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** We should strike only when we are positively sure that the enemy’s
situation, the terrain, the people and other conditions are all favourable
to us and unfavourable to the enemy. There will always be opportunities
and we should not rashly accept battle.””—Mao TSE-TuNG

® * *

‘‘ We aim at peace not only in one country but also throughout the world.
In order to achieve this object we must wage a life and death war. The
sacrifice may be great and the time long but there already lies clearly before
us a new world of permanent peace and permanent light.””—Mao TSE-TUNG

** The first stage is one of the enemy’s strategic offensive and our strategic
defensive. The second stage is one of the enemy’s strategic defensive and
our preparation for the counter-offensive. The third stage is one of our
strategic counter-offensive and the enemy’s strategic retreat.’’—Mao TSE-TUNG

* . .
** A protracted war and a campaign or battle of quick decision are two
aspects of the same thing.”’—Mao TSE-TUNG
. . '3

‘“ To defend in order to aitack, to retreat in order to advance, to take a
flanking position in order to take a frontal position and to zigzag in order
to go straight—these are the inevitable phenomena of the process of deve-
lopment of any event or matter. How can military movements be other-
wise?’’—Mao TSE-TUNG

 Our strategy is one against ten and our tactic ten against one.”
—Mao TSE-TUNG

““ To create illusions deliberately for the enemy and then spring surprise
attacks upon him is a means, and an important means, of achieving
superiority and seizing the initiative.”’—Mao TSE-TUNG

“ The second stage may be termed the stage of strategic stalemate. . .
For example, Japan's military and. financial power will be greatly consurned
by China’s guerrilla war, the morale of her troops will decline further,
her home population will become more discontented and her international
position will become ore isolated.””—MAo TSE-TUNG

* Political power grows out of the barrel of the gun.”’—Mao TSE-TUNG



CHAPTER 1

THE CHINESE BUILD-UP

WHEN did the Chinese military build-up in Sinkiang and
Tibet start? A precise answer to this question is not
possible. Between 1950 when the Chinese occupied
Tibet and 1957 only “ pro-Western ” critics of India’s
Tibet policy talked of concentration of Chinese troops
in Tibet and warned the authorities of the possibility of
the Roof of the World Being a springboard for Chinese
aggression against India.

Acharya Kripalani, the most outspoken among the
critics, said as early as in 1950 that he would not believe
in the bona fides of Peking. ‘ This nation (China) that
had won its freedom so recently strangled the freedom of
a neighbouring nation (Tibet) with whose freedom we
are intimately concerned,” he declared.

He returned to the charge in 1954 and observed that
‘in the new map of China other border territories like
Nepal, Sikkim, etc. figure. This gives us an idea of the
aggressive designs of China. I do not say that because
China conquered Tibet we should have gone to war with
it. But this does not mean that we should recognise the
claim of China on Tibet. We must know that it is an
act of aggression against a foreign nation. . . . 4 small
buffer state on our borders was deprived of its freedom "
[emphasis added].

By implication Acharya Kripalani meant that China
in control of Tibet was a threat to our freedom. But his

1



2 BATTLE OF NEFA

direct references were to the emotional aspects of the
Tibetan question and the expansionist character of
Communism. While the mood of India at the time was
not receptive to the “cold war arguments” against
Communism, the sympathy for Tibet exhausted itself in
being felt.

Between 1957 and 1959 when the Dalai Lama fled
Lhasa and was given asylum in India, murmurs about
Chinese military designs on India grew in volume and
frequency.: But nobody in a responsible position in
India ever made out a case that the huge build-up taking
place in Tibet and Sinkiang was for an onslaught against
India and not merely for the suppression of the revolt
in Tibet. There seemed to be two reasons for it. First,
critics of China very often exaggerated the magnitude
of the Khampa uprising in Tibet. Western newspaper
correspondents in search of headline-hitting. ** copy ”
wrote “ colour ” stories on the subject, which the Com-
munists specialised in spreading. The Communist
leader, Mrs. Renu Chakravarti, who would normally take
with a pinch of salt anti-Communist reports emanating
from Western sources, believed as gospel truth (the
phrase should be Marxism-Leninism) a claim by Miss
Elizabeth Partridge in the News Chronicle of London
that she met some Khampa rebels inside Indian territory.’
(The Prime Minister had to set the record straight by
pointing out that Miss Partridge “had not gone any-
where near the border; she had written it from far
away.”")

But the Prime Minister himself seemed to have
accepted the version that the Khampa revolt was serious
in nature necessitating large Chinese forces to quell it.
Whenever reports of Chinese concentration along the

1 Lok Sabha debate on March 30, 1959.



THE CHINFSE BUILD-UP 3

Indian border figured in Parliament he explained them
away as meant against the Tibetan rebels.

Secondly, the Government apparently disbelieved
reports of several Chinese divisions being poised on the
Tibetan plateau for aggression against India. Even in
August-September 1959, when Peking had almost torn
off her mask of friendship for India and the occupation
of the Aksai Chin plateau and attacks on Spanggur,
Khinzemane and Longju had been made public, the
Prime Minister discounted reports of massing of enemy
troops on our borders. He said some Chinese might have
come chasing the Tibetan refugees.

Between the concluding months of 1959 and September
1962 not-a week passed without one newspaper or another
reporting massive Chinese build-up near the border.
Some of these news items emanating from Gangtok might
have been off beam but the Government did not react
to even the credible reports.

There was another unseemly aspect to ** leakage " of
news. Let me illustrate. The Statesman and The Times
of India reported on October 5, 1962, that Lt.-Gen.
B. M. Kaul, the then Chief of General Staff, would com-
mand a task force to be specially set up for the defence
of NEFA. The Defence authorities were unhappy at the
report which was denied. They also tried informally to
get at the source of the news. A New Delhi English
weekly, Link, with which the then Defence Minister, Mr.
V. K. Krishna Menon, was associated, also reported almost
simultaneously that Lt.-Gen. Kaul would head a new
corps to be created with Tezpur as headquarters. Mr.
Menon did not bat an eyelid at the premature disclosure
of these military plans!

In other words, power-mad politicians played ducks and
drakes with Army secrets. They would give out to their
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favourite journals news of the goings-on in the Army.
This had naturally its reaction. Those in the Army and
elsewhere, who did not see eye to eye with Mr. Krishna
Menon, also briefed newspapers friendly to them. An
item of news ceased to interest policy-makers and stir
them to positive action. It came to be looked upon as
" a score " by the opposite party in the propaganda battle
and the effort would be to avenge it.

The foregoing description of the unhappy state of
affairs has relevance in the context’ of the role of the
Intelligence Service in our military debacle in the North-
East Frontier Agency. It has been very often said that
the Intelligence Service let us down badly. But the
truth is that only information which suited the political
thinking of the men at the helm of affairs was well
received. For instance, if the policy was to pooh-pooh
Chinese military threat reports of enemy build-up, mili-
tary mauoeuvres, etc., however plausible, were frowned
upon and pigeon-holed. After a few days they found
their way to the appropriate newspaper office. When
reports based on the unsavoury intelligence appeared in
the Press the attitude was to discount them openly and
counteract them subterraneously through other news-
papers or journals.

Early in October 1962 I had a long chat with an
Intelligence officer. The official mood in New Delhi
then was to belittle the Chinese strength, rule out a
showdown with Peking and think in terms of * positional
warfare " or * minor skirmishes.” (An Army officer told
A. M. Rosenthal of The New York Times: * We thought
it was a sort of game. They would stick up a post and
we would stick up a post and we did not think it would
come to much more.”)?

2 The New York Times, November 11, 1962.
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But my friend in the Intelligence Service had grave
doubts about the plausibility of such shadow boxing. He
told me that if we continued to be complacent and under-
rated Chinese intentions and strength we would be in
for ‘ trouble.” According to him, the enemy was
massed in strength on the NEFA border and was appar-
ently prepared for a “ big fight.”

This is not to deny the existence of black sheep in the
Intelligence Service as in other walks of life. An ofhicer
we met at Tezpur was cut up because he could not play
host to the *“ gentlemen of the Press.”” He added that
he was living happily with his family at Tezpur when the
Chinese unexpectedly launched the attack and forced
him to send his family to Delhi. My friend, Unni-
krishnan of Press Trust of India, could not help remark-
ing that it did not speak too well of the Intelligence
Service that its officers were taken by surprise by the
Chinese attack!

Reverting to the Chinese build-up in Tibet, we have
it on the authority of Marshal Chen Yi, the Chinese
Vice-Premier and Foreign Minister, that starting from
1949 and 1950 *“‘we began setting up our national
defence system.” This was perhaps the time when the
build-up in Tibet was decided upon.

If Chinese intentions were indications of the military
strength being amassed in Tibet, India had an inkling of
them during the negotiations for the 1954 treaty on
Tibet. In the Chinese draft of the agreement six passes
in Ladakh were shown as belonging to the Ari district
of Tibet.

Then there was the hint thrown by Mr. Chou En-lai
at Bandung in 1955 that ** we have common borders with
four countries. With some of these countries we have
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not yet fixed our border line and we are ready to do so.”
But India was then so engrossed in cultivating China that
both the draft of the agreement and Mr. Chou En-lai’s
assertion that the Sino-Indian border remained to be
delimited (the Prime Minister himself had said so several
times) did not strike us as insidious.

Western writers on Tibet had stated that feverish mili-
tary preparations were going on in Tibet and that they
were not merely for consolidating the Chinese conquest
of the Roof of the World but for facilitating a possible
attack on India. Lowell Thomas Jr. who with his father
had visited Tibet before the Chinese invasion reported *
that *“ by 1953 telegraph wires connected China with all
the important towns in Tibet.” ‘ All the Chinese garri-
sons were linked efficiently by radio telephone,” he added.

By 1954, two roads linking Tibet with China had been
completed. One of them from Sining in Inner Tibet
followed a westerly direction, meeting Tsaidam Swamp
in the south and entered Outer Tibet to the north of
Nagchu Ka. Here it joined the traditional caravan route
and dived to the south of Nagchu Ka to reach Lhasa.
The entire 2,160-kilometre long road was motorable by
1955.

The other road from Tatsienlu via Kantse and Chamdo
to Lhasa had more insidious implications.* According
to Lowell Thomas Jr., it had been surveyed and laid out
by Russian engineers. Its alignment ran far to the south
of the old caravan route. ‘That the caravan route was
direct and, therefore, shorter, and that the new road
traversed relatively even more difficult terrain made the
course it had taken very significant for India. It came
within 60 kilometres of the NEFA border. After reach-

3 The Silent War in Tibet, Secker & Warburg.
¢ Ibid. -
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ing Lhasa it again plunged south to join the main trade
route via Phari and Yatung right up to our border.

To add to the threat, even before the main highways
were completed spur roads were built to strategic points
on our border. To quote Lowell Thomas Jr. again,
‘“thus the new roads in Tibet could not be for the pur-
pose of trade, although the Chinese said that trade was
their main reason for building them. The roads had to
be for military purpose. They were not the type that
the local traffic of caravans and light vehicles would
require. Instead, they were constructed to take the
heaviest trucks which in that part of the world were avail-
able only to the armed forces” * [emphasis added].

On April 26, 1960, The Times of India disclosed that
the Chinese had built a new road in Ladakh, to the west
of the Aksai Chin highway. The road entered Indian
territory at Haji Langar where the Aksai Chin highway
also intruded into our territory. Then it branched off
to the west occupying more Indian territory and met
Lanak La after passing through the Qara Qash river
valley.

From Haji Langar the road ran north-west into Sin-
kiang, touching Malikshah and Shabidullah. This con-
nected these two places in Sinkiang (now developed into
cantonments) with Rudok, a military centre in western
Tibet. Between Lanak La and Rudok it ran parallel to
the Aksai Chin road.

The Chinese, it was revealed, had also laid a feeder
road from Lanak La to the west. This was motorable.

Comparing the new road with the Aksai Chin high-
way, The Times of India report said * the new highway
traverses about 200 miles (360 kilometres) of Indian terri-
tory and cuts off an area between 8,000 and 10,000 square

8 Ibid.
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miles [about 25,000 to 32,000 square kilometres].” The
report added that the purpose of the new road was conso-
lidation of the * present actuality of Chinese aggression.”

There was no doubt that the enemy wanted to
consolidate the gains of his aggression in the Aksai Chin
plateau. More than that he had also planned to use the
communications system for further aggression against
India. This fact, sticking out amile, somehow escaped
our attention at that time.

For instance, Gartok and Rudok, which had been deve-
loped into heavily fortified military centres, were the bases
from which enemy patrols probed our border positions.
Similar * border incidents” caused by enemy probings
preceded the occupation of Tibet. = Of course, in those
days we did not have any defence installations wotth the
name in that area but first-hand knowledge of the fact
must have further fortified the aggressor.

On the NEFA border, running slightly to the north of
the McMahon Line was built a road which could carry
three-ton vehicles. As engineers would tell us, a road
built for three-tonners could take heavier vehicles also,
provided the culverts en route, if any, were strong
enough. The Tibetan plateau not only simplified the
task of the road-builder but lent manoeuvrability to the
road. A number of feeder roads also were laid.

The direct connection between the development of
communications in Tibet and the military and political
objectives of the Chinese was brought out by the Shillong
correspondent of The Statesman. In a despatch pub-
lished on January 16, 1960, he revealed: * In many
villages along the border as well as in the interior propa-
ganda posts fitted with microphones and radio receiving
sets have been installed.

“ Although no actual report of broadcasts being
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directed to Indian villages has yet been received here,
know]edgeable circles here have no reason to doubt that
the Chinese will use any method of indoctrination of
people, now that the Khampa rebellion has been
‘ stamped out.’

“In the Chumbi Valley to the east of Sikkim the
Chinese had started using these propaganda media
within a few days of their full occupation of the area and
the blare of loudspeakers used to reach the Sikkimese
homes near the border.

“It is this aspect of the situation and its long-term
prospects that appear to the NEFA authorities to be more
serious than the threat of physical aggression. It is all
the more significant a feature because the people living
to the south of the McMahon Line have closer racial,
linguistic and religious affinities to those living to the
north of the line than to those in the plains of India.”

A Shillong report published in The Times of India*
said that the Chinese had built an airfield near Nara-
yumtso, which is 79.2 kilometres from Bum La. This
seems to be the nearest enemy airfield from the borders
of the Kameng Frontier Division in NEFA and Bhutan.
The report also said that the airfield had been linked by
road with Marmang which is only 27 kilometres from the
McMahon Line.

Rima in eastern Tibet is another important military
centre. It lies directly to the north of Kibitoo and is
perched on a high plateau. The main China-Tibet
highway passes through Rima and reaches Tsetang village
which is about 14 kilometres or eight miles from the
Indian border.-

That a section of the military and political leadership
in the country was thinking in terms of a Chinese thrust

¢ April 1, 1960.
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across *‘ the disputed " border was evident from a report
in The Hindustan Times. Its Diplomatic Correspon-
dent wrote on May 6, 1960: * The danger along the
India-China border lies in China’s comparatively
superior armed strength and the continued fog of dis-
pute over the boundary between us and the Chinese.
The Chinese might think of launching upon a gamble
without fear of being detected in time or checked effec-
tively. On a conservative estimate the Chinese hold in
Tibet, in combat readiness, more than six divisions. A
Chinese division usually consists of 15,000 men. Some
of their air bases are supposed to be less than two hours’
flight to New Delhi. The roads they have built in and
to Tibet keep their supply and communications in good
order.

‘ Every Chinese division possesses artillery up to 152
m.m. self-propelled guns, armoured gun regiments, T-34
Russian tanks and transport vehicles. A unconfirmed
report mentions short-range field rockets also.

“It is important to recall that two months ago the
Nepalese felt perceptibly worried about large-scale
Chinese movements along their border with Tibet,
especially its north-eastern section. When they invited
Peking’s attention the reply given to them was that these
were normal military exercises. Whatever be the truth,
this would indicate considerable Chinese armed strength
in close proximity to NEFA.”

The Maharajkumar of Sikkim who knows conditions
in Tibet at first hand told me of the secrecy in which
Chinese military moves are shrouded. Even the com-
mander of the unit is not told where he and his men
will be moving next. He is merely told to break camp
at night. And he is not expected to convey this informa-
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tion to his men until a couple of hours before the time
for breaking camp.

"As usual, the men have their evening meal before
sunset. Then they are told to get ready to move. The
marches invariably take place under cover of darkness.
The camps are never pitched in the vicinity of towns.
Even if the men pass through a village or town no one
can breathe a word about it. Perpetual night curfew
keeps the inhabitants indoors. No Tibetan house has
windows open to the street. So one cannot see through
a window and size up the troops on the march. Such
secrecy minimises the possibility of information about
troop movements leaking out before the actual movement
has taken place.

In the following few weeks reports appeared in the
Indian newspapers that the.ultimate aim of the Chinese
was to link Calcutta with the Lhasa-Shigatse road.
Emanating from Gangtok and Kalimpong, these might
be grave vine stories because they did not specify how
such a road link with Calcutta was to be attempted. Of
course, penetration of the Sikkim territory at Jelep La
would put the enemy on the road to Calcutta. The
same reports said that Lhasa was to be linked with China
by a railway line.

The Darjeeling correspondent of The Statesman gave
some details of the projected rail line to Lhasa. He
reported on June 2, 1960, that the broad-gauge railway
would run via Amdo, Tsaidam, Nagchu Ka and Dam-
shung. He added that airfields had been constructed
at Damshung, Tingri (at the base of Mount Everest),
Nagchu Ka, Shigatse, Gyantse and Tuna. Tuna is said
to be only 45 kilometres by air from the Sikkim border.

According to the report, 25 airfields had been built
in Tibet. It said Shigatse had been linked by road with
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the Bhutan border and that roads had beén laid from
Lhasa to NEFA border.

The report concluded: * The Chinese have increased
their forces in south Tibet, particularly in areas con-
tiguous to NEFA. In each village are quartered 25 to
50 Chinese soldiers.” *

The Daily Telegraph of June 6, 1960, pubhshed an
article by George Patterson, which said that “ eight air-
fields have been built opposite Nepal and Sikkim in the
past year.” Presumably the eight were included in the
25 mentioned by The Statesman correspondent. An-
other report was more specific. It said there were three
airfields in the Chumbi Valley, between Sikkim and
Bhutan. The locations mentioned were Tomo, Phari
Dzong and Changothang. It said besides these, there
were seven airstrips in the valley.

Unless the enemy had relatively primitive aircraft
(which was not the case) or was contemplating a massive
airborne invasion of India°(which did not prove to be)
there was no need for such proliferation of airstrips near
the border. After all, in a total war they would be
vulnerable. But sources in Sikkim insisted, even in
January 1963, that this was the case and said that multi-
plicity of air bases might be to reach supplies and rein-
forcements right up to the border in the event of the
overland route being tampered with by the Tibetans or
by India. In other words, according to these sources
the Chinese did not leave anything to chance and had
meticulously planned their offensive against India on
the basis that India might intercept the Aksai Chin

7 Cf. " In every village (on the Indo-Tibetan border) at least a squad and
usually a platoon of Chinese troops was stationed. These forces constantly

patrolled and often crossed the borders.”” Lowell Thomas Jr. in The Silent
War in Tibet.
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highway and the other road from Haji Langar to
Lanak La. |

On June 22, 1960, Press Trust of India reported from
Khatmandu that a full Chinese division was engaged in
putting down a revolt by the Tibetans in the Parkha
area on the 2,700-kilometre long Lhasa-Sinkiang high-
way. Such reports presumably explained the Chinese
caution in having a large number of airstrips near the
border.

Infiltration of Chinese agents across the border was
another aspect of the enemy war preparations. The
then Chief of Army Staff, Gen. K. S. Thimayya, said in
Darjeeling on June 22, 1960, that several cases of Chin-
ese crossing into India had been detected. A week later
a Tezpur report in The Hindustan Times put the num-
ber of Chinese agents who had infiltrated into India at
5,000.

In November 1960, in a speech delivered in New
Delhi George Patterson felt that an attack on Sikkim or
Bhutan was imminent. He said: * experts estimated
that at least eight divisions of Chinese troops had been
massed along Sikkim and Bhutan alone.” (Only in
May that year reports had put the Chinese strength in
the whole of Tibet at six divisions. That meant con-
siderable accretion of strength in the summer months,
which was plausible.)

Patterson thought this concentration of military per-
sonnel and ammunition along the borders of Sikkim and
Bhutan had been going on over the years and the Chin-
ese occupation of Ind:an territory in Ladakh and NEFA
was only a diversionary tactic.

Foreign newspapers had, meanwhile, quoted Sir
Edmund Hillary to the effect that he had seen a Chinese
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rocket base in October 1960 in the Rowaling area on
the Nepal-Tibet border.

In May 1961 Agence France Presse reported the exist-
ence of two more airfields in Tibet, at Drechen in the
Phari Dzong area and Kala in the Vuta valley. It gave
the total number of enemy airfields in Tibet as 20,
including the latest two. On December 9, 1960, came
reports of reinforcements of the Chinese garrison at
Maksarba in the Lhasa area and the establishment of
new airfields at Chakpori, north of Lhasa, and near
Gyamina Mandi adjacent to the Indian border.

Simultaneously, violation of Indian air space became
more frequent. ‘ Unidentified " aircraft were sighted
over Askote, Joshimath, Badrinath and Kalapani in
Uttar Pradesh. Putting two and two together it could
be deduced that taking advantage of the airstrips in the
vicinity of the international frontier the Chinese were
carrying out forays into our air space to map out the
strategic border area.

Military correspondents of newspapers started talking
of feverish efforts by the Chinese to streamline their
military set-up along the border. A report read: ‘ One
of the defence measures adopted by India is to post bor-
der guards close . . . to the entrance to a pass, but reports
are .that the Chinese have gone further. Their scheme
of operations includes construction of underground
bunkers scooped through rocky surfaces. Very much
reminiscent of the shelters of last war, the bunkers serve
a double objective of defence and offence.

“ These bunkers are spacious enough to accommodate
between one and three dozen. personnel forming a self-
contained unit capable of operating on its own. Within
the bunkers are provided living amenities, including
simple rations and mountain clothing and military where-
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withal such as ammunition, machine guns, hand grenades
and radio sets. Surface communications between these
bunkers and the rear constitute part of the overall Chin-
ese strategic plan for the Himalayan border, and they
never seem to have enough of them.

“ Not only do the bunkers provide home for the Chin-

ese mountain soldier, they are strategic outposts from
where the bunker group can be a master of initiative,
being able to attack and withdraw at will. They have
not come into being overnight, of course. Built over a
long stretch of time, they show how China has been think-
ing ahead on a long-drawn basis.
- * Rocky bunkers are highly eftective methods of defend-
ing vulnerable points at high altitude, and reports are
that India has yet to go some way in building them. A
foremost requirement of bunker construction is high
explosive, which must be supplied in sufficient.quantities
and with speed. Experts are needed to use it in accord-
ance with carefully prepared bunker designs. From the
purely human angle, self-heating equipment is a most
urgent requirement of the mountain guards, which our
ordnance factories will have to turn out in sufficient
quantity.” .

October 1961 saw reports of incursions on land by the
Chinese. Shillong as the headquarters of the NEFA
Administration became a source of news. On October
25, The Indian Express carried a report from its Shillong
correspondent to the effect that ** Chinese army units in
Tibet stationed on the opposite side of the NEFA border
are reported to have recently made several incursions into
the area. Border attack, on some parts have also been
reported. . . . While the Indian frontier guards (in Chin-
ese terminology this means the army but on our side there
were only the Assam Riflemen guarding the frontier)
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stationed near Khinzemane in the Kameng Frontier Divi-
sion have successfully repulsed the aggressor at a place
only a few kilometres away (from Khinzemane) the Chin-
ese have made fresh incursions into the Siang and Suban-
siri divisions.” |

These Chinese “ incursions "’ .were mainly in the east
across the NEFA border. Establishment of military out-
posts on Ladakh territory also continued but that was
apparently by way of consolidation of the gains of earlier
aggression. On the other hand, in NEFA probing and
reconnaissance were the stock in trade.

Sikkim had always been a good listening post for deve-
lopments in Tibet. So Gangtok could first report
further accretion to the enemy’s military strength or
a military manoeuvre or the extension of his lines of
communication. After a few days would come news of
a fresh “incursion” or an incident in NEFA. This
became more or less the pattern. On November 16, a
Gangtok report in The Hindustan Times said a road
had been constructed connecting Gymoa with Tsona
Dzong which is about 18 kilometres east of the Bhutan-
ese border and 40 kilometres north of Towang. Like
Rima to the farther east, Tsona Dzong is a military
headquarters in southern Tibet.

A fortnight later the same reporter quoted ‘ reliable
Tibetan sources "’ to the effect that the number of enemy
troops in Tibet was in the neighbourhood of 150,000
or ten divisions. “ These sources maintain that half of
these are based in the Sinkiang military area and the
other half in Tibet under Gen. Chang Ko-hua.” Gen.
Chang Ko-hua had fought in Korea.

Geographically speaking, this meant that five enemy
divisions were poised for “ action " in Ladakh and five
more for operations against NEFA, Sikkim and Bhutan.
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Since the enemy lines of communications stretched from
the mainland of China not less than three divisions
would .be needed to man the lines of éommunications.
That left seven divisions in Sinkiang and Tibet put
together. Taking out two more divisions to deal with
the restive Tibetans five divisions would be available for
attacks on the entire border.

Though our defence forces were far smaller in num-
ber an attack by five divisions spread all over the border
would have been withstandable. It was then thought
that the Chinese wanted to nibble at our territory all
along the border. But if instead they pressed forward
in a particular area with even three divisions we would
have been hopelessly outnumbered. That was what
had happened.

The Statesman of December 8, 1961, carried a report
from its Gangtok correspondent that the Chinese were
planning a big military exercise at a place 76 kilometres
north-west of Lhasa. ‘‘ At least three divisions from the
Loka Valley Camp and three others from the Lhasa-
Chakpori Camp "’ were to participate in it. That would
mean that six divisions were available for combat and
not five as deduced in the foregoing hypothetical calcula-
tion. “ The Chinese air force and paratroopers will take
part in the exercise,” the report added. * It is also
gathered that the Chinese have veteran Korean fighters
trained for guerilla warfare in the Himalayan mountains.
China will use MIG 17s and jet fighters.”

The pace at which communications were being deve-
loped in Tibet would make it shortsightedness to key our
defence preparedness to the strength of the army of occu-
pation in Tibet. When the rail link to Lhasa mate-
rialises, as it soon will, the overall strength of China will
impinge on our territorial integrity.
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True, Peking has other commitments, in Taiwan
especially. But its resources also are almost limitless.
In 1961-62 it was estimated that China had 2,216,000 men
under arms organised in approximately 115 divisions of
infantry; two or three armoured divisions, one or two
airborne divisions and cavalry for operations in desert
areas.®

In 1961, there were 125 million men of military age in
China. About 700,000 are called up each year and serve
three years in the army.

Edgar O’Ballance puts the strength of the Chinese
standing army at four to four and a half million men *—
which was the figure at the end of the civil war. ‘He
divides the army into two and a half million combatants,
over a million transport corps and some 300,000 person-
nel in the line of communication units.

According to him, at least 10 divisions are either
armoured, partly armoured or almost completely mech-
anised. ‘“ There are also five or six heavy artillery
divisions and another two or three anti-aircraft regular
divisions.”.

The Chinese Defence Minister, Lin Piao, admitted on
February 18, 1960, that the army was 2.5 million strong.
In addition to it was the militia, composed of all able-
bodied men between the ages of 16 and 60. He put the
total number of militiamen at approximately 200
million.

The Chinese air force is equally formidable. As long
ago as in 1955 Gen. Twining, Chief of the U.S. Air Force
General Staff, said China’s air force was the fourth largest
in the world. In the words of Edgar O’Ballance, China

8 The Communist Bloc and the Western Alliances published by the
Institute for Strategic Studies, London.
% The Red Army of China, Faber.
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has at least 8,000 ‘ fighter interceptors” and several
hundred and perhaps up to a thousand light jet bombers
and transport aircraft. The bulk of the fighters are MIG
15s. The bombers are mainly Ilyushin 28s.*

Jane’s All The World’s Aircraft recorded in 1961 that
the Chinese production of MIG 17s had doubled with
Russian help. The Russians were also reported to have
supplied China with a short-range missile capability and
“ are said to be teaching them to build long-range sub-
marines.” !

China possesses no high-grade aviation fuel. Every
single drop of it used to come all the way from Russia.
The recent Sino-Soviet rift has robbed Peking of essen-
tial Russian supplies and technical know-how.

Notwithstanding the cessation of Soviet assistance
China is on the threshold of becoming a nuclear Power.
This is an unpalatable fact of life which we have to
reckon with. It is a different matter if we continue to
refuse to develop into a nuclear Power, bending all our
energies to the peaceful, domestic uses of atomic
energy. But the impact on the mind of the rest of Asia,
perhaps Africa, too, of China in possession of the bomb
cannot be wished away.

Experts have estimated that Peking will have the bomb
by 1964 at the latest. The only saving grace is that
thanks to Soviet firmness China may not have in the near
future sophisticated aircraft to carry and drop the bombs.

China formally started into nuclear technology in the
summer of 1958. In that year an experimental nuclear
reactor, built with Russian assistance, was opened near
Peking. With a heat output of 5-10 megawatts, it could

produce up to 2-5 kilograms of plutonium a year. In
10 Ibid. -
11 Current History, December 1960.
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other words, two years’ yield of plutonium would be suffi-
cient to make a bomb. And the Chinese “ have sacri-
ficed experimental research for the sake of a continuous
production of plutonium.” **

Withdrawal of Russian technicians from China in
1960, coupled with reports that Chinese stationed in
Tibet were being taken home in large numbers to rein-
force farm labour on the mainland had led to premature
forecasts of doom for the aggressor. Even The Daily
Telegraph which had in the past accused New Delhi of
complacency and starry-eyed faith in peaceful co-existence
with Peking joined issue with Mr. Averrel Harriman, the
U.S. Under-Secretary of State, for his assessment that
China was the main threat to peace. The newspaper had
concluded that * the east wind has lost some of its force.”
Has it?

12 Survival, The Institute for Strategic Studics, London, May-Junc 62.



CHAPTER II

MENTAL RESERVATIONS

Tuat our defence effort fell far short of the enemy
aggression plans goes without saying. But our unpre-
paredness was of two kinds: physical and mental. In
the nature of things, a democratic India given to develop-
ment effort and confronted with gigantic problems—the
Communist insurrection bid of 1948-50, the language
quarrels and reorganisation of States, Pakistan’s threaten-
ing posture on Kashmir, the projection of cold war
politics into the domestic sphere and the continuance of
the Portuguese possessions on Indian territory were only
some of these—could not match China’s military poten-
tial. The time factor, too, was against us. We had
awakened to the possibility of a Chinese threat only in
August-September 1959 when Chinese occupation of
Indian territory over a year ago was made public for
the first time. Even then we thought we could avoid
trouble with China by closing our eyes to it.

The mental unpreparedness is more significant because
it is at the root of the other shortcomings. Even today,
after a major offensive by the Chinese and with the threat
of fresh aggression looming large on the horizon, we are
finding difficulties in building up our defences. The
West is not too ready to let us be strong enough to face
China on our own. Pakistani objections come in handy
to keep us dependent in defence matters. The Soviet

21
3
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Union'’s capacity to help us is limited by ideological and
practical considerations.

Still, there are no illusions now about Chinese inten-
tions. The will to resist tyranny is deep-rooted and all-
embracing. We are prepared to tighten our belts
further, bear privations with a smile and build up our
defences. This is the result of a mental change induced
by a realisation of the Chinese menace. Neither the
realisation nor the change was there before the October
1962 aggression.

A recent protest note to Peking * said that ‘‘ long before
the ‘ liberation ’ of Tibet some Chinese political journals
had been proclaiming the objective of wusing the
‘liberated ’ territory of Tibet as a base for operations
against India.” If awareness of such Chinese intentions
was there before September 1959 it had never been given
tongue to officially nor did it manifest itself in defence
preparedness.

For nearly four years after the Chinese occupation of
Tibet no incident was reported on the frontiers. The
Chinese intrusion into Bara Hoti in June 1955 was the
first manifestation of aggressive Chinese military activity
in Tibet.

But the tendency persisted to fail to see wood for trees.
While the Government took an isolated view of indivi-
dual incidents, its critics quite unnecessarily introduced
larger ideological issues into the picture. For instance,
following discussions between the spokesmen of the
Governments of India and China on the Chinese attack
on Bara Hoti, the Government of India issued a com-
munique saying that Bara Hoti covered about two square
miles (2.88 square kilometres) of territory at ar altitude

! June 10, 1963.
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of over 16,000 feet and that it had no strategic or other
importance.

The statement declared: * The Indo-Tibetan border
is well defined. The question 1s merely one of fact,
namely whether this small area . . . lies niorth or south of
the border pass: It is admitted by both sides that if the
area is north of the border pass it would be in Tibet,
if it is south it would be in India.”

A military mind would not have reacted in such an
abstract and academic manner to what was evidently a
developing military threat 'The small area of Bara Hoti,
its inhospitable altitude and even the alleged absence of
strategic importance to it are immaterial in the context
of the military moves across the border. The possibility
of a threat from beyond the Himalayas was the heart of
the matter. But it was evaded.

'The Chinese announced the marching of their. troops
into Tibet on October 25, 1950. A brief commumque
issued in Peking said: ‘‘ People’s Army units have been
ordered to advance into Tibet to free three million
Tibetans from the imperialist oppression and to consoli-
date national defence on the western borders of China”’
[emphasis added).

The Government of India reacted to the news two days
later through an official press note. It was too early to
have looked at the military repercussions of the Chinese
occupation of Tibet. The Government merely expressed
its *“ concern " at the news and asked the Indian Ambassa-
dor in Peking “to convey to the Chinese Government
their surprise and regret at the development.” News-
paper reports said the Government was * extremely
perplexed and disappointed at the Chinese Govern-
ment’s action without a word of explanation in advance.”

On October 29, the Prime Minister told Reuter in an



24 BATTLE OF NEFA

interview: ‘It was not clear what the Chinese Govern-
ment’s real intentions were. There were certain dis-
puted areas in eastern Tibet where China had been given
the right to station garrisons under-the terms of former
agreements.” Referring to the Peking regime'’s fear that
the U.S. wanted to undo it, Mr. Nehru said it was * right-
ly or wrongly very real.”

The Prime Minister also touched on reports in the
Russian Press that Anglo-American “ intrigues "’ in Tibet
were aimed at bringing that country into an anti-
Communist bloc or sphere of influence. However un-
founded these allegations might be, he wondered whether
they might not have influenced the Chinese action. In
other words, the Prime Minister thought that either
considerations of defence (as the Peking communique
claimed) or proddings of cold war should have actuated
the Chinese conquest of the Roof of the World.

Subsequent debates within and without Parliament on
Tibet followed an identical pattern, omitting, except
marginally, the military impact of the action on India’s
defences. This had resulted in mental reservations,
complacency, unpreparedness and weakness.

In December 1950, the Lok Sabha debated Tibet.
The Prime Minister, in his opening statement, reiterated
that India’s interest in Tibet was cultural and commer-
cial and that India wished to preserve these relations
because they did not come in the way of either China or
Tibet. Then he voiced India’s anxiety that Tibet should
maintain the autonomy which it had had for at least the
last 40 years.

During the discussion, the present Swatantra Party
leader, Mr. N. G. Ranga, who was then a Congress mem-
ber, spoke incidentally of the possibility of a Chinese
threat. He asked whether the Prime Minister could be
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“ indifferent to the gathering clouds of threats of
insecurity to our own safety in our cwn country.” More
directly, he wondered whether the * avalanchic sweep ™
by ‘““millions of Chinese into Korea” could not be
repeated in the case of India “ under more or less similar
circumstances, under the same pressure of ideological and
imperialistic urges.”

The late Dr. Shyama Prasad Mookerjee had almost a
premonition of the border conflict. Pointing out that
Chinese maps in circulation * even now include por-
tions of Assam, Ladakh and Leh,” he said the Chinese
behaviour in Tibet indicated that Peking would “ do
everything necessary for the purpose of keeping intact
what it considers to be China’s border.”

From the Congress benches Mr. Ananthasayanam
Ayvyangar, a former Speaker of the Lok Sabha and now
Governor of Bihar, said that ** as against the 450 millions
of Chinese if we with our 350 million had armed our-
selves and were ready for an offensive, if necessary, China
would not have ventured on Tibet.” Another Congress
member, Mr. Joachim Alva (whose wife was a Deputy
Home Minister), attributed the Chinese advance into
Tibet to America crossing the 38th parallel. *If the
parallel had not been crossed . . . China might not have
been in a jittery state and the people in Tibet would not
have asked for help,” he added suggesting thereby that
“ the people in Tibet ” (not Tibetans by the way) had
invited the Chinese army out of fear of America.

A third Congress member, Mr. Brajeshwar Prasad, was
confident that * there will be no war if we ally ourselves
with China and Russia.”

The Prime Minister, in his reply, again harped on the
right of self-determination of the Tibetan people. He
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observed: “Since Tibet is not the same as China it
should ultimately be the wishes of the people of Tibet
that should prevail. . . . Whether the people of Tibet are
strong enough to assert their rights or not is another
matter. Whether we are strong enough or any other
country is strong enough to see that this is done is also
another matter.”

To sum up, three mental attitudes are discernible from
the foregoing. First comes avague fear that the Chinese
may use Tibet as a springboard for aggression against
India. This is not prompted by an understanding of
geographical or military factors but by distrust of Com-
munists and knowledge of the expansionist character of
the ideology. And here lay the rub. In the mood in
which India then was a cold war approach to Commun-
im or capitalism did not register with either the Govern-
ment or the people. In the same way, repentence that
India’s millions.had not been mobilised, like the Chinese,
militarily to thwart the occupation of Tibet was
unrealistic. The Chinese had already marched into

Tibet and so there was no question of preventing a fait
accompli.

Secondly, the conquest of Tibet, announced by Peking,
was news to India. Though we had a representative in
Lhasa we were in the dark about the Chinese moves on
the Roof of the World until they had progressed suffi-
ciently. To have forced a military showdown with
Peking there and then would have been unthinkable in
the context of India’s foreign policy and our genuine
abhorrence of involvement in the cold war. Nineteen
hundred and fifty was not 1962 in the matter of Sino-
Soviet relations. Further, in view of the openly
expressed Western interest in Tibet, Russia would not
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have kept quiet while China was engaged in a fight with
India and others over Tibet.

Above all, how could an India led by Jawaharlal
Nehru, known for his aversion for extra-territorial rights,
have waged war with China in defence of such privileges
in Tibet enjoyed by the former British Government of
India? It sounds pathetic to hear socialists and other
avowed anti-colonialists talk of buffer states in the 20th
century.

The anti-Communist approach to the conquest of
Tibet had another catch also. In November 1950 El
Salvador wanted the United Nations General Assembly
to discuss “ the invasion of Tibet by foreign forces.”
During the debate in the First Committee (400th & 404th
meeting) on the question of inclusion of the item in the
U.N. agenda, the Kuomintang representative, Mr: Liu,
maintained that Tibet had been a part of China for 700
years and that “ all Chinese, whatever be their party or
religion, regarded it as such.” At the same time, he des-
cribed the invasion of Tibet as ** one aspect of theSoviet
Union’s aggression against China,” implying that Russia
had made * the satellite regime of Peking "’ undertake the
project. Such reasoning naturally weakened a case.

The second approach, also a product of cold war men-
tality, was a reaction to the first. It consisted of making
the United States the villain of the piece in all situations.

As distinct from these two attitudes, the Prime Minister
upheld Tibet’s right to autonomy but when it came to
the modus operandi for enabling Lhasa to exercise that
right he had no policy. Looking at it from the narrowly
nationalist point of view, even if we were not noble or
strong enough to go to Tibet's rescue the confrontation
with China which the disappearance of Tibet as an auto-
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nomous territory had brought about should have set
military minds thinking.

The next important occasion when Parliament debated
Tibet was in May 1954, following the conclusion of the
Sino-Indian Agreement on Trade and Intercourse be-
tween the Tibet Region of China and India. Defending
it, Mr. Nehru said it was a recognition of the existing
situation there. “ In fact, the situation had been recog-
nised by us two or three years ago,” he added. He said
“ historical and practical " considerations necessitated the
step.

The Prime Minister laid more stress on the preamble
to the agreement which contained the five principles of
peaceful co-existence.” Some observers have interpreted
it as India * writing off ” Tibet as an autonomous area
in return for a Chinese guarantee of good behaviour vis-
a-vis India and her smaller Himalayan neighbours.

In a way, it was so. Practical politics demanded that
the settled fact of Chinese occupation of Tibet should be
recognised. Secondly, in keeping with her professed
views on extra-territorial rights India had to surrender
them. But New Delhi was too starry-eyed to make it a
quid pro quo in the real sense of the term. Chinese
could have been made to sign on the dotted line of a
border agreement for what it was worth in return for
complete control over Tibet.’

As a corollary to the agreement, India agreed to with-

3 (1) Mutual respect for each other's territorial integrity and sovergignty.
(2) Mutual non-aggression. (3) Mutual non-interference in cach other’s
internal affairs. (4) Equality and mutual benefit. (5) Peaceful co-existence.

31In 1943, Mr. Anthony Fden presented a memorandum to Mr. T. V.
Soong recalling Lord Curzon’s words in 1921 to the effect that His Majesty’s
Government ‘‘ would welcome any amicable arrangement which the Chinese
Government might be disposed to make with Tibet whercby the latter
recognised Chinese 'suzerainty in return for an agreed frontier and an under-
taking to recognise Tibetan autonomy.”
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draw completely within six months the military escort
stationed at Yatung and Gyantse in Tibet. India also
offered to hand over to China the postal, telegraph and
public telegraph services together with their equipment.

The military escort at Yatung and Gyantse numbered
no more than 300 troops. Their withdrawal therefore
made no difference, militarily speaking. Secondly, as Mr.
Nehru argued, “ what right does India have to keep a
part of her Army in Tibet, whether Tibet is independent
or a part of China?”

Acharya Kripalani’s complaint was that “ because
China has demolished what is called a buffer state . . . we
are intimately concerned in Tibet ”. He added: “ Let
us see what the Chinese themselves did in the Korean
war. Even the mere approach of a foreign army to the
borders of the country made China participate in the
Korean war. I refuse to believe that China had sym-
pathy with North Korea. If their borders had not been
endangered, they would not have bothered themselves
about this Korean business.”

The Acharya’s arguments are a little disingenuous. It
has often been said that that either Communist solidarity
or land hunger was at the back of the Chinese entry
into the Korean war. Protagonists of the Soviet Union
justified Russian intervention in the Hungarian uprising
on the ground that a Hungary out of the Soviet orbit
would threaten the Russian defence system. It might
be plausible in the case of Russia but China which would
not mind the continuance of British hold on Hong Kong
and had been putting up with U.S. military backing to
Formosa and the presence of the U.S. Seventh Fleet in
the Taiwan Straits could not have been so sensitive about
American troops across the 38th parallel in Korea.

Four years earlier, Congress M.P.s like Mr. Joachim
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Alva had justified Chinese conquest of Tibet by reference
to the American threat to cross the Yalu river. More
recently, in 1962 Peking had sought to justify her massive
aggression in NEFA on the plea that elements inimical
to the Communist regime were getting entrenched across
the Tibetan border.

It was one thing to have pleaded for vigilance and pre-
paredness on our part and quite another to ask for a
military showdown with China there and then. The
tragedy was that responsible critics of the Government
overstated their case and also tried to over-simplify the
gigantic issue of an armed confrontation with China.
The Government, on the other hand, scared of cold war
postures, sought security in Chinese assurances of civilised
behaviour. The Prime Minister made this very clear
in his reply to the Lok Sabha debate cited earlier.* He
declared: *“ We must realise that this revolution that
came in China is the biggest thing that has taken place
in the world at present, whether you like it or not. It
is entirely up to your own mind and heart, and you may
make your own decisions but this is the biggest thing
that has taken place since the war. In a period of only
a few years a country of the size of China has moved and
arisen from slumber, and for the first time in several
hundred years of history China now has a strong Central
Government. This fact is a very important fact for Asia
and the world "

Referring particularly to the five principles embodied
in the preamble to the agreement on Tibet the Prime
Minister said: * Territorial integrity’ and ‘sover-
eignty ' mean that there should be no invasion. ‘ Non-
aggression " means the same thing, and ‘ non-interference ’
means that there should be no interference in domestic

4 May 18, 1954.
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affairs, because some people are in the habit of interfer-
ing in other people’s affairs. Now if these basic princi-
ples were accepted by every country and if every country
were left free to progress as she likes, to follow any
national or foreign policy she likes, no one else interfered,
then gradually an atmosphere, a climate of peace would
be established in the world. This is our policy and we
try to act according to this policy.”

The harshest criticism that can be made of this
“ policy ” is that it is the fond hope of a man of peace.
He has the development of India at heart and that
required peace, at home as well as abroad. So why not
let sleeping dogs lie, he thought.

Even from the pragmatic point of view there is nothing
wrong with this attitude. When the Chinese marched
into Tibet India could not have matched military
strength with the enemy. In the circumstances he
would be a rash leader who would precipitate a crisis
in Sino-Indian relations. The Chinese seemed to be
content with Tibet the occupation of which was already
a settled fact. So why not gain time and build up our
defensive strength? My quarrel with India’s policy-
makers arises here—that they neglected to build up our
defensive strength, adequately and with the required
speed. In other words, the accusing finger should be
pointed not at the author of India’s foreign policy but
at those who managed her defence.

Persons who are acquainted with the Communist
system and the international nature of its operations
would have laughed to scorn the Prime Minister’s faith
in the Chinese not interfering in India’s internal affairs
through the Communist party unit here. But the Prime
Minister is no less shrewd than them. He thought that
through a broadly socialist economic policy he could steal
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the Communist thunder, while friendliness for Russia
and China would keep the Communists at home inter-
nationally isolated. That a section of the Communists
in India have failed to toe the Peking line though the
socialist trend in the economy could not be maintained
is a partial vindication of this strategy. |

«Summing up, four years after the Chinese occupation
of Tibet the Prime Minister had reduced Communist
threat to India (presumably Chinese induced) to that of
subversion and had planned to meet it internally. The
fear of a Chinese military attack, which was evident soon
after the rape of Tibet, had receded in his mind. He
thought he could tackle China without a showdown.
His critics, on the other hand, harped on a military con-
frontation there and then. Between these two stools fell
the country.

That the Chinese had preferred the use of force to
other methods in solving the ‘‘ problem of their relations
with Tibet” did not bestir India to military prepared-
ness. It was in a way a blessing in disguise that Tibet
had been taken over forcibly and not through a mani-
pulated revolution. But we in India failed to notice
what was so patently before our eyes. |

No doubt, the idea of a buffer state has a bad odour
about it. Independent India which has no designs on
other’s territory need not think in terms of buffer states
to cushion off possible aggression. There can also be no
objection to the renunciation of extra-territorial rights
in Tibet. It has put the country on a high pedestal
among the emerging nations, idealistically speaking.
And it was no small gain. Coupled with a realistic
appraisal of the military situation India's Tibet policy
would have been one of principled dynamism. But the
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military repercussions of the Chinese occupation were not
at all evaluated.

It was in 1959—five years later—that the country was
again seized of the Chinese menace in a big way. The
uprising in Tibet broke out on March 10, 1959. First
reports of the revolt and of firm Chinese action against
it appeared in the Indian Press in the third week of
March. Their source was Tibetan emigrés in Kalim-
pong.

The Dalai Lama left Lhasa on March 17, 1959, but not
until April 3 did Mr. Nehru confirm it. On that day
the Prime Minister told the Lok Sabha that the Dalai
Lama had safely reached India and that he and his com-
panions had been given political asylum.

Meanwhile, however, on March 28 itself the New
China News Agency, giving the Chinese version of the
Tibetan uprising, said the Dalai Lama had left Lhasa
‘“ under duress.”

On March 23, the Prime Minister made a statement in
the Lok Sabha describing the Tibetan upsurge as a clash
of wills. He added: “ This outbreak of violence in
Lhasa itself is a new development. Previously there had
been conflicts in various parts of southern Tibet between
the Khampas and the Chinese forces. But the Lhasa
region had remained quiet.

*“ The House will appreciate that this is a difficult and
delicate situation and we should avoid doing anything
which will worsen it. 'We have no intention of interfer-
ing in the internal affairs of China with whom we have
friendly relations.”

On March 30, there was an adjournment motion in the
Lok Sabha by Mr. Mohammed Imam to discuss Press re-
ports that the Chinese troops had fanned out along the
Indo-Tibetan border. The Prime Minister categorically
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declared that he was “ completely unaware ” of it. “I
have not heard a rumour to that effect, leave out the
facts,” he said.

He went even further. He suggested that the Press
reports were based on intelligence ““ not from within
Tibet but from outside Tibet, whether it is Hong Kong
or whether it is any other place.” . He then added
unequivocally: * My information is that there are [is]
no massing of troops on the Indian border, so tar.as I
know. How can I discuss it when I do not accept that
fact?”

That was the end of the matter. There was no
reference to the defence aspect. The possibility of a
Chinese threat was not even mooted. The massing of
troops also was denied. |

Tibet’s position inside China, Indo-Tibetan cultural
links, the need to preserve Sino-Indian good relations and
the rebuttal of a Peking charge that Kalimpong was * the
commanding centre of the rebellion” were the salient
features of the Prime Minister’s pronouncements on this
and other occasions and the Parliamentary debates which
fcllowed them.

“ The preservation of the security and integrity of
India " figured only on April 27 when Mr. Nehru made
a longish statement in the Lok Sabha on the Tibetan
developments. He listed it as the first among three fac-
tors which governed India’s “ broad policy,” the other
two being ** our desire to maintain friendly relations with
China and our deep sympathy for the people of Tibet.”
While it was realised that the latter two factors needed
to be reconciled, the relationship between the preserva-
tion of the security of the country and the desire for
friendly relations with Peking was not spelled out. In
other words, the reference to the security of the country
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was independent of a conscious or unconscious fear of a
threat to it from China.

Pandit Hriday Nath Kunzru, in the Rajya Sabha,
subtly raised the issue. He referred to the Chinese Pre-
mier’s remark in the Chinese National People’s Congress
that * the boundary lines between China and certain
neighbouring south-eastern countries” remained un-
determined and that they could be * reasonably settled
through peaceful negotiations.” Pandit Kunzru cb-
served: * China’s claim to any territory controlled by
other countries raises a sérious-question, but in any case,
I venture to think that the time chosen by him (Chou
En-lai) with regard to this question was scarcely oppor-
tune. I fervently hope that he did not want to make
India aware of the existence of a new frontier, the north-
east frontier.”

Neither the Prime Minister nor any other official
spokesman reacted to it. Even if they chose not to be
explicit about it, there were also no indications of an
awareness of a military threat from China. There was,
therefore, no question of preparing to meet it. A kind
of myopia prevailed. |

This was in spite of the Chinese doublefaced behaviour
in Tibet. Though he was not prepared to call it a viola-
tion of Panch Sheel, Mr. Nehru described in both the
Houses of Parliament how Mr. Chou En-lai had offered
to honour the autonomy of Tibet, how he had admitted
that the Han race of China was ethnically and otherwise
different from the Tibetans and how, in effect, the events
unfolding themselves in Tibet were a negation of these
assurances. Still, there was not even a hint that more
circumspection was necessary in dealing with Peking and

that brute force might become the deciding factor in
arguments with the Chinese rulers.
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Mr. B. Shiva Rao, participating in a Rajya Sabha de-
bate on the Tibet situation,® revealed yet another per-
fidy by Peking. He disclosed that when there was a
suggestion for a U.N. debate on Tibet, the leader of the
Indian delegation (Mr. V. K. Krishna Menon) * under
instructions from the External Affairs Ministry presum-
ably on the basis of reports received from our Ambassador
in Peking—Sardar K. M. Panikkar—assured the U.N.
Steering Committee that the Chinese forces had halted
at Chamdo, about 300 miles from Lhasa, and that they
had no intention of moving further.” (The Prime
Minister also had given a similar indication in the Lok
Sabha in 1951.)

Mr. Shiva Rao went on to say: “ It was on that assur-
ance given by the leader of the Indian delegation that
the proposal to discuss Tibet in that session was dropped.
What happened subsequently? Only a few months later,
in the spring of 1951, the Chinese forces resumed their
advance towards Lhasa.”

But there was a stubborn refusal to read the writing
on the Chinese wall. Once our moral superiority was
established by a narration of facts highlighting our blind
faith in Peking's promises and the continuing perfidy
from the other side, we sat back contented.

Chronologically speaking, the next reference, again in-
direct, to India’s security was on May 14, 1959. The
Prime Minister told Rangaswami of The Hindu at a
Press conference that * the presence of the Dalai Lama
does involve a certain strain "’ on the relations between
India and China. A pragmatist would either prepare
to meet the * strain "’ or remove the cause of it even if it
meant shutting our doors, in the most un-Hindu fashion,
on a guest like the Dalai Lama. Ceylon, ruled by a party

5 May 4, 1959.
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which seeks votes on the basis of the Buddhist religious
appeal, would not allow the Dalai Lama even to visit
the island for fear of offending Peking. U Nu in Burma
who made Buddhism the State religion and elevated the
monks to the status of de facto rulers did not bat an eye-
lid at the rape of Tibet and the persecution of Buddhists
there. If sectarian differences with the Dalai Lama
school of Buddhist thought could warrant such indiffer-
ence to human values on the part of Mrs. Sirimavo
Bandaranaike and U Nu why should India have to be-
have altruistically to be worthy of being the birth place
of the Buddha?

I am not suggesting that the extension of political
asylum .to the Dalai Lama was responsible for the Chin-
ese aggression. The latter had preceded by not less than
four years the upsurge in Tibet. Like the wolf in the
fable, Peking would have said that if we did not “ inter-
fere ” in the internal affairs of China, future Indian
generations would have done so!

Between 1959 and 1962 the Communist theme song
was that the Dalai Lama had disrupted Sino-Indian rela-
tions. The Prime Minister’s statement at the Press con-
ference could be interpreted as an admission that after
the Tibetan upsurge and the flight of the Dalai Lama to
India the relations between New Delhi and Peking could
not again be the same as before.

The' Communist approach was extremely clever. In
the context of the anti-imperialist sentiment running
high in Asia identification of the criticism of the Chinese
action with Western *“ imperialist” aims in Tibet
touched a responsive chord in many an Asian heart.
They held that Tibet legitimately belonged to China and
that Peking was right in scotching what they described
as American moves to keep the Roof of the World apart:
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In other words, the Communists made it a cold war issue
and reaped the rich harvest of immobilising non-aligned
India.

Significantly, Peking’s answer to Indian reaction to the
conquest of Tibet was to accuse India of * having been
affected by foreign influences hostile to China in Tibet.”
Prime Minister Nehru, as perhaps millions of our
countrymen, was touched to the quick. He expressed
surprise at the unwarranted allegation but the Chinese
purpose had been served. To most Indians only two
courses of action seemed to be open: to oppose the
Chinese action tooth and nail and face the consequences
there and then or to acquiesce in the Chinese conquest
of Tibet and coax Peking into a pleasant mood. Accept-
ance of the facts of life with preparedness for their reper-
cussions was not considered a worthwhile alternative.

The Communists went about their business with
characteristic expertise. When on May 4, 1959, Pandit
Kunzru wanted “ that the situation arising out of the
recent events in Tibet be taken into consideration " Mr.
Bhupesh Gupta supported Mr. H. D. Rajah’s contention
that it was tantamount to interference in Chinese internal
affairs. Pandit Kunzru and others had to rebut the argu-
ment by pointing out that if discussions on Algeria and
Kenya did not amount to interference in French and
British internal affairs respectively how a debate on Tibet
could be otherwise. The Chair allowed Pandit Kunzru’s
resolution to be considered.

Mr. Bhupesh Gupta waxed eloquent about Panch
Sheel, took upon himself the responsibility of defending
it from "“people who want this foreign policy to be com-
pletely reversed,” described the Tibetan uprising as “ an
armed rebellion by some vested iierests, reactionaries,
who want to prevent the march of history, social reform



MENTAL RESERVATIONS 39

and progress” and linked it with Washington and
Taiwan. He went unchallenged when like a Hyde Park
orator he quoted from Henrich Harrer’s Seven Years in
Tibet to establish the prevalence of * backwardness and
superstition ” in Tibet.

This was a dangerous allusion. In the eyes of modern-
ism there are several customs and rituals associated with
Hinduism, which are retrograde. It is one thing for
India to do away with such practices and another for *“a
more progressive nation,” be it China or America, to
impose reforms on us.

Secondly, practices like * smearing patients with the
spittle of the Lamas " are prevalent in NEFA also. They
are peculiar to the particular cult of Buddhism and flow
from the people’s blind faith in the “ supernatural”
powers of the Dalai Lama and the incarnate Lamas.
Education will reform the people. But, according to
Mr. Bhupesh Gupta’s logic, the Red Army should
“ civilise ” the tribals. | 4

Similarly, Mr. Gupta made much of a Press report that
arms had been found in the Tibetan monasteries. At
Towang, for instance, we saw an armoury—the Chinese
had stripped it of its lethal contents—attached to the
monastery built 200 years ago. Because under the old
dispensation the monastery was maintaining law and
ofder also in the community it had to be equipped with.
fire-arms. Pointing to the arsenal at the Towang monas-
tery the Chinese ‘* frontier guards " could have said that
American ‘and Kuomintang drms were stacked there to
mount an attack on China! And Mr. Gupta would have
us believe it!

Nobody asked Mr. Gupta what type of arms and in
what quantities were found in the Gompas or monasteries.
Even assuming for argument’s sake that modern weapons
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had reached the Tibetan “rebels” could they have
handled them? Were they trained in the use of such
lethal equipment? Hundreds of Tibetan refugees work-
ing as road labourers in the Kameng Frontier Division
were wiped out by the Chinese * frontier guards ” when
they advanced towards Bomdi La. We had seen whole
camps razed to the ground and half-burnt bodies buried
in shallow graves. A people, “especially upper strata
reactionaries,” trained in the use of modern weapons,
would not have died like flies.

About the so-called retrograde nature of the Tibetan
uprising Mr. Gupta laid it thick by-highlighting the fact
that Gen. Chiang Kai-shek, Mr. Christian Herter, the
then U.S. Secretary of State, Mr. Manzur Qadir, the
Pakistan Foreign Minister at the time, ard the South Viet
Nam Government had all “ welcomed ” the revolt or
expressed sympathy for the Tibetan people. That Mr.
Nehru also sympathised with Tibet was left out. What
Mr. Gupta was driving at was to give a cold war twist to
the Tibetan developments and lull India into complac-
ency in regard to Chinese intentions.

Towards this end, it was necessary to refute Mr.
Nehru's opinion that Peking by its intemperate” attacks
on India, had been adopting the cold war technique. So
Mr. Gupta provided China with an alibi. He said:
** The Prime Minister has expressed his distress over cer-
tain expressions and statements in China. I can under-
stand his position but the feelings of the Chinese people
must be understood. Apart from throwing cowdung on
Mao Tse-tung’s portrait * with the police looking on,
Chinese Government and its leaders were subjected to

¢ The reference is to an-incident during a Socialist party demonstration in
Bombay. Mr. Nehru had expresed his sorrow at it. Peking had made
several proter*s on the subject.
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an avalanche of insults in some quarters in this country.
Secondly, about the enemies of India’s foreign policy, ex-
pansionists and other things, I would like only to say that
I do not understand what is meant by it but I do net
think that the Indian Government is meant.”

Mr. S. A. Dange, in the Lok Sabha (May 8, 1959), ela-
borated the point. It is a significant speech because
since the 1962 aggression of the Chinese the legend has
been that Mr. Dange heads a ‘ nationalist " faction in
the Communist party. According to Mr. Dange while
the Chinese charge of expansionism did not apply to the
Prime Minister it fitted others like Acharya Kripalani.
“ The speech that was heard here (of Acharya Kripalani)
and some other speeches, reflect expansionism or not?”
he asked. .

But Mr. Dange was fair to Acharya Kripalani as well
as to India by implying that the expansionism complained
of by Peking was academic and verbal, rather than physi-
cal or military. At the conclusion of his speech, he
assured the House that * the Chinese guns were not
manned by Acharya Kripalani. They would hit well be-
cause they aim well.” Since Mr. Dange should know the
Chinese mind and might better than anyone else (barring
perhaps Mr. Bhupesh Gupta) he indicated that (1)
Peking was not unduly perturbed over the expansionism
of Acharya Kripalani and others who were * novices in
the art of warfare " and (2) that the Chinese were good
marksmen. Even this did not make the Lok Sabha pon-
der the military aspects of the Chinese posture.

In another context Mr. Dange almost spilled the beans.
He said that “ to practise expansionism two things are
required firstly political guts, and, secondly, real, hard
guns.” Acharya Kripalani butted in to say that “ the



42 BATTLE OF NEFA

Chinese have got both ” but Mr. Dange was more inter-
ested in establishing that the P.S.P. lacked both.

Had it not been for his post-1962 * nationalist "’ reputa-
tion Mr. Dange could have been taken to imply that India
did not have either “ political guts "’ or * real, hard guns ”
which China had in abundance and that the talk of help-
ing Tibet, etc. was sheer political gallantry.

Mr. Dange added that a parliamentary debate on Tibet
was as much * interference” in Chinese affairs as the
establishment by the Chinese of ““ a committee on linguis-
tic provinces.” About the Chinese maps in which large
chunks of Indian territory were appropriated to China
Mr. Dange temporised: * We should be realistic enough
to know that if a line in a map is moved that part of the
country does not go out of our hands. If the people
believe it will, they have a poor idea about maps and their
value and a poor idea about India’s own integrity also.”

The following two months witnessed much public con-
cern about the Chinese cartographic aggression having
been translated into action, especially in Ladakh. And
the Communist effort was to belittle the magnitude of the
problem.

But the most blatant bid to give a cold war twist to the
Chinese aggression was to link Goa and Aksai Chin.
Acharya Kripalani had contrasted the Chinese prepared-
ness to put up with Gen. Chiang Kai-shek’s control of
Formosa, the presence of the Portuguese at Macao and
.the British rule over Hong Kong with the gusto with
which they ‘“ liberated ”” Tibet. He then asked whether
it was not due to the weakness and helplessness of Tibet.

Mr. Dange joined issue with him. *“May I ask a
separate question?” he said. * Instead of going over to
Tibet, why not ask the Government of India to invade
Goa first?  Advice is very simple; it is easier to liberate
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Goa than to liberate Tibet, if it is being enslaved by
China. But you dare not offend American imperialism
because it will intervene. You know that China will
never go to war with India, whatever you do. There-
fore, you have the guts to fight about it, but you have
not the guts to fight about Goa.” |

Even if his political judgment is understandably
warped, Mr. Dange, for once at least, spoke the truth.
It was easier for India to liberate Goa, Diu and Daman
than to throw the Chinese out of Ladakh or NEFA or
even to prevent further encroachment by them on our
territory. Similarly, for the Chinese, it was far easier to
overrun Tibet and nibble at and occupy Indian territory
than even to reclaim Quemoy and Matsu. The reason
1s military.

The Communists were remarkably successful in their
efforts to belittle the Chinese danger. Even while dis-
closing, after months of concealment, the construction of a
road by the Chinese across the Aksai Chin plateau or the
Chinese aggression at Longju, the Prime Minister pooh-
poohed the idea of a general military threat from China.

Even the possibility of Sino-Soviet differences, tactical
or real, he was not prepared to concede primarily because
that had then become a hobby horse with the Americans
and even to think along American lines was thought un-
desirable for a non-aligned nation.

It was on August 28, 1959, that the Prime Minister
took Parliament and through it the country into con-
fidence about the Chinese-built highway across Aksai
Chin. He said: *“ Some reports reached us between
October 1957 and February 1958 that a Chinese detach-
ment had crossed the international frontier and visited
Khurnak Fort which is within Indian territory.”

He then disclosed that an Indian police party, sent to
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reconnoitre the area, had been apprehended by the
Chinese on July 28—a month earlier—and that an im-
mediate protest had been launched with Peking. “It
appeared that the Chinese had established a camp at a
place called Spanggur well within Indian territory,” he
added.

In reply to the Indian protest the Chinese, while offer-
ing to release the arrested policemen, claimed that the
Spanggur Lake area was theirs. ‘“ We sent a further note
to them expressing surprise at this claim and giving the
exact delineation of the traditional international
frontier.” _

At this point, Dr. Ram Subhag Singh, a senior Con-
gress M.P. and now a Minister at the Centre, asked a
question which the Prime Minister did not like. He
wanted to know * whether this is the only place which
is under occupation by the Chinese troops or they have
occupied some other areas also.”” Mr. Nehru replied
that ** it would be hardly correct to say that our area is
under occupation of the Chinese, that is under any kind
of a fixed occupation.” But he admitted that * there
have been sor. ¢ irontier troubles in two or three places
widely separated . . . and their patrols have come within
our territory two miles or three miles or thereabouts.”

Until perhaps the beginning of 1962 it remained a kind
of a fixation with the Prime Minister to treat the recur-
ring acts of Chinese aggression in isolation from each
other as well as from the territorial claims depicted on
the Chinese maps. Secondly, he would not let it be said
that a territory was under enemy occupation even though
he had set up military posts there, sent out patrols regu-
larly further deep into our territory and arrested our
men whenever they went out reconnoitring. Perhaps,
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for the Prime Minister occupation meant setting up
administration. ‘

The news about the Aksai Chin highway was not volun-
teered even then, though it was an open secret, having
been semi-officially leaked out to the Press. Mr. N. G.
Goray had to get it out of Mr. Nehru by asking “ whether
the Chinese had built a road across this territory joining
Gartok with Yarkand and whether this road has [had]
been there for the last one year or so?"”

The Prime Minister replied ‘yes’ but added that it
was in northern Ladakh, “ not exactly near this place.”
In other words, he was not prepared to link a fresh
Chinese incursion at Spanggur with the Aksai Chin
highway. He wanted them to be considered indepen-
dently. If the Army had anything to do with this-aspect
of China policy, the thinking, approach and upshot would
have been different.

After stressing the remoteness of the area and its in-
accessibility and after recounting the Chinese claims on
Aksai Chin, the Prime Minister said “ there is no actual
demarcation "’ in all this area. *‘So far as we are con-
cerned, our maps are clear that this is within the territory
of the Union of India. It may be that some of the parts
are not clearly demarcated or anything like that. But
obviously, if there is any dispute over any particular area,
this is a matter to be discussed.”

Mr. Goray’s next question summed ‘up the Indian
position vis-a-uis continuing Chinese aggression—the
position as revealed by the Prime Minister himself—but
Mr. Nehru was not evidently pleased with the question.
Mr. Goray asked: “ Does it mean that in parts of our
country which are inaccessible, any nation can come and
build roads and camp there. *We just send our parties,
they apprehend the parties and because of our good rela-
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tions, they release them. Is that all? The road remains
there, the occupation remains there and we do not do
anything about it.””’ |

Incensed, the Prime Minister temporised: ‘I do not
know if the hon. member expects me to reply to that.
There are two or three types of cases here. These are
border and frontier questions. In regard to some parts
of the border there can be no doubt from any side that
it is our border. If anybody violates it then it is a chal-
lenge to us. There are other parts regarding which it is

7 Compare the foregoing with the  following excerpt from the Chinese
Note dated December 26, 1959.

* This area is the only traffic artery linking Sinkiang and western Tibet,
because to its northeast lies the great Gobi of Sinkiang through which direct
traffic with Tibet is practically impossible. Therefore, since the middle of
the 18th century, the Government of the Ching Dynasty had established
karens (chceck posts) to exercise jurisdiction over and patrol this area. In
the decades from the founding of the Republic of China till the liberation
of China, there were troops constantly guarding this area. After the
liberation of Sinkiang in 1949, the Chinesc People’s Liberation Army took
over the guarding of the frontier in this area from Kuomintang troops.
In the latter half of 1950, it was through this area that the Chinese Govern-
ment dispatched the first units of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army to
_enter Tibet. In the nine years since then, the Chinese troops stationed in
the Ari district have regularly and frequently brought up indispensable
supplies from Sinkiang through this area. From March 1956 to October
1957, the Chinese Government built along the customary route a motor-
road from Yehcheng of Sinkiang to Gartok of Tibet of a total length of
1,200 kilometres, of which a section of 180 kilometres runs through this
area, and over 3,000 civilian workers took part in its construction.

** These unshakable facts should have been sufficient to prove beyond
dispute that this area is Chinese territory.

** Secondly, the Indian Government says that it has been sending regular
patrols to this area, and this is one way India exercises its jurisdiction.
According to data available to the Chinese Government, however, armed
Indian personnel intruded only three times into this area to carry out
reconnaissance, namely, in September 1958, July 1959, and October 19539,
and on each occasion they were promptly detained and then sent out of
China by Chinese frontier guards. Apart from these three intrusions, they
have never been to this area. It is precisely for this reason that the Indian
Government has been so unaware of the long-term activities of the Chinese
personnel in this area that it declares that it was in 1957 that Chinese
personnel entered this area '’ [emphasis added].
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rather difficult to say where the immediate border is,
although broadly it may be known. But it is very
difficult even in a map to indicate it. If a big
line is drawn that line itself covers three or four
miles, one might say, in a major map. Then there are
other parts still where there has been no demarcation in
the past. Nobody was interested in that area. There-
fore, it is a matter now—it should be a matter—for con-
sideration of the data etc., by the two parties concerned
and decision taken in a normal way, as and when there is
some kind of a frontier dispute” [emphasis added].

The discursive statement betrays wobbly thinking. At
one point he calls the trouble with China a *“ border and
frontier ” question, at another he thinks * some kind of
a frontier dispute” has yet to arise. But the Prime
Minister was clear about one thing—that the Chinese
“ incursions "’ had no aggressive pattern behind them and
did not need to be looked at from the defence point of
view. He said that only * if anybody violates . . . some
parts of the border "’ about which * there can be no doubt
from any side that it is our border . . . it is a challenge
to us.” That meant that the border separating Ladakh
from Sinkiang and the Chinese-occupied territory of
Tibet was not such a clearly demarcated frontier. Per-
haps the NEFA border was in a different category accord-
ing to the Prime Minister because though yet to be
delineated it had been demarcated. The frontier with
Pakistan, on the other hand, had been both demarcated
and delineated and so any violation of it would be a
“ challenge " to India.

But the Prime Minister was not specific in his refer-
ences to the different “kinds " of border nor did he
elaborate the point. When Mr Atal Bihari Vajpayee
raised the pertinent question about the steps being taken
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“to enforce security measures on this border area,” the
Prime Minister put a counter-question: “ which border
area” ? .

In short, he reduced the problem to one of collecting
data, exchanging it with the Chinese and settling the mat-
ter. This was in spite of the Chinese maps, their
recurring incursions into places claimed by them (which
betrayed their aggressive pattern) and the growing tension
between the two countries.

When Dr. Sushila Nayyar asked ‘ if these troubles on
the border are over the same areas of territory which the
Chinese had indicated as their territory in their maps”
the Prime Minister evaded the question. When the
Speaker pointedly drew his attention to it and asked about
Chinese claims in Ladakh, Mr. Nehru equivocated say-
ing that “ what we are discussing and the question which
I have answered relates to about two or three miles
(about five kilometres). Two or three miles are not
visible in these maps ".

The area * in dispute ” in Ladakh was 33,000 square
kilometres (nearly 10,000 square miles) but the Prime
Minister talked of “two or three” miles because he
would not then. recognise the establishment of a post or
laying of a road by the Chinese as occupation of territory.

The Prime Minister also discounted reports of concen-
tration of troops by the Chinese on the borders of Sikkim
and Bhutan. He told Mr. V. K. Dhage on August 25,
1959, in the Rajya Sabha that *“ we do not know " of
Chinese military concentration and that the concern of
the people of Bhutan and Sikkim was on account of the
influx of Tibetan refugees.

The Deputy Minister, Mrs. Lakshmi N. Menon, earlier
stated that the Government has * no valid reason to think
of the existence " of Chinese plans to penetrate into Sik-
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kim, Bhutan and NEFA. (Mr. H. V. Kamath toured
some of these Himalayan regions and alleged that Peking
was planning to overrun them.)

On August 28, 1959, the Prime Minister also made a
statement on the Chinese aggression at Longju and
Khinzemane. It was an interesting statement warrant-
ing the following copious extracts: “. .. on the 7th of
August an armed Chinese patrol, approximately 200
strong, violated our border at Khinzemane north of Chut-
hangmu in the Kameng Frontier Division. When
requested to withdraw, they pushed back, actually pushed
back, our greatly outnumbered patrol to a bridge at Dro-
kung Samba. Our people consisted of ten or a dozen
policemen and they [the enemy] were 200, about ten times
us. They actually physically pushed our men back.
There was no firing. Later on, the Chinese detachment
withdrew and our forces again established themselves.
All this was over a question of about two miles. I might
say, according to us, there is an international border.
Two miles on this side is this bridge and two miles on
that side is our picket or the small force. So our patrol
party was pushed back to the bridge and two miles away
they stood facing each other. Then both retired. What-
ever it was, later on the Chinese withdrew and our picket
went back to the frontier and established a small picket
there. The Chinese patrol arrived later and demanded
immediate withdrawal of our picket and lowering of our
flag there. This request was refused. Then there was
some attempt by the Chinese forces to outflank our peo-
ple but so far as we know our, people remained there
and nothing further happened; that is on the border
itself. That is one instance which happened about two
weeks ago
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“ The present incident I am talking about is a very
recent one and, in fact, is a continuing one. On the 25th
of August, that is three days ago, a strong Chinese detach-
ment crossed into cur territory in the Subansiri Frontier
Division at a place south of Migyitun and opened fire
(at a forward post of ours). Hon. Members will re-
member, I just r}lentioned Migyitun in connection with
the Chinese protest that we had violated their territory
and were in collusion with some Tibetan rebels. That
was their protest made in June last and there the matter
ended. Now, round about that area, a little farther way
but not far from it, this Chinese detachment came and
met, some distance away, our forward picket of about
a dozen persons. It is said that they fired at our forward
pitket. They were much larger in numbers, it is difh-
cult to say in what numbers but they were in some hun-
dreds,-200, 300 or, may be, even more. They surrounded
this forward picket which consisted of 12 men—one
N.C.O. and eleven riflemen of the Assam Rifles. They
apparently apprehended this lot. Later, apparently,
eight of these eleven riflemen managed to escape. They
came back to our outpost. The outpost is at a place
called Longju. Longju is about three or four miles from
our frontier between Tibet and India as we conceive it.
Longju is five days’ march from another post of ours, in
the interior, a bigger post called Limeking. Limeking,
is about twelve days’ march from the next place behind
it. So, in a way, this Longju is about three weeks’ march
from a roadhead. 1 merely mention this to give the
House some idea of communications, transport, distance
and time taken. I was saying on the 25th they captured
this forward picket of ours, but eight f them (persons
manning the outpost) having been captured apparently
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escaped and came back on the 26th, the next day. The
Chinese again came and opened fire and practically en-
circled this picket and the post. In fact, they came for-
ward and encircled this post, Longju, and although there
was firing for a considerable time, we had no account of
any casualties. Our people apparently fired back, too.
When these people were more or less surrounded at
Longju they left that picket and withdrew under this
overwhelming pressure. . . . |

“ The moment this information came we immediately
protested to the Chinese Government about it and took
certain other steps in that area to strengthen our various
posts, Limeking and others, as we thought necessary and
feasible. We have, in fact, placed all this border area of
NEFA directly under our military authorities. That is
to say, it was (being) dealt with by the Assam Rifles under
the Assam Rifles Directorate which was functioning
under the Governor and the Governor was the agent of
the Government of India in the External Affairs Minis-
try. The Assam Rifles will of course remain there and
such other forces as will be necessary will be sent but they
will function now under the army authorities and their
headquarters ” [emphasis added].

The above was a remarkably dispassionate narration of
enemy attacks on two of our outposts at Khinzemane and
Longju, one near the Bhutan border and the other farther
east. There was no animus in it. He made it read
like a fairy tale, the Chinese came, threatened our men,
pushed them back and when they went back apprehended
them. At Khinzemane after the tamasha the Chinese
went away and the status quo was restored. At Longju
they used fire-arms, our men returned fire but were over-
powered and driven back. The Chinese stayed put there.
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From the military point of view, the Prime Minister
revealed two interesting items of information: first, that
the Chinese attacked in large numbers, far outnumbering
our poorly manned outposts and, secondly, that they tried
to outflank us wherever we tried to stand our ground.
The nature of the weapons used by the enemy was not
disclosed whereas even in the early days of the 1962
aggression Defence Ministry spokesmen used to place on
record that the enemy was employing automatic weapons
and artillery. ;

For the first time, the Prime Minister talked of steps
to defend the territory, which was heart-warming.
Hitherto the stress had been on the smallness of the area
involved, its high altitude and inaccessibility, the possi-
bility of error in drawing the maps, the * undelimited ”
nature of the boundary (in the case of Ladakh) and the
preparedness for negotiations to settle individual cases
in isolation. Now, he has talked of ‘ our territory "’ and
international frontier except in the case of Longju the
location of which was given as ‘“ about three or four miles
from our frontier between Tibet and India as we con-
ceive it.” That the miles referred to were aerial miles
or as the crow flies and not land miles had not also been
made clear. Such a clarification would have dispelled
the impression that we were sitting right on the border
and could, therefore, afford to leave a stretch of no-man'’s
land in the interests of border peace.

But still the Prime Minister would not accept the
aggressive intentions of the Chinese. When Mr. Goray
asked what our evaluation of the Chinese policy towards
us was, the Prime Minister replied: ‘1 cannot say.”
By implication Mr. Nehru disputed Mr. Goray's view
that “ the guiding hand " behind the occupation of the
Aksai Chin plateau, the other incursions in Ladakh and



MENTAL RESERVATIONS 53

the latest incidents in NEFA was the same when he
added: “ It is not fair for me to guess. It will be guess
work, of course; I cannot imagine that all this is a pre-
cursor to anything more serious. It seems to me so fool-
ish for anybody, including the Chinese Government, to
function -in that way, and I do not give them the credit
or rather the discredit for folly. Therefore, 1 do not
think they will do it [large-scale attack].”

The defence of Longju against this attack provided a
foretaste of the difficulties in store for us in NEFA. The
defenders ran short of ammunition because there was no
supply coming in. We tried to send supplies by air.
They were- dropped but the supplies missed the defen-
ders. ‘It is a mouutainous area. It is not easy. It is
slightly risky to send paratroopers there, risky to the men
in these mountainous areas. We do not think it was
desirable or worthwhile to do so at that place—
dangerous.” *

These difficulties, experienced so early in the course
of confrontation with China, should have made us doubly
vigilant and fully prepared. But the mental reservation
persisted. The Prime Minister was scandalised when Dr.
Ram Subhag Singh wanted the possibility to be examined
of bombing enemy-held areas to extricate them from the
Chinese. * These are things for them [the Army] to con-
sider, not for us,” he declared. But after the fall of Se
La when a predominant section of the military leadership
wanted the Air Force to go into action it was politically
overruled from New Delhi.

Even when he spoke of defence preparations the Prime
Minister had in mind only minor skirmishes. Referring
to the Chinese rejection of our protests, he drew a parallel

* The quotations are from the Prime Minister's statement.

5
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between the Indo-Pakistan cold war and what was deve-
loping between India and China. He could not visualise
anything more serious. Therefore, he repeated that
*“ minor border incidents and border differences should
be settled by negotiations.”

- The tragedy was that only parties like the P.S.P. and
the Jan Sangh which were regarded as pro-Western
criticised the ambivalence of the Government in defence
preparedness and prodded the Prime Minister to view
the chain of Chinese incursions as a single entity and not
as individual incidents. If Congressmen like Dr. Ram
Subhag Singh took an identical stand they were tarred
with the same brush of pro-Westernism by the Commun-
ists who wanted the Chinese aggression issue to be soft-
pedalled. They never asked a question on the subject.
Some Congressmen like Mr. Joachim Alva saw the
American hand in efforts to ventilate Chinese aggression.
Some other Congressmen like Mr. Govind Malaviya
thought that in view of our “ friendship for China ” and
* delicateness ” of the situation details of Chinese attacks
on Khinzemane and Longju and incursions into the Aksai
Chin plateau and the Spanggur Lake area should not be
divulged!

Among these diverse approaches, the Prime Minister,
presumably to preserve our non-alignment, adopted an
attitude of inadequate awareness of the Chinese threat
Sometimes it bordered on complacency, too. The effort
was to explain away a development by reference to physi-
cal or geographical factors. Neither Parliament nor
Government ever got down to brass tacks to view the
Chinese threat from the defence angle, evaluating the
hurdles to be crossed and the measures to be adopted.
Never have I heard a Member ask in Parliament for auto-
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matic weapons or training in mountain warfare for om
troops. If the Congress party had been less heterogene-
ous and less susceptible to influences from outside and if
second-rank leaders like Dr. Ram Subhag Singh had been
allowed to focus public attention on the central issue of
defence, the country would have been less unprepered
to meet the aggression.



CHAPTER III

PHYSICAL DRIFT

O~ October 31, 1959, The New York Times published
an Associated Press news item from New Delhi about
India’s defence preparedness vis-a-vis the Chinese threat.
Looking back in the light of our experience in NEFA
it was an ominous piece of news. Itsaid: * The Indian
Army has abandoned any hope of defending large areas
of India’s Himalayan frontier against Communist China,
it was authoritatively reported today.

“ If Chinese forces based in Tibet tried next spring to
take the Indian border territories they claim, India’s mili-
tary strategy would be to concede large areas virtually
without a fight. The Indians would be prepared to resist
only at points deep in their own territory. . . . Effective
defence of all Indian territory is a physical impossibility.
The Army’s decision, it is reported, is based on inability
to move large forces up to the frontier because of want
of roads and other facilities.”

It is not clear from the report whether the reference is
to Ladakh or NEFA or both. But significantly it speaks
not of inability to regain the territory already run over
by the Chinese—-the Aksai Chin plateau in Ladakh and
Longju in the Subansiri Frontier Division of NEFA—
but of the odds against preventing further thrusts by the
enemy.

The authoritative aura with which the report is sought
to be covered is, however, puzzling. No Indian news-

| 56
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paper carried the news item whici would suggest that it
was an official revelation only to the Associated Press.
Neither the Armed Forces Information Office nor the
Press Information Bureau in New Delhi issued any hand-
out to that effect, as far as my checking could establish.
But these are relatively less important matters. Even if
the report is based on a conversation during a cocktail
party, it presents an interesting and, in the light of what
has happened nearly three years after, a realistic picture
of India’s defence preparedness. Secondly, it reads like
the assessment of a hard-boiled Army officer who has gone
into the practical aspects of a military showdown with
China juxtaposing the known strength and logistical
superiority of the enemy with our own position. A poli-
tician would not have been so straightforward for obvious
reasons.

The statement that * the Indians would be prepared
to resist only at points deep in their own territory " is
significant. Countries fearing aggression by land have
been known to draw the line between the political fron-
tier and military boundary. During World War II
Switzerland had prepared herself to let the Nazi hordes
enter deep into her neutral territory—if Hitler chose to
make her belligerent—because military considerations
demanded such a step. Then only defence would have
been effective. According to The New York Times re-
port, Army opinion at the end of 1959 was that it would
be prudent to let the enemy get in rather than engage
him on the difficult terrain up in the north. But this
was an aspect of the looming physical showdown with
China which never figured in public discussions or Par-
liament debates.

The Prime Minister only hinted at it in the course of
his statement in the Lok Sabha on February 23, 1961,



58 BATTLE OF NEFA

when he gave details of the Chinese attack on an Indian
police patrol near the Kongka Pass in Ladakh. = He said
that following the Chinese entry into Tibet the Govern-
ment thought that the task of defence was more difficult
in NEFA. - He then highlighted the odds against which
a defence build-up had to be attempted. But in the same
breath he assured the House that *“ we are fairly protected
to prevent such an intrusion.”

Of course, 14 months lay between The New York
Times report and the Prime Minister’s declaration. It
was possible that the position had improved considerably
during that period. At least in the matter of road-build-
ing in NEFA much progress had been made.

Earlier, during 1960 itself, the then Defence Minister,
Mr. V. K. Krishna Menon, had spoken in a way which
could be interpreted as awareness of the magnitude of
the military task. He said in Bangalore on January 16,
1960, that “no army can protect the Himalayan
heights.” * Did this mean that he wanted a military fron-
tier deep inside our territory to the south of the political
boundary? Was he voicing a problem which must have
been agitating military minds at that time?

After the fall of Bomdi La when our defence forces
nad fallen back on Foothills, Anthony Mam Special Cor-
respondent of the Daily Telegraph, said he could then
reveal a secret which he had kept for nearly a month. It
was that “ Indian field commanders almost certainly
decided to reserve their small supply of automatic wea-
pons for key points well behind the frontline.”

If the allusion was to the Western arms aid only 329
tons of military equipment had been airlifted up to
November 15 in 16 sorties. This would have hardly
sufficed to keep the front lines in the different sectors

\ The States’ ...
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equipped. Secondly, new weapons are first sent to the
workshops so that repairing and refitting them is mas-
tered. Then only do the men at the front get them. So
it is a fair guess that the Western arms so promptly rushed
to us by friendly countries during the lull between the
fall of Towang on October 24 and the fresh Chinese attack
on November 15 could not reach the frontline.

If, however, the arms had been deliberately kept back
for use at ‘““key points well behind the frontline,” as
Mann suggests, it substantiates the theory that the Army
thought that really effective defence was possible only on
the plains.

Mr. Krishna Menon almost said it in so many words
during a speech in Bombay on April 28, 1960. Press
Trust of India quoted him as declaring that ““ India does
not wish to fight over the Himalayan ranges but if China
has any intention of coming down the Himalayan slopes
and entering the plains then we are prepared to give her
a warm reception, warmer than she might expec:.”

But a subsequent observation of Mr. Krishna Menon
in the course of the same Bangalore speech belied such a
conclusion. He said: ‘ The best way to protect these
h111y areas is to integrate them eﬁectlvely This was be-
ing done 1ll these years.” ?

The foregoing was meant to be a justification of the
haphazard forward policy being pursued in the frontier
areas. Mere spread of administration would not stem
the onrush of any enemy like the Chinese. Even if the
tribals had been trained in modern or guerilla warfare
and properly equipped it was doubtful if they voul1 have
withstood the Chinese thrust.

A theory has been propounded that the only way to
deal with an aggressor is to let him come in and then

2 Ibid. -
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harass him by guerilla tactics. It is because an aggressor
1s always well prepared and can shock the defenders with
staggering blows. By the time the defenders realise the
magnitude of the task awaiting them the aggressor ad-
vances deep into their territory. This happened to the
peoples of east and central Europe when Hitler, after
meticulous planning, struck them one after another.
And in countries like Yugoslavia the resistance movement
did harass the Nazis. _

If Mr. Krishna Menon had such ideas in dealing with
the Chinese our tribal countrymen in NEFA were hardly
prepared for it. Their only knowledge of the enemy was
through the reports of the Tibetan refugees. They knew
how the Chinese had enslaved their Tibetan co-religion-
ists and reduced them into hewers of wood and drawers
of water. At the same time, several Chinese agents also
had crossed into NEFA in the garb of refugees.

Some of them were apprehended also." They had been
at work, describing the so-called land reforms in Tibet
and emphasising the ethnic bonds among peoples of Mon-
goloid origin. This was in fact the only basis on which
the Chinese claimed NEFA as theirs.

Neither the NEFA Administration nor the Govern-
ment of India could counteract effectively this propa-
ganda. Firstly, All India Radio lacked powerful enough
transmitters to reach the tribal belt. Taking the Kameng
Frontier Division, except at Bomdi La, Dirang and
Towang one has to make do with battery-run wireless
receiving sets. Transistors are no doubt useful. But
All India Radio’s medium wave transmission is too feeble
to be heard even 100 miles away from the broadcasting
station. Secondly, until September 1962 it was

3 A Chinese spy, Jamyang Gyantsen, was arrested on October 15, 1960,
in the Namkha Chu river valley in Kameng.
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blasphemy for All India Radio to say a harsh word about
China.

Newspapers and periodicals cannot serve the purpose
because nearly 95 per cent of the tribals are illiterate.
So propaganda has to be carried on by word of mouth.
We don’t have trained personnel for it.

Even an adequate appreciation of the purpose of such
infiltration by Chinese agents seemed to be lacking. For
instance, the Shillong correspondent of The Times of
India naively stated * that *“ the Chinese send their agents
to the Indian border to persuade Tibetan refugees to
return to India.” Shillong being the headquarters o the
NEFA Administration it can be justifiably assumed that
the correspondent was revealing the mind of the officials
‘there.

Further, the tribals were kept in a kind of isolation in
the name of preserving their culture and way of life.
This had retained the gulf which separates plains people
from the hill tribes. The tribal vision remained to be
enlarged, to accept the entire country as their own.

Some of the NEFA officials mixed freely with the tri-
bals. Quite a few of them could also speak the tribal
dialects. Still the tribals, particularly in the remote
areas, felt that ‘‘ Indians” were different from them.
Evacuation of the administration in the wake of the
Chinese thrust heightened this feeling. In some areas in
the Siang Frontier Division the withdrawal of the civil
administration was panicky. The inhabitants of the area
were not taken into confidence. The officials and their
families gathered the portable ones among their belong-
ings and fled, very often by plane. At Inkiyong in the

Siang Division a hospital was set afire as a kind of
1 October 15, 1960.
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scorched garth policy, little worrying about the invalids
who had nowhere else to go.

At Dirang, in the Kameng Frontier Division, a tribal
youth who had a smattering of Hindustani asked me if,
“since the Chinese had left the Indians would come
back.” In other words, he bracketed his countrymen
with the enemy. In the circumstances it'was too much to
expect the tribals to resist the Chinese militarily. 1If, on
the other hand, Mr. Menon meant that the tribals should
have an active part in the defence of their part of India
he was perfectly right. But no steps were taken in that
direction. |

In some cases religious susceptibilities also came in the
way of resisting the Chinese by force. The Khempo of
Towang, when asked whether he would advise his fol-
lowers to take up arms to fight the Chinese, replied that
his religion forbade it. But a sturdy Monpa youth, eva-
cuated to Bahrampur near Nowgong, told me that he
wished he had thrown boulders from the hill tops on the
Chinese swarms in the valley below. Such tribal
enthusiasm wherever it existed had not been given a
direction. |

In the early days of British rule the external frontiers
of India were congruent with the limits of the territory
where the writ of the raj ran. This was possible for
various reasons. There was never any threat from the
north-east because after the fall of the Ching (Manchu)
dynasty in 1911 Chinese suzérainty over Tibet ended.
Tibet also had been reduced to what was called a buffer
state. In the north-west Afghanistan occupied that
position.

The British were aware that the tribes inhabiting the
areas beyond the * administered territory ” owned no
master. Therefore it became the practice to exercise in
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these regions what was known as loose ** political control.”
Trans-border agencies were set up. In the north-west,
because of a fear of Russian thrust gold and guns were
alternately employed to buy or browbeat the tribals.
The problem did not at all arise in the north-eastern
region.

Mr. Krishna Menon raised a hornet’s nest when dur-
ing a speech at Chandigarh he talked of defending every
inch of *‘ administered territory.” It was interpreted as
a surrender to the Chinese of the large tracts where the
Government of India’s writ did not yet run. Presumab-
ly, Mr. Krishna Menon had in mind a British-like policy
in respect of these far-flung areas. If so, it is not known
how he could have pursued it vis-a-vis an expansionist
China in control of Tibet. All that can be said is that
in spite of the close personal equation between the Prime
Minister and Mr. Krishna Menon the defence and
foreign policies of the country did not always go hand
in hand.

Pakistan's policy towards the hostile tribes on the
Afghan border offers an illuminating example to the
contrary. Field Marshal Ayub Khan had reversed
Quaid-e-Azam Jinnah's idea of leaving the nomads alone.
Instead, a forward policy was adopted. This meant
bringing the inhabitants of the inaccessible areas under
the control ¢f the Government in Rawalpindi. The
none-too-friendly relations between Pakistan and Afghan-
istan also had to be taken into account.

With the twin objective in view the border defences
were strengthened appreciably. Taking advantage of the
British-built system of communications a network of mili-
tary outposts was established. These were not flag-flying
checkposts like those we had to the south of the McMahon
Line but were manned by troops conversant with - the
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terrain and equipped with the latest American arms.
The Peshawar-based air arm also could be deployed in
the event of serious trouble. But an unqualified compari-
son between Pakistan’s problem in the north-west and our
troubles with China i