A HEN Hector Gonzal ez Cueto

w Pernas was asked in early

1986 if he was prepared to

go to Angola. he found him

sel f caught up in a whirlw nd of
conHi cting feelings.

And as he calmy explains how

he felt in the days before he left, |
| ook at the row of medal s gl eam ng
on his chest. He could easily be ny
own son.

tnd so | am noved. but not sur-
prised, by the sinmple way he tells
me his story:

"My first thought that day was that
at last | was getting a chance to
do sonmething really worthwhile.

| was born in 1958. and so or
course | couldn’t take part in any of
the events which led to the revol u-
tion. On the other hand. in 1986 |I'd
only just graduated as a fisheries
engineer and | was a hit put off at
having to interrupt ny recently
started professional career. But
when it came to naking a decision.
what really counted was ny desire
to nake ny nmark in the world.

I"d grown up listening to the tales
of my uncle, Captain Pernas Num| -
la. who fought with the under-
ground forces against the Batista re-
ginme, | remenber how | used to

envy him | really admred him..

M XED FEELI NGS

“"I"'mjust saying all this so you can
see how things were. not forgetting
some rather anbi guous feelings I
had, which you could interpret as
egoti smor individualismon ny
part.

“In May 1986 | reached Luanda.

My father, a doctor. was already
there on conbat duty. He greeted ne
at the airport.. I'd left behind ny
not her, who al so nmust have had

nm xed feelings; both tear and pride
for her son, though we never spoke
about it. She took the news calmy
and only showed how proud she

was of rme.

“In Luanda | was at Cuba’'s mli-
tary mssion to Angola, doing politi-
cal work with which | continued

t hroughout ny tour of duty. By
February 1988 | was in Me-
nongue. . ."

"...Cuito Cuanaval e stands 200 Ki -

| onetres south-east of the city of
Menongue, situated on the extrene
left of the lines defended by Cuban
troops in southern Angola. | was
sent to Cuito Cuavanal e which has
an airport that a group 0! Angol a-
bri gades fell back to | ast Novenber
in the race of the |arge-scale

| enenyl advance. which had begun
the previous nonth in order to re-
vent the defeat of Unita in the a-
vi nga region, approximtely 150 hi -
|ometres to the south-east.



"We had to reinforce that sector.

In Meuongue | was instructed to

roceed to Cuito, where | arrived on
arch 7. By then | knew the actua

frontline was there. | thought to ny-

self that in Culto | was nore likely

to he wounded that: killed. This was

partly thanks to the effectiveness 0!

our defences. but al so because the

obj ective of (the eneny’s) |ong-

range artillery is above all to wound

as many as possible in order to sow

pani c, keep the nedics occupi ed and

create an atnosphere of hysterica

conf usi on. .

"W were getting a constant

poundi ng fromthe | enenyl. who

ighting in Angola: a | esson

in |ove, says Cuban sol dier

At alittle-known town in the heart of Africa

the People’s Armed Forces for the Liberation of

Angol a (FAPLA) fought side by side with the

Cubans to halt the advance of the invadi ng South

Africans.. The NEW NATI ON reprintsan account of

the experiences of a Cuban soldier, who fought

in the battle for Cuito Cuanavale. The story first

appeared. in the ’Cuban |International’

"The bul k of our troops had

wi t hdrawn west of Cu/to in

search of better positions, not

nerely to resist the South

African elite forces’ attacks,

but also with the ai m of

defeating them

The enemy had

chosen the battlefield. W took

up the chall enge

had al ready | aunched a number o

all -out attacks. The Interno would

start up about four in the norning

and go on until late at night. Their

shells were causing a | ot of damage.

They expl ode, a netre before im

pact, into a thousand fragnents.

That’s why | say they’ re ained par-

ticularly at causi ng wounds. al -

t hough obviously the |eoeny’ sl

prime objective was sinply to wi pe

out the Angol an and Cuban forces.

This was putting us in a very tight

spot, and so they had to he stopped

in Cuito."

TANK WARFARE

"...At the request of the Angol an

governnent, Cuban advi sers were

sent by air to Cuito Cuavanale in

Decenmber to assist the FAPLA In

fantry brigades, artillery and tanks.

acconpani ed al so by a nunber of

personnel specialising in artillery

and tank warfare. Al nost sinultane-

ously the Cuban Air Force in Angoia

was reinforred with a group of our

nost experienced pilots.

"The bul k of our troops had with-

drawn to the west of Cuito in search

of nore advantageous positions, not

nerely to resist the (eneny’ sl at-

tacks, but also with the aimof de-

feating them The eneny had chosen

the battlefield. W took up the chal -



| enge.

"It was a very difficult time W
were |iving under a non-stop hail of
| ead, day and night. There were
shel I s exploding all round us. | kept
telling nyself: be careful. but the
problemwas, if you were too care-
ful you couldn't carry out the task
assigned to you. while it you tried
to carry it out regardl ess of the cost
and didn't take care. the result was
the sanme. You just had to sort your-
sel f out and work out a conpro-

nm se. .

"The nmost tragi c nonment for ne

was when one of ny conrades was
killed while lighting fromunder a
tank. A shell expl oded nearby and
blew himto bits..

"You ask nme what | think a hero

is. It’s hard to explain. | was able
to witness incredible acts a heroism
by bot h Angol ans and Cubans. They
were just ordinary lads. Il's then
that you understand. that everyone
is potentially a hero. It just neans
being in the right place at the right
time and doi ng what has to be done.

I don’t think of nmyself as a hero.
di d have the ernormous |luck to be
there, and that was a privilege.
"Angol a enriched ne as a human

being. You learn to appreciate life
nore. | met sone fantastic people.
got to. know a country being
scourged by a dirty war, a country
trying heroically to drag itself out O!
the squalor it inherited from col oni -
alism | became famiiar with abject
poverty, sonething |I’'d never seen
bef or e.

CHANG NG STATE AFFAI RS

"It's hard, hot line as well. to re-
al Lse that you can, even if only nod-
estly, contribute towards changi ng

state affairs. | thought often about
Cuba, about Che | Guevaral now t hat
| knew the jungle. | tried to inmagine

him it was the same for all or us.

"I don’t think you can cone through

an experience |ike that unchanged..
It’s traumatic, yes, but also a | esson
inlove 0! life and of humanity."

He pauses, | look at him and once
again | think he could be ny son. In

a way, he is. And | feel so proud of
this young lad like all the rest.



