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From the 1960s, Maritz Spaarwater was an intelligence agent for the South African

government, first for Military Intelligence and later for National Intelligence. In the late 1980s,

he was among the first to start official discussions overseas with the exiled leadership of the

ANC, and he became involved in the negotiations that led to the 1994 election. This is his

story.A Spook’s Progress plays out in a range of locations, from army bases in Namibia to the

NIS offices in Pretoria, from the dusty streets of Freetown to the luxury of Geneva. Threaded

through the narrative are encounters with people such as Sam Nujoma, Kenneth Kaunda, Niel

Barnard, Roelf Meyer, Chris Hani, Thabo Mbeki and Jacob Zuma. An honest depiction of day-

to-day life as a spy, the book delves into the relationship between intelligence agents and their

political masters and reveals their behind-the-scenes role in facilitating the transition.At times

serious, at times ironic and satirical, A Spook’s Progress is a fascinating and frank account of

an intelligence agent’s life and work, and his shift from making war to making peace.



Published by Zebra Pressan imprint of Random House Struik (Pty) LtdReg. No.

1966/003153/07Wembley Square, First Floor, Solan Road, Gardens, Cape Town 8001PO Box

1144, Cape Town 8000, South AfricaFirst published 2012Publication © Zebra Press 2012Text

© Maritz Spaarwater 2012All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic,

mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the

copyright owners.PUBLISHER: Marlene FryerMANAGING EDITOR: Robert PlummerEDITOR:

Bronwen LeakPROOFREADER: Jane HousdonTEXT DESIGNER: Jacques

KaiserTYPESETTER: Monique van den BergINDEXER: Sanet le Roux

To Anna, Suzanne, Bosman, Cobus and Lisa, who for so many years were so incompletely

aware of what their husband and father was doing, and without whom the writing of this book

would not have been worthwhile;And to Everaad, Mika, Mich and Christiaan, who might

someday herein find a clearer image of their grandfather;And to Sue, who shared ten years of

my life.

ContentsAcknowledgementsThe TreePrefaceBEGINNING I: EARLY LIFEGenetically

PredisposedGrowing UpBoarding SchoolFirst Nibble at the MilitaryUniversity, and Another

WorldWarBEGINNING II: MILITARY INTELLIGENCEThe SADFAcademic InterludeBack in the

Fold, BrieflyThe Law, AgainDemise of an EmpireEscape to Sanity, AgainSpecial Forces/

ARMSCORSouth West AfricaCSI RevisitedThoughts on the MilitaryCuito CuanavaleFallout at

HomeHonouring the Living and the DeadChange of Tack and DestinationBEGINNING III:

NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE‘Welcome’ to NISResearchPolitics Almost IntervenesNiel Barnard

and the Afrikaner BroederbondOperationsTrial, Tribulation and HilarityOutward MovementA

Word on TravelOutward Movement InwardThe Fall GuyTalks About Talks About TalksFree at

LastBEGINNING IV: CONSTRUCTING DEMOCRACYThe Road to DemocracyReturn of the

ProdigalsPaving the WayCODESA IShepherd to the ElusivesCODESA II and the MPNPDecent

EmploymentReversionBEGINNING V: END GAMEInterregnumThe United Democratic

MovementFurther MeanderThe National Prosecuting AuthorityEnd

GameLamentationEpilogueAcronyms and AbbreviationsBibliographyIndex

AcknowledgementsI am grateful to former colleagues in the South African Defence Force and

the National Intelligence Service, and to friends and members of my family who encouraged,

cajoled and browbeat me to write this book and generously shared with me their recollections

of some of the events I describe in it;And to my wife, Anna, who had to live with my total

absorption in the writing, when for more than a year I had neither the spare time nor the spare

attention to share much of either with her;And to the good people of Zebra Press at Random

House Struik, Marlene Fryer, Bronwen Leak and Robert Plummer, for their friendly and

professional guidance in taking this book to fruition.MARITZ SPAARWATERONRUS

RIVER2012

The TreeTwo hunters were ruminating around a campfire. The younger of the two asked the

oubaas what he would do if he were to be charged by a lion:‘I would shoot it, of course,’ said

the old man.‘But what if you did not have a gun?’‘I would run away as fast as I could,’ came the

reply.‘What if you were not fast enough?’‘I would look for a stone and hit the lion over the head

with it.’‘And if you couldn’t find a stone?’‘I would pray as hard as I could.’‘But what if the lion did



not know you were praying and kept charging?’‘I would climb into a tree and stay there until it

went away.’‘And if you couldn’t find a tree?’The old man thought long and hard, sucking on his

pipe with his eyes shut from the effort. After a long pause he eventually opened his eyes and

said, slowly and deliberately in a low, firm voice: ‘There has to be a tree.’(Attributed to the late

General Hendrik van den Bergh, former head of the Security Branch of the South African

Police and of the Bureau for State Security.)

PrefaceThe intelligence profession places extraordinary demands on those who live and work

in it. One’s personal and professional lives are indivisible in this world where living and working

are one. For the true professional, dedication is absolute; the dividing line between sleeping

and waking hours often only notional. The compelling necessity of the principle of ‘the need to

know’, also among colleagues, prevents free discussion of one’s work, its pleasures and

frustrations, its successes and failures, and its moral and ethical dilemmas. It is essentially a

lonely business. Those closest to someone in this line of work must accept and respect these

circumstances, or see their relationships crumble.The incidence of psychological and social

problems, with their sometimes devastating impact on family life, is said by experts to be

markedly higher in the security community than in society at large. Through the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and a spate of criminal prosecutions in the courts, we have

been numbed by revelations of the horrifying dehumanisation of the individual that in extreme

cases can occur in such an environment. And this profession is closely related to the military,

only without the violence, usually. In the South African Defence Force (SADF) it was standing

procedure that any soldier who had been involved in three ‘contacts’ – firefights – on a tour of

duty would be relieved and returned home for rest and recuperation. This often did not happen,

but it was the rule.Eugene de Kock, ‘celebrated’ as ‘prime evil’ in the media, was over some

years, I have been told, involved in 300 contacts while in the highly active and stressful South

African Police (SAP) counterinsurgency unit, Koevoet, in South West Africa. This is probably

exaggerated, but even if it were only thirty without an opportunity to recover, one can only

imagine what it must have done to his psyche. I have been reliably told that De Kock’s

commanding officer (CO) in Koevoet started to complain that he had, through indiscipline,

become unmanageable. De Kock was returned to Pretoria and, lo and behold, appointed to

command the police special operations unit infamously known as Vlakplaas. I have never been

able to fathom the management culture of the SAP, whether Force or Service, then or

now.There is no stereotype of what makes a good intelligence officer or agent (spy). They

come as much in a mixture of ordinary human traits as any other human being, the worst

frailties and foibles hopefully being weeded out in stringent psychometric testing and security

vetting procedures. However, some peculiarities do seem to manifest more than others in an

intelligence worker. Among these is an enquiring mind with a suspicious bent, but with the

balance to not base all judgements of people and situations on this mindset. Too much

scepticism can turn into paranoia, giving rise to the loss of objectivity through fanciful

conclusions based on conspiracy theories. Although balanced scepticism is necessary for a

good intelligence analyst, constant vigilance against cynicism and a dumbing-down of reason

and independent thought is an essential. The greatest danger is perhaps the common

tendency of stereotyped ‘group-think’ in a close-knit and mutually supportive group of

dedicated people fired by the same ideals. There is one trait, however, that is indispensable in

an intelligence operator: an aggressive, can-do attitude. The tree has always to be found.The

insularity of the intelligence community tends to breed an exceptional brotherhood of solidarity

and personal loyalties, which also carries inherent dangers if not contained by strong ethical



imperatives. This brotherhood is confirmed rather than contradicted by cases of treachery that

occur from time to time in security and intelligence communities throughout the world. The

treason of South African Navy (SAN) Commodore Dieter Gerhardt, who was exposed in 1982

as a Soviet spy, caused immense shock, anguish, anger and demoralisation, however

transient, in the SADF, in the Navy in particular.The intelligence brotherhood also extends

across international borders, where cordial institutional relations, personal friendships and

mutual respect between individuals and agencies of even adversarial countries exist. This often

leads to the unobtrusive and amicable settlement of disputes between states without the public

posturing and politicking that sometimes accompany the handling of such disputes through

more conventional, overt diplomatic channels. There are many examples of where the

brotherhood of the intelligence community has served South Africa well in its often delicate

relations with important players in the international arena.What is perhaps the outstanding

element of a career in intelligence, and the most challenging given the stresses it generates, is

that it daily brings one into direct contact with the realities of one’s subject matter: the security

of the state and the forces tending to disturb its stability and general well-being. On the

strategic level, the demand is to give decision-makers the best possible overview of those

realities as they manifest and develop, including the probable outcomes of such trends, and to

do so as objectively and fearlessly as humanly possible. Gut feelings and ideological

predilections are the preserve of the political consumers of intelligence and have no place in

the processes of producing it.Stereotypical mindsets, personal convictions, views on ideals to

be pursued and the natural optimism of dedicated people, are equal imposters in the search for

the ‘truth’. There are perennial differences of opinion as to the extent to which intelligence

producers should advise on how their intelligence be put to use by way of policy decisions.

Where intelligence agencies have the obligation to inform the government on both adverse and

favourable developments, it is often impossible to separate such warnings from suggesting

what to do about them, especially in the form of anticipation and prediction from a rational,

factual basis of what identified trends would most probably lead to. The South African National

Security Management System, with considerable success, tried to solve this conundrum by

separating its intelligence and executive planning functions. However, the system was

sometimes confounded by different conclusions as to what the objective intelligence picture

actually was or signified. These were often strongly influenced by the subjective and

ideological considerations of the representatives of participating government departments and

agencies.The last three decades of the twentieth century constitute the most significant

transformative period in the political history of modern South Africa since the arrival of Jan van

Riebeeck at the Cape in 1652. Over this period I had the immense privilege of witnessing

events unfold from a sometimes contracted and sometimes expanded periphery, first from the

military perspective of making war, and thereafter on the imperatives of making peace from an

intelligence perspective.From the late 1970s, the National Intelligence Service (NIS) was

gaining influence, proclaiming that the fundamental security threat to South Africa was internal

political conflict and that a negotiated political settlement between South Africans of the

country’s travails would be the only peaceful road to a solution. The SADF was quite properly

determined to fulfil its primary function of providing the coercive force to maintain the integrity

of the country’s borders and assist in ensuring internal order for as long as necessary to

provide time and space for political solutions, the necessity of which they were as convinced of

as anyone else. Although there were also strong voices proclaiming that the SADF could make

war for ever and a day, the top command structures were consistently resolute in the view that

political settlement could be the only ultimate objective. The terms to be sought in such a



settlement were, of course, subject to strong differences of opinion.As will appear further on,

after many years in military intelligence I became convinced that the assessments of NIS on

the objective realities of South Africa were nearer the truth than those of my then employers,

and I moved to that organisation in 1981. It is an eternal indictment on the lack of courage and

imagination of the political leadership of the time that they never gave clear direction to resolve

these internal divisions.I’m not sure what really motivates the writing down of these

fragmentary and episodic stories. It is certainly at least partly because of the enormous regard,

developed over many years of shared fun and frustration and risk and danger, even sorrow, in

which I hold so many colleagues at home and abroad, with whom I did not so much work as

share a life, and to whom I wish in some way to pay tribute. Perhaps it is the regard I have for

my much misunderstood and often misrepresented and maligned profession itself, which

makes me want to explain a bit. Importantly, it is in part due to a desire to distance myself and

my profession from the immorality and lawlessness that it is now evident prevailed in parts of

the system of which we were all members and which, therefore, reflects on us all.It is also due

to a wish to tell a few stories that some people may find interesting and may contribute towards

a better understanding of certain episodes of our recent history. I am sometimes disturbed by

the distortion of some events and circumstances to which I wish to add some historical

perspective where I can. I would certainly also want my children to understand that we were by

and large honourable men and women doing our best under demanding circumstances to

serve an honourable cause by legitimate means.I attempt to give some idea of mindsets

influenced by political and security events that led me and others like me, in my profession and

elsewhere, to develop doubts about aspects of what had in some respects become

stereotyped views and reactions regarding the South African condition and how to address the

issues involved. This intellectual and moral – even spiritual – reorientation among crucial

decision-makers at all levels that took place over time in the security services and at the

political level, eventually opened avenues to new thinking that released the country from the

terrible historical bind it had become entangled in over centuries. I have tried to identify seminal

events that influenced me and changed my thought processes.In writing this I have not had

access to any classified documents. I tell only of events and incidents in which I was personally

involved and which can no longer be regarded as in any way sensitive regarding national

interests or the security of the state. In a few cases I refer to related aspects that I was reliably

informed of by others, and identify them as such. All of this, of course, happened against the

general background tapestry of public events. In refreshing my memory, I have here and there

consulted with trusted colleagues who were involved with me and who have either kept notes,

which I seldom did, or have better memories than mine. I thank and acknowledge them all but

mostly do not mention their names as in the true professional tradition they would prefer me

not to.I lay no claim to any historicity, although I know that every event of importance I describe

was properly recorded and documented at the time. Some of them are so old that records

would, as standard procedure, by now have long been destroyed. As this is not intended to be

a scientific account, I see no need to have the narrative flow disturbed by footnotes. In the text

and in a bibliography at the end I acknowledge general sources I have consulted, mostly

without specific attribution. Where I have been uncertain of the correctness of my recollections,

I have either omitted them or stated my uncertainty.If I have made mistakes that may

discomfort anyone, I sincerely apologise, but not for where the truth as I see it may be a bit

disturbing to some people here and there. After all, the distinction between fact and fiction is

often subjective and can become a bit blurred, especially in the wonderful profession of which I

have been privileged to be a part. And who can tell how nebulous recall can become with the



passing of time? I have written this book as an impressionistic rather than historical account,

and I recommend that it be read in the same referential frame of mind. I have also embellished

the telling of some stories a bit to lighten them up where I thought they were worthy of telling

but a little dull. In doing so, I have not deviated from the truth, leaving them fully believable as

to the facts. I have taken particular care to ensure that I do not say anything that could even

remotely compromise the security of the state, or unnecessarily hurt or embarrass people

close to me. Where such a possibility arose, I preferred to say nothing.Neither my person nor

my life story warrant a biography of any kind, auto or otherwise, and I never intended writing

one. It just happened, in spite of my always having regarded the writing of autobiographies by

nondescript people the height of arrogance. I can point to no great achievements or

spectacular failures in my varied careers that would particularly interest anyone. But when the

stories I wanted to tell demanded some chronological order, I could find no structural peg other

than the biographical one to hang them on.From the outset I have been hesitant to spend so

much time with my life all over again, and looking at myself from close up was at times

exceedingly boring. But it also brought me to new insights about the roads I have travelled.

And, after all, ‘a life unexamined is a life not worth living’ (Socrates). On the other hand, ‘a life

over-examined is not worth writing about’ (Unknown).* I have tried hard not to err on the latter

score, and sincerely hope that I have not regarded myself too seriously. * For both of these

quotations I am grateful to Willie Esterhuyse, Die God van Genesis (Christian Media

Publications, 2010), pp. 69 and 70.

BEGINNING IEarly Life1Genetically PredisposedAfter my final retirement from formal

employment I embarked on a search for my roots. I compiled a family genealogy, in the course

of which I came across many questions about my forebears that had become unanswerable by

the passage of time. I want to leave as few of these as possible for my children to endlessly

and frustratingly wonder and speculate about when I’m gone, as I have been doing. Most

importantly, I wish to try to avoid as far as possible their misinterpreting what they do come to

know factually.One such subject of family conjecture is the story of my maternal grandfather,

Koos Maritz. Oupa Maritz taught us to handle a .22 rifle; to shoot, cook and eat birds; to chop

off a chicken’s head and pluck it for the table; to receive slices of biltong from the blade of his

trusty, honed-slim and always razor-sharp Joseph Rogers; to ‘slaughter’, as he called it,

papaya and watermelon under the trees in the garden, and other such essential skills. He was

a determining influence in my early years, and I loved him dearly.From searching the records, it

emerged that he had been in the British concentration camp at Volksrust for part of the Anglo-

Boer War with his wife, our grandmother, a sure sign that he had surrendered, hands-upped,

laid down arms, or been taken prisoner in some other way. He seems for some reason, such as

perhaps having signed Lord Kitchener’s Oath of Neutrality or the Oath of Allegiance to the

British Crown (neither of which I could establish), to have been in fairly good standing with the

British, as he would otherwise have been sent to one of the prisoner-of-war camps on foreign

soil. But neither could he have at face value joined the British as an active traitor to the Boer

cause, because then he and his wife would not have landed up in the camp. There is, however,

also the caveat that the British sometimes placed ‘joiners’ in camps to protect them from the

vengeance of the still-fighting Boers, or to keep an ear to the ground in the camps and report

on untoward developments there.But Oupa never said a word about his fighting on commando

in the war, which he and our grandmother consistently referred to as the Second War of

Liberation, or the English War. My siblings and I still marvel at his sitting immovably for endless

hours on a chair in the garden smoking his pipe and seemingly just staring into faraway



nothingness. The only inkling about their experiences of the war, apart from their dire

circumstances in the camps, I ever got was when my grandmother once told me as a child that

Oupa’s good buddy, lying next to him behind cover in some firefight, was hit by a dumdum

bullet that shattered his head to bits and, practical woman that she was, how she had struggled

to get the mess cleaned off Oupa’s clothes.Ouma had, as a little girl, sat on an ox-wagon

stranded in a ford somewhere in the Free State and witnessed a raiding party from Lesotho kill

almost her entire family. The incident was authenticated by a contemporary letter that has

regrettably gone missing. They took the wagon but spared her, her mother and sister, after

which her mother walked them through the bush for two days and two nights to reach safety in

the town of Harrismith. I more than once eavesdropped on her (with my brother, I think) while

she was at her lengthy, spoken-aloud prayers, on her knees at her bedside before retiring for

the night. Her end refrain was invariably: ‘And Father, please forgive the kaffirs and the English,

for they knew not what they were doing.’The story of my paternal grandfather, the second

traceable Pieter Spaarwater in South Africa, is different. I never knew him as he died in 1929,

ten years before I was born. Apparently in anticipation of the war then strongly brewing

between the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR, or Transvaal Republic) and the British, he

emigrated from the Cape Colony to the ZAR in 1896 shortly after the failed Jameson Raid. He

joined the Geheime Politie (Secret Police) of the ZAR and was sworn in as a Geheime

Speurder (Secret Detective) in late 1899, just before the start of the war. Primary sources

confirm that he was in fact a spy operating mainly in the Eastern Transvaal, where a series of

battles took place, and in the British colony of Natal bordering on the ZAR, which was the initial

springboard for General Buller’s Imperial British Forces into the Transvaal. He stayed in the

field until the bitter end and was decorated for bravery.I discovered this information only after

retiring from a career spanning eighteen years in the SADF, mainly in military intelligence

where I was involved in a war of another era, and another fourteen years in the NIS and related

pursuits, having even once chased after a war almost a century after Oupa Spaarwater had

done so. At university I first made a hash of trying to emulate my medical doctor father, the

third Pieter Spaarwater in the country, but later found my niche in the military and intelligence

worlds. A generational genetic skip, it seems.2Growing UpThe following is a personal journey

through recollections that I have come to identify as either pleasurable or demonic from my

early childhood. I believe that by ignoring or denying the demons that we all have, they only

grow and grab hold of one’s psyche. I believe in accepting and confronting them, and trying to

establish what part they played or may still be playing in making me what I am. Surely the

knowledge of self, the core of what you really are, requires also taking account of the miserable

in your life experience to enable you to proceed past what you think you are and beyond the

expectations of others, especially those of your parents.I attended primary school in the quaint

little Eastern Transvaal gold-mining town of Pilgrims’ Rest where I was born. We were 150

pupils in the school in its heyday, in parallel-medium classes. My deep love for my mother

tongue, Afrikaans, was engendered at home by my mother, who was great at reading us

fascinating stories and poems mostly of a patriotic nature from classical Afrikaans literature.

The Afrikaans language was then still in the early stages of its development towards the fully

expressive, academic, scientific, technological and literary language it is today. But the

Afrikaans teacher at school was a bit of an ogre and had little influence on me. I got my lifelong

love of the English language from a wonderful woman and inspirational teacher, Mrs Dora

Hofmeyer. I don’t recall ever having had a maths teacher, which I suppose I must have, but who

would have been decidedly inept at teaching me.Some of my mates outside of school were

poor and rough Afrikaans-speaking miners’ kids, but, as a function of the social stratification in



the town, my friends were mostly sons and daughters of mine officials and managers, who

were almost invariably English-speaking. I never had any particular preference for friends from

either social stratum. Fun was where it was to be found. I don’t recall any ‘ordinary’ miners ever

being invited to our house, but social life among the ‘elite’ was vibrant.When word spread that I

liked reading, I was showered with books from my English friends (or rather, their parents, I

think), especially when in Standard 6 I was bedridden at home for an extended period as a

result of a serious kidney disease. From Boys’ Own, Secret Seven, William, Hardy Boys,

Biggles, Classic Comics, cowboy books and the like, I progressed to Laughter on the Stairs,

The Snow Goose and Little Lord Fauntleroy, and from there on to two books that have

captivated me for life: The Water and the Sound by Gillian Tindall, my first novel, and

Shakespeare’s Hamlet.Catching tadpoles in the creek, roaming the lovely hillsides with my

dearly beloved Bruno, a kelpie sheepdog, and going to school on horseback from where we

once lived five miles out of town, are enduring memories. There were the usual excellent

sports amenities provided by the mines – well-kept tennis courts, bowling greens, a rugby field,

a ‘rec’ hall with pool and table-tennis tables, and an Olympic-sized cemented swimming pool

with two adjacent ones progressively smaller and shallower for children. There was a beautiful

little nine-hole golf course with different tees making it into eighteen holes. Accessible free of

charge or at a pittance (one shilling and a tickey for a round of golf), this catered magnificently

to the needs of sports-loving boys, as most of us were, especially over school holidays when

we were all home from boarding at high school.What happened in school I can’t really tell,

having had scant interest in that sort of stuff, except for Mrs Hofmeyer’s classes and the deputy

headmaster, Theo Scheepers, reading to us from classic Afrikaans action pulp fiction like Rooi

Jan or Die Swart Luiperd in the last period on Fridays.One of the special pleasures I had over

weekends were the long rides I took along the banks of the Blyde River, sometimes unsaddling

and swimming in the river or just lying in the lush grass gazing up into the trees, with Japie also

enjoying the break happily grazing around me, never wandering far off and coming trotting

back at my whistling. Two of my friends during high school holidays were the Kitchener

brothers, Arthur and Nigel, from a posh Johannesburg school. Nigel and I played tennis, and

Arthur sometimes went riding with me, borrowing a horse from the mine stables. With another

friend from Pretoria Boys’ High, Peter Mabbet, I played tennis and pool, and swam. Father

Kitchener was the mine secretary and quickly got the nickname of ‘Lord’. I don’t know whether

there was any family connection with the abhorrent Lord Kitchener of ‘scorched-earth’ infamy

from the Anglo-Boer War days.Early one morning I took Arthur along riding to an outlying

government forestry station about seven miles up the mountain at Morgenzon on the road to

Lydenburg. We arrived at the resident forester, Oom Piet van Tonder’s house unannounced at

around 6 a.m. The coffee was already brewing with a bowl of beskuit standing ready, and

Arthur, usually a taciturn fellow, was surprisingly outspoken in his praise for the warm

hospitality of the humble, salt-of-the-earth Boer and his wife, even at that time of day. They

could well have been the first (and only?) Afrikaners of this type he ever met.I was quite

naughty while at prep school (as later), once firing a shot from inside the house down the

passage through an open door at the end into the mountainside with my father’s lovely First

World War ‘broom handle’ 7.65-mm Mauser pistol, which delivered to me a huge fright and a

hiding. I did the same years later with the same pistol, this time through a closed window, when

I should have known better, but then I was too big for a hiding. I kept and bred pigeons for

purposes of exchange with like-minded friends. And there was also Thysie, a really cocky little

red and black bantam cock with only one eye who rode with me on the handlebar of my

tricycle, when he wasn’t chasing my sister’s cats or the hens. Through his good offices I also



bred some chicks.
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