemned by Ken Mufuka because it guaranteed constitutional safeguards for a modified form of white supremacy.14 The war gained momentum, and in September 1978, the Viscount disaster was a clear sign that guerrilla forces were not paying heed to the 3 March Agreement and the call for a ceasefire.

				This study has greatly benefited from the author’s earlier MA and DPhil research, as stories regarding the downing of the Viscounts were shared generously by respondents during fieldwork.15 Studies on the contribution of ZIPRA to Zimbabwe’s war of liberation remain limited, more than four and a half decades after the country’s independence in April 1980.16 The history of ZANLA has drawn considerable attention from researchers because state universities that offer history as a degree programme are located in the Midlands, Masvingo, and Mashonaland provinces, which were ZANLA operational areas (except Mashonaland West). The Matabeleland provinces have no state universities that offer history as a degree programme, meaning that the wartime experiences of these areas remain underrepresented 

				
					
						11	CD Ndlovu, “Effects of the war on the Rhodesian economy”, The Zimbabwe Review (Lusaka: Information and Publicity Bureau of the Zimbabwe African People’s Union, 5 June 1978), pp. 24- 25.

					
					
						12	J Day, “The Rhodesian Internal Settlement”, p. 270.

					
					
						13	TG Mitchell, “The internal settlement: A counterinsurgent strategy”, Conflict Quarterly, Winter, 1992, p. 7.

					
					
						14	KN Mufuka, “Rhodesia’s internal settlement: A tragedy”, African Affairs 78 (313), 1979, p. 443.

					
					
						15	J Chakawa, The environment and ZIPRA guerrilla warfare in Zimbabwe, 1973-1979 (MA, Midlands State University, 2007); J Chakawa, Abel Muzorewa’s Security Force Auxiliaries during and after Zimbabwe’s war of liberation in Hurungwe district, Zimbabwe (PhD, Midlands State University), 2015. 

					
					
						16	The author’s own research on ZAPU includes J Chakawa, “Sellouts and the liberation war in Zimbabwe: The case study of Hurungwe district”. In: VZ Nyawo-Shava (ed.), Themes in contemporary history of Zimbabwe: Emerging perspectives in Africology (Gweru: Mambo Press, 2013), pp. 9-40; J Chakawa, “Reverting to the roots: Indigenous medical knowledge and the experiences of ZIPRA guerillas during the Zimbabwe’s struggle for independence”, Oral History Journal of South Africa 7 (1), 2019; J Chakawa, “Guerrilla warfare and the environment in Southern Africa: Impediments faced by ZIPRA and Umkhonto We Sizwe”, Oral History Journal of South Africa 2 (2), 2014, pp. 36-47; D. Martin and P Johnson, The struggle for Zimbabwe: The Chimurenga War (Faber and Faber: London and Boston, 1981), p. xvii. There is a claim that ZANLA was responsible for 80% of the fighting during the last seven years of the war. That record is false.
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				in research. The disappearance of ZAPU/ZIPRA files at the end of the war worsened issues associated with research; hence, the solution lies with using oral interviews.17 ZIPRA’s role in the struggle has potential for further development and/or research, while some combatants and those who experienced the war are still alive to share their side of the story. The motivations for undertaking this study include the need to incorporate accounts of guerrillas that were trained in using Strela surface-to-air missiles, contribute to understanding the consequences of the tragedy, explain why guerrillas targeted civilian airlines, and discuss the lasting legacy of this action by ZIPRA. The research widens knowledge on why civilian aircraft were targeted in conflict zones. It was essential to carry out such a study because it includes Strela guerrillas for the first time and exposes dilemmas which continue to haunt former guerrillas. Additionally, by exploring the motivations of attacks on the two Viscounts, it is possible to empathise and thus contribute to the process of healing and reconciliation in Zimbabwe. Through the inclusion of Strela operatives and their comparison with Rhodesian perspectives, this research explores new historiographical perspectives.

				This article employs a qualitative research methodology, as it explores the opinions of respondents regarding the downing of the Viscounts. Data was collected between 2016 and 2024 from many parts of Zimbabwe, while one interview took place in South Africa. Two others were conducted by telephone with one ex-ZIPRA and another former Rhodesian Special Branch (SB) operative. The key informant in this research was Cde Khumalo, a former ZIPRA guerrilla who, in 1977, was part of a group of 15 specialists specifically trained to operate the surface-to-air (Strela or SAM) missile in Ukraine, which then formed part of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Some of the guerrillas he identified as having trained with him were Daniel, Mqwayi, Mbeya and Hillary. Additional respondents included Cde Soft Magarasadza, Cde Joseph Mbedzi and Cde Shumba. Their responses were critical in widening knowledge horizons regarding ZIPRA training and guerrilla capacity to shoot down these two aircraft using advanced technologies of the time. Discussing the downing of the two Viscounts remains a highly sensitive issue, particularly among former guerrillas who trained in the use of Strelas. As such, pseudonyms were used to identify them. 

				ZAPU’s magazine, The Zimbabwe Review, served as a window into understanding the party’s mindset and propaganda regarding this war, which culminated in the downing of the Viscounts. Newspapers, both local and international, were key primary sources in highlighting how wartime events 

				
					
						17	NB Khumalo, “ZPRA this, ZPRA that! Where are the Records to Prove ZPRA’s Role in the Liberation Struggle in Zimbabwe”? Oral History Journal of South Africa 6 (2), 2018, pp. 1-10. 

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					40

				

				
					SJCH 50 (1) | 2025

				

			

		

		
			
				were reported to the public. While this study reviewed numerous works by former Rhodesian operatives and various academic studies, only two were written by former ZIPRA operatives. While they proved valuable, they were not as specific and elaborate as interviews. Such existing literature does shed light on issues of race in the execution of the war, legacies of the tragedies among former Rhodesians and ongoing debates. 

				The shooting down of civilian aircraft is not entirely new in the history of conflicts, as discussed below. From the multiplicity of sources, Zimbabwe today represents a war zone where ex-ZIPRA guerrillas generally perceive (former) Rhodesians as enemies and cast doubts about the capacity of ZANLA to fight as effectively as themselves. On the other hand, many former Rhodesians continue to view ex-guerrillas as terrorists, while former ZIPRA fighters boast about their advanced training, which they believe contributed to independence.18 

				The article opens with an introduction that sets out the context of the study, its motivations, and the methodology. This is followed by a historical account of the shooting down of civilian aircraft in conflict zones across many parts of the world to locate the study within a bigger picture. There are ample examples to show that in Africa, such aircraft have been targeted by fighters or unknown assailants for complex reasons. The third section of the article deals with literature on Zimbabwe’s war of liberation and provides debates on how the issue of the Viscounts has been presented. From there, the discussion moves to the shooting down of the Viscounts themselves, followed by oral accounts, and then unpacks the strategic reasoning that informed the incidents at that time. 

				GLOBAL INCIDENTS OF SHOOTING DOWN CIVILIAN AIRCRAFT

				Global incidents of the shooting down of civilian aircraft are briefly discussed here to contribute to a better understanding of such phenomena and for readers to be able to interpret these situations more empathetically. The Viscount disasters have created irreparable damage between the former RSF and guerrillas of the liberation struggle. It raised questions regarding race and whose lives are worth grieving. The shooting down of civilian aircraft is shrouded in controversy, as there was no specific way of bringing perpetrators to justice at the time. 

				
					
						18	IJK Sibhona, ZPRA struggle against Rhodesia in alliance with Umkhonto we Sizwe (Middlesborough, Bubuya Publishing, 2018); V Ndlovu, Seeking freedom and justice: Loyal but not docile (Middlesex: Michael Terence Publishing, 2021).
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				Sometimes, shooting down a civilian aircraft may be seen during conflict as the best thing to do, the most laudable in times of conflict.19 The shooting down of an aircraft which has drifted away from its route and is therefore suspected of being on a spying mission in enemy territory is sometimes justifiable despite the detrimental consequences. For example, on 2 September 1983, the USSR shot down a South Korean jetliner, killing all 269 people on board. The plane had infringed on Russian airspace and was moving towards Sakhalin Island, which contained sensitive Soviet military installations.20 

				Another common phenomenon associated with the shooting down of civilian planes is the use of surface-to-air missiles. On 17 July 2014, Malaysian Airlines Flight 117, which was travelling from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur, crashed in Eastern Ukraine, killing 298 people, including 196 Dutch nationals. Investigations showed that it was shot down by a 9M38 series missile launched by a BUK surface-air missile system from an area controlled by pro-Russian fighters.21 The shooting was justified in the context of infringing the airspace of eastern Ukraine, which at that time was a conflict zone. Research does not explain why civilian aviation flies over conflict territory where there is a high risk of being brought down. Being shot down for encroaching on a restricted area is not a new phenomenon. On 27 July 1955, Bulgarian fighter jets shot down E1 A1 Flight 402 en route from London’s Heathrow Airport to Israel, killing 51 passengers and seven crew members. The reason provided was that E1 A1 encroached on Bulgarian airspace and refused to land as directed.22 It is unclear whether flying over the conflict zone was accidental or whether the civilian aircraft was being used for spying. Additionally, the question left hanging is whether non-state actors like guerrilla movements have authority over airspace and, if so, who provides them with that authority. 

				Prominent politicians using civilian or presidential airlines have also been victims of attacks. Dag Hammarskjold, then Secretary General of the United Nations and 15 others, died on the night of 17 to 18 September 1961 as their plane approached the airport of the Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) town 

				
					
						19	PRS Brown, “Shooting down civilian aircraft: Illegal, immoral and just plain stupid”, Revue Québécoise de Droit International 20 (1), 2007, p. 57.

					
					
						20	F Hassan, “A legal analysis of the shooting down of Korean Airline Flight 007 by the Soviet Union”, Journal of Air Law and Governance 49 (2), 1984, p. 555.

					
					
						21	BA Meijer, “Netherlands commemorates 10th anniversary of downing of MH17 airline”, <https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/netherlands-commemorates-10th-anniversary-mh17-airline-disaster-2024-07-17/>, accessed 17 July 2024. 

					
					
						22	M Osiecki, “Shooting down civil aircraft in the light of sovereignty in the airspace”, Sociology study 6 (6), 2016, p. 392.
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				of Ndola.23 Foul play was suspected, but unlike in the case of the Viscounts, no conclusions were made concerning the responsibility. On 19 October 1986, Samora Machel, then president of Mozambique and other officials were killed in yet another plane crash suspected to have been sabotaged. The crash of the Tupolev 134-A jet carrying him led to several conspiracy theories involving South Africa and other alleged saboteurs.24 There was another disastrous attack against a Falcon 50 Rwandan presidential airplane on 6 April 1994, which killed all people on board, including presidents Juvenal Habyarimana of Rwanda and Cyprian Ntaryamira of Burundi.25 This aviation disaster opened the way for the Rwandan genocide against the Tutsi and moderate Hutus, which claimed an estimated million lives between April and June 1994. To date, there is no clear apportioning of responsibility. In the case of the Viscounts, the ZAPU leader, Joshua Nkomo, acknowledged the responsibility of his men for shooting down the first Viscount in an interview with the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) on 4 September 1978.26 There is convincing evidence that, outside the Viscount tragedies, Africa has had a significant share of successful yet disastrous civilian airline attacks using missiles. Examples include the 8 November 1983 crash in Angola, which killed 150 people,27 and the 16 August 1986 SAM-7 missile attack in Sudan, which killed 60 people in a domestic aircraft.28 

				REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

				I wish to locate the downing of the Viscounts within the greater debate that surrounds the flying of civilian aircraft within conflict zones and, more importantly, the double standards that airlines and pilots play during armed conflict. Civilian aircraft and pilots are sometimes involved in military operations, which blur their distinctiveness. At the same time, I should add that guerrillas act within the tactical needs of the time. This research addresses several gaps identified in the existing literature. The role of non-state actors 

				
					
						23	H Melber, “The death of Dag Hammarskjöld”, Review of African Political Economy 41 (141), 2014. p. 458.

					
					
						24	B Munslow, “Mozambique and the death of Machel”, Third World Quarterly 10 (1), 1988, pp. 23-36.

					
					
						25	EJ Wallach, “Extradition to the Rwandan war crimes Tribunal: Is another treaty required?”, UCLA Journal of International Law and Foreign Affairs 3 (1), 1998, pp. 59-80. 

					
					
						26	S Tsiko, “Tracing the failed assassination of Joshua Nkomo in Lusaka”, The Herald, 17 April 2019; DB Ottaway, “Nkomo says his forces hit plane: Nkomo claims plane downed by his forces, but leader denies guerrillas killed Rhodesian survivors”, The Washington Post, 5 September 1978; “We hit the plane”, The Washington Post, 6 September 1978.

					
					
						27	“Angola jet crash said to kill 150”, The New York Times, 9 November 1983.

					
					
						28	ML Rogg, “Sudanese airliner with 60 on board downed by missile”, The New York Times, 18 August 1986. 
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				regarding aviation disasters appears to attract less academic attention. When the liberation war, whose execution culminated in the downing of a civilian aircraft, came to an end, the extent to which former guerrilla movements, now turned governments, and former colonialists are willing to openly engage each other on these issues remains yet another academic lacuna. Zimbabwe provides a good example of this. How such tragedies should be publicly memorialised, and the morality of doing so, remains a controversial task, pitting former wartime enemies against each other. Worse, Rhodesian literature does not adequately question the innocence of some civilian airlines, given that they were sometimes used secretly and clandestinely for military purposes, thereby attracting and justifying the catastrophes discussed in this article.29 White Rhodesian combatants have and are still writing about the downing of the Viscounts, while only a handful of former guerrillas are writing back. Much of the writing on the Viscounts not only reflects a pro-Rhodesian position but is also written by authors who are not trained scholars.30 Since none of these authors are historians, their research contains limitations and oversights that this article partly addresses. I deal with some of their work here. The fact that the authors were operatives in the RSF is crucial because their contributions help the reader to gain a wider understanding of how and why Rhodesians fought, and more importantly, the mentality of white combatants at the time, as this informs their reaction to the downing of Viscounts.

				Several books and articles have been written on the war of liberation in general, and work on this tragedy, in some cases, leans towards racism and anger emanating from these aviation disasters. Among the authors on the protracted war are John Padbury, Peter Stiff, Keith Nell, Ken Flower, Alexzandra Binda, Henrik Ellert, Dennis Anderson, Lindsay O’Brien, Hannes Wessels and many more.31 Some of these authors place responsibility for the Viscounts’ downings on ZIPRA, while others suspect Rhodesians or 

				
					
						29	K Nell, Viscount down: The complete story of the Rhodesian viscount disasters as told by a SAS operator, (Keith Nell self-published, 2011); K Flower, Serving secretly: Rhodesia into Zimbabwe, 1964-1981 (London: John Murray, 1987).

					
					
						30	H Wessels, Men of war: The fighting men who took the world (Barnsley: Casemate Publishers, 2018). 

					
					
						31	J Padbury, Battle for Hurungwe: A special branch victory in an unwinnable war, Rhodesia 1965 (Rickmansworth: TSL Publications, 2022); P Stiff, Selous Scouts: Top secret war (Alberton: Galago Publishers, 1983); Nell, Viscount down; Flower, Serving secretly; A Binda, Masodja: The history of the Rhodesian African rifles and its forerunner, the Rhodesia native regiment (Johannesburg: 30 degrees South Publishers, 2007); H Ellert, Rhodesian Front war (Gweru: Mambo Press, 1987); H Ellert and D Anderson, A brutal state of affairs: The rise and fall of Rhodesia (Harare: Weaver Press, 2020); L O’Brien, Bandit mentality: Hunting insurgents in the Rhodesian bush war, a memoir ( West Midlands: Helion and Company, 2017); Wessels, Men of war.
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				Russians. Former RSF members, in the bulk of cases, have concluded that ZIPRA was responsible for the downing of the Viscounts and described attackers as barbarians harbouring misplaced and faulty masculinities. Binda describes graphically how ZIPRA insurgents who brought down the aircraft on 3 September 1978 went on to murder passengers as they crawled from the wreckage.32 This was an attempt to appeal to white racist emotions and make them more bitter against guerrillas and their backers for the murder of civilians. Anger among the white community was expressed in the 8 September 1978 speech of Anglican Dean for the Salisbury Cathedral, Reverend John da Costa, in a sermon called “The Silence is deafening”.33 He was concerned about the silence of the world in condemning the ZIPRA military onslaught. When the RSF embarked on revenge attacks on camps in Zambia and Mozambique, da Costa maintained his silence, suggesting that he spoke on behalf of the Rhodesian community instead of reconciling the warring parties.

				What is puzzling are questions raised by Ellert and Anderson seeking an explanation as to why SAM-7 missiles were not subsequently used against Rhodesians after they had been deployed in the two incidents identified above. There is evidence that missiles had been used by FRELIMO against Rhodesian forces long before the 1978/9 incidents. According to Ellert and Anderson, on 4 April 1974, two Rhodesian Trojans (military aircraft) were shot down by FRELIMO guerrillas (working with ZANLA) using Soviet supplied SAM-7 heat-seeking missiles and on 20 April, another Trojan Hunter Hawker was fired upon and missed in Mozambique’s Tete province.34 The answer proffered by the two authors is that ZANU and ZAPU were compelled to work together by the Liberation Committee of the OAU, which mitigated the supply of these weapons to guerrillas. When the arrangement collapsed in 1977, the Soviets focused on ZAPU just as they had done with FRELIMO, which worked with ZANU.35 Rhodesians credit their efforts in stopping such attacks after the February 1979 incident. Before the 34th International Federation of Air Lines Pilots’ (IFALPA) conference in Amsterdam, Netherlands, which was held from 15-20 March 1979, John Laurie, the president of the British Air Lines Pilots Association (BALPA) and other three members of the Association visited the Pilots of Rhodesia Association in Salisbury. After detailed discussions concerning the tragedy of the two Viscounts, John Laurie and his team flew to Moscow. They met with the Russian Pilots Association and requested 

				
					
						32	Binda, Masodja, p. 327.

					
					
						33	Sermon by Very Rev. John da Costa, Anglican Dean of Salisbury, “The silence is deafening”, Rhodesian Herald, 9 September 1978.

					
					
						34	Ellert and Anderson, A brutal state of affairs, p. 282.

					
					
						35	Ellert and Anderson, A brutal state of affairs, pp. 283-284.
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				them to put pressure on Moscow to prevent further attacks by ZIPRA on civilian aircraft.36 From that time, there were no further attacks on civilian aircraft by ZIPRA. What remains unclear is whether it was these meetings or modifications to Viscounts or other factors that halted missile attacks. The mere fact that such a meeting took place is an acknowledgement that ZIPRA had been responsible for shooting down the Viscounts. 

				In retaliation for the 3 September incident, RSF launched Operation Gatling, attacking a ZIPRA camp at Westlands farm and another Mkushi in Zambia in October 1978. The operation was intended to prove that Rhodesians (generally white) could not be outgunned by guerrillas (exclusively black) and to avenge the Viscounts’ deaths. Nell claims that it was not only Operation Gatling which eliminated the Viscount “Gang” but also the Special Air Service (SAS). So far, in all the published works on the Viscount incident, only Nell made such a claim, which is intended to prove to the white population that the RSF were an invincible war machine. The Special Branch is said to have confirmed that the dead were indeed part of the Strela team that had shot down the Viscounts.37 There is still general frustration among Rhodesian military personnel that they failed to account for those who downed the Viscounts. This failure explains accusations and counteraccusations. In Men of War, Wessels wrote an addendum on the Viscounts.38 He acknowledges that the question of who was responsible remains unresolved. Despite overwhelming evidence that ZIPRA was responsible, he questions the conspiracy theory by another Rhodesia operative, Geoffrey Alp, who concluded that neither aircraft was downed by Soviet-supplied Strela missiles.39 Alp is convinced that both aircraft were sabotaged on the ground by the placement of timed explosive devices inside the wheel close to the air intake.40 Khumalo, a former ZIPRA combatant trained in the use of such missiles, asserted that Alp had little knowledge of how the missile worked. According to him, ZIPRA guerrillas used the Strela 2M to down the Viscounts. Neither SAM-7 nor SAM-2 was deployed. Sabotaging Rhodesian aircraft on the landing path was described as fiction or a form of self-denial.41 Forensic evidence provided by Superintendent Donald Hollingworth of the British South Africa Police (BSAP) Armaments Section proved conclusively that both Viscounts were shot down by Strela missiles.42 

				
					
						36	Padbury, Battle for Hurungwe, p. 388.

					
					
						37	Nell, Viscount down, p. 368.

					
					
						38	Wessels, Men of war, pp. 360-364.

					
					
						39	G Alp, The uncomfortable truth: An in-depth study into The Rhodesian Viscount tragedies (n.p: Geoffrey Alp, 2019).

					
					
						40	Wessels, Men of war, pp. 360-361.

					
					
						41	Interview: author with Cde Khumalo, Lower Gweru, 11 January 2020.

					
					
						42	Nell, Viscount down, pp. 464-473.
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				Following the shooting down of the first Viscount, there was a massive propaganda campaign in the Rhodesian media with attempts to portray the image that the RSF had successfully avenged the deaths of their loved ones. One press statement from the Ministry of Information pointed out that,

				In what has been almost certainly the bloodiest fortnight of anti-terrorist operations, Security forces have hunted down and exterminated 165 communist terrorists on Rhodesian soil. In addition, 33 terrorist collaborators and eight terrorist recruits were eradicated. In the same period, security forces lost 11 killed in action. Including those who died in the shooting down of the Viscount and the subsequent butchery of survivors, 43 white and eight Indian civilians have been murdered by terrorists during the fortnight. Terrorist gangs murdered 105 black civilians, and 41 black civilians died in crossfire. The total number of terrorists confirmed killed on Rhodesia soil during 1978 is 1639 and 5330 have been accounted for since Operation Hurricane commenced in 1972. Nine hundred and ninety-six terrorist recruits and collaborators have been killed by Rhodesian troops since hostilities began.43

				The whole idea was to stabilise and please the Rhodesian white population, in the hope that the war was winnable despite the loss of the Viscounts.

				While the shooting down of the two Viscounts by ZIPRA marked an important stage in Zimbabwe’s war of liberation, it has largely remained little debated publicly in independent Zimbabwe. This action by ZIPRA has hardly been acknowledged openly since 1980. The public media in Zimbabwe does not cover such events adequately because, in my opinion, doing so would be an attempt to put ZIPRA on an equal footing with ZANLA. Long after the war of liberation, members of the two liberation movements still debate on who, really, between them, deserved the accolade of “real men”. Recently, former ZIPRA commanders, such as General Phillip Valerio Sibanda and Air Marshal Elson Moyo (now retired), have assumed the highest positions in the army; however, this has not helped alleviate the tension between the two former guerrilla movements. Khumalo (an ex-ZIPRA) still holds firmly to the belief that ZIPRA was a highly trained and disciplined army and frowns at ZANLA as poorly trained combatants.44 Of course, this belief is not entirely true, but it is part and parcel of the hatred between the two guerrilla movements, which led them to fight battles in the 1970s.45 The coming of independence did little to subdue these differences. Khumalo, just like his colleague Cde Soft Magarasadza and Cde Joseph Sibuko Mbedzi (now late), 

				
					
						43	National Archives of Zimbabwe (NAZ), 559/78/DMM, “Highest kill Rate”, 15 September 1978.

					
					
						44	Interview: author with Cde Khumalo, 11 January 2020.

					
					
						45	The Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in Zimbabwe, Gukurahundi in Zimbabwe: A report on the disturbances in Matabeleland and the Midlands, 1980-1988 (London: Hurst and Company, 2007), p. 45.

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					Chakawa / The Downing of Air Rhodesia Viscounts by ZIPRA

				

				
					47

				

			

		

		
			
				continued to languish in poverty outside the mainstream of their victorious colleagues. Mbedzi, a former ZIPRA commander who operated in Guruve district of Zimbabwe, complained that former ZIPRAs are treated as second-class ex-combatants within the Zimbabwe National Liberation War Veterans Association (ZNLWVA) despite their sacrifices during the war and regardless of downing the Viscounts.46 Their stories on the downing of the Viscounts have not been well-told to a listening audience until now. 

				Not all former guerrillas are willing to talk about the war. For example, one retired Brigadier-General, Collin Moyo, whose Chimurenga or liberation war name was Rodwell Nyika, refused to explain anything to do with the Viscounts during the only interview I had with him before his death in January 2021.47 It is unfortunate that while former ZIPRA guerrillas remain silent, Rhodesians are extensively writing books and articles as well as presenting papers on their wartime experience. As such, the lack of a culture of writing is slowly allowing Rhodesian works to gain prominence and be used by students as official sources of information in the not-so-distant future. Only recently have two former ZIPRA commanders, Irvine Sibhona and Vincent Ndlovu, each written a book of their life experiences during the war and thereafter.48

				THE SHOOTING DOWN OF VISCOUNTS

				It was on 3 September 1978 that flight RH 825 Viscount “Hunyani” was shot down approximately 10 minutes after taking off from Kariba Airport at around 5:00 pm.49 The surface-to-air missile used in the attack is believed to have been supplied by the USSR.50 Soon after Flight 825 took off, ZIPRA guerrillas hit it, critically damaging the aircraft and forcing an emergency landing. Realising the imminent danger, the pilot, Captain John Hood, attempted to execute an emergency wheels-up belly landing, which was thwarted by a gully that broke the aircraft in two. Eighteen passengers survived. Of the survivors, five, namely Dr McLaren, Sharon Cole and her four-year-old daughter, Tracey, Robert and Shannon Hargreaves, left the wreckage to look for help. Hans Hansen, his wife and Tony Hill survived by running away, while the remaining 10 survivors gathered under a tree were shot by insurgents about 30 minutes after the crash.51 The armed men accordingly left at about 6:30 pm. Around 
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				7:30 pm, another group of guerrillas, accompanied by locals, arrived and ransacked the crash site before leaving at approximately 11:00 pm. The last insurgent section arrived approximately at midnight and left the area at about 01:00 am.52

				At first light on 4 September, the following day, the crash site was identified by an Air Force Dakota, and parachutists were dropped. They were able to rescue the three survivors from the crash site, while another five were found some distance away. Joshua Nkomo acknowledged that ZIPRA brought down the Viscount but was not responsible for the killing of the survivors.53 He justified the shooting of Air Rhodesia’s aircraft as legitimate military targets because they carried troops. He went further to argue that military personnel frequently travelled aboard civilian airliners.54 The error that Nkomo made and to which he regretted when the BBC interviewed him on 4 September 1978 was to laugh somewhat because the aggrieved white community took that to imply that the deaths of civilians were unnecessary to him.55 The historian, Eliakim Sibanda, has argued that survivors were killed by Selous Scouts who wanted to frustrate the Internal Settlement, which had been signed between Smith and moderate African leaders, namely Muzorewa, Sithole and Chief Chirau, on 3 March 1978.56 According to him, the purpose was to frustrate genuine independence by handing power to moderate nationalists. The conspiracy raised by Sibanda is unlikely, as will be shown later. 

				There were further allegations that the “Rhodesian television, before attacks on ZANLA in Mozambique, had shown Viscounts ferrying paratroopers for the job”.57 Such double standards contributed to revenge attacks, though Rhodesian writers, in most cases, have refused to acknowledge that while emphasising ZIPRA’s responsibility for shooting down the Viscounts. A ballistics report confirmed that the cartridge cases from four weapons used to kill the survivors of the Viscount “Hunyani” were also found at the attack on the Nyamhunga Police base on 6 August 1978.58 Nyamhunga is within a 10km radius of where the Viscount fell. The information was used as proof that the section of guerrillas who killed the “Hunyani” survivors was ZIPRA and not 
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				the Selous Scouts.59 Hollingworth, Officer in Charge BSA Police Armaments and Forensic Firearms Identification Section, subsequently confirmed that a Russian SAM-7 had been used to down the Viscount “Hunyani”.60 Irvine Sibhona, another former ZIPRA guerrilla, argued that the shooting down of the first Viscount was intended to avenge the humiliating defeat which ZIPRA suffered when Rhodesians attacked Namuomba Camp in Zambia on 24 October 1977. In the attack, 13 guerrillas were killed.61 There are thus multiple ways of explaining how the idea of attacking the Viscount was muted, but there is no clarity on specific instructions given to Strela crews and by whom.

				Following the above attack, a considerable number of troops were deployed to comb Hurungwe and either capture or eliminate the ZIPRA insurgents responsible. The Rhodesian forces included the C Company 1RAR, which was under the command of the late Lionel Dyck, who was later promoted to the position of colonel in the Zimbabwe National Army after the attainment of independence.62 The downing of the first Viscount attracted an international outcry from BBC News, United Kingdom-based newspapers, the British and Commonwealth Office and even Bishop Desmond Tutu, the General Secretary of the South African Council of Churches. In retaliation for the loss of their loved ones, the RSF launched Operation Snoopy and Gatling to avenge the Viscount disasters.63 Snoopy was launched against ZANLA’s new Chimoio in Mozambique on 20 September and killed hundreds. Operation Gatling on 19 October 1978, led to the death of between 800 and 1000 at Zambia’s Westlands Farm (Freedom Camp) and 600 (mainly girls and women) at Mkushi.64 Zambia reacted to these attacks by obtaining new air-to-ground missile batteries from Britain to assist in the defence of its airspace.65 In the newsroom in Salisbury, Geoff Nyarota, who was a reporter for the Rhodesian Herald, maintains that on the day of the downing of the first Viscount, there was collective anger among whites against blacks. He wrote in his memoirs that many whites became resentful and wary towards blacks in general, believing them all to be “terrorist sympathisers”. In the Herald newsroom the night of the incident, white sub-editors, “cursed until their voices became hoarse, threatening dire consequences for all ‘terrs’ and ‘munts’ or ‘kaffirs’”.66
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				Another theory is that the Viscount disasters destroyed any chances of Nkomo ever ruling Zimbabwe.67 Such thinking was prevalent within Rhodesian circles, suggesting, at least in their opinion, that any aspirant would become a future leader of independent Zimbabwe with their blessing. Joshua Nkomo’s defeat in the election of 1980 was due to a host of other reasons that have little to do with the Viscount tragedy.68 Within the context of Cold War politics, Henry Kissinger, American Secretary of State (1973-1977) and South Africa’s Prime Minister, John Vorster, were determined to see a settlement in Rhodesia since 1976.69 Until 1977, Kissinger continued to pile pressure on Smith to reach a settlement.70 The importance of the Viscount tragedies in ZIPRA circles lies in the belief that it brought Smith to the negotiating table. While the focus of this article is not on the negotiations for independence, the point that should be clarified is that multiple factors contributed to Zimbabwe’s independence, and the Viscount disasters are one of them. They contributed to the dampening of morale among the white minority population.

				On 12 February 1979, Air Rhodesia Flight RH 827 Viscount “Umniati” was shot down around 5.05 pm, approximately 5 minutes after take-off, killing all 54 passengers and five crew members. According to The New York Times, the plane crashed 29 miles east of Kariba in the Vuti African Purchase Area, a tract set aside for black farmers. The site was 32 miles northeast of the location where the previous crash occurred and 50 miles south of the Rhodesian border with Zambia.71 This was the second major incident in just five months. A piece of metal found in the wreckage housing was taken for forensic examination by Hollingworth, who identified it as part of a Strela warhead. Later, Roy Downes calculated that the Viscount was within range of the surface-to-air heat-seeking missile.72 A similar plane that took off from the Kariba airport 15 minutes later carried Lieutenant General Peter Walls, the Rhodesian military commander, who had been on a brief fishing vacation on Lake Kariba. The army general broke the news of the crash to reporters travelling on the same plane with him to Salisbury.73 Like in the first tragedy, several armed contacts with ZIPRA were initiated, but there is no evidence that the Strela section was eliminated. The total number of people who died from attacks on Viscounts by ZIPRA guerrillas between 1978 and 1979 added 
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				up to 107. Among those killed in the second Viscount was 23-year-old Regina Chigwada, who was Air Rhodesia’s fourth black Air Hostess. Additionally, Nkomo’s friend of Indian descent, Mr Gulab, his father, mother, wife and children were also killed.74 Nkomo regretted this, but this was war, where the main target was Walls.75

				VISCOUNT NARRATIVES OF EX-ZIPRA GUERRILLAS

				There is overwhelming evidence that ZIPRA forces were responsible for the downing of both Viscounts. The basis of my argument stems from narratives of a former Strela instructor and ZIPRA guerrilla, Cde Khumalo, and subsequent others, including Cde Magarasadza and the late Cde Mbedzi, coupled with a reappraisal of secondary sources. Khumalo was part of a group of 15 men who were trained in Ukraine at Simferopol. The code name of their group was 315, meaning the third group of 15. Locally, they were called Strela 2M or SAM-2M. In 1977, Cde Khumalo claims that he and some of his colleagues, such as Hillary, Daniel, Mqwayi and Mbeya, were flown from Zambia to Russia by a Tu-154 for further training as instructors.76 Their first stop was in Jamela, Sudan. Then they stopped again in Cairo, Egypt. From there, they landed in Moscow, Russia, then Kyiv, Ukraine, before going to the city of Simferopol during the night.77 In total, there were 180, but only 15 specialised in surface-to-air missiles. Others were trained in using various weapons such as Gun 57 (50mm anti-tank), Mortar 82, Grad-P, or intelligence, commissariat, and medicine. Some specialised as platoon (infantry) or battalion commanders. Long after this interview, I read Vincent Ndlovu’s book. He corroborated the same information by asserting that the group of 180 was, indeed flown from Zambia in a Russian Tupolev 154 airliner in 1977. They were first taken to Mogadishu in Somalia, then Aden in Yemen, back to Cairo International Airport in Egypt and from there to the Soviet Socialist Republic of Ukraine in the city of Simferopol. After disembarking, they were taken by buses to the Simferopol Military Academy, where they remained for six months until November 1977.78 He also indicates that he was part of the group of 15, which received specialist training, but does not specify exactly what training they received. From what Cde Khumalo could remember, the group that went to Ukraine were constituted as follows,
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				Table 1:	ZIPRA training in Ukraine. Source, interview: author with Khumalo, Lower Gweru, 11 January 2020.

				That Khumalo went to Russia with the said passenger plane is less disputable. I further established that the Tu-154 is a Russian-made civilian aircraft with a maximum carrying capacity of 180 passengers.79 The circuitous route which the journey took, including arrival at night, was all meant to evade detection by possible enemies over Russia’s involvement in the training of African guerrillas.

				The commander of those trained in the use of surface-to-air missiles was Dumezweni. Upon return to Zambia, Abraham Dumezweni Nkiwane (known by his middle name) was transferred to become the fourth Deputy Chief of Operations. This left Khumalo, who was second in command, to take charge. The group of 180 consisted of instructors whose duty was to train others in their specific areas of specialisation in Zambia. Against this background, these groups of specialists returned to a camp in Zambia referred to by the RSF as CGT-2 (Communist Guerrilla Training Camp-2) and by ZIPRA as Freedom Camp, where they trained guerrillas returning from Angola and several other camps in Zambia and across the world. More SAM-7 specialists were also trained at the CGT-2 camp, though none were responsible for downing the Viscounts.80 When Khumalo arrived in Zambia from Ukraine, he was tasked with conducting reconnaissance to gain a better understanding of the travel 
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				and flight routes of aircraft, whether civilian or military, in Rhodesia. The journey on foot took him from the Zambezi River to Gweru and then the Gwaai River to map and understand flight paths and timetables. The objective of his trip was to devise methods for protecting guerrilla camps from Rhodesian enemy attacks, as the struggle had evolved into a war of attrition by the latter half of the 1970s.81 The argument was that Rhodesians were not selective in their targets. They killed both insurgents and civilians. 

				After doing reconnaissance, Khumalo deployed Special Forces to various parts of ZIPRA operational fronts inside Rhodesia. These were part of the 15 who had been trained in Russia and returned to Zambia at the end of 1977, before some were deployed for specialised operations inside Rhodesia. Each crew consisted of three special forces personnel.82 From what Khumalo could remember, Hillary and James were deployed to Kazungula while Mbeya was sent to the BL1 zone of operation together with Mqwayi. The latter was killed by the RSF in a contact unrelated to the Viscount incidents.83 Daniel was deployed to the BL2 zone. BL1 and BL2 had Lake Kariba as their crossing point. BL1 was downstream east of BL2, while DK had the Devil’s Gorge as its crossing point.84 BL1 and BL2 were zones of operation which were eventually collapsed into one region of Mashonaland West under the command of Cde Magarasadza.85 Daniel downed the first Viscount while Mbeya brought down the second one.86 According to Cde Khumalo, the main targets for ZIPRA missile assaults initially were attack jets, helicopters, and any other military aircraft. Information on the movement of Rhodesian planes and who was inside disguised as a civilian passenger was leaked out from among disgruntled [white] Rhodesians who were strategically positioning themselves because they wanted to be accommodated in the new Zimbabwe.87 Collin Wright, who claimed to have been a Rhodesian Special Branch operative 
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				during the war, argued that Africans working at the airports, hotels, and other places frequented by white security personnel were also passing on information to the enemy.88 In a focus group discussion with members of the ZIPRA Veterans Trust in 2016, the respondents emphasised that some Rhodesian military operatives were leaking top-secret information on the movements and intended targets of the RSF to them.89 On the other hand, Cde Magarasadza, the overall ZIPRA regional commander of Mashonaland West, who primarily operated in Hurungwe, asserted that his group learnt from the Rhodesian Herald obtained by his deputy, Mahopolo, that Walls was in Kariba, hence the decision to take down the second Viscount.90 As part of proving that ZIPRA was indeed responsible for bringing down the Viscounts, Khumalo described the operation of the surface-to-air missile in graphic detail. His explanation was also a way of authenticating that he had trained in the use of Strela, and, by extension, that he was authentic.91 

				These Strela specialists were heavily protected because abandoning or losing the missile was rendered almost impossible. Only three were kept per sector. The missile was not supposed to be captured by the enemy, as directed by senior commanders Javen Maseko and Richard Mataure. In one unfortunate incident, however, Strela missiles, which were given to Hillary, were found and taken by the RSF in the Victoria Falls area.92 Khumalo was himself responsible for deploying Strela crews. After the shootings, the Strela group remained for months in Zimbabwe. The operator who brought down the first Viscount was killed in a Rhodesian follow-up, which was totally unrelated to what he had done, while another in the group that downed the second one died of natural causes in 2021, long after the war. Of the two crews made up of three members each deployed to the Mashonaland West Province by Khumalo, four had died before independence in various engagements with the RSF. The Strela combatant who shot down the second Viscount is variously 
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				remembered as Mbeya by Cde Khumalo and Chipikiri by Cde Magarasadza.93 Both agreed in separate interviews that he died in 2021.94 

				Strela trainees were taught to observe the Geneva Conventions, which discouraged the shooting of civilian aircraft. Any such acts would lead to prosecution at the Hague. Guerrillas were supposed to bear this in mind when choosing a target. Therefore, from independence to date, there is fear among ZIPRA veterans that those responsible may be taken to the Hague. There is also fear that the current ZANU-PF-led government may not guarantee their security. This is why the actual names of those involved remained a closely guarded secret. Researchers are often given war names only. These combatants fear that Rhodesians have not forgotten and are still determined to avenge the deaths of their friends and relatives.

				THE STRATEGIC LOGIC OF USING SURFACE-TO-AIR MISSILES

				One of the key questions which this article answers is whether there was any justification for using missiles against civilian airlines. By drawing on published and unpublished secondary sources, as well as interviews, there is ample evidence to demonstrate that ZIPRA had sound and logical reasons (valid at the time) for targeting civilian airlines. Pilots flying for civilian airlines were not strictly civilians because they also flew military aircraft. Captain Robin Hood initiated talks with the Rhodesian Air Force in 1976, resulting in Air Rhodesia pilots flying Dakotas for 3 Squadron. Initially, the pilots transported supplies, and in 1977, they transitioned to flights for the Fire Force, which involved dropping paratroopers into combat.95 Hood concludes that between 12 and 15 of the approximately 32 Air Rhodesia pilots flew for the Air Force. The question then is whether pilots were justifiable targets of missile attacks while flying civilian airlines because of their double standards. In the case of the Viscount “Hunyani”, which was shot down, the pilot, Captain John Hood, had flown Viscounts for Air Rhodesia since 1968 and had also served voluntarily in the Rhodesian Air Force. Another passenger was a Rhodesian Army reservist, Anthony Hill, 39, who survived by taking cover in the surrounding bushes as armed ZIPRA guerrillas approached the crash site on the evening of 3 September 1978. These two were not civilians in the strictest sense. An 
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				additional point to note is that the Rhodesians remained silent on the fact that several passengers killed in the first Viscount incident were off-duty military personnel. They included Tech Jeremy Bull of No 7 Squadron Rhodesian Air Force (22 years), PO Malcolm Gillespie BSAP (22 years) and Dawn Young BSAP (19 years).96 The identity of these passengers as full-time military operatives was not raised at the time of the crash. Maybe we need to put up another question relating to when military personnel become civilians during an armed conflict. 

				Lt General Walls was the main target in the civilian airline that was shot down in February 1979. Separate interviews with Khumalo and Magarasadza highlighted that their military targets were not civilian aircraft unless they were of military significance.97 Magarasadza explained that his deputy, Mahopolo, read in the Rhodesian Herald that Walls was in Kariba, and that became the basis for shooting down the civilian airline. We then need to ask ourselves a question as to whether it was militarily correct to kill Walls when he was on a civilian aircraft. During the war, Lieutenant General Walls was the most feared white member of the RSF, overseeing the Combined Operations (COMOPS). His killing would have been enough to see the apprehensive white community leave the country or to push the minority government to the negotiating table, and most importantly, put ZIPRA on a higher pedestal compared to ZANLA. For unknown reasons, Walls boarded another plane, which was not attacked. Time Magazine reported that on 12 February, the second Viscount, which had Defence Chief Lieutenant General Walls and his wife aboard, took off 15 minutes later.98 Joshua Nkomo himself acknowledged that, “if the plane was fired on, it can only have been our chaps”.99 Alas, he said, his guerrillas hit the wrong aircraft: they had intended to kill Walls and had reason to believe he was on the first plane. So, Nkomo insisted, it was Walls who was, “responsible for the deaths of all these other people because he is the biggest military target”.100 On the same note, Nkomo said that Air Rhodesia planes were legitimate military targets because they carried troops. The big question is whether military personnel were supposed to use civilian aircraft in the hostility zone, and with information on their flights being public knowledge. The second question is whether this put the planes at risk as they were flying across a war zone, and Air Rhodesia had been warned of the dangers. Air 
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				Rhodesia had instructed their pilots to gain height over Kariba Dam before flying on to Salisbury to avoid Strela attacks.101 The two Viscounts that were shot down did not adhere to the Air Rhodesia instructions. Furthermore, it is essential to note that some of the other male passengers may have had mandatory call-ups for the RSF. 

				Complaints against ZIPRA for downing the second Viscount downplay that, even Rhodesians themselves targeted civilian aircraft of a neighbouring country, Botswana. For example, Special Air Service (SAS) officer Andre Scheepers was deployed into Botswana to shoot down a Swedish-owned and operated DC7 aircraft with a SAM 7. This was shortly after the SAS contact in Hurungwe on 24 November 1978. It was alleged to be transporting “terrorist recruits” from Francistown to Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, for training.102 The question to pose is, did Scheepers’ SAS men have direct communications with the Swiss airlines that would guarantee that no civilians were on board? What about the pilot, co-pilot and civilian crew on the plane? Was it justified to eliminate them? What difference, if any, was there to the shooting down of the Viscounts? Today, ex-Rhodesians praise men like Scheepers and his fellow soldiers for having, “made their mark on the history of a dying country”.103 There were multiple debates concerning the responsibility and rationale for targeting civilian airlines. Khumalo argued that the Viscounts’ incidents compelled Rhodesian politicians to negotiate for independence due to the sinking morale. The shooting of the Viscounts was a deterrent against the use of air travel by Rhodesians. ZIPRA wanted Rhodesian forces to travel by road so that they could bring them into contact without recourse to air power. In the case of the second Viscount in particular, ZIPRA wanted to kill Walls and other generals whom they suspected had a meeting in Kariba. Finally, ZIPRA wanted to turn Rhodesia into a no-fly zone. The shooting down of Viscounts challenged the paternalistic nature of Rhodesian propaganda, which claimed that strong white men were competently defending their women and children from the external communist threat (rather than recognising it as a nationalist movement). There was always an implicit sense that the superior air power of the Rhodesian Air Force (RAF) was always capable of defending Rhodesian airspace as ZANLA and ZIPRA did not have their own air power. The SAMs provided by the Soviets were, therefore, a real game changer. It added, too, however, to the claims that it was the communist Soviets who were the real enemy here. 
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				 The shooting down of the Viscounts was classified as a war crime. In Cape Town, the Friends of Rhodesia posted 100 000 rands for anyone who got Nkomo back to Rhodesia to stand trial for this crime, which was committed by armed men under him. Those who walked to the crash site of the first Viscount in 1978 were ZIPRA deployments. These forces could walk to the crash site and still hide themselves in time before the Rhodesian army started to comb the area the following morning. Cde Magarasadza also confirmed that he remembered one section that went to the crash site on the fateful day.104 Their coming to the crash site does not mean that they had prior knowledge that there was going to be a plane crash. It was just because they were anxious to witness what had happened. They could have been groups waiting but were unaware of that. Cde Magarasadza argued that by the time of the shooting of the first Viscount, ZIPRA guerrillas under his command had become difficult to control.105 Some of them were heeding the call of the moderate nationalist Muzorewa’s transitional government to surrender, as the war was over. In his words, guerrillas were no longer committed to fighting but were getting used to drinking beer in villages and cohabiting with women. Cde Magarasadza thus claims that the downing of the first Viscount was an intelligence operation initiated because, “I had lost control of guerrillas. It was now a free zone with guerrillas drinking heavily and I thus recommended a hard operation in Hurungwe through the High Command”.106 As such, Cde Magarasadza thinks that operational challenges in Hurungwe justified the use of Strela. He went on to argue that it was safer to kill survivors because there was nowhere to keep them. Guerrillas resented the idea of taking captives to Zambia, and in his own words, the best way was thus to put them off. At the same time, the shooting down of the Viscount was an instruction from High Command that takes us back to the need for discipline and secrecy in the execution of military operations. In ZANU, that order was enforced through what was called “Mwenje No. 2”.107 It is hard to imagine that ZIPRA forces at the front would have taken such drastic moves without clear instructions from their superiors.

				CONCLUSION

				The article explored the downing of the two Rhodesian Viscounts in 1978 and 1979 by ZIPRA guerrillas, who were trained in the use of surface-
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				to-air missiles in Ukraine, which by then was part of the USSR. The study established that the shooting of civilian aircraft by missiles is not something entirely new in the history of armed conflict, and most such disasters are authorised. The reasons for such attacks were justifiable and logical at the time. The shooting of the two Viscounts intensified the war through external raids in Zambia as one way of avenging the losses. ZANLA bases in Mozambique, whose occupants were not implicated in the Viscount attacks, were similarly attacked by the RSF, resulting in a massive loss of life. The victims of the disasters were civilians and RSF operatives disguised as civilian passengers. While the losses in the aircraft remain unforgotten in Rhodesian circles, there is no acknowledgement that Rhodesian external raids killed more civilian black people than the 107, mostly (white) holidaymakers, that died during the Viscount attacks. 

				There are ongoing debates among Rhodesian writers, with a number questioning the capacity of ZIPRA to wage such lethal attacks. Thus, it remains convenient for former white operatives to blame the Viscount losses on other factors, though there is overwhelming evidence that ZIPRA was responsible. The loss of 107 lives remains an unpardonable crime in Rhodesian memories. At the same time, it is not much celebrated in Zimbabwe, where the executioners of the mission remain silent because they are afraid of revenge by former Rhodesians and their sympathisers, who are still aggrieved to the present day. Narratives of Cde Khumalo and subsequent interviews with Cde Magarasadza have shown that ZIPRA downed the Viscounts out of the conviction that these were legitimate military targets. Judging by the number of military personnel that were present on the first Viscount of 1978, and the need to kill Walls in 1979, it becomes clear that by using civilian airlines, serving members of the RSF were risking the lives of civilian passengers. As shown by Khumalo, ZIPRA guerrillas were duty-bound to demonstrate their ability to humiliate the enemy through successful military engagements. 

				The article argued that although the armed struggle ended in 1980, debates over the downing of the Viscounts continue to this day and have raised serious questions surrounding air travel and vacationing by soldiers in conflict zones using civilian airlines. The research has also brought to the fore the advanced military training that ZIPRA received and how that training frustrated the Rhodesian war effort. Lastly, the major argument is that Zimbabwe’s war of liberation remains a highly contested terrain, pitting former Rhodesians against guerrillas, and that these debates need more space for academic discussion.
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