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The war, which is variously referred to as the *1979 
war” or “the Liberation War’, was precipitated by 
an incursion that sections of the Uganda Army 
made into northern Tanzaniain October 1978, 

BY ISAAC MUFUMBA 

orty one years ago last Saturday, 
Libya dispatched a contingent 
of fighters to fight alongside the 
Uganda Army (UA) as it desper- 
ately fought to halt an advance 
by a combined force composed 

of the Tanzania People’s Defence Force 
(TPDF) and combatants from exiled 
Uganda groups. 
Some of the Ugandans who were 

fighting beside the Tanzanian soldiers 
were drawn from Kikoosi Maalum, 
which was composed of fighters loyal 
10 the exiled Uganda Peoples Congress 
(UPC) Jeader, Milton Obote, and the 
Front for National Salvation (Fronasa). 
Kikoosi Maalum was under the oint 
command of Gen Tito Okello and Brig. 
David Oyite-Ojok, while Fronasa forc- 
€S were under the command of Yoweri 
Museveni,whohad no rank at the time. 

Reports of the arrival of Libyan fight- 
ers in Uganda were first reported in 
@ New York Times edition of March 

79. 
They (sources) said tanks, fighter 

Planes, heavy artillery and infantry 
Vieapons have been arTiving at Enteb- 
be,Ugandas international airport on 
Lake Victoria, in Libyan and Ugandan 
planes for the last week,"the newspa- 

perreported. 

Procursor 
1t should be remembered that the 

war, which is variously referred to as 
the=1979 warorthe Liberation War*, 
was precipitated by an incursion that 
sections of the Uganda Army madein- 
tonorthem Tanzania in October 1978, 
‘The troops marched southwards 
towards Kyaka Bridge. 

“Tanzania demanded that the 
Organisation of African Uni- 
1ty (OAU),now the African Union 
(AU), condemn Uganda for,its 

actions, but the organisation 
* somehow failed 0 doso. 
On November 1, 1979, 

then-president Idi Amin an- 
nounced the annexation 
of the Kagera salient. Ju- 
lius Nyerere, then president 
of Tanzania,demanded that Amin re- 
nounce hisclaints o thesalient. 
“The following day November 2, 1979, 

he declared war on Uganda. 

Strainedrelations 
Itshould be remembered that re- 

Lations between the two countries 
had been strained for more than 
seven years, the precursor being, 
the September 1972 invasion of Ugan 

‘da by Tanzania with fighters who were 
believedtobeloyal to Obote. 
Obote,a friend of Nyerere, had been 

living in exle in Tanzania since he was 
deposed by Amin in a January 1971 
‘military coup. 

‘The invaders were crushed and forced 
to beat a hasty retreat to Tanzania. A 
subsequent armistice provided that 
the two countries withdraw their forc- 
s from their common border: 
TPDFsrosponsa 
‘Whereas Nyerere had declared war on 

Uganda on November2,197,itwas ot 
until January 21,1979, that TPDF and 

its allies started attacking the Uganda 
Army's positions at Mutukula and Min- 
zin. 
“The Uganda Army (UA) was soon over- 

‘powered, forcing the officers of the Sui- 
cide Regiment to withdraw. 
TPDF anditsallesseized theinitiative 
and advanced ina two-pronged attack. 
Onegroup of fighters advanced on UAS 
positions in the west of the country. 
Thatwas referred t0 s the western axs. 
“The othergroupadvanced on UA posi- 
tiontothe castof the country.That was 
referred toas the eastern axis. 
Ugandan fighters attached 

1o Kikoosi Maalum fought 
mostly on the eastern ax- 

| is, while their Pronasa 
counterparts fought 
mostly on the 
estern axis. 

Former Libyan President Muammar 
Gaddafl(loft) and Prosidont Musov- 
eni. 

‘Withina few weeks, TPDF and their a 
lies had captured the towns of Mbarara 
and Masaka. Fighters on the eastern ax- 
isso0n started advancing on the capi- 
tal Kampala. 

EntorLibya 
The New York Times reported that the 

2,500 Libyan fighters who had been de- 
ployed had arrived with some special- 
ised military equipment. 
“Libya staged a major airlift of com- 

bat forces to Kampala and Entebbe, 
sending2,500troops with T-54and T55. 
tanks, BTR APCS, BM-21Katyusha'mul- 
tiple rocket launchers (MRLS),artillery, 
MiG-21s,and a 

Tu22 bomb- 

ertit reported. 
it would, howeyer, appear that the 

Libyan troops had arrived in Uganda a 
month before The New York Times re- 
ported the development. The website, 
swwwospreypublishing.com, a british 
publishing Arm which speciailsesin re- 
portingon military histor reported a 
few years ago that Libyan Hghters had 
actually arrived in Ugandain February 
107 

PLOdoploys 
‘The Palestinian Liberation Organi- 

sation (PLO) of fasser Arafat also de- 
ployed some ofits commandos to ight 
alongside soldiers of the UA. Amin has 
been very supportive of PLO. 

It should be remembered that Amin 
allowed Palestinians who belonged to 
the external wing of the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP- 
£0),and German who belonged to the 
Revolutionary Cells,or RZ,a part of the 
BaaderMeinhof gang, who hijacked 
the Air France Flight 139,a Boeing 707 
Jetliner with 250 passengers inclucling 
83 lsraeli nationals, which was hijacked 
on June 28, 1976 as it was flying from 
“Tel Aviv for Paris via Athens to land in 
Entebbe. 
Amin claimed that he had allowed 

the hijackers who demandled the re- 
lease from jails in Israel, France, West 
Germany,and Switzerland, 53 of their 
comrades, o land in Uganda on “hu- 
‘manitarian grounds”,but it was gener- 
allyknown that he was fully supportive 
of the PLO, whose leaders he had hob- 
‘nobbed with. 
‘The hijacking culminated in the Ju- 

Iy 4, 1976, operation in which 100 Is- 
raeli Commandos staged a 90-minute 
stingoperation on Entebbeairport,res- 
cued 102 hostages, killed the hijackers 
and 5 Ugandan soldiersand destroyed 
‘more than 20 Russian built MiG175 and 
MiG21ets of the Uganda Air Force. 
“The PLO was therefore reciprocating 

the gesture of support. 
‘The arrival of the Libyan and. 

PLO tronps coincided with a decision 
bythe Military Coundilto appoint pres- 
ident Amin, Chief of Staff of the Ug

an- 

da Armmy,a move which was aimed at 
boosting the morale of his soldiers. 
“That development and the arrival of 

the Libyan troops and their ‘military 

hardware had been expected to halt 
the TPDF's rapid advance on Kampala. 

Ubya'sdonlals 
Despite the report that its soldiers 

had arrrved in Kampala,the leadership 
in Tripoll initially denied the reports, 
insisting that the only Lityyan nation- 
alsin Uganda at the time were bankers, 
teachers and medical doctors. 
“The bankers that the Lilran grvern- 

‘ment was talking about were those at- 

tached to what was then known as 
Arab Uganda Bank, which 

vras established in 1973 and vras joint- 
Iy e by the Libyan Foreign Bank 
(LFB) and the government of Uganda. 

‘The bank was later rebranded to Tropi- 
cal Africa Bank and then Tropical Bank. 
Gaddafirebuffod 
Itshould be remembered that Nyer- 

ere snubbed an attempt in January 
1979 by the president of Libya, Col 
Muammar Gaddaflto stop the fighting. 
insisting that the fighting would only 
stop if member states of the OAU con- 
demned Amin. 
Nyerere also demanded that Uganda 

piry reparations for the damage that it 
had caused in northem Tanzania. 

It would appear that Nyerere's stand 
angered the Libyan strongman so 
‘much that he chose to deploy o the 
side of the Uganda Arrrry 
According to wurw.ospreypublish- 

ing.com, the Libyan contingent incud- 
ed“a hodgepodge of regular units, Peo- 
ple‘s Militia,and members of the Islam- 
ic Pam-African Legion-  force of sub-Sa- 
haran Africans equipped and trained 
by the Libyans (and reinforced with 
several mercenaries) to serve as an ex- 
peditionary force in that kind of oper- 
ation,and precisely this sort of opera- 
tion”. 

Anihilationin Lukaya 
According to wwwosprey- 
publishing com, the TPDF's 
advance on Kampala suffered 

an initial reversal in Lukaya on the 
nightofMarch 11 to March 12,1979. 
‘The 201t Brigade was'leployed to 

directly cross the causeway over the 
swamp, while the elite 208th Brigade 
was deployed to outflank 

the western edge of the 
swamp, but was met by a 

combined force of UA, PLO and 
Libyan fighters backed by 15 T-55 
tanks, over a dozen APCs, land rov- 
ers mounted with 106-mm recoil- 
less guns and a battery of BM-21 

MRL. 
‘TPDE were not only caught by sur- 

prise, but they had never come under 
so much irepower. They fled from the 
town. 
Fortunately for TPDF, their adver- 

saries did not build on this victory to 
launch a counteroffensive to re- 
take Masaka. This allowed TPDF to 

regroup and launch a surprise dou- 
ble-pronged attack in which the 2015t 
Brigade attacked the main defensive 
lines from the south, while the 208 Bri- 

gade drove eastto the Lukaya-Kampala 
road,then turned south and hit the en- 
emy fromthe rear. 
‘The commander of UA tank division, 

Col Godwin Sule, was killed along with 
anestimated 400 Ugandanand 200 Lib- 
yan fighters in the battle that tumed 
outto be the biggest resistance that the 
UA and their allies put up before the. 

+ 1fallof Kampalain April 1979. 


